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“What did you think of the festival?” Ezekiel asked Marissa as the carriage carried them away from the small town near Ezekiel’s fortress, where they had spent the day.

Marissa had first been hesitant about wandering around without her illusion up, but she surprised herself at how quickly she became comfortable. The number of living dead and other types of what is normally considered evil races in the town had put her mind at ease. She’d actually been able to enjoy being in a social setting around many people she did not know. Ezekiel even brought some of the potion that allowed her to taste things so she could enjoy the food and drink.

“It was, fun,” Marissa tried to smile at him, but her illusion was still down, and her smile was a bony grimace with a few tendrils of twitching flesh. She slipped the illusion ring back on her finger. Her body became clothed in flesh once again as her robe filled out. “Though for now, I’m still more comfortable with this thing on.”

“That is understandable, you still see yourself as a human.” Ezekiel shrugged.

“Is that saying you don’t see yourself as a human anymore?” The carriage accelerated as they cleared the final edges of town.

“Well, I’m not human anymore.” Ezekiel chuckled softly.

“I’m not sure how I feel about not seeing myself as human,” Marissa said.

“That is very understandable, you’ve always been human, that is part of your identity. If it comforts you, you are technically part human. It’s clear that your character race was human so that makes you a human Lich versus something like an elf Lich or other race.”

Marissa sat quietly thinking about it. “That does help, though I imagine eventually I will need to move on from it.”

“You will,” Ezekiel agreed. “After all, eventually you will be able to change your race if you so choose, so that really throws the idea of a racial identity out the window. Though there is not normally much point, it is expensive to do.”

“I can see how that would be the case.” Marissa cocked her head. “Shouldn’t we be technically talking in terms of species not race though?”

“You know what? I’d never thought about that. I guess that’s probably true. But the use of race to talk about different species is so ingrained. But you are right, elves are not the same species as humans.”

“I guess it doesn’t matter that much, as long as people know what you mean.” Marissa looked out the carriage window. They were ascending a section of the road that was full of switchbacks. Already they had climbed high, and she could see above the trees out to the planes that jutted up next to the mountains.

The day had started out sunny and was now growing overcast. Far out in the distance Marissa saw something. There was a flash that lit up an area far beyond even the town. “What is that?”

Ezekiel leaned over and looked out where she was gazing. Even though the flash was only momentary, his visual abilities were far more powerful than Marissa’s. “That’s fortunate timing,” Ezekiel said. “That flash is a warning system that I built in to detect any creatures over a certain power level wandering in from the Uncharted. That has sent a signal to one of my defenders.”

“You have creatures strong enough to contend with the monsters out there? I thought you said the difficulty spike was massive,” Marissa asked in surprise.

“I did say that, and it is quite massive. I’m also quite powerful,” Ezekiel assured her. “Not powerful enough to want to wander around the Uncharted casually, but the edges of it I can handle. Besides, anything that ventures into the civilized lands is normally not at the tip of the food chain in the Uncharted.”

“Can you tell what entered?”

Ezekiel placed his hand on the glass of the window. Black lines of runic power spread out, sinking into the glass before they faded and the view through the glass shifted.

Marissa could now see a massive creature as it crushed a small tree. Its body was bulky, and it looked like a cross between a triceratops, porcupine, and rhinoceros. The horns coming from its head, five in total, were white and sparked with electric blue energy.

Before Marissa could get much more of a view, the image shifted as Ezekiel zoomed it out. A shape plummeted out of the sky and struck the creature with immense force.

The shape had descended from the sky so quickly Marissa hadn’t been able to tell what it was at first. Then a massive set of bony wings caught her eye—a bone dragon. Its head was half the size of the intruder’s body alone. It held the intruder in place with its powerful arms, and with teeth longer than Marissa was tall, ripped the creature apart. The quills didn’t even phase it.

“Ah, Bity.” Ezekiel smiled. “He so loves those quintarcsis. I think he’s after the horns.”

Marissa was too stunned at first to say anything. It wasn’t until Bity lifted into the air, caring the quintarcsis’ limp form with him, did she finally recover. “Bity? One of Raven’s pets?”

Ezekiel snorted. “Can tell by the name, can you. Yes, he’s been with us a while, and is one of the ones that is allowed to wander since he’s so well behaved.”

“Speaking of her, will she still be mad?” Referring to how they left Raven tumbling down the side of a mountain.

“Maybe? She’ll most likely ignore us.” Ezekiel shrugged again. “Anyways, where was I?”

“You had just met that guy from the Order of Equinox, Elias was his name?” Marissa questioned as she pulled out her magical notepad and quill and checked. “Yes, Elias. He was annoyed you hadn’t read the book.”

“Ah, yes,” Ezekiel nodded. “Things were slow for a bit, so I’ll try to condense the important bits down.”
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I sat in my room. It was still a part of the dungeon even though I was no longer the dungeon boss. Being here still gave me some minor benefits, one of which was the simple fact that I was as safe here as I would be just about any place else. Kellnock would let nothing get to me.

Across my legs lay Mercy. My connection was so deep with the weapon that it didn’t even feel like a foreign object was touching my body, this was simply another part of me. I wore simple robes rather than my powerful Thanatrith armor. It was a pain to take the armor on and off, but after spending several days in it I decided I didn’t want to always be wearing armor. It was uncomfortable, especially now that I had flesh on my body, even if it was emaciated.

I was focusing my mind inwards, a process identical to what one goes through with soul compression. My trait remembrance of the soul meant I did not have to do soul compression again, it automatically completed. Which was nice. Soul compression was a pain, especially if you messed it up and had to regain levels to try again. It did mean I hadn’t gained the stat multiplier for having stat points over a value of 100, but that was okay. My old multipliers were bigger than what I would have gained anyway. I was curious what would happen when my level was equal to what I once had been at, and the trait went away.

However, I still needed to refine my death core. Since I hadn’t gone through the process before, it wasn’t automatically completed. Before starting the process, I had absorbed enough death cores to bring me above a base value of 200. I had been very close, and if it behaved like stat points did, bringing it above 200 would be a nice boost.

The process of refining the death core was fairly straightforward. Vito had explained it to me before he left. Normally, you would have to do both soul compression and core refinement at the same time. Not having to do so made the process that much easier

Focusing on meditation I was able to picture my core and directly access it. I then pulled all of the death energy out of my core, but not out of my control, urging it into a miasma around me. I condensed that miasma down until it became a sphere of highly condensed energy.

I then pulled a stream of energy out of that sphere and ran it back down to my core. Wherever the stream touched the core, it refined. That began the cycle. I ran a constant stream of energy in and out of my core in loops refining every part of it as I slowly worked the energy through the core. The process was exhausting. The mental control was akin to the amount of effort it took for me to control large numbers of undead with precision.

With the refinement process finally done, I channeled the energy back into the core and opened my eyes. No prompts waited for me, but that was okay. I knew where I could find the information I wanted, I pulled up my character sheet, going through my stat sheet first. There weren’t any level gains since I last looked, but I was certain there must be some changes.

Character Soul Level: 101

Name: Ezekiel Verniac

Race: Human Lich

Unspent Stat Points:

Spent Stat Point: 505

5 Stat Points per level

Health: 1528

Health Regeneration: 54.49/sec

Death Energy: 2596

Death Energy Regeneration Tier 1: 57.7/sec

Death Energy Tier 2 Storage Capacity: 1

Mana: 1705

Mana Regeneration: 51.56/sec

Carrying lbs.: 2314.07

Stats:

Intelligence: 190 [multiplier: 1.311] [40 from gear]

Spirit: 134 [multiplier: 1.23]

Vitality: 119 [multiplier: 1.15]

Resilience: 116 [multiplier: 1.15]

Death Core Tier 1: 218

Death Core Tier 2: 1 [multiplier: 1.21]

Agility: 115 [multiplier: 1.1]

Dexterity: 89 [multiplier: 1.21]

Experience: 20,136 of 103,015

There weren’t very many changes, but what was there was interesting. The tier information about the death cores was new. Was also interesting that the tier 2 death energy did not have a regeneration rate, only a capacity. My stat screen was different than it would’ve been normally. Even discounting the death core which replaced my strength and endurance stats. Now that I’d passed level 100, I should have a compressed stats score—it’s where the multipliers came from. But I didn’t have one, and was beginning to suspect when I passed the level I’d been before, I was going to have some hard adjustments as my body reset to the correct system.

It was interesting that the tier 2 death core didn’t show a fractional number. I assume that would be explained in my character sheet. I was glad to have taken the time to get my tier 1 death core beyond level 200, it would make a large difference in the long run. I moved on to my character sheet to see what had changed there.

Character Traits:

Remembrance of the Soul

Your soul remembers a time in which it was much more powerful. When you reach soul compression, it will be automatically completed for you as your soul regains its strength. You will also gain experience 10% faster.

Precognition

Evolved from repairing mindscape from Time Warped Status. Can sense slightly into the future.

Magically Gifted:

You learn magic faster.

Essence Merged Weapon

You have formed such a deep connection with your weapon, Mercy, that it is now an extension of you as much as your arm. Your base control, skill, and ability with the weapon is greatly enhanced. If separated from you, the weapon will return given time.

Lichdom:

Enhanced magical senses

Undead resilience

Death Core Tier 2

You retain your tier 1 death core, but it no longer increases with your level. Its level as been divided by 1000 and serves as a multiplier increasing the level of your tier 2 death core. You can still increase the level of your tier 1 death core, but this will not increase your multiplier. The level of your tier 2 death core will always round down to the nearest whole number, a partial death core level has no effect on you. Your tier 2 death core gains in level as you increase in level, it can also be increased by absorbed other tier 2 death cores, and no longer by absorbing a lower tier death core.

Now that your death core has advanced to a tier 2, the potency of your death energy has increased to more effectively work against entities who have passed the first level of soul compression. You also gain the ability to store and refine second tier death energy inside your core. The capacity is based on the level of your core at a one-to-one ratio. You do not naturally generate this higher tier energy.

Innate Undeath Control

Mindless undead creatures are more easily controlled.

Using the second tier death energy in the creation of a minion gives you the option to add possession ability so that you can possess the creature.

Body of Death

Necromantic and death magic are as easy for you to use as breathing once was. You can also innately use first and second degree related magics.

You are truly immune to necromantic and death magic. You also have high resistances to first and second degree related magics.

Soul Magic

You have access to soul magic.

Phylactery

If you are slain, you will reincarnate at your phylactery.

Poison Immunity

You are immune to all poisons, except for those with a life aspect to them.

Undead Strength

Your body is now fueled by death energy. As the power of your core grows, so does your body. By expending second tier death energy you can push your body beyond its normal limits. Warning: This does come with a backlash.

True Undead

The undead have no need for strength or stamina. They are now fueled by death energy. Those stats have been replaced with the death core.

The death core cannot be increased by stat points, it only increases with level and by absorbing death energy.

Along with replacing strength and endurance, the death core also provides an increased potency for death-based spells. However, it prevents the use of all light and life magic.

Dungeon Lord:

Dungeon Lords are the rulers of dungeons. They have either subdued or created dungeon bosses that control and run dungeons. As the Lord of the dungeon, you gain several benefits.

Tithe

As tribute to you, ten percent of all experience and resources gained by your dungeons is set aside for you upon your next visit to the dungeon. This can also be exchanged for other things from the dungeon instead of just taking the experience.

Assistance

When visiting one of your dungeons the dungeon boss will provide assistance to you in what ways it can as long as it does not compromise the safety of the dungeon.

Minions

Your dungeons that can produce minions will do so for you upon request. So long as it does not compromise the safety of the dungeon, they can even provide you armies.

Unique Benefits

Your dungeon, Reliquary of the Damned, contains the Death Forge of the Eldritch Tranquil Soul. When visiting the dungeon you will have access to this mythical item, and the help of the elder living dead smith known as Kellnock in any of your projects. He will not take kindly if you monopolize his forge.

Dungeon Energy Siphone

You have the ability to siphon off a small amount of dungeon energy for your own uses. This requires the construction of a dungeon nexus. You do not have a dungeon nexus to bind this to.

I was very interested by the explanations between the different tiers of death cores. In a way it made sense that I did not have a passive generation for the tier 2 energy but did for the tier 1. After all, tier 1 death energy is essentially stamina for us Lichs. I was thankful I’d be able to continue to increase that value, even if it wouldn’t add to my multiplier, Lichs are already very powerful, that would’ve been just ridiculous.

The benefits of being a dungeon lord were interesting. Access to dungeon energy was tempting, but judging from what Damien said, I doubted the construction of the nexus was something I was even remotely close to being able to do.

The enhancements I gained from advancing my death core to tier 2 were impressive, to say the least. I was excited about the possession ability. Cretainly something I hadn’t expected. Vito should’ve told me about it, but then again, he was a vampire, and I was a Lich. I was also interested to see just what I could do with more powerful death energy. That first meant figuring out how to refine it though.

If the utility from the second tier death energy wasn’t enough to be excited about, the body of death trait was, in some ways, even more important. Innate skill with magic is good, but that took it beyond. I could cast even the most complex death magic spells that would normally push my limits of control with ease.

Overall, I was just stronger. The boost of strength that came from the utilization of the second tier death energy would be interesting. I was uncertain about the backlash though, some experimenting would be required.

Leaving the room, I stepped into a small courtyard Kellnock had constructed, where my room, Raven’s room, Maxwell’s room, and also stables for Raven’s pets were located. Kellnock had only been in charge of the dungeon for a few days, and he was already making large changes. In the courtyard was a pile of bones, also provided by Kellnock. When the incredibly powerful and serious boss of the dungeon showed us the changes he’d made to our living quarters, I got the feeling he wanted us out of the way.

I didn’t blame him. The last thing he wanted was his boss looking over his shoulder while working. I used a simple but powerful undead construct spell to create a four-legged creature. It had long bony legs driven by pure magic. The creature would not last long, but I didn’t need it to, I just needed it to last long enough.

As my creation waited, I pulled out a piece of paper and wrote a quick note to Vito, asking what he knew about the second tier death energy, and attached it to the bone-creature’s back. Then with a mental order I sent it racing away. My creation would find Vito and his growing fortress in Tehomal. All my construct had to do was get there, Vito would then either send his own construct back or come himself.

Vito had left after Friar Brown departed. Though Vito expressed gratitude towards the friar, I got the feeling he still didn’t fully trust him.

With that done, I decided to explore the outside some. Very little out there could hurt me, even with how weak I was at the time. Immunity to death and necrotic magic meant I was basically untouchable by everything there. Unless they had a powerful physical attack, there was nothing they could do against me. Besides, I’d been cooped up in this ziggurat for a while, and was interested to see just how the marsh had changed.
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Friar Brown had not left any of his people behind in the death marsh, which made sense. He needed every person he had. The friar wasn’t going to start the civil war yet, he wanted to gather his strength and build a position of power he could move from. It was smart, if he didn’t prepare correctly, he would be crushed. He’d suggested I do the same.

The former camp of the zealots had zombies wandering around. I had shrouded myself in a concealing spell of dark magic. I was not here to fight, but to explore. Raven was out in the marsh someplace as well, no doubt hunting or getting into some kind of mischief.

The zombies in the camp were mindless and uncontrolled. And even as I watched, a snake covered in dark, almost black, scales struck out of the water and grabbed one of them. The snake slithered back into the water dragging the struggling zombie with it. It wasn’t a massive snake like I had used on my way in, but the zombie was helpless against it.

It didn’t take long before I lost sight of them in the water. Part of me expected things like the zombies in the camp to be someplace in the middle of the food chain in these death biomes. But in an hour, I’d witnessed multiple zombies taken out by everything from a swarm of hand-sized insects to a vine covered plant one had meandered a little too close to.

These mindless uncontrolled zombies were likely pretty darn near the bottom of the food chain. Death biomes were predatory, like the blood marsh, but even more so. Zombies being the bottom of the food chain, in a way, made sense. Any living creature that wandered into a death biome and was killed would come back as a zombie eventually. Whatever killed them, assuming they did not consume their bodies, would move on and the zombie would then wander around the biome.

They would either grow strong enough that things wouldn’t eat it, or it would serve as sustenance for something else. But that second death would likely stick. Reanimating bodies after being killed a second time became more difficult, and when they did reanimate, they weren’t as strong. There were ways around this, but I doubted they existed in a natural environment like these death biomes, though I wasn’t certain.

The biome was fascinating.

I started to develop a theory about how these biomes would fully function. They couldn’t only rely on wandering creatures, so there must be some way of reproducing. A swarm of insects caught my attention. And after they failed to eat or harm me, I was able to follow them back to their nest. It was something akin to a wasp nest, but made out of bone.

Using Mercy, I carefully cut away some of the layers so I could see the inside. To my surprise, there was little larva pulsing with death energy in there. Just a spark really. Then I noticed a larger insect giving little dollops of death energy to the larva. She was in turn being supplied by the wasps that were flying in bearing small payloads of death energy.

I spent several hours investigating the different aspects of this death biome. It truly is remarkable when you think about it. When I first started, I assumed death biomes only existed and could only thrive by creatures wandering in from the outside—that simply wasn’t true. But that is a very complex subject that is not useful at this point.

I was further out in the marsh, watching a seemingly unthreatening pack of lily pads flow around, slowly chasing some large creature under the water. They just about caught whatever it was when Raven strode up in her lynx form.

“Some of those guild people,” Raven said after she transformed into her human form, “are on their way here.”

“I wondered if they would come back. Do they seem problematic?”

“Not from what I can tell,” Raven said. “But I’ve been careful not to get too close.”

“Take me to them,” I told her. She gave me a worried look. “I’ll be fine. I doubt they’ve changed their stance, and if they have, I can always flee back into the marsh. Nothing can hurt me in here, but they would have to be very careful in how they progress.”

“That and Vito has your phylactery now,” Raven agreed. “I heard him grumbling about making some cautions against your idiotic antics.”

The attack that traveled from me into my phylactery had worried Vito. Fortunately, he was a vampire and could use soul energy. He said he was going to be doing some things to further prevent that from happening, though warned it would not be possible to completely stop it. It would merely be more difficult.

It didn’t take long for Raven to lead me to the oncoming players. I was still shrouded in my spell, so they didn’t notice me right away. I identified the group quickly—a combination of the first group to have cleared the dungeon led by Ezra and the group I had sent on the bogus quest led by Aaron.

I let the spell fade as I stepped out from behind large bush. “Come back for more?”

“Ezekiel!” Jessica said when she saw me. She was one of the two rangers on Aaron’s team. “We were worried, you’re outside of the dungeon?”

“Yeah, no longer the dungeon boss. The new guy is way stronger than I am, and honestly he’s probably making better gear than I could.”

“Oh really?” Ezra asked, a hungry glint entering her eyes. “Livia will love to hear that.”

“I will warn you that the lower levels of the dungeon are likely to get a lot harder,” I said. My warning wouldn’t slow them down, players were drawn to loot like a moth to flame.

“What exactly happened here?” Marcus asked. When I first met Marcus, he was an asshole, and I still thought he was. But once he realized I wasn’t all that I seemed he dropped a lot of his pretentious role-play routine. I still didn’t like him. “From what we have heard another army of priests showed up and attacked the ones besieging you? Now the entire country is in uproar.”

“That is more or less what happened,” I agreed. “Friar Brown showed up and saved my ass.”

“Yes,” Aaron nodded. “That fits. This Friar Brown fellow is now stirring up problems, and just by the quests people are getting, it feels like things are going to get messy.”

“You’re players,” I scoffed, “don’t you love that kind of stuff?”

All of them winced a little at that. Ezra was the first to speak. “Yes, it’s a good way to earn experience, levels, and loot. But when that instability is threatening to tear apart the guild, we are less thrilled about it.”

I gestured for them to follow me, I didn’t mind easing their trip through the death marsh. “Why is the guild under threat?”

“People like Marcus,” Derek grumbled.

“Hey, I’ve gotten better,” Marcus protested, though he still sounded pretentious to me.

“I know,” Derek admitted. “But you remember what you were like. We put up with you for months. It finally took you finding out Ezekiel is from Earth for you to chill.”

“What Derek is saying,” Aaron said to cut off Marcus before he could further protest. “Is that the guild has many priests and paladins. Enough of them are in the church of Olattee, and they are being forced to take a side wherever they go.”

“Despite playing a role,” Marcus glared at Derek. “No one likes to be forced to take a side or make a decision they don’t want to make. But that’s what’s happening.”

I nodded along, understanding the issue. Players tended to be an independent lot and never liked it when they got forced into things.

“Livia sent us here to see what happened because she’s hoping to move the entire guild out to the swamp,” Ezra explained.

I looked at Ezra in surprise. “Technically it’s a marsh,” I said offhandedly, processing what she said and what that would mean. “Being here would get you away from the church’s influence… Though this is not necessarily a safe place.”

“She knows,” Aaron agreed. “But she is certain we can make it work.”

“How have things gone so quickly downhill to the point that she’s ready to uproot the entire guild from wherever you guys are set up?” I asked.

“They haven’t,” Aaron said. “Livia has some interesting contacts within the church and the government. From what she’s let slip, she knows this is only the start. And there is a whispered rumor that there will be a third side in this war.”

Aaron gave me a very pointed look, I shrugged. “It’s no secret—the friar is my friend and I’m going to help him. I owe him.”

“You can’t ruin my marsh,” Raven chimed in. “I like all the different critters that live here.”

“Oh, we won’t,” Jessica smiled at Raven. “We don’t want to get rid of all the fun stuff either.”

Raven gave her a suspicious eye and transformed back into her lynx form.

“I suppose it’s not unusual for guilds to set up on top of dungeons,” I said.

“It’s not, and I think Livia wants to get a move on with your dungeon before anyone else realizes how good these weapons are,” Derek said, hefting the hammer I’d made him.

“Killing two birds with one stone I see,” I nodded.

“Is this going to be a problem?” Ezra asked carefully.

I walked for a few minutes without responding, just doing my best to think through what the implications would be and letting them stew for a little bit. We came to the large body of water that was up next to the ziggurat, where the stream coming from the top flowed down.

The sun was setting, and the dark stone of the ziggurat reflected it in different places where the crystalline substance within shown through. The reflected light wasn’t bright though, it was ominous. I thought it was cool.

“No,” I said. “I do not have a problem with this—under one condition. Your guild has to protect my dungeon. I might not be the dungeon boss anymore, but I am still connected to it.” I didn’t want to explain what the dungeon lord was, I doubted many people knew.

“Livia will be more than happy. She figured that would be part of the requirements,” Aaron agreed. “After all, it would be silly for us to go to the effort of controlling access to this dungeon only to let it be destroyed.”

“Just don’t be too controlling about who you let in, you don’t want to piss off Kellnock.” I met Aaron’s gaze. “Trust me, you really don’t want to piss him off. And if you stymie his access to the energy by not letting enough fodder in, he will become very annoyed.”

“We know how to feed a dungeon.” Ezra rolled her eyes. “Does our agreement with you about the archive still stand?”

“Kellnock is the controller of that now. You have to reach a deal with him.”

I left them after that, returning to the ziggurat. I figured I should let Kellnock know what was about to happen and hoped I’d received news back from Vito.
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I sat in the crypt of the Nephelium, focusing on refining a single point of tier 2 death energy. Vito’s waiting reply stated he did not feel confident in explaining the process and advised that I talked to Damien. At his prompting, I took a quick trip to my mindscape to speak with the master necromancer.

Technically speaking, being in the crypt wasn’t necessary, according to Damien, but he said it would help the process immensely. The amount of death energy emanating in that area would ease the refinement of the higher tier energy. All that was needed was for me to have a death core from some being who had been passed level 100. It could not be from a pair of creatures who had been level 50. Damien told me for every 100 levels, the courts gained a certain capacity for the higher tier death energy.

With the core, I used a combination of tier 1 death energy and death magic to build a shell around it. The core was then cracked, and the power was released into the shell. Using the control over my magic, I would constrict the shell and squeeze the energy. It was a more extreme version of what I had done for refining my death core.

Damien told me I would have to condense the core to a point where it was about the size of my hand, where it couldn’t compress any further. In that state, I needed to push soul energy into the process to serve as a catalyst that triggered the innate power within the death energy. After that process was complete, I was to remove the shell and the energy would absorb.

I studied the sphere. It was about the size of a basketball, and contained inside was the core. Building it had been remarkably easy. My innate control over death magic made the process simple. Sitting in a small spike of eldritch power, I cracked the orb. The energy exploded out, pushing against my sphere. It wasn’t enough for me to worry about, but it was noticeable.

The reason why I needed to be in the crypt was that the ambient death energy also served to help put pressure on the orb. It wasn’t only that, however. If I attempted this in a place full of other types of energy, be it magic, nature, etc., they would interfere with the process by weakening my sphere. Damien said places like abandoned battlefields or crypts were often good places to condense tier 2 energy.

I pressed down with my will and the sphere shrank. At first it was easy, but by the time the sphere condensed to the size of a cantaloupe, I was beginning to struggle. If I did not have such an intrinsic control over death magic, I do not know that I would’ve succeeded. The sphere continued to shrink centimeter by centimeter, until it reached the point Damien had described. I felt I could no longer proceed. It was like trying to press your hand into a stone wall, there was no give at all.

Stopping, I relaxed, though the strain of keeping the orb that small was hard. I reached out and placed a finger on the orb, carefully pushing soul energy into it. Using soul energy was not something I was well practiced in, but you didn’t need to be for this process. The orb shook, and the pressure further increased. Then, in an instant, it was gone. The pressure ceased completely and I breathed a sigh of relief.

Breaking apart the magical sphere revealed an orb the size of a marble so black, it looked like it’d been cut out of the world. Before I could study it, the orb flew into my core. Glancing at my status, I’d gained a single point of tier 2 death energy. I also gained a level in the process of getting the death core used in the process, so I had capacity for one more point. Fortunately, I had killed more than one, and pulled out another level 100 core, repeating the process.
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I left the crypt and made my way out of the ziggurat. Maxwell and Raven met me at the top. Despite only a few days having passed since the initial members of the guild had arrived, it had not taken long for them to get word back to the rest and for more members to begin showing up.

The players were industrious as ever, already building some permanent-looking structures where the army of priests had built their camp. We were enjoying some of the last few days we would get up on the top of the ziggurat before the players overran everything. Eventually, that would change, but for now we would have to wait.

“What’s that?” Maxwell asked, pointing towards the water next to the land where the players were building.

A whirlpool had developed. As it grew in size, a rumbling developed. Before long, rising out of the water rose the walls of a large, circular stone building. It didn’t rise very high, just enough that the stone walls were several meters above the water’s surface. The water inside drained away, and from our vantage we could see down into the circular building.

“Is that a coliseum?” I asked in surprise.

There were rows of what looked like seats circling what was clearly some kind of arena. Standing in the middle of it I noticed a figure. Kellnock stood there. He looked up to me and gave a nod.

Maxwell and Raven were already heading down the side of the ziggurat. I followed a moment later, slipping on the relic illusion ring. It would fool none of the players there they wouldn’t be able to tell I was a Lich, but it was a close knit group, and none of us were part of their guild, so we would stand out.

By the time we reached the clear entrance to the coliseum, the players were already gathering, none of them having entered yet.

Aaron spotted us and asked, “What is this?”

“We have no idea, all we know is it looks like a coliseum from above,” Maxwell said.

I did not stop to talk. If it had just been Aaron’s team I might’ve. But there were lots of people I did not know and did not trust. I was into the structure before anyone even tried to stop me, Raven right beside me.

There was a short tunnel that led to a large, curved tunnel that I guessed circled the entire structure. Following that, we found another tunnel that had daylight shining through. Passing through it we came out into the stadium. I was certain that’s what it was at this point.

It wasn’t elaborate. The seats were simple stone benches and there were no decorations to speak of. I noticed what looked like an announcer’s box, and even several large gates down on the arena’s floor. After a moment, it was as though I was suddenly back within the dungeon. The sense was faint, almost like it felt when I was standing on top of the dungeon.

Kellnock still stood in the center of the arena floor. He met my gaze and began to move towards me. The arena floor was still a fair ways down from where I stood. Most of the seats were below water level, much less the floor itself. There was a ten meter high wall around the arena floor that Kellnock cleared with no effort in a single jump.

“What do you think, my lord?” Kellnock asked. Truth be told, it’s the first time he’d actually spoken. The elder Lich did not talk often, and I didn’t know if that was because he was still waking up so to speak or if he just wasn’t talkative. His voice was deep, ancient, and powerful.

“I think I like what you’re doing,” I said.

“What’s the point?” Raven demanded.

Kellnock did not acknowledge her, something that annoyed Raven. I put a hand on her shoulder, culling her reaction. “He intends to entice players to fighting and dying inside of the dungeon so that they generate energy.”

“How will he do that?” Raven asked.

To this, Kellnock held out a large scroll to me. I unrolled it, and the emaciated skin stretched under my illusion into a smile. This would one hundred percent have the desired effect.

Kellnock led the way to the arena’s entrance. He stopped just inside the arc, not able to leave. That was fine, he designed it with this in mind. With a wave of his hand, the scroll flowed over to where it lay over a sign clearly designed for this. It was fastened in place by bone rivets.

“Welcome to the Arena of the Damned.” Our presence silenced the players, and Kellnock’s voice drew their attention. “Anyone brave enough to compete in my arena risks much but will be rewarded greatly for their triumphs. Who among you is brave enough to face the damned?” After those few words, Kellnock turned and walked back into his arena.

There weren’t many players here, but I knew as soon as word of this spread that would change. Looking at the rewards, I understood. There were multiple determinants that would be set up, along with different types of fights. Everything from a beast category to large-scale team matches. There was a note I thought was there for me about NPCs having additional protection from dying compared to that of players, allowing them to participate as well. I was surprised how well the elder undead knew how to pull players in.

People can also provide beasts that the dungeon would pitch against other beasts or players. If the beast won, they would be rewarded accordingly. Of course, the best rewards came from the major tournaments. There would be a weekly tournament, a monthly one, and one held semiannually. The rewards even for the weekly one would be enough to get most players interested. The first reward was a rare tier bow.

For the weekly and monthly tournaments, the matches would be one-on-one duels. However, for semiannual tournament, the participants would face off against monsters and other contestants alike. To enter any of the tournaments you had to be there at the start and participate in all of your assigned rounds throughout that span of time.

Suddenly, all eyes were on me. “So, all the weapons that they’re offering as rewards are as good as what the dungeon was offering before?” a player asked.

“They should be, and I would guess that semiannual reward will be better than anything any of you have ever held.” I smiled, letting my illusion fade as I slipped the relic ring off. “Trust me, I should know, I’m the one who made those weapons, and Kellnock is far better than I at making weapons.”
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News about the arena spread rapidly—as expected. Livia mobilized her guild at a much more rapid rate, and within the week every member was there setting up a town. Within two weeks, players and NPCs were flocking to the dangerous region. The death marsh was not a friendly region but for those who were careful, it could be very profitable.

At first there was an attempt to build a road through the death marsh, following one of the roots people used. To the dismay of those involved, they found that the creatures of the marsh were drawn to the road. It made traveling upon it incredibly dangerous. Of course, they could have countered this by having guard patrols constantly going up and down it. For now it was determined not to be worth it, as the creatures of the death marsh were growing in power.

They elected to fortify wherever they built with walls and magical defensive measures to repel or kill creatures that came too close.

I strode to the town, the relic illusion ring concealing who I was. In one hand I held Mercy in its staff form so no one could tell the difference between it and a regular quarter staff. There were enough people there now that a stranger was not immediately apparent. I could hear Maxwell playing music from a nearby fire, his zombie conductor helping him.

The sun was setting, entering the twilight hour. Coming from the arena were cheers and the sound of clashing weapons. The arena had been constantly used. Only a few of the fights were part of the tournaments. Mostly it was players fighting each other to sharpen their skills or fighting monsters for small rewards and experience.

A betting ring had been established rather quickly, some unknown shadowy figure the one orchestrating it. I had my suspicions as to who it was, but it didn’t really matter to me. The unknowing person organizing it wasn’t a bad thing either, since it kept all parties in the dark, and though there was a risk of the organizer disappearing, no one was betting enough as of now to make it too big of a risk. I was certain that would change eventually, but for now she could have her fun.

“Can I buy you a drink?” I turned my head towards the voice and saw Livia standing there.

“Ah…” I could feel that my smile was strained.

“I know who are,” Livia started. “Don’t worry, I doubt anyone else can see through that illusion, I just have a particular set of skills.”

“Ah, yes. Aaron alluded to the fact you have a spymaster side to you.”

“A girl’s gotta stay informed. Now, can I buy you a drink?”

“Sure, that’d be nice,” I responded, and Livia gestured towards a building under construction near the arena.

The ground floor of the building was mostly done, and a rough bar occupied one side, along with roughly made wooden tables and chairs. There were stones laid out for what would clearly be a hearth, but for now a campfire crackled, carefully controlled by a metal top to prevent the fire from spreading to the exposed wooden beams above.

The ceiling was rafters and joists. The sound of hammering could be heard coming from someplace. Even though night was coming, people continued to work.

“Your people are quite industrious,” I noted as I sat down at the bar with Livia.

“I contracted some players who specialized in construction to come with us,” Livia explained. “And since we’re players, it’s kind of different. I’m pretty sure the builders get experience for the quality of building and how well it turns out in the end.”

“Really? I knew there was more crafter focused and noncombat paths, but I didn’t realize you could be so broad.”

“That is what I’ve been told,” Livia agreed, and waved the barkeep over, ordering the single type of beer they currently had. “Though it’s not nearly as much experience as fighting, and they get a certain set of sub-levels, so to speak, that enhance their ability to build things. It’s quite the system actually.”

“I can imagine.” I looked around the under-construction tavern. “I’m assuming you’re working with some kind of city planner, so things don’t get too chaotic?”

Livia snorted in derision. “Of course I am! What? Do you take me for amateur?”

“My apologies.” I took the large mug of beer, and producing a potion, poured a little bit of it into the beer. At Livia’s questioning look, I explained. “I’m immune to poison, which includes alcohol, unless I add a little life potion. I still can’t really taste much, but at least I get the effect.”

Livia nodded. “I hadn’t thought about that being an effect on the undead. To clarify, when I say undead, I do mean living dead, so don’t go correcting me on that.” I gave her a slightly puzzled look as I took a drink. I almost spat it out. My expression must’ve told her something was off. “What’s wrong?” She eyed her own beer suspiciously.

“I just…” I paused and gathered my thoughts. “I guess I haven’t tried to drink or eat anything since I passed level 100. I could kind of taste that, more than I could before.”

“Is that a bad thing?” Livia asked.

“No.” I laughed. “Far from it. You have no idea how frustrating it is to live in a tasteless world. That being said, I’ve never been a beer fan and I don’t think the health potions flavor helped the beer.” I took another drink anyways, just savoring the fact I could taste, even if a little, and despite it being terrible.

“Do all undead lack of taste?” Livia took a drink of her own.

“No. You stated you understand the difference between undead and living dead, but there really is quite a bit of variance. Though I’m living dead, I am far from being an expert on the subject, for I am not a regular living dead. For regular living dead, such as, say I turned you into a living dead human, you would be able to taste, I think. Again, I’m not necessarily an expert since I’ve never actually done that before.”

“Is it that simple to just turn people into living dead?” Livia asked. “You at least make it sound simple with how you say it.”

I held my hand out flat, tilting it back and forth. “Yes and no. I’m a special case because I’m a Lich, most of the time the process isn’t simply done. Lich’s have access to skills that are far more well suited than most for creating living dead. All of Raven’s pets are a kind of living dead. That’s the other thing, there is both zombie versions of creatures and living dead versions. From what I can tell, living dead are quite a bit stronger. All of the strong creatures in this death marsh are living dead at any rate. The undead that are here are almost always the prey for the living dead.”

“Interesting.” Livia looked out towards the marsh where the light had faded to almost complete blackness. “How does one tell the difference?”

“Well, living dead utilize death energy in their bodies where undead are driven by necromantic magic. Living dead are always self-sustaining where undead normally are not.”

“Are there any advantages to being living dead?” Livia asked.

“Over what, being an undead? Or over being just regular living?”

“Both?” Livia took a long drink of her beer.

“Well, over just being a regular living, the main advantages is the feasibility of death magic and death energy, you also get resistances to some of the related magics. Honestly, it’s kind of just the inverse of the stuff you are resistant to as a living creature. Regular living dead don’t get death cores like I have, so you don’t get that advantage.” I took a long drink of my beer and continued. “Now, there is a load of advantages of being living dead over undead. I pity any person who is just an undead. You would basically be in a constant state of almost ceasing to exist as you try to get enough energy to either not die or evolve into a living dead. And if that wasn’t your focus then you would be an idiot.”

Livia continued to pester me with questions about the living dead. We finished our first beers and got seconds. The taste, while terrible, did become less noticeable as I drank more. Hazards of drinking, the first shot is always the hardest. I wasn’t too worried about being killed, no more than I would’ve been back on Earth. In this death marsh, I had a lot of options for escape, I was a lot stronger than I once was, and even if I was killed, Vito had my phylactery.

“Why all the questions about living dead?” I finally asked. “Do you want to become one?” When she didn’t answer immediately, I gave her a surprised look. “Really? Why?”

“I don’t know, seems fun, would make me different than others.” Livia shrugged, her cheeks flushed from the alcohol.

“I mean, I could. It wouldn’t be free though, I do have costs.”

“You would be willing to?” Livia asked.

“Sure. I don’t really have a reason not to. In some ways it might help benefit me if more players were seen as,” I made air quotes, “evil.”

“What would it cost?” Livia asked. “I can see more people than you realize being interested in it. You know players, they like to be different, and being living dead sounds edgy, though you make it sound like you’re alive, just in a different way.”

“You’re basically a life form based off of death instead of based off of life,” I said offhandedly as I was thinking on what I’d charge. I didn’t really get anything for the act itself… Then an idea popped into my head. “I’ll tell you what, if you still want to do this in say, a week—” I didn’t want anyone to make drunken decisions like this, it would not be easily undone “—I will convert you if you provide the resources. I’ll get you a list. After that, I will have Kellnock offer it as a reward from the arena.”

“That seems fair,” Livia nodded. “I can’t imagine you want to be buried by people wanting their race changed.”

“Yeah, and it’s not necessarily a fast process. Truth be told, I haven’t done it for an intelligent being, so it will take me some preparation to do it the first time just so there’s no mistakes.” I held up a finger. “Winning the reward will not mean I will do it for free, they will still need to provide the resources, and it will not always be offered because I will be leaving here eventually.”

“Seems fair.” Livia set down her empty mug and I finished my beer.

Paying the barkeep, Livia gestured for us to leave. We’d had just enough that we were definitely unstable as Livia headed us towards the arena. “Let’s see what’s going on in there.”.

As we passed into the arena, I noticed the signs of the dungeon had retracted even further. It was only there if I really focused on it. I wondered if it had been stronger at first, or Kellnock changed something. “You do know we’re inside the dungeon, right?” I asked.

“I figured as much.” Livia chuckled as she grabbed my arm for support. “I do have a question, what’s preventing a really high level person from entering and wiping the floor for everyone?”

“Scaling options,” I explained. “I expressed that concern to Kellnock after he set everything up. He said that up to a certain level, he will be able to essentially suppress their power, so they operate at the equivalent of a lower-level. This will only work as long as Kellnock is more powerful.”

“Very interesting.” Livia leaned a bit more on me, and I began to wonder if it was truly for support. We made our way out to the stands where we sat down and she continued to lean on me. “How strong is he?”

I looked at her hand which was resting on my leg and carefully picked it up by the wrist and moved it off. “I’m not telling you that.”

“Come on,” Livia purred, her hand returning to my leg. I understood what she wanted, and was beginning to suspect she wasn’t as intoxicated as she was acting. She was a crafty woman and knew how to work a guy. “I know it’s just illusion, but you are rather cute.”

Now, had my body been where it’s at now and everything was working correctly, I might’ve responded differently, though I like to think I would’ve been above that. But as it was, I’d reached a moment of sobriety and said, “Two things, Livia. One, I would be a fool to tell you how powerful Kellnock is, you take me for fool? And secondly, none of that,” I gestured at my waist, “works.”

“Oh.” Livia immediately retracted from me. I noticed that her blouse was open more than it had been, again, something I likely would’ve noticed if I had a not messed up body. “Sorry.” She seemed ashamed. “Are all living dead that way?”

“Don’t worry about it,” I tried to assure her. “For another guy it probably would’ve worked, and you would’ve gotten the information you wanted. No, not all living dead are that way. Again, I’m kind of a special case.”

Livia seemed to recover after a moment and smiled. “You know, Aaron and Ezra tell me some interesting things about you. Mind telling me your story? Or as much of it as you’re willing to.”

Not seeing any reason not to, I spent that night retelling Livia my story. I don’t know if she believed me at the time, but I told her anyways. Raven eventually showed up, wearing a Fedora and a suit. I didn’t question where she got it from.
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The crowd cheered and I looked up from the book on the Order of Equinox. I was waiting behind one of the four gates that let out onto the arena floor. Through the bars I saw Raven land gracefully on the white sand as the decapitated head of a troll she’d been fighting hit the ground. A spray of blood shot up the severed neck—the troll would not be regenerating from that one.

Two of the gates began to open even before the troll’s five-meter-tall body collapsed. Something akin to the porters I had created on the biome floor were walking out.

My gate began to open and Raven strode towards me basking in the cheers of the crowd. Once Vito heard about the arena, he began sending beasts he captured in Tehomal for us to fight. Kellnock was more than happy to arrange the fights since the death of the beasts would fuel the dungeon all the more.

From what I could tell, Kellnock and Vito got along quite well, and the steady stream of monsters Vito was sending up I’m sure helped. Sometimes the monsters Vito sent were like this troll, much higher level than any of the three of us were, but weak to a particular skill set. This troll had been level 125, but it’s slow speed and dim mind made it easy pickings for someone like Raven. Vito would also sometimes send monsters that would be difficult for us to fight or would make us focus on a particular skill he wanted us to work on.

Vito kept up a steady stream of monsters, at least one for myself, Maxwell, and Raven every day. Even without him in the dungeon with us, he was still a taskmaster. With each group of monsters came what amounted to homework for us to work on. Some of it was sent back, particularly the stuff he sent me on death magic.

It hadn’t been bad at first, but after two weeks of nonstop curated matches and study, it’d lost its charm. If it had just been fighting that would’ve been fine, it was fun enough, but his homework for me was frustrating and boring, though I could feel myself learning more about how to use my abilities.

“Well done,” I said to Raven as she entered the tunnel. “What do you think he’s got for me today?”

“Who knows?” Raven smiled. “I’m sure it will be fun either way.”

I tossed my book into my spatial storage bag and got up, offering my chair to Raven. Picking Mercy up from where it leaned against the wall, I strode out onto the sand. The gate began to close behind me immediately.

Already the porters were almost all the way out of the arena, dragging the corpse of the troll while a specialized minion smoothed the sand. There was a fair number of people now. Our constant fighting had drawn a crowd. We always did, considering the monsters we fought were unusual.

“Next we have Ezekiel the Lich versus a dread wolf spider,” an announcer’s voice rang across the arena. “These ambush predators stock the tunnels of Tehomal striking down even the strongest of opponents with their lethal venom and blinding fast attack. These masters of illusion can hide themselves with their innate dark magic and move without making a sound.”

Internally, I groaned. This one would be a pain. It would be a disadvantage since it had no good hiding places, but I doubted that would prevent its magic from concealing itself. I lowered Mercy, forming its blade into a heavy broad tip with a cross guard at the blade’s base, never taking my eyes off the opening tunnel.

If I’d not been watching, the fight would’ve been over just like that. The wolf spider lunged out of the hole, powerful legs twice as long as I was tall. It was upon me before I had time to really react. Mercy rose just in time to block its massive fangs from slamming down on me. From their tips, poison dripped and hissed on my Thanatrith armor. Acid poison. “Fuck you, Vito,” I snarled as I shoved it back.

Immunity to poison did not mean immunity to venom all the time. Particularly when acid was involved. No doubt a bite from that thing would leave me suffering.

Surprised by my strength, the wolf spider scurried back and raised its front legs, hissing. Then another surprise hit me as a beam of magic hammered out of its eyes straight into me. It passed through the defensive barriers of my armor then splashed harmlessly against it. It was death magic.

While completely harmless against me it did mean I couldn’t use some of my strongest attacks. I dove forward, driving Mercy at it. The thick chitin armor partially deflected my blade, scoring a shallow cut along the joints.

The wolf spider hammered down with its front legs, which turned out to be laced with quill-like hairs that stuck in my armor when they brushed against me. They didn’t seem to do much, so I ignored them and continued my attack.

I did have my eldritch magic, but I wanted to see if I could bring this down with pure melee. I doubted the festering wounds left by Mercy would be as effective against such a foe.

Clearly annoyed, the wolf spider did something I didn’t think it could. It brought its eight legs together and shoved me. The sharp tips at the end of each leg scored my armor. One managed to penetrate my stomach, and by the time I got back to my feet, the spider had vanished.

Immediately I began scanning around, reshaping Mercy. The broad headed spear was not the right weapon. I needed something that could punch through that chitin. I turned Mercy’s blade into a needlelike tip. Fortunately for me the creature used dark magic to conceal itself, and while the spell was effective enough to conceal it from me, I could still sense the magic.

It surged toward me, and at the last moment, I was able to roll out of the way just before the wolf spider slammed into the ground. Two of its legs tried to grab me, but I was already beyond its reach. I rose to my feet and threw Mercy in one fluid motion. My massive strength as a Lich sent Mercy speeding across the distance in a flash.

I had aimed for the joint of its rear leg where it connected to the body. My aim was true. Mercy’s tip bit through the weak point of the armor and the power of my throw buried the shaft into the spider. Once through the outer armor, the insides provided little resistance to my blade. A spray of blood coated the sand on the other side—it had punctured clear through.

It was a good blow, though it left me unarmed against a now hurt and angry spider the size of a cow. I reached my hand out to Mercy even as the wolf spider whirled. I pulled, feeling the connection to my weapon more than I ever did before. Normally, with it being stuck like this, I would never have been able to yank it free. But even as I pulled, a force generated.

The spider hissed in pain as it surged towards me. I pulled harder. I let myself move with the building force. When the wolf spider lunged, I slid underneath its legs and spun around, coming up on the other side and grasping the shaft of Mercy where it was still outside the spider’s body.

Mercy’s blade was almost clear through the other side. I smiled and shoved the weapon farther. The blade fully came out the other side and I reshaped it. Wicked barbs grew out of the side of the blade.

Reshaping Mercy inside of something, much less another living creature, was basically impossible. But with the blade clear and free, that was a different matter.

The spider thrashed and tried to toss me off, and I almost lost my grip. A massive leg managed a glancing blow, nearly sending me flying. But my grip strength was nothing to scoff at.

Working myself around, I planted both feet on its large body. With a roar, I yanked. The barbs caught on the chitin on the other side, and with a bit more pressure, they cracked the already weakened edges. As soon as I felt the tip fully enter inside of the wolf spider, I dropped my legs and hung by Mercy.

It screeched in pain and whipped around, the sudden force sending me flying. Briefly, the spider scrabbled at the shaft, trying to grab a hold of it, but it lacked the means to.

Enraged, knowing it was done for, it charged at me. All it wanted to do was take me with it. I reached out towards Mercy again. Instead of trying to pull it to me, I exerted control over it. I began to work the shaft outside of the spider’s body around in a circle, causing the blade to spin on the inside.

Right before he made it to me, I hit something vital, and the spider stumbled. I dove through its legs once again and came up behind it. It was wary to the move and attempted to get around to me. But it was too late. I grabbed Mercy and leveraged it in a massive arc even as I started to withdraw it.

The barbs caught on the chitin. I pointed my hand and cast a simple spell. A blast of eldritch power hammered into the damaged joint. It wasn’t enough to destroy the joint by itself, but it was already a compromised point. When I yanked Mercy once again, the joint broke.

Mercy ripped free in a stream of spider guts all tangled around the barbs. The leg was mostly detached, and the spider shuddered as putrid blood poured out of the wound. Even still, it struggled, the movements slowed and pained.

I snapped Mercy to one side, sending most of the viscera flying and reshaped it into a needle. I leapt onto its back. Looking down, its eyes stared up at me, sending a beam of death magic into me. I ignored it and buried Mercy in a spot directly between its eyes.

The blow hammered into the ground, blade driving into the sand. I leapt off, leaving the spider impaled. It wasn’t dead. But it would be soon. Its legs thrashed, and slowly they ceased.

The crowd roared in approval. I felt just a little bit like a Roman gladiator as I turned and headed back for the tunnel.
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“As a special fight for you today,” Maxwell’s voice rung out over the arena. “We have a mighty undead construct verses a team of intrepid adventurers!”

I carefully moved into the arena. I had created this construct from material from many different creatures. Then I used my second tier death energy to give me the ability to possess it. That process was fairly simple. The death energy contained a wisp of my own soul energy, so the connection to it was intrinsic, more so than normal. This is not the first of my creations I’d possessed, but it was the biggest, and the coolest—I thought, at any rate.

Its base had four legs that were almost spider-like in nature. The torso also had four arms—two mounted at the shoulders and two with several extra joints that came out of my back. The head had a single large eye which I saw through. The head could rotate 360 degrees, enabling me to track anything that tried to circle around behind.

It was a little awkward controlling this construct. It was three times taller than I was and moved differently than I was used to. But I knew all that had gone into its construction and felt powerful. Thick bones supported and protected the vulnerable internals. Slabs of condensed black muscle drove all the arms and legs. On top of that was thick hide and bone plates that would further protect different areas.

The two arms attached at my shoulder ended in three-fingered hands. One held a massive hammer and the other a massive black sword. The arms coming out of my back ended in emitters, one for death magic and one for eldritch. I could cast a variety of spells from them, but they were mostly designed for magical blasts. The internal mana reserves of this construct allowed for quite the large barrage of attacks.

The possession was interesting. In a way it reminded me of what the game had once felt like. There was a disconnect between the body of my creation and my body. I had real time control over it, but there was a sense that it was not my own.

The team that walked out of the opposing gate was not one I recognized. That should not have been a surprise since I didn’t know most of the players. Part of me had still been expecting Aaron’s or Ezra’s teams, but there were now loads more players here than I knew.

The team wore color-coordinated armor of green and blue with gold filigree. I didn’t recognize the motif emblazoned on the tanks shield. The color coordination didn’t necessarily indicate they were coordinated as a team. After all, the best teams often consisted of those who had an eclectic collection of gear, whatever optimized their build the most.

However, to my dismay, the team was well coordinated. It was your standard adventuring team. Aside from the tower shield the tank boasted, he also carried a one-handed ax. They also had a fighter who wielded a massive war ax. I caught sight of an archer vanishing behind a spell, and there were some kind of sniper, and two casters. One wore clerical robes, though they did not look to be that of Olattee, and the other was a wizard, if I had to guess by the pointy hat.

The fight went terrible. They tore me apart. Whenever I would try to pressure one, I’d either be pushed back suffering massive damage or bashed around. It got worse when they started making fun of my construct. Yes, it was silly for me to be angry, but I thought my admittedly giant undead robot was awesome.

Then the fight kind of turned into a spectacle. They could’ve finished it, but instead they took their time showing off fancy skills and laughing. One thing my construct had going for it was being incredibly durable. Out of frustration I used the internal mana reserves, which I’d hardly touched, to self-destruct the creation. To do this I compromised the storage of the death and eldritch magic and allowed them to mix. They are not normally explosive when mixed. But there was enough power that the release caused eldritch and death magic to go flying off in all directions.

Fortunately, I hadn’t felt most of the damage. It was more like a sense of damage instead of actual pain. It could have to do with the disconnect, or it could have to do with the fact that the creature didn’t feel pain anyways.

Getting up from where I’d been sitting cross-legged in the construct’s storage room, I went to the closed gate. Looking out into the arena I saw the team celebrating and heard the crowd cheering.

“That was embarrassing,” Raven said coming up behind me.

“What happened?” I asked. “My construct should have been more than powerful enough to at least prove a challenge.”

“It’s simple,” Raven said. “You didn’t know how to control it. It was clear by how you moved out there. Your movements were staggered and janky and you only used at most two of your arms at once, and even then you used them poorly.”

“Maybe I should stick to possessing things that are humanoid?”

“That or practice with things that are not until you are better at using them,” Raven agreed. “That fight would’ve been more difficult for them if you had just put a simple controller inside of it. Though admittedly, they were kind of jerks towards the end.”

“Ya,” I shrugged. “In a fight that easy though I can understand why.”

“Now if you would please clear the arena to make room for the next event, it would be greatly appreciated,” the announcer said.

“We were promised a fight,” the wizard shouted back. “We did not get a fight, and where is our reward?”

The announcer did not respond, it was bad form to get in an argument over a loudspeaker. Instead, he hopped down from his booth onto the floor of the arena and approached the group.

A conversation began, which was quickly becoming an argument. I glanced at Raven and looked out into the arena. “Let’s go see if we can get things sorted out,” I said. “After all, there are other things we need to get to today.”

The crowd was growing restless as Raven and I walked out onto the sand. The sun was pounding down, the heat intense. The porters had already hauled away the broken body of my construct, and the last remnants of it were disappearing into one tunnel.

“Clearly,” I heard the tank sneer loud enough for it to be heard by the crowd, “you do not know how to run an arena. The point is to entertain people, not to give up stupid fights. I bet the dungeon’s just the same as well.”

“Please, sir,” the announcer said, voice strained. The announcer was one of the micilium that Kellnock had given the job of running the arena. “We need to prepare for the next event. You are not promised a second fight, and you will not be receiving a reward. This was not a standard match.”

“Yes, that was when we assumed we’d get to keep the body, those monsters hauled it off,” the wizard snapped.

“I am sorry for the confusion, but that is just standard practice,” the micilium tried to explain. “We reuse the fallen for other things.”

“That’s not fair,” the sniper chimed in. Her voice was nasally, and I found it annoying. “We didn’t know that.”

I sighed internally. They were players trying to get anything they could. They all likely knew they had no leg to stand on but figured they could bully the announcer into conceding something to them. “Y’all knew what you were signing up for. Take your experience and leave, we have other things we need to get to,” I grumbled.

With that, they turned and took note of Raven and me.

The announcer bowed. “I am sorry, mi’lord.”

“Don’t fret over it.” I studied him. “But I do not know your name.”

“Of course, my name is Daka.”

“You may go, I will deal with this.” I dismissed him.

The group of players had been trying to get my attention, but I ignored them while talking with Daka. As the micilium left, I turned my attention back to them. “Look, I get you want something special, and you think you can bully your way into it. But not today.”

“Why don’t you fight us?” the cleric demanded. “I’m sure you would drop something nice. I’ve seen what that staff of yours is.”

“Maybe some other time, but for now I’m busy, and you are in the way,” I said.

“Sounds like you’re afraid,” the sniper said.

“Afraid of you?” Raven scoffed. “Why would hunters be afraid of mice?”

The way she phrased it made me smile, being so dismissive and not meant to be insulting, just a legitimate question. But it also pissed them off. “You little—!” The tank stepped towards her.

I was really getting annoyed at this point. I put the death energy behind my voice, a new trick I had learned when I realized that I could enhance other parts of my body with death energy, so why not my voice. It was far more effective than enhancing my body alone. After all, our voices as Lichs don’t exclusively come from vocal cords. “Know. Your. Place.” My words had a visible effect, Raven was standing next to me, so she wasn’t caught in it. But the players weathered the direct death energy, even if dispersed in a short range. That is not a minor thing. “You got your fight now leave.” Out of the corner of my eye I saw Livia striding across the arena.

Though the effect of using the death energy of my words had clearly affected them, it did not stop them. “No,” the tanks sneered. “If you want us to leave you have to force us out.”

“Please stop, Larry,” the command in Livia’s voice was evident.

“No, Livia,” the tank who I now knew was Larry sneered. “We’re not a part of your guild, you can’t tell us what to do. In fact, we have our own guild and if this is how this place sets up, I don’t know why you’re bothering. I think we’ll just raid the dungeon and kill it.”

There was a click. Before Livia had spoken, as soon as Larry stated his unwillingness to leave, I’d given Kellnock the go ahead. I could feel him watching from his forge, and the only reason he hadn’t acted was because I was there.

The sand in the exact middle of the arena, between myself and the team, split and opened like an iris. The team leapt back. Rising up through the three meter wide hole was a construct. It was made out of pure black bone. It was a crouching humanoid form. When it stood, at twice my height, it became clear it wasn’t a skeleton. Though it was made of bone, it was like the bone was its flesh.

Along its back was a spiked spinal column and the bone of its torso was flexible. Eldritch power burst into life behind its eyes. Flares of death magic and eldritch magic burst from the joints and spine as it cracked its neck. In one hand it held a staff with a wicked serrated blade on either end.

“You wanted to fight, here you go,” I snarled.

The black bone-creature struck with blinding speed and power. I knew Kellnock was directly controlling this one. He didn’t have to be alleged to have that ability, I guessed it was one of the benefits of being an elder undead. This was one of the most powerful things he could create—a level 200 undead construct. The weaknesses of it being a construct were partially overcome by being controlled by a mind instead of a controlled nexus which was closer to a program.

It was only three levels lower than Kellnock, which was impressive. He couldn’t create regular minions that were that close to his own level, but the construct was a different story. The fight was hilariously one-sided. The first blow split the fighter in half and the second blow decapitated the sniper.

By the time the construct was done, there was not much left of the bodies except for pulped flesh.
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“I’m sorry about that, Ezekiel.” The consternation in Livia’s voice was clear. “They arrived a few days ago with some of their guild members and have been causing me headaches.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I shook my head as I watched the construct crux back down and lower below the sands. The iris closed, leaving a bare spot within the sand. The porters quickly covered it over as they scooped up the remains of the players. “They thought they could get something by being dicks. In a way they did, they got a quick death.”

“Unfortunately, they’ll just be right back,” Livia sighed.

“They can directly come back to the marsh?” I asked. “I thought the nearest place of creation was a ways away.”

“It was,” Livia agreed. “But there is a way that to get altars of creation to show up in different places. It’s not simple to do, but it’s worth doing if you’re setting up a settlement.”

“Really?”

“Yep,” Livia said. “They’re not quite the same, and it comes from one of the builder classes sub-skills, and there’s all kinds of requirements that need to be met for it to work, but I specifically hired someone who I knew had that skill and it was established just a couple days ago.”

“I see, well, hopefully they’ve learned their lesson.”

“I doubt that,” Raven snorted. “They seem too stupid to know any better.”

Both Livia and I barked out a short laugh. “Your bluntness is sometimes just the perfect thing,” Livia said.

“Anyways, I guess we can get on with it since we’ve already been delayed this much.” I began to trace out a circle in the smooth sand.
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The process of drawing out the ritual was quick. Livia paid close attention to how it was done, but I told her that even if she replicated the ritual itself it would still take a Lich to run it. The only point of the ritual was to make the process smoother, I didn’t actually need it. But the ritual would make it painless.

When I was done, Livia took her spot in the middle. The crowd in the stands watching with interest.

Raven placed lower-level death cores all around in different spots left open for them. She also placed several different ingredients that Livia had provided. Most came from creatures that had been hunted out in the death biome. When I had created living dead before, the process had been quick and dirty. To do it right, I needed to use more than just raw power. The catalysts would make things function correctly without me having to brute force it and should result in a much more straightforward process.

“Last chance,” I said to Livia. “Once this is done, I don’t know how to undo it.”

“That’s fine, I’m ready,” Livia said. She wore a simple T-shirt and black pants, not wanting her armor to get caught up in the magic.

For dramatic effect I reshaped Mercy’s blade into a fancy skull with glowing purple eyes. Reaching out, I poured magic into the ritual and began the spell. Livia was picked up into the air as if by a string attached to her chest. When she did not find it, she let herself hang there. The theatrics weren’t strictly necessary, but I figured since I was doing it in this fashion, I might as well make it a good show.

I was careful not to touch her with any of the magic, other than what was suspending her. Every single one of the death cores cracked and my mana contained the death energy. Then in one large pulse it streamed into Livia’s body, killing her instantly. Instead of fully dying though, the spell held her in place and death magic along with death energy began to circle through her body.

The energies worked from her extremities inwards. An unforeseen effect was that the clothes she wore were decayed and destroyed. Fortunately for her own decency, no one outside of me could really see into the spell. Her pale skin changed, like the background color of her skin had been changed, and though still pale, it took on a darker hue.

A more complex weave of magic passed through her head, adjusting it to its new reality. Power bled from her eyes as they were changed. The magic gathered above her and streamed down in one steady beam into the left side of her chest, wrapping around her heart. It started beating again, and her body stirred.

I reached into my bag of holding as the spell faded and she was set back down. I tossed her a cloak as soon as the spell faded.

It took Livia a moment to realize she was naked, and she flushed as she wrapped herself in the cloak. It was interesting that living dead flushed. I wondered how that worked. But decided it was not the time for such investigations.

To my surprise, there was a smattering of applause from the crowd. “This is a reward now available both from the dungeon and the arena. It is a race change into a living dead,” I explained. “There is still a cost associated with it, the reward itself is me being willing to do it for you. If you’re interested, watch for it to show up on the lists or look for it in the dungeon.”

I strode towards the tunnel Raven and I had entered through. Whispers were already spreading through the crowd. I tried not to look back, but did glance back right as I entered the tunnel. Livia was looking at her hand in interest. She had a lot to discover about her new race, and I was interested to see what she’d find out. After all, the other living dead I had created were creatures and I couldn’t really talk to them. Or they were just not interested in talking about that kind of stuff with me.
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“So, what you think about being living dead?” I ask, sitting down at the tavern with Livia.

“It’s not as different as I expected,” Livia said after a moment. “The biggest differences are the resistances, like you said. Though I no longer feel tired in-game, I get weary with no need to sleep.”

“Yeah, that’s to be expected. I know you don’t have access to death energy, I doubt your stamina is the same anymore. After all, stamina is life-based in a way.”

“Yes,” Livia agreed, taking a drink of her beer, which had some healing concoction in it that she said did not affect the flavor. “It’s called power now. Though it acts the same.”

I cocked my head to the side and thought. I had a glass of whiskey that had been made with holy water. Livia had previously asked what my preferred drink was, and the next time I visited, boom, it was there. “I would investigate that. I feel like you should have more utility with it than you normally would, even if you are a melee type.”

“I shall,” she agreed. “Everything else, umm, works fine as well.”

I sputtered, having just taken a sip of my whiskey. “Ah, good. I guess.”

There was an awkward silence. “Anyways, that team that was giving you issues have been in the dungeon lately, they constantly complain about it but they seemed happy with the loot and experience they’re getting.”

“Good to know. I don’t really keep a close eye on it anymore. The only teams I notice are when they get deep enough,” I explained.

“They say they could go deeper, but they don’t.” Livia rolled her eyes. “Big talk from an annoying team and guild.”

“What did you say?” a voice I recognized, much to my dismay, said from behind me. We had not noticed Larry entered the tavern. I’d been too distracted by the completed building. For such a large and complex structure, it had gone up very fast, even accounting for the players with their special skills.

“Not now,” Livia sighed.

“Who’s your friend, Livia?” Larry demanded. “I didn’t hear what you said. It sounded like he was talking shit about my team.”

“I’ll catch you later, Livia.” I knocked back my whiskey and got up to leave. I didn’t want to deal with this asshole. For a moment, it seemed like he might block me, but he stepped out of my way. I didn’t feel bad leaving Livia with him, she could take care of herself.

“See you later, Zeke,” Livia said as I walked away.
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“Zeke, is that you?” a voice I had not expected to hear interrupted my reading. I was in the arena in a box seat Kellnock had added. Players could rent these for a contribution of valuable materials to the dungeon. I personally had access to one because rank has its privileges. The Order of the Equinox book had been explaining the buffs I received for being a member, and were more inclusive than I realized. But those thoughts fled my mind as my attention turned to the speaker.

A woman had just entered my box seat. Either Raven or Maxwell must have let her in. She wasn’t what my head told me to expect. She wasn’t even human, she was one of the female micilium. She had a large mushroom on the top of her head that was white with pale red spots. She wore what looked like simple starter gear.

As I looked at her face, however, my brain slowly caught up. “Jess?” I glanced down, assuring myself I was wearing my ring. “How…” I asked, stunned even as I rose.

There was a moment of tension that snapped as we both rushed at each other. I pulled her into a hug as she pulled me into one. “Max brought me here. I was able to create a character at the altar under your dungeon,” she said in my ear.

“I’m so sorry,” was all I could think to say, like an idiot, to my sister.

“I’m sorry it took me so long to come to you,” she said. We had been all each other had on Earth. I knew my death had left her hollow. So much so that she’d even left the city we had lived in.

I could feel her tears falling on me. As I had more of a body even though I wore the illusion I could still feel more than I ever could before. I was pretty certain I would’ve cried if I could’ve at the time. I just closed my eyes and held my sister. Though it wasn’t her as I had known her, this was still my sister.

When I opened my eyes, I saw Maxwell and Raven looking into the door. I smiled at them and nodded in thanks. There was no way I could express my gratitude. I would’ve never asked Maxwell to do this, I too much a coward.

When Jessica finally let go of me, she stepped back and looked at me. “You’re wearing the illusion aren’t you?” I nodded. “Please take it off. I know what you look like, I’ve watched enough of Max’s streams.”

“Okay, if you’re sure,” I said, reaching for the ring.

She didn’t say anything else, so I pulled the ring off and the illusion disappeared. As my body reverted back to its default form, her expression change slightly, but when she looked at my face she nodded. “You look more like yourself now than you do with the ring on. I mean, you look sick, but you look like the Ezekiel I grew up with.”

I snorted. “You mean I look like a corpse version of him anyways.”

“No,” Jessica shook her head. “Your corpse looked better.”

I stared at her in shock. She blinked in shock. “I can’t believe you said that,” I blurted out.

Jessica started laughing.

After a moment, I joined in. The laughter once started built on itself. Even in her game character the little snort when she laughed too hard resonated. The laugh had been a mixture of stress and happiness, especially a release of stress, and went on for several long minutes.

“So, you have been watching Maxwell’s stream, and know what I’ve been up to, what have you been up to?”

“Well, Maxwell told you that I had moved cities, yes? As Providence would have it, I moved to the city were Max lived.” I nodded knowing that as well. “There I went to work for one of the larger banks and threw myself into work. Not a lot else, though it did payoff, I got a promotion.”

“That’s great,” I said. “What’s wrong though?” I could tell something was off by the way she said it.

“You mean other than I lost my brother and moved cities?” Jessica raised an eyebrow at me, at least what the micilium had for an eyebrow anyways.

“Umm… Yes, besides that.”

She let out a sigh. “Once Maxwell convinced me you were alive, I was confused and worried, then I began to question a lot of things. Like why was I using work as an excuse to not go see you? It kind of changed my perspective.”

“What are you going to do?” I asked her. That led to a much more in depth conversation. Back on Earth, when it was just the two of us, she would often use me as a sounding board to work through her thoughts and I would do the same to her.

As we talked, the arena periodically had fights and sometimes we paused and watched. It was getting close to the end of the second month, which meant there was one of the monthly tournaments going on. I was beginning to get worried that I had received no news from Friar Brown. I had been grinding like crazy growing in levels at a rapid rate, as I was certain he would need my help soon. But nothing had shown up yet.
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“Aaron, thanks for coming,” I said as he entered my box seat.

“Of course, Ezekiel, its no problem.” I shook his outstretched hand. I gestured for him to take a seat next to me as I returned to my seat.

Maxwell was on the other side of him, and Jessica sat beside me. “I have a favor to ask,” I said carefully.

My tone must’ve given away the seriousness of the situation, because Aaron’s easy demeanor changed. “What can I do for you?”

I glanced at Maxwell who nodded. We had both decided this was safe and probably the smartest move we could make. “Aaron, this is my sister, Jess,” I said, leaning back so I could gesture at Jessica. “She has recently started coming here and is new to this world, I was wondering if you would be able to take her under your wing so to speak. I would, or Maxwell would, but that would be complicated given our situation and station.”

Aaron looked at Jessica, she smiled back. “It would be very nice and helpful,” Jessica said. “I know the general mechanics from watching some streams, but actually being here is quite different.”

“Of course it is,” Aaron nodded. “Are you a micilium?”

“I am,” Jessica agreed. “Maxwell was able to get my spawn to be at an altar that’s underneath the dungeon and enabled me to use the micilium race.”

“There’s an altar under the dungeon?” Aaron asked in surprise, eyeing me. “That would’ve been nice to know.”

Jessica grew worried. “I’m sorry, Zeke, was that a secret?”

“It was.” I let out a long sigh. “They have their own altar now, and that one would be inconvenient to say the least.”

“Unless there’s easy access to it, you’re right,” Aaron agreed. “Why would you have created a character in this zone? It’s not exactly beginner friendly.”

“I warned her about that,” Maxwell said. “But it was more important to have her near Ezekiel than it was to have it be an easy zone.”

Aaron nodded in understanding. “I guess that does make sense. I will do what I can. We should be able to help you level in the area. What is the racial trait that you got for being micilium?”

“It’s called magical adaptation,” Jess explained. “I can adapt my body to different kinds of magic by absorbing it.”

“That’s a powerful trait,” Aaron said. “I’m guessing you pay for it with some other side effects. Probably affecting physical.”

Jessica nodded. “Max said I should be a caster-type.”

“That would fit you well,” Aaron agreed. “I think you should absorb some death magic so you’re resistant to the creatures in the marsh. Then we can go hunting and it will make you much tougher. Once you’re strong enough, we can enter the dungeon.” They continued to talk about plans for leveling Jessica quickly for several minutes.
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“You two have gotten a lot stronger,” Ezra growled as I sent Tucker tumbling back from a powerful blow to his shield.

“And you’re not even facing Chompy this time,” I retorted as I deflected her spear and drove in with Mercy.

My precognition warned me of an incoming arrow, and I twisted my body just enough that it passed by. Holy light burst from Ezra’s spear, and was held at bay by the powerful barrier of my Thanatrith armor. I turned just enough that the tip of the spear missed me as Mercy stabbed into the joint at her hip. The sharp tip plunged through the thinner armor and found soft flesh underneath. I funneled death energy into the wound, amplifying the festering effect.

As I pulled back, deflecting another blow from her spear, Tyler rushed at me again, his ax bearing down. Once again, my precognition kept me ahead, and I deflected the blade just enough to expend as little energy as possible as I spun past him. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a building spell from the wizard, Tiffany, but before she completed, Raven seemed to crawl out of her shadows and stabbed two black daggers into either side of her torso.

Before Raven could fully disappear, a fireball exploded, tossing her out of the shadow. The fire mage, Scott, had struck. Though Raven smoldered, she fell into a roll, and a moment later disappeared in a flash of black energy.

In one fluid movement I placed the shaft of Mercy on my shoulder and reshaped it into the eldritch canning form, funneling power into it. I felt the incoming arrow by did not dodge, taking it straight in the chest and trusting in the power of my armor. It punched through the barrier and my armor itself, stabbing into my chest. I hissed in pain but it had been worth it.

Even though Susan, the sniper, was already fading and becoming harder to see, I had a bead on her. The eldritch blast ripped out of Mercy. Rested on my shoulder. My aim was perfect. My counterattack caught her by surprise and though she managed to avoid my blast being lethal, it wasn’t enough to prevent one of her legs from blowing off as she tried to dive away.

With my weapon configured into the cannon form, it would take a moment to shift back and I was still in melee with both Tyler and Ezra. As Mercy reshaped, I dropped it—it would continue even though I no longer had my hands on it, a nice change. I whirled, pointing a clenched fist in Tyler’s direction and released two concussive force spells. My spell storage rings were at their capacity with this spell. It was not a direct damage spell, but meant to discombobulate an opponent.

Tyler staggered, his eyes crossing as he fought to stay conscious, blinking rapidly. Ezra bore down on me with her spear, still glowing with holy light. I turned into the attack, driving it down with my other hand and taking the blow on my left thigh.

The powerful holy weapon tore through the barrier and slammed into my armor. I hissed as the magic ate into me. I was already channeling death energy into that section of my body and armor to try and hold off the damage. I hammered a fist into the joint I had attacked before. Releasing a short-ranged eldritch blast from the gauntlet. It was one of the many abilities granted to me by my armor, and while it lacked the range of my regular eldritch attack, it was significantly more powerful and did not draw from my own mana reserves.

The blast sent Ezra tumbling, her spear pulling out of my leg as she went. I followed, not giving an inch. I used another ability of my armor, accelerating the rate at which I moved. I then began to batter her with blow after blow of eldritch power.

As I landed a devastating right hook to the side of her helmeted head, I yanked Mercy to me. I leapt back, catching the shaft, and brought the weapon down in a devastating arc. The blade reshaped into a wickedly sharp scythe. The weight of the blade and the razor-sharp tip drove Mercy through the weak point in Ezra’s armor right at the base of her neck.

It was nearly instantly lethal, I was glad, not wanting her to suffer. I ripped Mercy free, the white sand kicking out from under my feet as I rushed Tyler. He was only just recovering from the discombobulating attack. I split Mercy in half and formed it into two sickles.

Tyler saw me coming, but there was little he could do. With one sickle I yanked his shield down. His axe hammered into my side, but it was worth taking the blow as I ripped his throat out with the other sickle. The chain mail around his neck proved little resistance to the wickedly sharp blade.

As he gurgled and died, I turned my attention to the others. Raven was just now finishing off Susan, and the sniper was already laying dead in spreading pools of their own blood.

“And we have a winner,” Maxwell’s voice rang out over the arena. “But was there really ever any doubt? All should tremble before the power of the Lich!” The crowd roared, they didn’t mind that I had just disassembled one of their best teams, they always loved a good fight. “He didn’t even need me with them this time, imagine if I had been there.” I rolled my eyes and high-fived Raven.

“I didn’t think we had grown that much stronger.” Raven looked around at the broken team. “You don’t even have those benefits of being the dungeon boss anymore.”

“It’s not just that we’ve gotten stronger,” I told her, the gates rumbling open. “We’ve also gotten more skilled, that has been the point of all the monsters Vito’s been sending us.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Raven sniffed. “I’ve always been this awesome.”

The two of us headed back for our own gate as the porters came out. They would take the bodies and stripped them of their gear, which would go back to the players, at least in this fight it did. There were fights where it would not, if the players wagered all of their gear against them winning, they could win better rewards. More than anything, Ezra just wanted to test her team against me as a measuring stick. They had beaten us before.

I was more than a little surprised about how well the fight had gone. The constant fighting against monsters Vito sent up for us was paying off. The reason why people came to watch those fights is it wasn’t us beating down on some simple meathead monster. Often, they were interesting creatures that moved and fought in exotic ways. I was beginning to suspect Vito had a hand in creating some of them.

We were, as far as I knew, higher level than the team we just fought. But not so much higher for us to wipe the floor like we did. That same team had beaten me quite soundly only a handful of months ago, and that had been when I was backed up by one of my most powerful minions.
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“Hey, Lich,” Larry called out when he saw me heading for my box seat. I moved around the coliseum in my regular form. It was common knowledge that I was here, and no one dared to attack me. Kellnock was always looking for a reason to kill people in the arena, there had been a few incidents. “We want to fight you.”

I didn’t respond. This group had continued to be a pain. The worst part was they were an effective team and had won several of the team-based weekly tournaments. “Hey, you dumb ass NPC. Listen to us when we talk to you,” the cleric snarled as he stepped out to block my path.

“Why are you guys such stereotypical assholes?” I asked. “I swear it’s like you’re asking to be made an example of. You know very well what it takes to fight me, so if you want that get your ass in gear, then do it.”

“Na,” Larry scoffed. “This place won’t be around long enough for us to jump through all those hoops.”

“You’re still on about that?” I asked, a little flabbergasted. “You seem to like the weapons you’re getting well enough, why would you want to destroy this place.”

“It doesn’t matter to you, you stupid NPC,” the female sniper.

I just shook my head. “Can I at least get your name so I quit referring to you as Larry and the four assholes.”

“What the heck is your problem?” Larry demanded.

“My problem?” I held my hand to my chest in mock shock. “It’s almost like a group of douchebags showed up and started making problems for everyone, but it couldn’t be that now could it? You know what, I don’t want your names, from here forward you shall be known as Captain Larry and his Douche Canoe.”

A nearby audience member snorted, and the team’s anger turned towards them. I shook my head and shoved my way past.

To my immense amusement and pleasure later that day, I heard Maxwell talking across the arena announcing the next fight. It was clear he was trying not to laugh. “Up next we have the team of Captain Larry and his Douche Canoe facing off against Windsong.”

Windsong was Aaron’s team, the other top team other than Ezra’s team in Livia’s guild.

“You think you’re funny?” Larry yelled at Maxwell.

“I’m just reading what’s on the sheet, I don’t know why you would put that down as a team name, but you do you,” Maxwell responded, still trying not to laugh.

Unfortunately for Aaron, despite their opponents having a rather ridiculous name it didn’t affect their combat prowess. While Aaron’s team was elite and powerful, they were an adventuring and dungeon crawling team, not a PVP team. On the other hand, Larry’s team was clearly more PVP focused.

It was still a good fight. Though they were dicks, Larry’s team knew their business. I understood why they won most of the team matches they were involved with. They started with Marcus, Aaron’s cleric.

Aaron and his team did their best to protect their healer, but coordinated strike after strike slowly peeled off the defensive layers, and before long Marcus lay dead with an arrow in his head. If Aaron and his team had been used to PVP matches they would’ve realized they needed to be doing the same. In some ways they were better equipped for that task. Nick and his sister, Jessica, were a pair of rangers with powerful bows. In fact, Nick’s was one I had made.

Casters often had the advantage in sheer total amount of damage, but archer and sniper types had the ability to deal pinpoint damage in high amounts. Likely they could’ve taken out Larry’s cleric.

It was generally thought that Aaron’s team was a little stronger than Ezra’s at this point, but that was not displayed in this match. When Marcus fell, the fight changed momentum and Larry’s team took apart Aaron’s.

“We yield,” Aaron said when Decker was blown apart by a bolt of explosive fire from Larry’s wizard.

“That’s nice,” Larry called back as he charged. “Unfortunately for you, we don’t accept.”

One of the rules of Kellnock’s arena, was that there was no forced end to combat if one side surrendered, when players were involved. It was to the death or mutual agreement that the match was over. And Larry’s team was out for blood.

I was glad the dungeon wouldn’t let Larry’s team steal the loot from Aaron’s team after the fight. Though it was clear they wanted to, they were wary of the guardian hidden below the floor of the arena.

“Livia,” I turned towards the door to my box seat, having heard her enter. “Thank you for coming.”

“Is something the matter?” she asked.

I rose and nodded my head down towards the arena. “How big of problem are they? They keep making noise about trying to destroy the dungeon, why would they even do that?”

Weariness entered Livia’s expression. “They want to destroy the dungeon because they failed in their bid to get control of it from me.” I gestured for her to take a seat and joined her watching the victorious team leave the arena. “I don’t know what they’re up to, but they seem to be confident that they can pull it off.”

“Part of the deal was⁠—”

Livia cut me off. “I know we have to try and protect your dungeon. Problem is, we don’t know exactly how many members of their guild are here. They aren’t being vocal about it and after the initial power-play they mostly disappeared except for Larry’s group.”

“Is there a real threat?” I was a little worried they might have some hidden powerhouse.

“No, though I’m not a hundred percent certain.” Livia gave me an apologetic look. “I know you won’t tell me how strong Kellnock is, but I have a sneaking suspicion they don’t have anyone here who could take him. If they did, they would’ve used them to take control.”

“Okay, that’s what I needed to know,” I assured her. “Don’t worry about stopping them. If they are stupid enough to actually attack the dungeon, it will be dealt with appropriately. What I need you more for is actual threats to the dungeon.”

Livia nodded in understanding, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. “I guess we’ll just sit back and watch the show, I will keep my feelers out just in case there something I missed, but I think what you see is what you get with them, they aren’t the subtle lot.”
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“As members of the Order we strive to serve a balance. Sometimes people will see us as evil, for they do not know what true evilness is. And sometimes people will see us as good, for they do not understand how dark their world has become.”

This was not the first section of the book talking about this that I’d come across, but it was perhaps worded the simplest. I was sitting in the courtyard attached to our living quarters next to a fountain that I had built, well Kellnock had, but I designed it.

“Ekwin is just one of our deities’ names. It is believed that he is actually one of the greater gods, but this is only speculation. For those of you unaware of what the term greater god means it refers to a certain group of gods. Calling them a pantheon is not quite correct. Unlike most gods people interact with, these greater gods are far-reaching and widespread in power, it is speculated they span over all sections, even the Uncharted. They often take on personas of lesser gods inside of local pantheons to facilitate the interactions there.

“Starting down this path, Ekwin has already granted you several minor benefits, the further you progress, the stronger they will grow, and new abilities will be attained.”

I snorted. Calling the resistances I gained a minor benefit was a bit ridiculous. It might’ve been for most people. But Lich’s, unlike zombies or even the living dead, aren’t just weak to life, holy, and related magics. The weakness we have to those powers goes beyond just being a weakness. It is less like using water to put out fire as it is like starving it of oxygen. The water may or may not put out the fire, depending on the fire, but a fire deprived of oxygen will always go out no matter what.

“With each major task completed you will be granted divine favor with Ekwin. These are not like the divine favor you can receive with other gods, the single point will grant you a powerful boon. Spend them well as these tasks are not easily completed.”

The player in me was already imagining what I could gain from something like that. I was just beginning to turn the next page when Raven walked into the courtyard.

“I have a message for you from Rhea.” Raven sat next to me and handed me a folded piece of paper.

“Finally, I was beginning to get worried, what has it been, three months?” I opened the note.

“Sorry for the delay. We have started our own campaign. You should begin yours as well. For the sake of not appearing to be working with you, our campaign will first start in the south.”

Her message was as brief and no-nonsense as Rhea was herself. “It worries me that they will be so far away, makes it hard to support one another. But hopefully we won’t need it. They do have the harder section since the southern part of the kingdom has more of the military due to the presence of Dothar.”

“Yes,” Raven agreed. “From what Livia has said, it seems like there has been a buildup of military around the marsh as well.”

“I heard about that. While the kingdom doesn’t officially condemn this place, the church dislikes us quite a bit so they’ve gathered forces.”

“Maxwell was explaining to me what a theocracy was,” Raven said. “How is this kingdom not a theocracy.”

“Honestly, I wonder that myself.” I stood, things needed to start moving now. “The church does seem to run everything, then again, it does feel like we haven’t fought any of the regular troops of the kingdom, only zealots.”

“You think the nonreligious forces will stay out of the fighting?” Maxwell walked in, followed by Jess. Kellnock had created a hidden entrance to our living quarters so my sister could come down here. It was guarded by a very nasty construct if anyone managed to find it. And even if they did, the tunnel was rigged to self-destruct if anyone defeated the construct.

“If I had to guess, probably not,” I said. “Especially fighting against us, they will see us as a tangible threat where Friar Brown will be an internal threat to Olattee.”

“Why are you getting involved then?” Jess said carefully. “Maxwell told me how you almost died, again.” I heard worry.

“We have been arguing about that with him as well.” Maxwell glared at me. “We think it’s a stupid risk.”

“I’m getting involved for several reasons,” I said, tired of the argument. Vito was also angry about me choosing this path. “One is quite frankly that I owe Friar Brown. The second is that I’m pretty sure the Order of Equinox wants me to get involved.”

“Are they going to protect you from that prick who almost killed you?” Jess demanded. I realized Maxwell must’ve grabbed her once he heard of the note, as a last-ditch attempt to get me to change my mind.

“No—but!” I said placatingly, immediately cutting her off before she could protest again. “Vito is a vampire and can work soul energy, he is taking steps that would make what he tried to do much harder. On top of that, the ability to work soul energy like that is not common by any stretch of the imagination. Furthermore, I am much stronger than I was then, and I know it will be coming this time so I should be able to resist it.”

“It’s still a risk,” Jess said stubbornly. “And you will be facing all of the nonreligious forces.”

“Life is risk. I can’t live here in constant fear of dying. Well, more dead I guess.” I puzzled on that for a moment. “I didn’t live that way on Earth, so I can’t live that way here. And I never said I would be facing all the nonreligious forces alone. I’m certain they will get pulled into the fight with Friar Brown. Without my involvement he would face their combined force.”

“I still don’t like it.” Jess glared at me. “I lost you once and now you are risking yourself in a game world to save a game person.”

I pulled her into a hug. “I promise I am doing everything I can to mitigate risk. I also doubt this world is just a game, even if it is, I cannot afford to look at it that way.” I felt her nod as she hugged me back. “I promise we can talk more later, but for now I need to go make some preparations, time to get things moving.”

[image: ]


“Knowing your plans, I have been setting aside minions for you and upgrading them as your power advanced,” Kellnock said, leading the way down. He had met us on the harbor floor to guide us. Raven and Maxwell moved with me. Jessica wasn’t allowed, Kellnock would not abide it. I hadn’t been down below since the creation of Kellnock. Vito had kept us busy, and I didn’t want to strain the relationship with the powerful elder living dead.

“What is their average level?” I asked.

“For you to easily control one outside of the dungeon I have created all of their levels equal.” He paused at the stairs leading down from the second floor below the harbor floor. “They are level 100, and I only have created one hundred of them for you. Any creation that leaves this place will be of superb quality. I will not send you mindless cannon fodder, if you want that, you need to find it on your own.”

I held in my surprise, as the level was higher than expected. I’d had grown a lot, but hadn’t expected Kellnock to be adjusting his creations for me, much less preparing ahead of time. The elder undead impressed me every step. I didn’t mind his unwillingness to provide me with cannon fodder, that was easy enough to get on my own.

“Where have you been keeping them?” Maxwell asked.

“Below,” Kellnock said. “I have changed things extensively beyond this point. No one has progressed to the bottom yet, much less the forge or the reliquary.”

Both Ezra and Aaron had complained about how much harder things got. They still got good rewards, so they didn’t complain too much. What I hadn’t known was just how extensive the changes had been.

Kellnock pushed the doors open to the next floor and I stood there in stunned shock. “How did you have the energy for this?” I whispered.

This had once been the forge floor, but that was no longer true. The stairs let out to a large open area. The stone was black, and the ceiling was supported by familiar crystalline pillars that emitted purple eldritch light from sparks floating inside of them. The open area was more like a balcony. My shock only continued to grow as I approached the edge of the balcony.

“I did not have sufficient dungeon energy for all of this,” Kellnock admitted. “The early parts were done with the combination of my own strength and the dungeon power. However, now with the arena, things are progressing much quicker, though I am reaching the limit of what I can do for now.”

The railing at the edge of the balcony was made of pure black metal. Out in front, the floor dropped away at least a dozen stories. In the middle of the cavernous space was the forge sitting on a platform made of pure black crystal. Its skull shaped mouth glowing with purple and black power. “It looks like we could jump to the forge from here,” Maxwell said.

“Some may try that,” Kellnock acknowledged. “But their flight would be interrupted.” He had a more than normal evil tone to his voice.

“How does one get to the forge?” I asked, after all, I still planned on using it.

“Well, for you or me, it would be possible to jump down,” Kellnock said. “For most, they will rise up through the center of the column that supports the forge. This large room allows for me to gather more power into the forge and further amplify what I can do with it. All of the minions I created for you were created on the forge. While they are far from as powerful as I could make them, they are perfect in every other sense.”

The pride in his tone was clear, and I was certain he deserved every ounce of it. “Where is the library, or reliquary?”

“The reliquary,” Kellnock nodded. “It is hidden, its entrance will always be on one of these lower floors, but it will move constantly. There will always be a powerful guardian as well, just as powerful as the one in the arena.”

“Good, the last thing we want is that knowledge getting out of here.” That being said, I was wondering if some of it might be worth further investigation.

The floors near the top were more developed than the ones near the bottom. The floors near the top were comprised of rooms, open courtyards, labyrinthine sections, even some artwork that I wondered where came from. But as we got near the bottom, things like that disappeared. “Since no one has made it past the initial four floors, I’m slower to beautify these lower sections, though it will come,” Kellnock explained as if ashamed.

On the bottom floor we found the minions he had been creating for me. They were in a side room that opened from a plain-looking section of the wall. “What does each type do?” I asked. Upon entering it was immediately apparent there were at least three types. I could guess or pull up the description, but I wanted his explanation.

Kellnock was eager to talk about the minions. “I feel the function of each is clear, but I will elaborate on what makes them different.”

Kellnock must’ve given a mental command, because one of the minions stepped forward. It held a black kite shield on one arm and a mace in the other hand. It was clad in pitch-black armor with eldritch runic lines tracing patterns along it. In the places where I could see through the armor was thick bone. “You are aware of the death knight, this is a variation of those. Far more durable and intelligent than a normal death knight, these can command up to fifty simple melee undead. They have limited magical attacks, but they are potent when used. In total there are forty.”

The next type that stepped forward had a quiver of arrows with black fletching on their back, and wore a cloak made of dark brown leather with a deep hood. Their bodies were covered in leather armor, and the face was covered in emaciated flesh. “This is an advanced eldritch bone archer. They have the ability to grant either an increase in skill or the ability to use a bow, they can also command up to fifty skeletons. Aside from that, their bows are powerful and excellent at eliminating enemy commanders, there are twenty-five of them.”

The third type was a zombie that emitted energy. The clothes were tattered and decayed, but the flesh underneath wasn’t rotten, it coursed with power. “This is an advanced greater elemental zombie. Instead of only having their elemental attacks, I have designed this group to be able to support a caster. I elected to treat you these instead of casters since replicating something like this outside of this dungeon would be difficult.”

I nodded in understanding, he was right. The excess magic here enabled the creation of this type of zombie in particular far easier than it normally would be.

A fourth and final type stepped out I had not seen. It was slender and its chest glowed with purple eldritch power that seemed to course into its head and burned out from behind its eyes. It was clad in simple armor and carried a short sword. “This is an advanced greater zombie nexus. While greater zombies normally control the lesser undead. I have specialized this one to be excellent at it. It can either command a horde of seventy-five simple zombies, ten zombies of the sergeant rank, or three zombies of lieutenant rank like the death knight or archer.”

“Kellnock, you have outdone yourself.” I stared at the small army before me. “I would not ask for anything different.”

“Of course, my lord, how else can one wage war on the world of the living if they lack the proper tools,” Kellnock agreed solemnly. “With these, you can form the core of your army. I do apologize I did not have time to create more of the captain rank, so you will not be able to effectively control all of the lieutenants.”

“That’s fine. When we create the thirteen, I feel like that should help adjust that problem,” I said as I circled the controlled nexus zombie.

“Of course, and I will make sure I create them in the correct ratios going forward,” Kellnock assured me.

“Any chance you could make me an orchestra?” Maxwell asked. “I feel like it should be simple compared to that nexus zombie.”

Kellnock did not respond, he was looking at me. “Well, could you?”

“It is within my abilities,” Kellnock said. “It would take away from production of these though.”

“That is fine, Maxwell’s abilities are more than worth it when it comes to the battlefield.” I stepped back beside Kellnock. “Make that for him first before you make more of these. I think it’s time to make preparations, these can remain down here for now. It’s time for me to return to the forge.”

“I have been looking forward to this project,” Kellnock agreed.
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“This is interesting timing,” Kellnock said.

“What is?” His words pulled me out of my concentration. In the background, Maxwell’s music was ominous but increased all of our focus.

“One of the stronger teams is making faster progress in its instance than expected,” Kellnock explained. “They will be able to see this before we are finished.”

“Well, we can’t stop now,” Damien said. “The moment I arrived, we got put on a timer.”

“Then if everyone is ready, let us begin,” Vito said. “I’m sure Raven will make sure they don’t try and interrupt us.”

The four of us stood in a large ritual circle. At the center of the circle was the anvil. Where we stood along the edges of the circle had separate ritual circles drawn around us that connected into the larger one. Kellnock stood in front of the mouth of the forge, his runic circle connecting him to the forge so he could more easily draw power. The rest of us were evenly spaced around the edges. Damien was possessing a skeleton made of black crystal. The creation had not been cheap according to Vito, but getting the help of the master necromancer was worth the cost.

In between the four of us lay piles of material gathered from creatures in the death marsh, most of it bones or horns. Though there was a certain amount of hide and strips of muscle along with various gems, minerals, and other reagents.

Evenly spaced around the forge was the thirteen skeletal bodies of the Nephelium taken from the crypt. Kellnock’s body had come from there as well. He had once been a god that these thirteen served, I was assured that would not be a problem.

The skeletal bodies had been carefully positioned and adorned with different things. In all of their eye sockets, smooth marbles of the purest black onyx sat. Next to each skull was something that looked like a human brain, but a familiar purple eldritch light came from inside of it. Carefully laid out beneath them following the major limbs and joints of the body were rods made of crystallized death mana. Finally, clasped in their hands over their chests, was a death core.

Vito had brought with him the harder to get materials, including the death cores. They were from creatures that had naturally contained them, something that was more common in Tehomal. Vito had hunted them down for this exact reason.

At the center on the anvil, Mercy stood straight up. Damien said since it was so intrinsically connected to me now, it could serve as my stand-in allowing me to help with the spell.

“So we begin,” Damien whispered. Power flowed out of Kellnock. It was a perfect mixture of death and eldritch power provided from the Forge of the Tranquil Soul.

Though Kellnock would be channeling the most power, Damien was overall in charge. Kellnock had not even argued against Damien’s supremacy. Damien had been involved in his creation after all, and Kellnock understood quite a bit about what Damien was.

Kellnock’s power built the structure of the ritual, filling all the lines, powering runes, and consuming and preparing much of the material. A minute passed, but it felt far longer to me. I was focused on building power within the circle around me.

I handled the pure eldritch magic aspect of the ritual, which is unique to each eldritch practitioner, so it was important I provided my own. Though the forge did provide it as well, since I had also worked to create that, it was best if it came from me.

Across from me, Vito was building up death magic, that would be his role. Damien pulled death energy out of cores inside of his own circle. His skill with death energy was so far beyond any of ours that it only made sense for him to be the one to work with it.

When the ritual was fully powered by Kellnock, the lines solidified. Some of them lifted into the air above us while others pushed down to the crystal floor A cage was formed around the four of us. Kellnock’s input of power slowed and then stopped as he began to gather power for his next role. As soon as Kellnock cut off, Vito and I poured our power into the spell.

Vito’s magic focused on the materials not touched by Kellnock’s initial part. Primarily the bio matter provided, he would refine the material, attuning it to death magic even more thoroughly than it already was. His magic would purge out the remnant sources of other power, including things like dark magic.

My eldritch power flooded out in the larger ritual. Most of what needed to be done was already automated, laid out by the runes drawn throughout the ritual. Most of my role was focused on stabilizing the chaotic energy. The large ritual directed my power into the skeletal bodies and the brains sitting next to them.

Nephelium bones were thicker and in general just larger than human bones. All across them, runic patterns began to be etched in with purple eldritch magic. I knew from the diagrams Damien had helped me design that the rituals and runes being engraved on their bones would allow for immense power while keeping these creations loyal. The largest concentration was of course on the skulls of the Nephelium.

The power pouring into the brains was less obvious, but I knew it was modifying the brains at a very intrinsic level. Eldritch power is a complex subject. People associate it with madness, but that is only when it runs rampant and uncontrolled inside of your mind. When harnessed, the power of the eldritch mind is something to be feared, and not because it’s insane.

My power expended itself and my attention returned to the greater ritual as I pulled out and drank a mana potion. Vito did not need to do the same, his mana reserves were more than enough to keep up with what would come next. The two of us had finished at the exact same time, as designed.

Next, power flooded out of Kellnock and Damien simultaneously. Kellnock’s power gathered the refined materials and essences now floating within the ritual and poured them into the bodies. Meanwhile, the death energy from Damien flooded directly into the skeletal bodies. The brain was picked up by the power as the back of the skull where the neck connected opened, and it slid inside. The death energy pushed apart the bones and the death cores lowered inside the chest. Finally, the crystal that lay underneath the bodies was picked up by the death energy and integrated into the bone directly, replacing the marrow on the inside.

Power swirled around the body making small adjustments to everything. Then Kellnock’s power began to layer in material. Strands of pure purple material poured into the spinal column and spread throughout the entire body, the nervous system. Then the flesh came in and began to coat the bodies providing muscles and protection.

Bone was added over the flesh to further strengthen it, though not in large chunks or slabs. When Vito had been refining, he had broken it down and wove the bones together into something akin to chain mail. It would provide a massive increase to the durability of these creations while not hindering their movement. On top of the bone skin was added, smooth and pale gray. Absently I wondered if it would tan in the sun.

The onyx in the eyes of the creations had been absorbed and turned into something between a crystalline and flesh eye. The thirteen were stood up and faced towards the anvil. As my second part began. From me out flowed eldritch power once again, but this time was laced with a small amount of soul energy.

Across to me more death magic flowed out from Vito also laced of soul energy. Our powers met at Mercy. They combined and then flooded out in torrents of energy in thirteen directions. The energy entered the eyes, and when it stopped, the ritual was complete.

The power faded, I sagged, the only one tired. The others had fared much better, but they had a lot more resources. Nothing happened at first, and I briefly worried we had done something wrong. But then a purple flare of light blossomed in the eyes of one of my new creations directly across from me, that light held intelligence behind it.

I reached out my will and summoned Mercy back to me. It flew through the air, avoiding the thirteen and landed in my hand. As if on cue, the thirteen new creations turned to me. I could feel a connection to them, distant like most of my creations, but also far more complicated than anything I had felt before.

I examined one of them, pulling up the description, and what I read did not disappoint.

Shamgar

Exalted Living Dead

Level: 108

Created at a forge of myth deep within a dungeon by four masters of rituals and necromancy with the remains of powerful beings who lived in an age long passed.

An exalted living dead is a veritable force to be reckoned with. Crafted of the highest quality of materials, they can excel at many pursuits if they are suited for it. Often this means they become true masters of a particular skill and are sought out for their knowledge. The material used in the creation can give them additional traits.

Elder Bones: This exalted living dead has the bones of a being from an age long passed. While not to the same degree as a true elder living dead it still increases the speed at which they can learn skills.

Natural Death Core: The death core contained within the exalted living dead was natural occurring and not forcibly made. This increases the quality and rate at which death energy can be circulated through the body.

Conduits of Power: The marrow of this exalted living dead’s bones has been replaced with crystallized death and eldritch power enabling ease-of-use of magic giving them innate skills with those two powers and up to second degree related magics.

Eldritch Mind: The mind and nervous system of this exalted living dead has been refined and enhanced by eldritch magic. This gives them an increased intellect and further increases their skill with eldritch magic. It also increases their fine motor control and reaction times.

Purpose Born: Many creatures wander through life not knowing their purpose. This is not true for this being. It was created for a purpose, and though it is not self-aware yet, that will come soon. The intent and power of the forging of this creature has affected it giving additional traits.

Born to Serve: This exalted living dead was created to serve a powerful Lich. When fighting to defend its master that power will be amplified. To better serve its master this exalted undead learns combat oriented skills at an accelerated rate.

Warning! It is possible for this exalted living dead to throw off this yoke. Doing so forcibly, while possible, will result in direct soul damage as this exalted living dead has been created for this purpose.

Unified Power: The exalted living dead was created with twelve brothers and sisters. Their power is all equal, each in their own right. The power they wield is based off the strength of their master. They only grow in power as their master grows in power. Experience gained by them is deferred until their master grows in power and they can advance. When all thirteen fight together with their master their power is massively amplified.

Legacy of the Divine: This exalted living dead once served a god. He was entombed with his god when that god fell from power and was killed. The god’s body was taken and used to create a powerful dungeon lord named Kellnock. Kellnock’s involvement in the creation of this exalted living dead guaranteed his Divine Material trait to prox. Once per day, resetting on a twenty-four hour window, this exalted living dead has access to one point of divine energy.
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The presentation held a plethora of intriguing information. I noticed that each of the exalted living dead were identical. The only thing that was different was their names: Othniel, Ehud, Shamgar, De’Barak, Gideon, Abimelech, Tola, Jair, Jephthen, Izban, E’lon, Abdon, and Samson.

I pulled up my character sheet, a suspicion about why their level was what it was. I had grown a lot over these months, though that rate had slowed recently. Vito had explained creatures that were appropriately leveled were becoming harder to come by, and he was limited in what he could create himself.

Character Soul Level: 121

Name: Ezekiel Verniac

Race: Human Lich

Unspent Stat Points:

Spent Stat Point: 605

5 Stat Points per level

Health: 1643

Health Regeneration: 61/sec

Death Energy Tier 1: 3120

Death Energy Regeneration Tier 1: 75/sec

Death Energy Tier 2 Storage Capacity: 23/25

Mana: 2486

Mana Regeneration: 67/sec

Carrying lbs.: 2699

Stats:

Intelligence: 243 [multiplier: 1.311] [40 from gear]

Spirit: 189 [multiplier: 1.23]

Vitality: 119 [multiplier: 1.15]

Resilience: 121 [multiplier: 1.15]

Death Core Tier 1: 251

Death Core Tier 2: 25 [multiplier: 1.21]

Agility: 121 [multiplier: 1.1]

Dexterity: 95 [multiplier: 1.21]

Experience: 51,236 of 133,100

With a bit of quick math, I realized the level of the exalted living dead was ten percent below mine, if you rounded down. For now, that was fine. In the long run, that might become more problematic depending on how far I could go.

The born to serve trait had a warning attached, indicating it was possible to forcibly remove that trait, which implied there was a way to do it without forcing it. But considering doing it was out of the question for now. The lack of power they had being ten percent lower-level than me I suspected was more than compensated for by the different buffs they got when they were fighting both with me and with each other.

Along with those benefits, they had multiple enhancements to the rate at which they learned skills. I doubted they would be as fast as Kellnock could learn a skill, but the combination of the buff from their basic description, the elder bones trait, and enhancement to learning combat oriented skills would mean they could probably pick up a sword and be near an expert within a week.

The final trait was truly interesting, but I didn’t know what it was. Divine Legacy sure sounded powerful, and once-a-day abilities were often almost overpowered.

“Damien,” I looked over at the now dim crystal skeleton. “You used to be a god, what is divine energy?”

“It’s kind of like dungeon energy, not quite nature energy, but closer than most things.” Damien said. “Why do you ask?” He looked at the thirteen. “Oh, I see. I guess that makes a degree of sense. What you need to know is that single point of divine energy will allow them to do a lot of interesting things. Everything from a smite to a resurrection. Or equivalent for the living dead.”

“Seems useful,” I said turning my attention back to examine the thirteen. They were all a head taller than I was with powerful bodies that were fully intact, not rotting or decaying.

“Useful doesn’t even begin to describe it,” Damien seemed unimpressed by my comment. “Getting access to even one point of divine energy when you’re not religious is very useful. It can be used in most actions to add a certain extra potency.”

“I shall have to do some experimenting then,” I agreed. “Also, Damien, why are some of them female? Or why do they have those parts in general?” I gestured at one of the males.

“Well, Zeke,” Damien began in a patronizing tone. “When a mommy and daddy living dead love each other very much.”

“That is not what I mean.” I glared at him. That being said, I had given little thought to that process outside of what I have observed in the marsh biome.

Vito chuckled along with Damien. “It’s simple, some bones belonged to female Nephelium, it was simpler just to let them revert to their natural form over trying to change it.”

“They sure look intimidating,” Maxwell agreed. He had been at the far edge of the platform, not needing to be close for his music to have its effect. “We just need to get them equipped now I guess.”

“And trained,” Vito agreed. “But I would advise letting them find their own path. Though they are all technically identical, they will still favor different ways of fighting.”

I nodded in agreement. Noise drew my attention, and I looked up to the top balcony where I saw Aaron and his team looking down. Raven stood next to them. “They arrived right after Kellnock finished his part,” Damien explained. “They’ve been watching ever since.”

“Aaron,” I yelled at him. “You should pull together a larger group, two in fact, one with thirteen members, and one with sixteen. I will have a fight for you in a week, it will give you time to prepare.”

“Rewards?” Aaron asked.

I was about to respond saying I would front the reward when Kellnock answered. “If you manage to best the group of thirteen, I will make each participant a weapon. I’ll make armor sets for all participants if you beat the group of sixteen. If you are willing to risk your gear in the fight, whoever chooses to will have their reward upgraded if you win.”

“You have a deal,” Aaron called back, not even taking a moment to think about it.

Kellnock waved his hand sending them what I knew was a prompt similar to our quest. It just had a term of service saying they wouldn’t cheat or try and bring in unfair advantages. It wasn’t binding but if they broke any of the contract Kellnock would have leeway to act and still appear as fair.

Once Aaron and his group left, Maxwell stepped up. “Sixteen participants is counting the Thirteen plus us, but not any of my orchestra members that we’re supposed to be creating, or the ones I have.”

“You will be fine without them,” Vito assured him. “Take a look at the description.”

Maxwell looked at the thirteen and got a distant look in his eyes. A moment later he said, “Wow, ya we’ll be fine.”

“Besides it gives you more opportunity to practice on your solo stuff. You’ve been using groups a little too much, you don’t want to lose those solo skills,” Vito chided Maxwell in his instructor voice. “Now, let us take a look at what Kellnock has prepared below so we can make plans accordingly, I have many resources down in Tehomal that we can bring to bear as needed.”

Though I was tired from the process of creating the thirteen, we took Vito below and showed him what Kellnock had created. Damien ran out of energy and Vito stored the crystalline skeleton. Now that we had it, this was something we could use later assuming we were willing to pay the cost in resources.

“These are perfect, Kellnock,” Vito said. “Though I will need to get more undead to fill out the ranks. If you can continue to produce these, I shall provide the cannon fodder. Knowing what Zeke’s plans were, I have been building my own force to send with him, but your officers are far better than my own.”

“Really?” Maxwell asked. “Aren’t you technically stronger than Kellnock?” He glanced at the elder living dead in apology, realizing what he said.

“Yes, I am,” Vito agreed. “But quite frankly, Kellnock is more skilled at creating than I am. Though I can create something of similar complexity, I can only do it by making it more powerful. He has made powerful and sophisticated lower-level undead officer types, which is very hard to do.”

“Maxwell, the controllers you’ve seen me make and these is like the difference between a calculator and a computer. Both can do calculations, but one can do a whole lot more than just calculations,” I explained.

“Can you make these?” Maxwell asked.

I laughed. “Not even at the height of my power could I have made these. Kellnock is a true master. Speaking to Vito’s idea…” I addressed Kellnock. “Would officers be able to lead a contingent of undead to me on their own?”

Kellnock thought about it then shook his head. “No. They are like I was and the thirteen are right now. Not able to think fully yet.” He shook his head. “It’s hard to explain.”

“I actually understand what you mean.” What he was looking for was the word awake, he just didn’t understand that terminology yet.

“I’ll see what I can do from my end to work with that,” Vito said, then he smiled coldly. “Actually, bring the thirteen down in about a week after your arena fight. You’re strong enough now to at least venture into the part of Tehomal I’ve spent the last months hunting. I have something that we could use them for, and it would be good training. It should still fall within your timeframe for when you want to mobilize.” He looked at Kellnock. “You should send these down with me, I will build to integrate them with what I have without Ezekiel there.”

Kellnock nodded in acknowledgment.
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The still bodies of players and crouching figures shrouded in black barriers littered the floor of the arena. I sat in my box seat with Maxwell and Raven watching the fight. It had been interesting, and had not gone how I expected. The crouching figures covered in black barriers were members of my thirteen that had been defeated.

There was a thud and a player flew across the arena before they slammed into the wall. I didn’t know if they were dead, but when they slumped, they didn’t move. As of right now, only four of my thirteen remained in the fight. I personally had never needed the protection of the arena to survive, but I trusted Kellnock’s word that my new minions would be fine, even if they lost.

Against my four remaining minions was seven players, not counting the one who’d just been hit. At the start of the fight, my thirteen were torn apart by the thirteen players. We had done our best to train and equip my new minions, but something had been missing. We pitted them against creatures provided by Kellnock and they had destroyed them, but the second they fought players the difference was clear.

While they all matched my thirteen in levels, the players were far more skilled in working together as a team and using their weapons and abilities. The exalted living dead were powerful combatants. I was certain in a one-on-one fight at equivalent levels they would be a match for almost any player, not even counting the strength they got from fighting together, however that had not been the case in this fight.

From my perspective, as the fight progressed, the thirteen’s skills and coordination were drastically increasing. Now, outnumbered as they were, and no longer at full strength, the remaining four exalted living dead were being hemmed in.

In preparation we had let the thirteen pick their own weapons and fighting styles. We determined what worked best for each of them simply by tossing them into a fight against a horde of zombies that stood no chance of actually hurting them. In that fight, along the walls of the room we had left racks of different weapons. Everything from war hammers to longbows to magical staffs. They’d not taken long to pick up their own type of weapon. Nothing was excessively powerful, but they were all good quality.

The players scrambled, falling back from the remaining four. Of my thirteen, only Samson, De’Barak, Gideon, and Abimelech remained. All of them were either some kind of melee fighter or a magic melee hybrid. None of the pure casters or ranged fighters were still in the fight.

Abimelech was organizing and commanding the three others, they responded to her commands readily and promptly. She was a hybrid melee fighter type. In one hand she wielded a long sword while in the other she held a short-ranged magical weapon that, to me, looked like a sci-fi pistol. It fired concentrated bolts of explosive eldritch death magic. The potency declined swiftly as the range increased.

Even as Abimelech organized the exalted living dead, the players were organizing. I could already tell how this would end. Determining that there was no benefit to risking the rest of the fight, I stood and leaned on the railing of my box seat. I sent my will out towards Abimelech. Her attention instantly snapped to me. I thought I felt a whisper of resentment from what I was telling her to do. But a moment later, she followed orders.

Abimelech stepped in front of the group and placed her weapons on the white sand. The players had been just about to attack but when they saw this they stopped. The other three exalted living dead did the same.

I could tell the players still wanted to fight, but their pause, Kellnock materialized in the arena. “Congratulations, players, you have won.” He unrolled a piece of parchment, the crowd in the stands cheering. “As a reward, fill out the requested weapon on this parchment, for your fallen comrades when they return to us, they can find the same parchment with the clerk. Once it has been fully filled out, I will begin the production of your weapons.”

I left my box seat to head below to prepare for the fight. To my surprise, I found Livia waiting in the hall outside my seat. “How may help you?” I asked.

“I just wanted to warn you that in this next fight, Larry’s team is involved,” Livia explained. At my questioning look she continued. “We hope that this can possibly smooth things over.” She sighed heavily. “I harbor doubts, but it’s my final recourse.”

“You think they’ll play nice with the others?” I asked, not believing they would for a second.

“I think so,” Livia said. “The armor as a reward is a tempting thing. Only one other set has been claimed from the dungeon and it is far more valuable than any of the weapons.”

“I didn’t know Kellnock was offering armor of that quality,” I said, looking down at my armor. I knew how powerful the armor could be, but I doubted he was offering the equivalent of my own.

“Oh, it is,” Livia agreed. “The option to have even further upgrades if they are willing to risk their gear is very tempting indeed.”

“Well, thank you for letting me know, I will keep an eye out for them in the fight.” I nodded at Livia and she smiled back. Telling me they would be involved was not an advantage for me, it was just a courtesy on her part. After all, knowing would not change how the fight went.
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Necromancers sent by Kellnock were restoring all of my thirteen in our preparation room as I entered. Abimelech was waiting for me. “I am sorry for my failure, milord.” She bowed her head in shame, her voice was deep but smooth and formal.

“You did fine,” I assured her. “You are still learning your abilities. The point of these fights isn’t necessarily for you to win, though that would’ve been nice, but is for you to gain more experience. What lies before us will be difficult and we need to be as prepared as we can be.”

“Understood,” Abimelech agreed. She was fast becoming the leader.

The thirteen were divided into two groups, the range fighters and the melee fighters. I approached the ranged group first, inspecting each as they were restored. None of them had fancy armor, only wearing simple black robes or leather armor. Othniel was an eldritch wizard. I had been surprised by that. The eldritch mind would give them greater ability with the power but I hadn’t expected an eldritch wizard to develop. He was, aside from Abimelech, when the most assertive of the thirteen. But he was content organizing the other caster types.

Tola and Izban were my two necromancers. I had honestly expected more of the thirteen to be necromancers, but it was okay that I only had the two. They served as the role of healers in the group.

The final caster was just as interesting as Othniel. Jair was a death mage. Mages outside of the primary elemental mages were uncommon. While her abilities as a death mage were understandable, they were also unexpected, though not unwelcome. Death mages could be tremendously powerful.

My two ranged fighters were E’lon and Jepthen. Both differed greatly from each other. E’lon was an arcane sniper who used a massive longbow. She could imbue her arrows with either eldritch or death magic giving them unique abilities. Jepthen was an arcane skirmisher, something I had never seen before. He fought with a short bow and could conjure arrows made of pure death or eldritch magic. His fighting style was to dart around the field, even closing nearly to within melee range as he released a constant barrage of attacks.

I moved on to the melee types. What had been interesting was that out of the thirteen, seven had melee archetypes of some kind but only two were what you would call standard. Gideon wielded a massive tower shield and flail, he was one of the tanks. And Samson wielded two war hammers and was a berserker. The rest were hybrid types. While hybrids were not unheard of, they were not standard.

Abdon wielded a morning star in one hand while he worked death mage abilities with his offhand. He was a battle mage.

De’Barak wielded twin rapiers, but one was a blade conjured of pure magic projected from a hilt. With the magical blade, she could bypass armor and even work simple spells. She was an arcane duelist.

Ehud was a rogue type wielding two short swords. One would deal out hexes with every attack while the other inflicted curses. He would disappear in and out of shadows, similar to Raven. His class was called an affliction ghost.

Finally, there was Shamgar. He was something called a runic tank. In his offhand he held a large kite shield that he could project barriers from. In his dominant hand he wielded a large hammer that didn’t quite look like it belonged on the battlefield, as it was more like a craftsman’s hammer. Anything he struck he could leave behind ruins that would have different effects, anything from enhancing allies to corroding and destroying armor and flesh of his opponents.

All of their gear and armor was rather subpar from what I knew Kellnock could create. But judging by how quickly he created each of their equipment I was guessing these were meant as stopgaps.

“What you to think?” I asked, sitting down next to Raven and Maxwell, they had watched the fight from elsewhere.

“I think the players are going to be overconfident after that last showing.” Maxwell plucked at a string on his guitar checking its tune.

“I think with all of the other stuff going on, I shall have lots of distractions to use to sneak in and stab people,” Raven laughed. “There’s nothing quite like the look of shock on someone’s face when suddenly their kidneys are perforate!”

“You’re scary,” Maxwell accused.

“Thank you!” Raven primed.

“That wasn’t…” Maxwell rolled his eyes.

“Abi,” I called, shortening Abimelech’s name. I paid attention to her face as she came over, gauging if the shortening of her name bugged her. She had known who I was talking to partially because of the intent to my connection. I didn’t see any annoyance, but I also didn’t see much of any emotion, they were still a long ways from being what I would call fully awake. “Maxwell can provide powerful buffs to us as a group, make sure he is protected almost as well as you protect Tola and Izban.”

“As you command,” Abimelech’s voice was serious. “But we should protect you first and foremost.”

I almost opened my mouth to argue against them prioritizing me since this was just an arena fight. But I recognized that protecting me was intrinsic to their nature, so countermanding might cause confusion among them. With the front line being so powerful, my intention is to play a supportive role. I could fill in whichever gap was needed.

The announcer was beginning his tirade—the match was going to be beginning soon.
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“On the side of the players, we have the teams of Windsong, the Ardent Flame, and Captain Larry and his Douche Canoe,” Daka’s voice echoed across the arena. Joining Ezra’s team, the Ardent Flame, was Maribel, a cleric normally on Livia’s team, that brought their number up to sixteen players. “As you know, the rewards for this fight are great, many of these participants have elected to not only risk their lives but their gear to increase the quality of the rewards if they prevail.”

Looking across the sand separating our two groups, I had my suspicion about who was risking what. There were wary looks between Windsong and the Ardent Flame teams. Aaron knew me about as well as anyone outside of my sister and friends, and he suspected this would not be a repeat of the previous fight. On the other hand, Larry’s team was already taunting us.

“Facing them is the team known as the Damned Companions, led by Ezekiel the Lich,” Daka’s voice rang out. “Fighting along with them is the Dread Thirteen, Ezekiel’s loyal guardians.”

“Since when are we called the Damned Companions?” I asked Maxwell. “What, did they get the name from somebody we beat up? And when did the thirteen become the Dread Thirteen?”

“Not that kind of damned, like damned to hell,” Maxwell explained. “We are the Damned Companions because we’re all damned. And just the Thirteen was stupid, the Dread Thirteen is far better.”

“I’m not certain we’re all damned,” I protested.

“We might not be,” Maxwell was exasperated. “But it’s a good name, just leave it alone.” He glared at me.

The argument caused me to miss the final parts of the announcement, and a crack in the air signaled for the teams to prepare. “Would you to stop,” Raven snapped. “This is not the time for arguments, this is the time for killing.”

I fell into my position in the formation. I was letting Abimelech organize it, even if she was inexperienced. This was the only way she would gain that experience. If there was anything that was too big of a weakness, I would step in. But so far, her natural talents at small unit battlefield tactics seemed innate and good.

Our two tanks, Shamgar and Gideon, were of course on the front line, but in between and slightly back stood Abimelech. Spreading out on one side was Abdon and on the other was Samson, the power sets would secure those sections while enabling them to still strike deep without compromising the formation. On the flanks were Ehud and De’Barak, their skill sets relied on high mobility and securing the flanks would give them the most freedom.

Behind the front line, Jepthen moved in the space between the casters and E’lon along with Raven. They would dart in and take advantage of places where they could. In front of me and spread out to support the flanks were Tola and Izban, the two necromancers. On either side of me was Othniel and Jair, the eldritch wizard and death mage respectively. I was intentionally positioned between them because my power would be the least affected by influence from the other magics.

E’lon stood to the side where she could have a clean longer-range view of the fight. If pressed, she could fall back into the defensive formation. Maxwell was positioned behind the casters as well, not needing a clear line of sight for his abilities to work. “Lose my solo skills,” I heard Maxwell scoff. “I’ll show you losing skills.”

A rhythmic drum line played out across the arena in four-count. “Can you feel that?” Maxwell’s voice took on a gruff tone.

I glanced back as electric guitar rifts started to build the floating sound node, as Maxwell broke into “Down with the Sickness” from Disturbed.

The music was loud, but in my opinion never loud enough. I even saw the players bobbing to it. Just as Maxwell did a great job imitating David Draiman’s “Oh-ah-ah!” the arena exploded into combat as magical explosions ripped apart the air.

The fight was chaotic. Since I was relying on Abimelech to manage the fight, I focused on my role which was magical combat. We started off defensive. In the previous fight the players had overwhelmed the Dread Thirteen’s casters in the opening minutes. That was quite different this time. Their barrage of attacks broke on our defenses like waves on rocks.

Even though we were facing more casters than in the previous fight, the Dread Thirteen had several more advantages. One was I was fighting with them, which gave them an additional power boost, another was Maxwell. Since the vast majority of the Dread Thirteen use magic in some ways, he elected to use a song that amplified magical potency. And most importantly, Abimelech was keeping the Dread Thirteen together and working to support each other.

Necromancers had more offensive abilities and buffing abilities to augment the minions they created, as opposed to clerics who primarily focused on raw defensive power. That being said, the barriers and defenses being erected by my two necromancers were turning aside almost everything the players were throwing at them. What made it through was caught and destroyed by the death mage.

Where the players had a speed, was in ranged non-magical firepower. The first volley of arrows and bolts penetrated the defensive barriers with ease. Before either of the necromancers, Tola and Izban, could adjust the defenses, Othniel spoke. His voice was firm and reflected what I thought the eldritch power would sound like if it spoke. “Let the arrows fall through, keep powerful regeneration up. E’lon, Jepthen, your targets are silencing their non-magical ranged abilities.”

There was no argument as everyone acknowledged his orders. I understood his reasoning. Letting the arrows through allowed the necromancers to focus on more powerful defenses. The trade-off was that the arrows that penetrated possessed powerful magical effects, negating their non-magical nature. But the regeneration of the necromancers was quite large, ensuring our overall casting abilities would be harder to interrupt than a normal groups.

As the front lines clashed, I noticed a pattern. The two teams within Livia’s guild worked together. Their magical barrages were coordinated, and their front line supported each other. It was clear they were trying to work with Larry’s team, but there was a disconnect. I didn’t have time to analyze it, I just hoped Abimelech would see it.

“Shall we coordinate our attacks, lord?” Othniel addressed me.

“Of course, you take the lead, I will support you.” My initial spell had been defensive, but as I saw the necromancers holding their own, I had been studying the battlefield to determine what my best next course of action would be.

Othniel bowed, then used his staff to build a large spell. A ball of intertwined ribbons of eldritch power speedily formed before him. Examining the spell, I comprehended its nature and contributed my share.

Purple eldritch power flowed from the end of Mercy into the growing spell as

Othniel channeled in the same power. While our powers were identical and meshed perfectly, no eldritch power is ever completely identical to another. But we were close enough that it didn’t matter.

Abimelech disengaged from the front line and shouted an order to the right flank, “De’Barak push forward if you can, we can break their formation.” When she saw the spell we were working on, she continued. “Othniel, use that spell to break support on that side, if we can weaken the larger group this will go much easier.” Her attention snapped to Raven who had been supporting that flank. “Raven, make sure those defenses are down.”

Raven’s tail flicked in irritation. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I’ll bring it down,” she grumbled back. One thing Raven did not like was being told what to do.

I lost track of Raven, my attention focusing on the spell we were building. When my attention returned to our target, one of the clerics staggered as Raven emerged from his shadow. The channeled barrier the clerk had been powering faltered and failed.

Raven had targeted Marcus, the pretentious priest that had heckled me so long ago. He wasn’t as big a dick as he had been, but Raven still didn’t like him. The wizard on Larry’s team had seen Raven diving out of the shadow and struck out with a spell that tore apart the ground. Raven could not get out of the blast radius in time and was sent flying. But his attack not only caught Raven, it also engulfed Marcus and the other cleric, Marable, preventing her from restoring the magic.

The tumbling ball of eldritch power arched over the front lines and passed through the gap in the defenses. I wasn’t worried about Raven, she would be fine. That certainly wasn’t enough to take her out of the fight. The purple eldritch power landed between Marcus and Maribel. The daggers in Marcus’ back had already been removed, but the chaotic destructive energy that ripped apart the area was more than he could handle.

Eldritch power tore him apart as it consumed both him and Maribel. When a vortex-like explosion faded, Maribel was still standing, though barely, while Marcus was a broken body coursing with purple eldritch power. Before magic could reach Maribel to heal her, either from herself or the other cleric on Larry’s team, if he had even seen her plight, an arrow erupted through Maribel’s head in an explosion of black death magic.

In that one combined attack, we had taken out two thirds of their healers. Ezra was a paladin and had some healing abilities, but nothing quite like the defensive powers in healing magic of the two clerics we’d taken out.

As magical defenses failed on that flank of the players, I heard Ezra shouting orders to her fire wizard and mage to fill the gap. Unfortunately for them, fire was not a very powerful defensive magic.

I did not give them the opportunity to put that to the test though. Even before the eldritch artillery spell landed, I had already been casting another. My power over death magic was immense. Crackly black lightning sprang from my hands as I hammered the melee fighters. Though the death lightning wouldn’t harm my allies, that was far from true for the players. I smiled inwardly, Ezra’s team were all planning on being turned into living dead before I left, and I bet they were wishing that had already happened.

The change in the tempo of the magical battle allowed the necromancers to refocus. Their defensive barriers were not as powerful as the clerics, but they did their jobs. Regeneration made the difference. Now they could focus on their true specialty. Complex weaves of magic reached out from both necromancers.

Magic poured into both of the dead clerics. It didn’t take long for them to stir to life. A brief glance at the description of the zombies created told me a lot.

Profaned Zombie

Level: 90

Profaned zombies are created from the corpses of fallen holy servants of sufficient power. They take academic resources of damage aligned with the deity they followed.

I took a moment to survey the battle. We were undeniably winning, but had not been without cost. Nick and Jessica, the rangers on Aaron’s team, had brought down Tola, the death mage. Neither my necromancers had a chance to try and bring her back. Samson was pressed hard, his lack of defensive equipment making him ill suited for line combat.

Shamgar was looking rough. Though he was one of our tanks, he lacked the armor and defense that Gideon had. I was about to do something to help the beleaguered runic tank when he did something unexpected. He slammed his hammer onto his shield, unleashing an explosion of eldritch power. The power did not damage anyone directly, but runes glowed with eldritch light on Ezra and Tucker, the two people engaged with him.

All over their body’s, runic circles sprang to life. The two fighters recoiled as the runes began to emit streams of wispy energy that fed into Shamgar’s shield. Before my eyes I saw his body healing with flashes of eldritch power. I would have to study whatever that rune was he had placed on them, eldritch power normally didn’t heal. The effect was fading, and the roles had flipped. Shamgar looked in top shape while Ezra, and Tucker even more so, appeared beleaguered.

The two zombies were pressing the fire mage, who had switched from assisting the wizard to protecting the wizard. Othniel and one necromancer were further adding to the wizard’s struggle with a constant barrage of attacks. The arcane sniper and ranged skirmisher were being far more active, spreading out and attempting to flank the players on that side now that the defensive power supporting them from the rear was gone. I shifted my attention to supporting a necromancer engaged with Larry’s team.

The players sensed the change in momentum. Immediately, their tactics shifted. They began falling back to form up a defensive barrier around the remaining cleric. Ezra fell back to support role, her limited healing powers urgently needed. But before they could solidify a new position, Raven struck again. They had forgotten about her, and she abruptly appeared in their midst. Black sickles left behind horrendous wounds as she ripped open the bellies of the fire wizard and their remaining cleric.

The sickles were new weapons Raven had gotten from Kellnock. She liked the effectiveness of the split form of Mercy and wanted something of her own. Kellnock had obliged. They’d quickly become a favorite weapon for her. Unlike my weapon, as they did not leave behind effects, when they ripped wounds open they were deeper and more ragged. She said she likes them because they were more like her claws.

A stream of black magical death arrows from Jepthen stitched up the cleric’s back. He had flanked around behind. The position left him exposed, but taking out the cleric had been worth it.

The cleric crashed to the ground, and a moment later Aaron followed, taken out by a blast of eldritch lightning after being weakened by Ehud’s curses and hexes.

Ezra signaled she wanted to surrender.

I almost let her, but then Abdon fell as Larry buried his ax in the battle mages head. It wasn’t that Abdon had fallen, he technically was still alive, now protected under a barrier from Kellnock. It was that it reminded me Larry existed.

I caught Ezra’s eyes for a second, glanced to Larry’s team and shook my head. A resigned look came over her demeanor as the battle turned into slaughter.

Abimelech drove the fight forward. Only when a hole was blowing through Larry’s neck by Abimelech did I indicate to her to accept their surrender. He’d been the last of his team to die, which meant that only Ezra from her team and Jessica from Aaron’s team survived.

“We accept your surrender,” my voice boomed over the arena. We had lost one more of the Dread Thirteen. Jepthen had been too far out of position and gotten caught.

Raven’s head snapped towards me. I had called out the acceptance of the surrender right as she was about to eviscerate Jessica who’d been rapidly falling back from the werecat. “Really?” Raven demanded. “You could have given me another moment.” She holstered her sickles behind her back.

Jessica let out a nervous laugh. “You know, you’re a lot less cute when you’re all killy-killy.” It always amazed me how quickly players could go from life-and-death to jokes.

“I’m always cute,” Raven sniffed, still annoyed.


16
[image: ]


“What is that, the third one?” I grumbled, seeing an undead troll patrolling up and down the tunnel.

“More like the fifth,” Raven grumbled. “He promised this place was dangerous, but safe enough for a baby.”

The path out of the dungeon to Tehomal was better greatly maintained. Despite Vito’s warning, the undead monsters in the area were killing everything that wandered into the space. “Seems a little overprotective of you,” Maxwell chuckled.

“I guess so,” I agreed.

The initial tunnel leading from the dungeon spiraled down quickly before it opened into a series of tight tunnels and caverns that wove into a maze. Fortunately, Vito had clearly marked the path. I expected it to be nearly pitch-black, but various plants growing on the floor and ceiling provided ample natural light. The dim light was irrelevant to us.

Early on, we passed the tunnel that led to the altar of creation that Maxwell and my sister had used. It wasn’t deep into Tehomal and was guarded by a powerful death knight left there by Vito.

I rode on Shadow. It had a long time since I’d taken him out. Maxwell and Raven sat on the back of Snappy. They’d thought about bringing their horses, but decided against it, worried about Vito’s warnings. The giant kurmor, a death biome snapping turtle, would be a tough customer for anything who decided it looked tasty.

It took us half a day to reach Vito’s fortress. It was built within a larger than normal cavern. Lichen growing on the ceiling gave it an eerie glow that cast faint flickers off the stream of water winding its way through the floor of the cave. We entered via a tunnel larger than the rest.

The castle was at the far end of the cavern. Though several months had passed, I was still impressed by the amount of work he accomplished. While the wall facing the cavern wasn’t high, the fortress itself was built up onto the cavern wall behind.

In the cavern, the size of two soccer fields, I spotted various monsters, living and undead. The ceiling was supported in several places by large pillars of stone surrounded by stalactites and stalagmites.

The trail we were following wound its way through the center, where it joined up with the stream. As we approached the fortress, we crossed onto something I recognized. It was the mycelium network the micilium needed to exist. Vito had taken several who were strong enough to survive off the network with him and they had established a new colony.

“I bet this is why Jessica could take that race,” I said. “Creatures inside of the dungeon don’t normally count towards things like that.”

“I had thought it was a little strange that she had access to it because of the dungeon,” Maxwell said. “I had forgotten Vito had taken some with him and set up a colony.”

The fortress wall facing the cavern was low, barely reaching my chest. The gate wasn’t a gate, just a gap. Vito stood there waiting for us. “How did the fights go?” he inquired as I dismounted.

We recapped how each of the two fights went, Vito nodding along. “If Abimelech is comfortable being the leader in battlefield situations, you should let her.”

Abimelech stood a little back and to my left. I nodded to her to answer Vito’s implied question. “I am fine with this,” Abimelech agreed. “However, I would like Othniel to coordinate the magical and ranged fighters.” Othniel nodded in agreement. I was certain they had been discussing this amongst themselves.

“So, why did you want me to come down?” I asked.

“I wanted to show you what I created for you to take, though admittedly, I could’ve just led them up to you myself,” Vito acknowledged. “I thought it would be a good way to test the thirteen. There’s a city close by ruled by a blood elf family.” His smile was a little unnerving. “I know you are needlessly squeamish about killing other intelligent races, but if it puts your mind at ease, I believe this city is where that slaver cult you wiped out on Maltis is from.”

Vito gestured for us to follow him into his fortress. The micilium were moving around, working on different construction projects. “Tell me about blood elves,” I said. “I can’t say I’m super familiar with them. I expected there to be shadow elves or dark elves of some kind down here.”

“An astute assumption,” Vito said. “Blood elves are the most despised of all elves, even more so than shadow and dark elves. Blood elves in large groups are found only in Tehomal, where they are hunted down by their kin and other races if seen on the overworld.”

“It’s understandable if they were linked to the slaver group,” I said.

“Oh, that’s mild compared to what they often do,” Vito assured me. “They are more similar to the blood nation Saltar, which Olattee destroyed. I guess we know it’s not exactly true anymore. The comparison still stands.”

“Why do we need to take out the city? I don’t want to pick a fight with something we can’t beat, no matter how despicable they are,” I explained.

“There are multiple reasons,” Vito said. “One is that they have been pestering me, though admittedly I have traded with them some for monsters. It provides experience for troops and materials for new undead.”

“You want to start a fight so we have zombies?” Maxwell asked with a chuckle. “Clever.”

“That group was an exception. The entire city can’t be like that,” I protested.

Vito laughed. “You’re right, in a lot of ways most of them are worse. The city and the slaver organization are ruled by a blood elf family. The place is filled with shadow, dark, and blood elves, as well as slaves.”

“Vito, I don’t want to wipe out another city.” I stopped, making Vito turn to look at me. We were inside a tunnel cut into the stone walls of the cavern.

“We won’t. We’ll just conquer it,” Vito explained. “They’re not the only city in their nation, but they are isolated.”

“Now you’re picking a fight, not just the city but with an entire nation?” I glared at Vito.

“Yes,” Vito said flatly. “I am securing a stronghold to serve as your refuge.” He partly understood my hesitation, but he believed I was being soft. Maybe he was right.

I let out a long sigh. “Okay, Vito, I’m not going to massacre civilians, but if they resist us, then I guess it’s just what it is.” Vito smiled at my words, his vampiric canines showing prominently.

I trusted Vito. He might not understand my dilemmas, but he respected them nonetheless. “I’ve reached out to the Order of Equinox as well.” Vito gestured for us to continue following. “They have expressed interest, at least setting up a presence in your main base of operations.”

“How did you get a hold of them?” Maxwell asked. “Are they down in Tehomal?”

“I do not know that. I don’t see why not,” Vito said. “I was able to get in touch with them because I am a vampire who is a member.”

“They let vampires be members?” Maxwell gave Vito a surprised look. “Aren’t you a little…” He paused, looking for the word before giving up. “Not neutral.”

Both Vito and I stopped and looked at Maxwell. “Really?” I asked.

“No, you’re different,” Maxwell stammered. “Vito isn’t… I’m just goanna shut up.”

Vito chuckled. “It is a fair assumption. The man I know is a soul vampire, to be fair.” I knew the difference between regular vampires like Vito were simply devolved soul vampires. “Vampires can be neutral like soul vampires, but it’s more challenging.”

Maxwell nodded. “I might have heard that mentioned before. Sorry for any offense I dealt, none was intended.”

“Worry not,” Vito shrugged. “It is a common misunderstanding.”
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The cavern the blood elf city occupied was the largest I’ve seen, with the city spanning its width. About half of the cavern floor was taken up by a small lake. Overall, the city wasn’t massive as far as cities went. It couldn’t be. Approximately 10,000 people lived there. Vito said he had heard there were larger cities deeper within Tehomal where the caverns got much bigger.

The building in the center of the compound was approaching, and I was pretty certain it was the mayor’s. I slipped over the wall surrounding the compound, which was situated to one side within the city, pushed back against the cavern wall. The wall wasn’t tall, but it was well patrolled. My timing was perfect, just as two guards walked past each other. Then I stumbled when darting across the rampart, still not used to this body. Luckily, the guards didn’t hear me, and I stopped myself from falling. If I had fallen, they would’ve heard the impact.

In my brief time on top of the wall, I noticed the compound beyond was patrolled by several other guards. Whoever was in charge took their security seriously. At the center of the compound was a three-story building with a dark tile roof, dark gray stone walls, and bloodred trimming.

The grounds of the compound were covered in, to my surprise, hedges. They didn’t have green leaves, the instead they grew red flowers with light gray petals. As much as I wanted to, I did not take the time to stop and study them. There was also a fountain, which appeared to be flowing with blood. Not surprising given the location. There were many disturbing things in the city.

Don’t get me wrong, not all of it was messed up. But I had seen more of the slave pens like I remembered under Maltis, and the general market had stalls I wish I had never seen. The blood elves were the upper class in the city. They ran all the nicer shops and lived in the nicer districts. The dark elves and shadow elves lived under their thumb. I was certain I was about to launch a crusade against blood elves.

There was a shout of alarm that spooked me. I spun around the circle looking for who was shouting and saw an elf with black skin pointing at me. They’d spotted me. I sprang forward, my hooked hands scoring the stone as I scrambled up the side of a building.

I’d been looking around the city for two hours. Within that time, I focused on scouting any defensive buildings or troop locations.

There wasn’t anything that alarmed me. Vito was right. There was nothing overly powerful here unless there was something tucked away in the compound that I was crawling over. The tiles broke under my hard feet as I ran across the roof.

An arrow whizzed by my head. Along the roof in front of me another smaller roofline started and in it was a window to the attic. I dove through it, allowing my nearly completely bone covered body to bash through the glass with no threat of being cut.

Landing in a roll, it took me a moment to scramble back to my feet. I could already hear shouting from outside. I couldn’t afford any delay. I ran for the door, using my weight to break it open, or so I tried to. Unfortunately, my mass was too small to have any major effect. I ungracefully bounced off the door.

Approaching the door again, I allowed a second to assess, cursing my rushed folly. My sharp, claw-like hands made short work of the bolt I hadn’t initially noticed. Working my claws between the door and doorjamb, I braced both my legs against the wall, and pulled. The dark magic enhanced bone was stronger than it appeared, and after a second of effort, the door swung open and I fell back.

I wasted no time and ran out into the hall. It was pitch-black, but my eye penetrated through it easily. Shouting came from outside and feet trampled the floorboards below me. The house would be awake in moments.

I dashed down the hall, finding a set of stairs. They led to the second floor of an entry room. Elves with pale gray, black, or pasty white skin stormed in.

“There it is, get it!” an elf with pasty white skin shouted, wielding a Trident pointed at me. His robes were dark red, just like his Trident, and I sincerely hoped it was not a blood weapon. Vito had assured me they did not have the equivalent of blood weapons that we had seen.

I dashed down the hall, reaching the fanciest looking doors and, assuming it was what I was looking for, I pushed hard on them. The sharp talons on my feet bit into the wood as the doors resisted me. There was a cracking sound and it burst open.

A torrent of red magic hit me like a wave and hammered me back. My body was being ripped apart by the blood magic. At the corner of my eye, I saw elves already rushing down the hall. But before they reached me, the spell ended.

Seizing the moment, I launched myself inside. An elf with ruby red eyes stood there wielding a wand. He wore nothing more than boxers. The skin of his body was crisscrossed with scars. A scream drew my attention. Glancing over to a four post bed, I saw a woman clutching black sheets to her.

This was definitely the mayor of the town, caught unaware and unprepared. Yet by the magic he was building around him, he was strong, but not too strong for me to handle.

Knowing the futility of the fight, I did not target him. I lunged toward the bed. Part of my brain that still worked in those ways noticed the female elf was quite attractive. She tried to scramble out of the way, but I was upon her before she made it off the bed. The wicked talons that were my hands tore into her naked back.

Her screaming turned into a gurgle. As my lacerations punctured her lungs. I felt one of my talons hook around her spine even as my back legs tore into her thighs. I was about to yank back, severing her spine, when all of a sudden, her body seemed to melt from underneath me.

She twisted underneath me, the wounds I’d left in her back healing, and her spine flowing apart so my claws wouldn’t hinder her movement. I was stunned. The sight was horrendous, but also enthralling. I noticed then that her eyes weren’t red, they were violet and slit like cats. Black elegant horns curled out of her head as she wrapped her legs around my torso.

I realized too late that I’d been caught in some kind of charm. “What do we have here?” she asked in a seductive voice.

“I-I-I—” All at once, I was more aware of how attractive she was, aware in a way I hadn’t been before. My voice was off, this body not quite right.

“Who sent you, little undead?” she purred. I wanted to answer these questions that held promises of so much more. Which is also just baffling in its own right and was probably the only thing that kept me from speaking. I struggled, trying to pull away, but she wrapped her arms around my neck as she pulled her legs tighter. “I assure you I can make even those long since dead feel ecstasy. I’ll show you if you tell me.”

“No one sent me, I sent myself,” I responded before I could stop myself.

“And who might you be?” she purred, knowing she had me. I didn’t even know how she had me, but she did. “Are you a minion of that annoying vampire, little undead?”

“I-I-I’m—” I was fighting with every fiber of my being to resist.

“Please.” She pouted. “You tell me who you are, and we can even turn you into something more than just an undead.”

That made me pause. “I’m already living dead, I’m Lich,” I answered without thinking. “How can you create living dead?” The creation of living dead was not simple.

A spark of interest crossed her eyes as she let out a throaty laugh that was almost enough to enthrall me once again. “Little Lich, as a demon, there’re many things I can do,” she whispered, a hint of promise flooding my mind.

Suddenly, as if having ice water thrown on my face, the enthronement shattered. I heard Damien in my mind, something I normally could do, “Get the fuck out of their, Ezekiel!”

Damien and Ilore had no doubt been fighting against her in the mindscape. It wasn’t the same as a true psychic attacking. Seduction magics were some place in between regular magic and psionic energy.

I tried to shut myself off from her, but she incredibly strong. I was vaguely aware of the room and the man who stood stoically watching. None of the people chasing me had dared enter. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flicker of movement. I glanced down and saw the succubus glaring at me. The flicker of movement caught my attention before a black demon tail darted toward my head.

Blinking, I came back to myself. I was sitting in a small room in Vito’s fortress. “What did you find?” Vito asked.
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“The succubus makes things interesting,” Vito said after I relayed everything I had found in the city. “The fact she was able to affect you speaks to her power.”

“How did she even do that?” I asked. “None of that works.”

Vito gave me a wry smile. “Trust me, they can do it. From your description, I’m guessing both of them. It is certainly something we should watch out for. Along with the high priest and the commander of the garrison, those are the four people we need to keep an eye on.”

“Who do you think is the strongest?” Maxwell asked, having listened in with Raven and Abimelech.

“The high priest for sure,” Vito said. “I noted him when I did my own recon. At the time, he was visiting with the mayor and his consort, so I had not been able to get a read on them. I will handle the priest.”

“And we get the rest,” Raven said happily.

“You need to be careful of the succubus.” Vito gave Raven a serious look. “You as well, Maxwell. Ezekiel and the Dread Thirteen all have passive resistance to that, at least at current progression, but you and Maxwell do not.”

“I don’t know, a succubus sounds kind of fun.” Maxwell had a shit-eating grin on his face.

“You’re disgusting,” Raven said.

“How are the seventeen of us going to take on the entire city?” Abimelech asked. “They likely have more powerful people than that, and even if we are stronger, they will still have many. The micilium here cannot come with us.”

“You are right, they cannot. They are far too young and too weak. But I have a solution.” Vito smiled. “Kellnock is not the only one who can make minions.”

Vito led us up a set of stairs onto a rampart. Looking over the edge, I saw it was a half circle surrounding a vast tunnel leading into the cavern. “This was the only major access from this region deeper into Tehomal,” Vito explained. He nodded down at a micilium standing next to the gate who turned and disappeared inside. “We got lucky having a chokepoint like this. I’ve thoroughly collapsed the other tunnels that would circumnavigate this point. If they had been bigger tunnels, then it would’ve been impossible to do.”

Movement and sound drew my attention to where the micilium had disappeared into the gate. A column of undead marched out, their steps in sync. There were two types, ten of each.

“The first and the front line with the shields and battleax are bone guards,” Vito said. “The second type holding the large black horn bow are obviously bone archers. They’re all at level 90, so they should be easily commanded by Kellnock’s lieutenants.”

“I worry about how I will increase their strength as we go,” I asked, more than stated. “Will they always be stuck at level 90?” I understood why the levels were where they are, to ensure the command would work.

“No,” Vito shook his head. “It will function similar to how the Dread Thirteen work with you, except as a unit. When they are assigned to a commander, they will form a unit and that unit will collectively gain experience. When the lieutenant advances, then the unit will advance, assuming they have enough collective experience.”

“And I’m guessing the lieutenant’s experience will become based on either mine or the commanders they follow?” I guessed.

“Yes, in fact, I suggest you assign the Dread Thirteen as simply colonels in your army,” Vito said. “That way the lieutenants can report to them, and it will eliminate some of the headache. Organizational structure is worth a lot.”

“Is there more than just these twenty?” I asked, trying not to sound ungrateful.

“Many more,” Vito assured me. “I didn’t want to crowd the space. In total, there are 1500 bone guards, and 500 of the bone archers. In addition,” Vito gestured at another group coming out. The other group hadn’t drawn my attention, and for good reason. They were shaped like skeletons made out of transparent black energy. “These are life thieves. There are 200 of them.”

I didn’t want to ask what they were. It wasn’t something I had seen before. I could also just pull up the description since they were under my dominion in a way. I asked, “Where did you get the material? And the time to create them?”

“When I first came through this area, I noticed it was inhabited by a nest of large lizards that were covered in bony ridges and spikes,” Vito explained. “Living with them, in a parasitic relationship, was a kind of remnant that feeds off the life force of the lizards, disgusting creatures.”

“What do you do?” Raven asked. “Zeke told me that vampires fed on life force and that you do it form drinking blood.”

Vito glared at Raven, but the innocence in her eyes and question seemed to pause him. I was beginning to wonder just how aware Raven was of that ability of hers. “There is a big difference. Remnants can come about in all kinds of different ways, people killed by vampires through draining can become remnants if the vampire is sloppy. They are neither fully dead nor fully alive and can only take life force from things recently killed. That life force is tainted with death and corrupts them, driving them mad. It’s why vampires don’t do the same, and if they do, it is a terrible thing to behold.”

“I’m guessing you made the bone guards and bone archers from the lizards, and these life thief things from the remnants?” I asked.

“Yes,” Vito said. “How I did it so quickly, I knew the troops that would be most useful to you. While we were waiting for news, I built three large rituals, one for each type I had in mind. I also made certain to build up large mana reserves. When I got back from creating the Dread Thirteen, I slaughtered the lizards and remnants and brought them to the rituals and that was pretty much it.”

“What happened to the commanders you were working on?” Maxwell asked. “I know you had said something about that.”

“That was another thing I worked on upon my return. When I saw how superb Kellnock’s were, I decided I was better off supplying a different role. In some ways, it is more complicated because I need something that can lead groups without you around so we can send reinforcements, but also need them to be loyal.”

“You should talk to some of the players in that city,” Raven suggested. “Zeke has turned several into living dead and there is more and more interest in it. You might be able to get them to help.”

“That is a good idea,” Vito agreed. “Bound souls can do remarkable things despite their limited knowledge of what they are actually doing.”

“That’s only true if they didn’t do the transition,” Maxwell protested. “Once you do that, everything you have beyond that comes from your own hard work.”

“Of course.” Vito bowed his head slightly. “I apologize.”

I pulled up descriptions of the undead below me as they walked. Raven’s idea was good. If Vito could somehow give a quest out that helped accomplish that, then the game system would even help him on his path.

Bone Guard

Level: 90

Bone guards are an evolution of skeleton undead and are the backbone of any undead army. Their bodies are stronger, tougher, and more resistant to bludgeoning damage than they were as mere skeletons.

There was a little indicator at the bottom of the description that I mentally selected to see what evolution paths I knew could go beyond the bone guard.

You know of two evolution paths for the bone guard. Evolving is not always necessary, as on their own, bone guards can grow to massive strength. Also, there are other less intuitive evolutions as well or they can evolve on their own in the right circumstances.

Bone Knight: The bone Knight doubles down on the strength and durability of the bone guard.

Death Knight: The death knight increases in strength slightly but also gains death-based magical abilities.

I examined the bone archers.

Bone Archer

Level: 90

Bone archers are an evolution of skeleton undead. While only slightly tougher than a skeleton, they make up for it with a powerful upper body and excellent vision, which allows them to use ranged weapons with deadly precision.

You know of two evolution paths for the bone archer. Evolving is not always necessary, as on their own, bone archers can grow to massive strength. Also, there are other less intuitive evolutions as well or they can evolve on their own in the right circumstances.

Bone Assassin: This evolution further enhances the physical power of the bone archer, letting them draw back even more powerful bows.

Death Shot: This evolution does not increase the power of the bow that the archer can draw back, but gives them the ability to imbue every shot with deadly magic.

Finally, I pulled up the description of the life thieves.

Life Thief

Level: 90

Life thieves are an evolution of a shade. This is not a common evolution since it requires the creature the shade was born from to have had some kind of life draining ability. The attacks of these creatures are not physical and bypass all non-magical defenses. Anything living touched by their claws has the vitality ripped out of it.

You know no evolution paths for the life thief. Evolving is not always necessary, as on their own, life thieves can grow to massive strength. Also, there are other less intuitive evolutions as well or they can evolve on their own in the right circumstances.

The evolutions of both the bone archers and bone guards were both what I expected and not quite. Normally I ignored the evolution options because up to that point, none of my personally created creatures had been strong enough to bother with or they had been self evolving. However, I suspected I would have these ones much longer.

“I’ll check if I can start a quest for you when I return,” I said. “If I can, I will send you a message. We don’t how I would evolve one of these? It’s not really something I’ve done before and I’m certain that the bone guard can also advance to eldritch bone guard?”

“You mean like Kellnock’s creations?” Vito asked, nodding in acknowledgment of my offer for the quest.

“Yes.” I quickly explained the information from the evolution options. “Also, what are advancements for life thieves?”

“To create what Kellnock did you would probably need two evolutions,” Vito shook his head. “I doubt evolution exists that takes a bone guard into something with both eldritch and death magic, it is probably one or the other, and even then I’m uncertain what would even be required to create an eldritch knight. Same likely goes for the bone archers. As far as the life thieves go, I don’t know. I honestly will have to do some looking into that. Damien probably knows if you want to ask him.”

“Next time I’m there I will,” I agreed. “The plan is for you to continue to send troops to me. Any chance you could create the mobile turrets that I designed? Of course, you probably can do the eldritch version.”

“I don’t see why not,” Vito shrugged. “Since I’m planning on sending some kind of more advanced control undead anyway, there should be no problem. I need your help with something though, and you may not be entirely correct about the eldritch power.”
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“I don’t like being used like a battery,” I grumbled as I funneled power into a ritual. I almost didn’t even have to push it out, the ritual was nearly ripping it from me.

“Quit your complaining,” Vito said from where he was controlling the ritual. “I even went to the effort of making sure we didn’t need as much of your mana as normal. Do you have any idea how complex an eldritch converter is? Even the purest unattuned mana?”

I looked down at the ritual in front of me and saw where my power was being channeled into a spherical gyroscope of spinning rituals. My purple power flooded into the bottom while pure azure blue of augmented mana flowed in from the top. They merged, and eldritch magic flooded out from the sphere in all directions.

“Yes, I guess I see that,” I admitted. “How did you get that built in time?” Though the gyroscope was less than half a meter in diameter, the complexity of it was massive and would’ve taken me a long time to create.

“I’ve been working on this on and off ever since he first became a Lich,” Vito told me. “Less when I lost track of you, but once I got here, it has been my primary project outside of building this fortress.”

My mana pool bottomed out, and I felt the mana headache as my body was depleted of power. I drank a mana potion and was about to pour more and when Vito indicated he had enough.

Vito and I were in an adjacent small cavern that Vito had dug a direct tunnel into from his fortress. It is now inaccessible due to fully blocked small tunnels that had once connected it. Vito had then completely smoothed the floor. Counting the current ritual, there were five different rituals etched into the floor. The cavern was lit up by sconces on the wall and ceiling that burned with azure blue flames.

Vito stepped away and walked around it to where I was standing. In his hand he held a mana crystal that glowed with eldritch power. “Reserves,” Vito explained, “so I don’t need you to do it again. It will degrade over time and need replacement, eventually.”

“Would it be possible for you to learn eldritch magic that is similar to mine?” I asked. “Like Kellnock.”

“I do not know the answer to that.” Vito shrugged. “I doubt it would be as similar as Kellnock’s is to yours, but you and I have a bond, so it might work. Truth be told, I’d rather not learn eldritch. Lichs and unique beings like Kellnock are some of the few things that can more easily resist the madness that comes with eldritch magic. Even then, more often than not, the Lich still goes mad.”

“I wouldn’t want you going mad, especially since you’re the one holding onto my phylactery.” I watched as the ritual picked up power and began to collect material stacked around it, mostly bones, but other ingredients and reagents that Vito had provided.

“The worst I would do is try to turn you into a megalomaniac to conquer Tehomal.” Vito paused as if thinking about it. “You know, put that way, maybe I should go about learning. Our bond would prevent me from hurting you. I would just be trying to help and be mad so you couldn’t blame me.”

“I’m sure someone out there would love to see that happen,” I said in a deadpan.

The ritual was now in full swing, death and eldritch magic mixed along with death energy. The materials combined, and the creature formed at the center. Once finished, it stepped out of the ritual. “I figured the Dread Thirteen could use mounts,” Vito explained. “I repurposed a ritual I had been building for this. The modifications were simple.”

Now that he pointed out, I could see that the ritual was indeed meant for making monstrous creatures like the one I was beholding. The rituals went for making a variety of creatures with a modular system that would utilize a variety of different materials.

The creature that walked out was made of black bones. It took me a minute to recognize the shape. It looked like a dinosaur, maybe a velociraptor, but those were too small. Where its torso turned into a neck, it was a head taller than me.

Down its spine ran black spikes, with a clear area where someone was supposed to ride. Instead of a tail of flame like a nightmare, this mounts tail was long and covered in blades. It reminded me of a picture I had seen of a sword that had been broken into chunks with a cable running through the middle. When the cable was pulled tight, it was turned into a sword, but acted like a whip while it was loose. The blades tapered from forearm-length to hand-size.

The neck was long and ended in a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth. The skull, I guessed, was from the lizards Vito had killed. It had an elongated snout. Its eyes burned with eldritch light that slowly dimmed as the excess power bled off. Back from its head, laying along the neck, was black material with a purple pattern in it. I was about to ask what it was when it flared forward surrounding the head in an almost umbrella, like where the eldritch runic pattern glowed.

It had two powerful back legs it stood on, balanced by the long, heavy tail. Its front legs were more like arms but ended in razor-sharp talons. The joints flared with magic every time they bent. I pulled up a description.

Undead Eldritch Exterreri-Dilophosaurus

Level: 100

The exterreri are powerful saurian. There can be as many variants to exterreri as there are types of magic in the world. They get powers based off of the magic that they embody.

This exterreri is a rare breed. Undead exterreri are already exceedingly rare to see since the conditions for creating them naturally rarely happen. However, this exterreri has been further amplified by the presence of eldritch magic. This basically is impossible for it to have occurred naturally, and means that this nightmare was created by a creature with control over eldritch magic.

Like all exterreri the power of this amount will grow in changed as it grows in level and power.

I blinked in surprise. if I remember correctly that was basically exactly what shadows description had said except for instead of nightmare it was exterreri. I guessed that that was just the saurian version of a nightmare.

The ritual continued to work, pumping out twelve more of the exterreri. It was a mighty sight to behold. I was going to fuel small writing amongst them on shadow. But I would take shadow over these any day. He had grown with me as well and I hoped he was getting close to no longer being classified as undead.

“Okay, so I know what this ritual was for, and I know what those are for,” I indicated the ritual that had just finished and the three others that I could tell had created the different troops. If you know how to read rituals are fairly easy to see. “What’s that one for? It looks like it’s for another soldier type, but it’s fundamentally different, and not like how the life ritual is different than the bone guard one.”

“So,” Vito was retrieving his gyroscope. “I just finished that. You’re right, it is far more complex and I am pretty sure it too and I need to refine it more, but that’s for the controllers I talked about for controlling huge amounts of undead. They will fall into the role of a sergeant, but unlike if they were commanding troops like I have already created, these will build the command hundreds of simple mindless undead. Between your zombie disease and large-scale battle you will have likely too many undead for you to know what to do with.”

“I can create controllers myself to alleviate that. What’s the difference?” I knew there had to be a difference. Vito knew I could create controllers, and I knew this ritual was not for his project of getting something to lead the undead to me. It lack the complexity something like that would require.

“Specifically, what you can do is mass control. These will allow mass control inside of a hierarchal military structure. That’s quite a bit harder to do.” Vito explained.

I nodded, kind of understanding, “how can I help?”

“Well, it’s already finished,” Vito said. “But you can definitely help me go over it. I needed the eldritch power from you anyway to make it work and,” he paused and glanced at me, “any brains from intelligent creatures.”

I close my eyes and sighed, “of course you do, at least when I go kill some despicable elves I’ll make sure we get some preserved brains for you.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of that,” Vito assured me. “The only reason why having got them yet is I didn’t want to start a fight with the elves just yet.”
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I sat atop Shadow flanked by Vito on his skeleton horse and Maxwell atop Snappy. We were on a small rise in a medium sized cavern. Down the main tunnel leading was the cavern that contained the elf city. Raven was scouting the tunnel to make sure we were not detected. Before we had entered this cave, Raven Vito had snuck in and stealthily killed off the elves stationed to keep a watch on this cavern. It was one of three main routes from Vito’s fortress to the city, it was not the most direct route, which is why we had chosen it.

Below me on the cavern floor, my army layout in neat columns and rows divided up into squads, platoons, companies, and battalions. Each section had a numbered banner and a symbol showing its role. For each operational unit, they carried a marking showing which of the larger units they belonged to.

The ability to be a commander came when I became a Lich. It wasn’t a listed benefit but it was one that was just a fact that I could command the undead. I’d had no opportunity to use before so Vito had helped me set it up, provided the black banners with the eldritch purple symbols. Pulling up a menu that I had known about before but never used, I glanced back over my army layout.

Army of Ezekiel the Lich

Commander: Ezekiel Verniac

Chief of Staff: Maxwell Cromwell

Operational Units:

Field Armies (3-7 corps): 0

Commanders: 0

Corps (3-10 divisions): 0

Commanders: 0

Division (3-5 regiments): 0

Commanders: 0

Regiment (4-6 battalions): 1 and 1 auxiliary

Commanders: 1 colonel; Abimelech commander

Auxiliary Commander: 1 colonel; Othniel – Commands the auxiliary regiment which consists of the auxiliary battalion, special battalion, and a squad of unassigned lieutenant colonels.

Battalion (3-7 companies): 3 regular, 1 special, and 1 auxiliary

Commanders:

Melee: Lieutenant colonels; Shamgar and Gideon

Ranged: Lieutenant colonel; E’lon

Special Melee: Ehud - Commands a battalion of 200 life thieves.

Auxiliary: Lieutenant Colonel Jair – Leads an under-strength company comprised of advanced greater elemental zombies.

Company (3-7 platoons): 10 regular

Commanders:

Melee: 10 captains; 10 advanced greater zombies nexuses

Platoon (4-6 squads): 65 regular

Commanders:

Melee: 40 lieutenant; advanced eldritch death knights lieutenants

Ranged: 25 lieutenants; advanced eldritch bone archers lieutenant.

Squad (10-20 troops):

Commanders: 0

Total Soldiers in Army: 2316

Troops

Mindless Undead

Zombies Trash Troops: 0 (0.1 command points)

Ghosts Trash Troops: 0 (0.1 command points)

Undead Troops

Bone Arches: 500 common troops (.5 command point)

Bone Guard: 1500 common troops (.5 command point)

Life Thief: 200 uncommon troops (1 command point)

Advanced Greater Eldritch Death Elemental Zombie: 25 rare troops (1.5 command point)

Undead Officers

Lieutenants: 40 advanced eldritch death knights, 25 advanced eldritch bone archer. (1 command point of lieutenant rank)

Captain: 10 advanced greater zombie nexuses. (1 command point of captain rank)

Living Dead

Living Dead Officers –

Lieutenant Colonels: 11 exalted living dead (1 command point of lieutenant colonel rank)

Colonels: 2 exalted living dead (1 command point of colonel rank)

Commander: Ezekiel – Lich (command point not needed)

Living

Troops –

Specialist: 1 Raven – Werecat (1 specialist command point needed)

Officers –

Chief of Staff: 1 Maxwell Cromwell (1 staff command point needed)

Note on non-fully autonomous troops and officers: The command limit for the troops is a hard cap. Troops exceeding the values will not be able to receive commands or follow them but the troop command point value is reduced by one rank. The horde type troops, mindless zombies for example, need special types of controllers to integrate them into any kind of army unit. Non-fully autonomous officers do not have their command point value reduced but still cannot operate in a cohesive unit outside of command limits.

With the officer corps, I could command quite a lot, though from the note, getting those controllers for the mindless undead had now popped to the top of my priority list. The army was not efficiently laid out. In particular, was Jair commanding the elemental zombies. It was less than half of what she could command if I’d had the appropriate ranks below her. But without those ranks, there wasn’t much we could accomplish.

The lack of the sergeant rank alone probably cuts in half the number of total troops I could have in my army, but that was not something I needed right now, and I was pretty certain I would be able to create sergeant type commanders.

I nodded at Abimelech and Othniel. And within moments my army was marching towards the tunnel. It was time to go pay the elves a visit.
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The sound of clashing arms, explosions of magic, and the screams of the dying echoed through the cavern. The elves had seen us coming and sallied out to meet us along the shores of the underground lake. The smooth waters now reflected the flashes of magic and rippled from explosions.

Vito and Raven had both disappeared as the fighting headed deep behind enemy lines. Raven to hunt down valuable targets and Vito to clash with the priest.

Maxwell was as near to the front as he could get buffing our troops with his music. I could see his nodes floating in the surrounding air. The area affected by him was clear, as my troops were holding their ground and even pushing back in other places. Unfortunately, that was not the case across the entire front. The elves were no slouches and they had warriors on par with my undead if not slightly stronger.

I stood with my two necromancers. Our job was protecting and healing my army, which was a big job for three casters. That was the other major advantage the elves held. They had dozens of priests and other magic users. A litany of spells pummeled our magical defenses even as we had to balance healing our forces. Although, the barriers I raised would stop even the elves’ most powerful attacks dead. Admittedly none of them were holy, their priests used some kind of darkness or blood magic which wasn’t great at breaking barriers. Blood magic might be weak to death magic, but that didn’t mean that death magic was weak to blood magic.

From my rise, I saw Othniel cast out a ball of purple lightning that slammed into the elven left flank along the water. His eldritch power was mighty. Then, the life thieves floated over the water flanking the elves. I couldn’t see Ehud with them but knew the affliction ghost was there some place causing havoc.

What had kept us ahead of their magical prowess was the twenty-five eldritch death elementals. They poured power into my spells as quickly as I could form them. I was working in conjunction with Tola and Izban on every spell, and even working together, with my mastery of the magic, we still struggled to harness the raw power pouring out from the elemental zombies.

With power at my command like I’ve never had, I was able to cast regeneration spells on my entire army that not just repaired damage but would bring the fallen back into service. We would win the battle, but at this rate it was going to be a Pyrrhic victory. While that was acceptable, this being an undead army, I wanted better.

“Tola, Izban, be careful not to disrupt the blood magic in his next spell,” I ordered as I pulled a red crystal out of my bag and crushed it.

The spell I wove together was complex. The two necromancers focused on protecting the blood magic inside of the spell as I wove it together. Blood mana was the only one I could provide myself, but other trace types of magic were going in the spell as well.

As I approached finishing, I noticed the protective dome of death magic over my army was beginning to crack. I didn’t let myself get distracted, the spell could backfire at this point.

When the dome began to fail, I slammed Mercy into the stone I was standing on. The black skull with a spiked crown at the top pulsed with power and a wave of energy spread out over the battle.

I sagged slightly, leaning on Mercy. It was not the power of the spell, but the concentration it took to cast it that left me drained. The dome shattered, times up. Already magical attacks hammered down. A flight of arrows clearly targeted at me arched over the field. Pointing with a clenched fist, I released one of my stored spells. Kinetic force wave hammered out, scattering the volley.

Some of the arrows hit me, my precognition warning me they would, so the pain did not surprise me.

Eldritch power crackled around me. Death magic from the two necromancers supported the structure of my next spell. It was complex, but powerful.

An eldritch arrow from E’lon broke a bloodred barrier over the center of the elven formation, a volley of black arrows a moment behind. The meter-and-a-half long arrows punched through the elves’ rear rank.

I winced as an explosion tore into my ranged battalion in response. The crackling purple light around me was drawing attention. More magical attacks soared towards us. Jair, who had initially advanced with Othniel, fell back to provide cover with his own barriers as Izban quit helping me and did the same.

The eldritch power flowed through me and was me. The ecstasy of wielding that much power is intoxicating, but I didn’t lose sight of the goal. The time it took to harness and build this spell was long, but like I said, I didn’t want a Pyrrhic victory. In that time, my forces were taking a hammering, but the regeneration that had been applied earlier was keeping them going.

I sensed as much as saw a weakening in the defenses of the elves, chaos was unfolding in their flanks and rear. Dead elves were rising, and not from any spell we’d cast, not directly anyway. The spell before this one gave every weapon in my army a very special magical poison. Now anyone they killed would rise again as a zombie, a zombie that could create more.

A bolt of crackling red lightning snapped over the top of the field and slammed into me. It tried to anyway, colliding with the swirling magic around me. The eldritch power overwhelmed and absorbed it. I felt a ripple in my control but disrupting a Lich casting his own eldritch magic is not so easily done. On top of that there’d been corruption-based lightning. Did those foolish elves really think that would trump eldritch power? Even if it had been holy based magic, it would not have been enough to stop me at this point.

I cackled, my voice echoing out across the cavern. I was so intrinsically tied to the spell that it amplified my voice. “Nice try, now let me show you real power.”

I pointed Mercy, and the maelstrom of eldritch and death magic condensed between the tips of the crown. Since this was both eldritch and death magic, I pushed it further than I had ever before. The ball of power suspended between the tips of the crown glowed so brightly that it made everything else shine. With a thought, I fired.

The condensed power punched through the weakening barriers above the elves like a bullet through tissue paper. My target dodged, and the marble-sized bead of power slammed into the stone behind where the commander of the elves had been standing and erupted.

The stone was vaporized, along with two clerics who couldn’t move fast enough. Wisps of purple and black magic flooded into the air forming clouds before a storm of eldritch lightning hammered down. The clouds expanded, and before long, it covered half the elven army.

Abimelech pulled my troops back as the clouds expanded toward the front line. The lightning would harm them and the elves equally. The bolts of power fell over and over again until it became hard to even see through the spell.

Unlike casting the zombie plagues spell, this one had not left me drained. I was exhilarated. I was already building a new spell, utilizing power from the elemental zombies by draining them. Tola and Izban joined in, recognizing the spell I was building. I debated about trying to use some of my second tier death energy, but decided against it. The last thing I wanted was to blow myself up if I used it wrong.

The storm of eldritch power faded and left behind a field of dead and burned bodies. The zombies that had been created in the area by the ranged attacks from my army were also dead, I resolved to fix that problem. The moment the eldritch lightning storm dissipated a spell made of pure death magic landed like a large blackboard that exploded into vapor.

As my forces rushed forward into the miasma, ordered by Abimelech, the still intact bodies of the elves rose to life. I exerted control even as the spell began to piece together the bodies that were too broken to be of use into undead monstrosities. The order was simple: kill all the elves.

With the elves’ center broken, Othniel overwhelming the left flank, and a new horde of zombies stirring to life, the battle turned into a massacre as the elves broke and ran. I don’t know if they tried to surrender, and I don’t know if I would’ve let them. Abimelech ordered my troops to give case, I saw no reason for them not to, casting a spell to make them faster.

In the distance I heard Maxwell’s music change, speeding up everything around him.

The thirteen exterreri raced past me, heading for their masters. The Dread Thirteen would reap a terrible toll.

I gave a mental command and Shadow came to me. “You two, stay back with the elemental zombies and,” I smiled, “have fun with what you can make with that pile of bodies. But don’t use them all up, we need to feed the rituals.”

“Of course, my lord,” Tola acknowledged.

I caught up with Maxwell, who was still atop Snappy. “What do you think of our first battle?”

“I think I need a band,” Maxwell grumbled. “I guess it’s technically called an orchestra but that’s stupid.”

“I think you need one as well. You’re going to be terrifying when you can buff an entire army.”

“Oh, it doesn’t just increase my range,” Maxwell assured me, “it will also amplify the power of my songs.”

We were approaching the outskirts of the city. Abimelech had reformed my army. We had taken losses, but not as many as I’d thought. The zombies created both by the zombie plague and by raise undead spell during the fight were still swarming in front of us. Screams radiated from the city.

“Abimelech,” I said. “We need to stop the slaughter of the civilians. Just because I don’t want them running, doesn’t mean I want them dead.”

One of Raven’s primary objectives had been to infiltrate the city, and using explosives from Vito, collapse the tunnels on the other side. They wouldn’t be collapsed enough that they couldn’t be reopened, but they would stop anyone from fleeing quickly.

“I will take the Dread Thirteen forward to take control,” Abimelech said. “None of the other officers can do so, and even we are not suited for it.”

“I understand, bringing them within range of me and I can take over,” I agreed.

Abimelech was just starting to move forward when Vito was suddenly there among us. “I can do that. I didn’t realize you do not want the civilians killed, my apologies.” Vito closed his eyes, made a face, and opened them again.

“All the uncontrolled zombies are now under my control and are coming this way,” Vito said. An explosion of magic deeper within the city grabbed his attention. “Well, that bastard will not stay down,” he snarled. Just like that, he was gone again.

“Where is Raven?” Maxwell asked. “I didn’t see her during the fight, nor the mayor and his succubus. I feel like they would’ve been noticeable on the battlefield.”

“Damn her,” I snarled. “I told her to leave them alone if they weren’t in the battle.” I knew where she had to be. “Abi,” I said.

“We are already coming,” Abimelech assured me, spurring her mount forward to match my pace as I was already charging into the city.

“Hey!” I heard Maxwell exclaim behind me.

I glanced around briefly to see Othniel pluck the barred off Snappy and toss him on his mount behind him. Snappy was going to be too slow.
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The gate to the compound flew off its hinges, propelled by a blast of eldritch magic fired from Mercy. I led the way, Mercy shaped into a lance. Abimelech went right and Abdon went left behind me.

I didn’t know how many of the thirteen were with me as I charged straight for the front doors. Maxwell’s music had been speeding us up, and now that we were here, he began to change his tune. I felt surges of eldritch magic behind me as Othniel began to cast.

The front doors burst open with a single stomp of my mount’s hooves, and we charged into the foyer. I leapt off Shadow and ran for the sweeping staircase up to the second floor. Shadow rampaged around the house spewing eldritch flames, the sound of combat from the grounds still raging outside.

Maxwell dashed through the broken open double doors just as I turned at the top of the stairs, followed by Abimelech and Shamgar. I caught sight of Gideon guarding the door as a skirmish took place with the guards of the compound and other members of the Dread Thirteen.

I didn’t slow to wait for them, racing for the master bedroom, where I hoped I would find the mayor, his succubus, and Raven. I reshaped Mercy, splitting it into the two sickle form. Inside each arch of the sickle, I built power. In one hand, eldritch mana began to circle, and in the other, death mana.

I hit the door hard, my massive Lich strength blasting it off its hinges. Nobody was there. I whirled. Of course no one was here, why would they have taken her here even if this was where she attacked them.

Trying to quell my rising panic, Abimelech and Maxwell rushed into the room.

“She’s not here,” Maxwell pointed out.

“Thank you, Captain Obvious,” I snapped. “There must be a basement. It’s too cliché not to be true.”

“But those are often hidden, how do we find it?” Maxwell asked.

“I bet the entrance is in here,” I said. The first thing I did was check for the stupid obvious signs of some hidden panel in the room, scratches on the wall or a tilted picture. I saw nothing.

Abimelech raised her magical cannon and blew a hole in the wall. The explosion startled me, and I looked at her in surprise. “I figured the best way to find something hidden was to break stuff until we did. Am I wrong? Do we care if this place is destroyed?”

“No, you’re right, I’m just stuck in old habits,” I grumbled. She continued to blast the walls as I released my own torrent of eldritch attacks, not yet spending the magic in the sickles, which I let continue to build.

A hole blown through the wall next to a candleholder caused something to click and a trap door spring open, the rug on top of it sloughing and falling in. We didn’t waste a moment. I didn’t climb down the ladder, I just dropped down the hole. To my surprise, the fall was long enough that I felt my bones crack when I impacted. I winced at the pain, channeling death energy through my body to quickly restore the damage. Abimelech landed beside me, not appearing to have taken any damage. I hadn’t realized they were that much stronger physically than I was.

“You do as you want,” Maxwell called down. “I’m not jumping, I don’t like broken legs.”

I glanced up and saw Maxwell rapidly descending the ladder—he was taking too long. Abimelech and I rushed forward, with me in the lead. She might be stronger than I was, but I was a little faster. I poured death energy through my body to further enhance my speed and strength, depleting my reserves.

We reached a branching hallway, and I hesitated on which way to take. Then I felt the magic, a mixture of corruption and blood magic that these accursed elves used. I darted down the path.

A heavy door blocked our way but an overcharge blast from Abimelech’s canon shattered the lock and the door swung open. Rushing in, I saw the source of the blood magic and the three people I was looking for.

Raven was bound and gagged on an altar, her eyes misty and clearly under some kind of effect. She looked disheveled, her armor ripped and torn in different places, one of her big ears drooped to the side, and her short hair was all messed up and matted with blood.

The pale elf with the red eyes stood on the other side of the altar, wearing robes adorned with ritualistic symbols. Beside him the succubus stood. Her armor was black accented with red, and was quite scant, like your stereotypical fantasy world female armor. Admittedly it made more sense on her than most, since she was a succubus and her power was seduction.

I didn’t bother trying to get names. A brief scan told me they were roughly equivalent to me in level. My stride didn’t even break as I dropped the sickle with death mana in it and pointed a finger at him.

He was in the middle of casting some ritual, the blood magic swirling around his hands which held a dagger made of bone. Clenching my fist, I fired an eldritch blast from my gauntlet. He was outside the range it was effective at, but introducing the hard to control eldritch magic into his spell caused it to disrupt. A second blast assured that he would not be able to salvage whatever he was casting. I summoned my sickle back to my hand.

The succubus was rushing to intercept, but Abimelech intercepted her first. The succubus wielded a black scimitar, and it sparked as it clashed with Abimelech’s sword. Activating another ability of my armor, I jumped forward with incredible speed. A blast of blood magic shattered the death barrier around me generated by my armor, but it wasn’t enough force to halt my forward momentum.

I landed on the altar next to Raven, scythe already descending towards the blood elf. He scrambled and tossed the bone dagger into his offhand as he drew a blood red scimitar. My initial attack missed, but that wasn’t the point. I was trying to get him away from Raven. Knowing she could take the blow, I shoved her off the altar back toward Abimelech with my leg and rushed after the blood elf.

I heard a startled yelp from Raven as she crashed off the altar onto the floor, I hoped whatever they’d done to mesmerize her had been broken. The magic in my sickles reached critical mass and I could not pass it any further. Still, I held off waiting for the right moment.

The blood elf was fast, faster than I was. Blood magic built within his sickle—he knew enough not to try and hit me with corruption at least. That had been a threat to me before, and it was still annoying, but I was strong enough now that my eldritch power overwhelmed corruption. Blood magic was a different story, it could hurt me if used in the right way.

In the reading I had done in the reliquary, I learned quite a bit about blood magic. Most blood magic fed off or used vitality of whoever it was used against. Blood magic practitioners use a combination of their own vitality and mana for their spells, which is why it was so potent. Judging from how the blood elf was reacting, he knew how to use his magic to hurt me.

“So, the Lich has come to play,” the blood elf hissed as we circled each other. This was the first practitioner of blood magic I had faced in a while. In that time I had learned how to offset the damage I’d been receiving from blood magic.

“You know, I’m getting real sick of blood magic,” I snarled back. I needed to be vigilant in this fight. When I had been hurt by blood magic before it was because I let it run in my body, it was the power more than anything that hurt me. The counter was simple, wherever the blood magic hit me I would flood with death energy. It wasn’t so much a counter as a way to contain it. Inside my own body it would take very little of my death energy to do so.

“It was so good of you to tell us what you were so I could prepare, though I did not expect your sneaky werecat to try and assassinate me.” He snarled as he lunged.

The sudden burst of speed from the elf caught me by surprise. His scimitar came hammering down, and I blocked it with one sickle, but he diverted his dagger’s course, and I missed my block. The bone dagger slammed into the joint on my right hip. The elf hit with enough strength and speed and that the ritual dagger bit through the weak point. The magic pulsed into my body.

Swipes with my sickles drove him back, but the damage was troublesome. I had tried to contain the blood magic with death energy, but he had known or learned how to harm a Lich. Trying to feed off my vitality or drain it. Instead, it was more like a healing spell. Blood poured from my hip as parts of my body became full of life and vitality. The pain drove me to my knees. A Lich’s body was not meant to bleed.

One of the interesting things about blood magic practitioners was that they had access to some of the most powerful healing abilities. Even more powerful than what priests could bring to bear. They didn’t restore things like priests did, but if there was a shred of life left in a target, their healing magic could bring it back. He had essentially just healed me.

It disturbed me how easily he’d done so. It had taken almost a quarter of my health. If he had landed that in my chest or neck it probably would’ve killed me. I rolled to the side, trying to recover and avoid his downward strike. Maxwell entered the room just then, his music giving me the speed to just barely stay ahead. The scimitar struck the stone, releasing a small burst of red magic.

Coming to my feet, I activated my armors speed ability to keep ahead of the elf. Another blow from his glowing dagger was something I wanted to avoid. I channeled power into my sickles, a different power, but what I hoped would end the fight.

I quit retreating and let the elf rush me, this time I was ready.
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I made like I was going to block both his blows but using a point of second tier death energy at the last moment, I massively accelerated my body. The scimitar landed on my shoulder as I hooked his dagger-wielding arm between my sickles, catching it centimeters from my neck. The magic contained in the sickles tore at the flesh on his arm, the fabric armor evaporated under the eldritch power, and the flesh corrupted and rotted by both the death and eldritch magic.

The scimitar pumped red magic into me, but it was corruption based. My eldritch nature consumed and overwhelmed it. Other than a slight physical wound, that attack accomplished nothing. The elf screamed in pain as he tried to pull his arm away, but the sickles caught in his flesh and held fast. I sneered at him and yanked my sickles apart. Strength and speed were still likely enhanced by the second tier death energy, and the blades cut through his arm with ease.

Half his forearm and hand dropped to the ground. And as the elf recoiled, blood spraying from his severed arm, I followed. In a scissoring motion, I brought the eldritch sickle from the right and the death sickle in from the left, then released power from each. The magic enhanced their cutting ability and released devastating power that amplified the festering diseases left by blades.

I caught his rib cage, my angle perfect, and they severed a line through his ribs, ripping free sprays of blood. The magic was spent for my blades, but the wound left behind was horrendous. Unexpectedly, the energy I had put into my blades to further augment it was soul energy.

That powerful energy damaged the unseen part of him. Not his soul mind you, but the part of him that allowed his body to function correctly. I was amazed that he was still alive. Judging from the positioning in the depths of the wounds, his heart had to be gone. But still, he stood, blood magic pumping into the ragged wound trying to heal it. But the damage left by the soul attack prevented it from working correctly.

More blood than should have been possible continued to pour out of the elf as he sank to his knees. Bringing the two parts of Mercy together, I formed them into a blade staff with a long heavy blade. Glaring at the elf, I used the last tendrils of the second tier death energy and struck.

His head popped off his body in a geyser of blood. Abimelech was still fighting the succubus when I looked over. Her armor was scorched and she was looking tired, but the succubus was far worse off. Raven had recovered and joined the fight with a vengeance. While she did not have her daggers, her lynx form had claws that could tear apart steel. The succubus’s armor cut off her when Raven lacerated her back.

Now basically naked, the succubus still fought, but she was losing. “Surrender and you might live, continue fighting and you will die.” My voice was icy and contained the last dregs of the powerful death energy. The succubus froze in the fight, glancing over at me—I held the head of the blood elf by his red hair.

The succubus lowered her weapon and was about to speak. “Abi, gag her.” I ordered. The succubus opened her mouth to protest, and I snapped, “Not one word leaves your lips. Keep your forked tongue behind your teeth or I shall remove it.”

The succubus closed her mouth as Abimelech tore a piece of fabric to make a gag. “Very Tolkienesque of you,” Maxwell laughed.

Raven in her lynx form came up beside me and rubbed her head against my leg before transforming into her human form. She leapt up and hugged me. “I’m sorry,” she said in a tiny voice. “You told me not to try, but I figured I could handle them on my own.”

“It’s okay,” I said, hugging her back with one arm. “You aren’t hurt, are you?”

“No.” Raven hopped down shaking her head. “My pride is hurt and I…” She trailed off a look in her eyes when she looked at the succubus that would’ve made my blood boil.

I took a step toward the succubus but stumbled as my hip buckled. I caught myself on Mercy. I was no longer bleeding, which was a relief, but the damage he’d done was not insignificant. “I’m okay,” I assured Raven as I channeled death energy into that hip. I sat down on the altar as weariness came over me. Every part of me ached.

“You don’t look okay,” Raven said, noticing the blood on my armor. “You aren’t supposed to bleed.”

“I’m fine, that blood elf used a powerful healing spell on me,” I explained. “And I used second tier death energy to power me up, the side effects suck, but the power is amazing.”

“Weren’t you supposed to test with that before you used it in battle?” Maxwell asked.

“I never got to it,” I mumbled. “I have been a little busy.”

The three of us sat there as Abimelech bound and gagged the succubus quite thoroughly. When she was done, she looked over at me. “What do you want done with her?”

“Find the tallest building in the town square with a balcony and take her there,” I ordered. “Also, have the people still alive gathered up, as many as you can, best to address them now. I will follow in a few minutes.”
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It ended up taking quite a long time for me to recover. I could continue to use the second tier energy to keep me going, but I suspected that was a bad idea. The scimitars from the blood priest and succubus were corruption-based weapons that went into my storage bag. I didn’t have to worry about space, the size of the storage space in my mana attuned bag of holding was based on my mana pool. Right now, that meant I had a storage space of just under twenty-five cubic meters, which is ridiculous.

The armor for the succubus appeared to have powerful enchantments on it. Despite hardly covering anything, there was a series of enchantments designed to cloud the mind of whoever she fought, both making it harder to hit her and slowly whittle away at their mental resistances.

Unfortunately for her, she had been up against one of the Dread Thirteen. Their eldritch mind didn’t make them immune to that kind of manipulation, but it made them very resistant to it. I had been affected when I’d been possessing the scout simply because it was through a connection. My mind did not fully enter whatever I possessed. The part of it that had did not resist the succubus well.

The bone dagger was interesting. There was a small tug on my mind when I picked it up, but I ignored it for now. I expected it to be augmented towards ritual blood magic, but it wasn’t. The black bones were covered in runic etchings, and as far as I could tell none of them augmented towards one type of magic. Studying it closely I finally got a prompt to pull up.

Adramech’s Blade of Sacrifice

Weapon Class: Dagger

Legendary

Soul Compression stage one completion not required.

Made from one of the horns of greater demon Adramech and used to sacrifice the demon himself on an alter to a rival demon king, the blade will penetrate barriers and armor with ease. It thirsts for blood, not quite a living weapon, still its desires are made known to whoever wields it.

Abilities:

Swift Sacrificial Dagger: When used to sacrifice the being it had been born from, this dagger gained a spark of will. It sought to end the life of the being as swiftly and painlessly as possible. This trait has remained for all that it is used on.

Total Sacrifice: When sacrificing its origin, the dagger did not want any of its progenitor’s sacrifice to be wasted so it made sure it was not. Can be powered with the wielders mana to assure no loss of whatever the sacrifice is being sacrificed for. Mana will not affect any rituals involved.

Demonic Horn: Curses, hexes, and demonic smites cast using this as the means of delivery will have their power greatly amplified.

Runes of Power: The blade was covered in runes by a master rune smith after first purging any magical attunements within the blade. The runes allowed the blade to store a complex ritual or spell within it to be activated as the wielder desires.

I really wanted to know how this priest had a legendary demonic dagger, my guess was it came from the succubus. But this didn’t seem like something she should’ve had. Legendary gear was rare at the power levels we were. Much less a legendary item like this.

I shared the description with Maxwell and Raven. “Holy crap,” Maxwell said. “Not just a legendary dagger but a legendary dagger.” He tried to emphasize the second word.

“You just said legendary twice, the saying a second time make it more legendary?” Raven inquired. “Can I have the dagger?”

“I was thinking it would be suited for you. I can help with the ritual side of it if you want to really put something in there,” I said, handing her the dagger. “There is a massive variance in legendary items. Soul compression not being required for a legendary weapon like this, by itself, means the weapon likely falls into the second category.”

“I might have to take you up on the rituals,” Raven said. “I’m not very good at them. So is the second category of legendary weapons like Mercy?”

I snorted. “No, Mercy is a mythical weapon, the difference between mythical weapons and legendary is hard to quantify, it’s a lot of different factors coming together. The best way to think of legendary weapons is this.” I held out my hand for the dagger and she handed it back to me suspiciously—she could be so possessive. “I promise I’m not keeping it. Legendary items of the first type can be crafted, but it always requires a mastery of two different crafting skills.”

Using tendrils of eldritch power, I held the dagger out pointing at different things. “A dagger like this of the first type of legendary weapons would require a skilled smith and magical metal. Then the rune would also be done by him, ideally, to bring out the magical power of the weapon. Those processes make the weapon strong enough that unless you have soul compression completed, it will physically harm you to pick it up. That’s not what was done with this.”

“It’s made out of a demon horn,” Raven pointed out.

“Exactly. I would guess that is more than just demon horn that has made it what it is, the description of the process that it went through added something as well. But the material is one of the bases that makes a difference. Say that same smith was given or acquired the metal heart of a metal dragon, a young one anyway. The weapon he forged with that metal heart would be the first type of legendary by itself, then he adds runes and the power is refined and amplified.”

“And that would make it into the second type of legendary,” Raven concluded. “Why is there not a requirement for soul compression?”

“You are mostly right. That would make it into the bare minimum for the second type of legendary. Other steps can be taken to make it go further. Soul compression is unnecessary since the weapon’s material contains its power without emitting it. The material always had power; it’s just being used differently now.”

Raven nodded in understanding and was silent as she thought on something. I handed the dagger back and gestured we should head out. We made our way out of the building and were heading towards the center of the city. My troops were everywhere.

“Man, I need a legendary weapon now,” Maxwell grumbled. “The only one without one.”

“You know technically speaking, I don’t have one either,” I began and Maxwell glared at me.

Just as Maxwell was going to speak, Raven asked a question. “So do all weapons made by smiths for people as strong as us or stronger require soul compression?”

“No,” Maxwell answered this time. “Magical class weapons will sometimes have that requirement and I’ve heard of the occasional rare weapon as well, uncommon. Most of the time what prevents lower-level people from using more powerful weapons is they lack the strength. If you’re a warrior build, you have been putting points into strength. By the time you are passing soul compression, the great sword you’re swinging around probably weighs more than a boulder.”

“But not all weapons are heavy,” Raven pointed out. “So why don’t weaker people just get lighter weapons that are meant for not strength-based people?”

“Because there’s not much point,” Maxwell continued. “Blades can only get so sharp. The reason why that great sword ways more than a boulder is its increased durability. That same warrior using the weapon he started with, might do the same damage against a target, but he would swing the great sword with such force that it would break on impact.”

“There are spells that can increase the ability a weapon has to cut,” I added. “But when you enchant weapons, their power rapidly goes up and anything that would make a difference would likely have soul compression as a requirement.”

Raven studied her dagger. “That makes this type of legendary precious.” I thought I saw her purple eyes glint gold for a moment.

“Incredibly,” Maxwell agreed. “If you had that and were weak, the best course of action would be for you to never tell anyone you had it and let no one inspect it, hide it, or sell it. Because someone stronger than you would come along and take it otherwise.”

“How did Zeke hang onto Mercy then?” Raven demanded.

“Two ways,” I explained, seeing Vito approach. “One, Mercy can be disguised.” I sheathed it, shifting it into a simple staff form, one Raven had seen before. “And secondly, if someone took it, its soul bound to me, they couldn’t use it, and in particular with Mercy it would come back.”

“Can I still bind this?” Raven asked.

Vito was suddenly with us, having seen Raven holding out the dagger and rushed over to see what it was. “Of course we can,” he smiled at her. “That is quite the dagger. I might ask to borrow it occasionally if that is okay?”

Raven eyed him suspiciously. “It’s mine.”

Vito smiled patiently. “Of course it is, and we should bind it to you. I will only be able to use it so long as you allow me to.”

Raven cocked her head and then nodded acceptance, shifting back into her lynx form and climbing up on my shoulder. Absently I reached up and pet her. “What did you do with the high priest?”

“I stashed him away for later,” Vito explained. “I didn’t want to just kill him, what a waste of resources.”

I shrugged. The high priest had been my enemy, all blood magic users were my enemies, I’d decided. “Just don’t drain them all at once, best to savor things,” I said and Maxwell gave me an odd look.

Vito looked at me in confusion before he shook his head. “I’m not saving them for a meal, high priests are different. When I subdued him without killing him I decided we could have better use for him. I figured a death high priest might be a nice thing to have around.”

“How’s that going to work…” I started to ask before trailing off. “You know what? Never mind, a death high priest would be wonderful.”

“I thought so. You have any plans for that succubus that Abimelech is sitting on?”

“No.” I gave him a wry smile. “I figured demons were too valuable a resource just to waste.”

Vito laughed. “I knew you would eventually start to see things my way.”

I winced internally, but only a little.

“I guess we’re going the whole dark overlord route, aren’t we?” Maxwell snorted. “After you spent so long not doing this exact thing.”

Internally I winced again, but I also had a more enlightened look at what I was doing. Being part of the natural order was inevitable if life is death.
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“Vito,” I whispered, “I do not know what to say.”

“Say enough to introduce me and pass authority to me. That should work,” Vito whispered back. “But make sure to be…” He sought a polite way to say what he wanted to. “Not Ezekiel the Lich…” He gave me a look. “But Ezekiel the Lich, the overlord who all should fear.”

I understood what he meant. Despite my acceptance of what I was, I wasn’t the standard megalomaniac Lich. We were standing on a balcony overlooking the central square of the city which was packed with elves, bone guard standing in all the streets holding them there.

Taking a deep breath I did not need, I stepped up to the railing, the quiet murmuring of the people dying down. The square was lit by sconces burning with purple eldritch fire and I made my eyes flare with the same power as I held up the severed head of the former mayor. Maxwell was sitting next to the railing out of sight. We figured it was better if it was just me and Vito. No spell could match his voice amplification.

“I am Ezekiel, I conquered your city for no other reason than needing bodies for my horde.” My voice boomed with power and authority. I wasn’t sure how much of that was from Maxwell amplifying my voice with his skill, though I suspected a lot, because standing in front of several thousand people was not doing my nerves any good.

“At the advice of my advisor, Vito,” I gestured to the vampire, and he stepped forward, extending his presence over the square, and while it wasn’t oppressive, it was powerful, “I went against my better judgment and did not kill all of you. He convinced me that you could provide service by supplying me with more monsters and other fodder for my horde then you would be worth by yourself.”

Now that I was speaking, I was feeling a little better, so I continued. “What I found here was despicable. Here and now, I declare this, blood magic will never be practiced in any domain under my dominion. Anyone who brings us the head of a practitioner of blood magic shall be rewarded the privilege of becoming living dead and a true citizen of my dominion. If this reward is not desired, they shall be paid handsomely instead.” I gestured at Vito. “In my absence, my regent’s word is my law.”

Vito bowed to me and took over. His cultured authoritative voice did not need Maxwell’s amplification. He began laying out how things would work, and I quit listening because we had gone over this before. The reward of being turned into a living dead was supposed to be part of what Vito offered, but I was certain he was okay with me delivering that instead. The high priest of death he was planning on creating would be able to make living dead. They are one of the few other beings who could do it easily.

Of course, for the narrative told to these people, we had to switch the roles a little bit. Vito had been the one wanting me to kill everyone while I was the one who talked Vito into the other option.

I left the severed head sitting on the railing as I disappeared inside the building. Maxwell carefully crawled over so he wouldn’t be seen by the people below.

Raven was waiting inside playing with her dagger. I sat down in a chair and closed my eyes to relax for a moment. As I did, I pulled up my character sheet.

Character Soul Level: 124

Name: Ezekiel Verniac

Race: Human Lich

Foreboding Gravitas: 32

Unspent Stat Points: 10

Spent Stat Point: 610

5 Stat Points per level

Health: 1670

Health Regeneration: 63/sec

Death Energy Tier 1: 3357

Death Energy Regeneration Tier 1: 77/sec

Death Energy Tier 2 Storage Capacity: 20/29

Mana: 2486

Mana Regeneration: 67/sec

Carrying lbs.: 2889

Stats:

Intelligence: 243 [multiplier: 1.311] [40 from gear]

Spirit: 189 [multiplier: 1.23]

Vitality: 119 [multiplier: 1.15]

Resilience: 121 [multiplier: 1.15]

Death Core Tier 1: 270

Death Core Tier 2: 29 [multiplier: 1.21]

Agility: 121 [multiplier: 1.1]

Dexterity: 101 [multiplier: 1.21]

Experience: 10,101 of 138,080

I put the ten points into my dexterity score, as it was very useful for creating rituals and complex spells. I was surprised by the two levels. Though we’d gained in power quickly, that was because the fights Vito had been sending were designed specifically to push our leveling. Past level 100, leveling typically slow down. Scanning over my trait list I saw one that hadn’t been there before.

Undead Overlord:

Your mastery of the undead as a Lich, your authority as a dungeon lord, and conquering your first city has granted you the trait of undead overlord. This is a ruler class trait, there are many variations and many ways to gain this trait. However, they all come with three traits of their own. The first two are the same for every type, while the third is a variation based on the type of ruler.

Dominion

Allows your influence and authority to expand over multiple regions. The stability and acceptance of your dominion by your subjects is based on many factors. Some of which are subjects alignment, your gravitas, availability of resources, ect.*

Commander in Chief

Allows efficient control of large or multiple armies. The size or number of your armies is dependent on several factors, these are: quality of your officers, your gravitas, quality of your troops, and alignment of your soldiers. When your armies win a large battle or conquer a region you gain experience based off either the size of the battle or the strength of the region conquered.

Foreboding Gravitas

One’s gravitas is based on who they are as a person and how they are perceived by others. Your gravitas is foreboding. Your nature and how it is seen by others is a threat too many through its implied power. Your demeanor promises violence to those who cross you. You are like still water best not distribute less the monster sleeping below awakens.

The strength of your gravitas is based on many different factors, some of which are: number of regions under your dominion, your personal strength, the gravitas of those who swear allegiance to you, ect.*

The commander in chief trait clarified the source of experience. When I looked up at the notification in my log, I’d gained nearly 150,000 experience when I conquered the city. The battle had not counted since I did not have the trait at the time. Combined with the experience I gained from the fighting I’d done, that explained the increased level.

I came back over my character sheet and saw the foreboding gravitas value. I had looked at my character sheet so many times, that I had not noted the change at first glance. Interested to see how this value was calculated, I pulled up more information on it.

Foreboding Gravitas

Base Multipliers:

Race: 2

Base Values:

Personal Power: 7.56

Allegiances to you:

Vito: 6.2

Regions or cities in your dominion:

Dead Water: 2.7

Dungeons in your dominion:

Reliquary of the Damned: 0.9

Total Foreboding Gravitas: 32

Utilized: 1

Unutilized: 31

I immediately began pulling up more information, curious about where these values came from, when Vito walked in. “Vito, what the heck is foreboding gravitas?” The screens might tell me the information, but he would add context.

An almost gleeful glint came to his eyes, and I groaned internally. I should’ve known this was something he enjoyed. I was pretty certain I was going to hate it.
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An hour and a half later, and I was already sick of gravitas foreboding or otherwise. Evidently everything from my relationship with Vito to Kellnock’s level mattered in figuring out the blasted number. The population of Dead Water, which turns out was the name of the city we just conquered, its economic strength, and projected military force strength mattered. I had a bunch of it, especially for someone just starting down this path of telling people what to do.

A lot of that had to do with my race. Lichs were pretty awesome when it came to gravitas. My entire base value was doubled. Vito said he had a one point five multiplier but that most people didn’t have one at all.

Turns out I couldn’t just conquer willy-nilly as many cities and regions as I wanted to. Each had a gravitas cost of running it that was always at a minimum of one. That was currently what Dead Water was costing. But that was mostly because we had just conquered it, and while that meant everyone was upset and the unrest level was high, there was a show of force modifier that was keeping the gravitas cost suppressed. Vito assured me that even once that went away, it wouldn’t cost too much since it was aligned fairly well with me.

Vito told me how the gravitas cost of a city was calculated, and he talked about the economic weight of Dead Water. He told me the city, once things got to a new normal, would generate about 150 platinum per month, and immediately crushed my hopes and dreams. All that money would be going back to improving the city.

In the end, I guess it wasn’t like I had any place to really spend the money. Still, everyone likes to know they’re making loads of money, even if they can’t use it all the time. Vito said he would figure out a fair tax rate I could levy against the city for my own coffers. He offered to help me learn the system since I would likely be expanding this dominion of mine, but I promptly appointed him as my chief administrator and made him in charge of everything.

To my surprise and horror, he was quite happy with that, proving that Vito was the insane one not me. I was happy that he was happy, and we left it at that. After all, I didn’t have time to waste down here learning an annoying new system, I had a war to get to.

With that in mind, and once Vito got his own forces in the city to hold it while he went back with us, we headed for his fortress. Now able to take the main tunnels no longer worried about stealth the journey was quick.

Back at Vito’s fortress, he went into the cavern of the rituals to replenish the forces that we lost. In total we lost a hundred bone archers and three hundred bone guard. None of the life thieves had fallen, their etheric nature allowing them to slip away before being destroyed. I offered to help but he declined. I almost insisted but then remembered something I needed to check on.

The struggle with the succubus had reminded me to visit my mindscape. Damien and Ilore had helped me restore the damage and were in the process of rebuilding many of my mental defenses. The passive mental energy generated by mastering one of my cores enabled them to do it very quickly. I had been in and out several times when they wanted input about how to progress their projects, but, for the most part, I just let them work. Vito had been keeping me very busy with study and practice.

What I needed to go and check on were my focus tables. Despite having visited the mindscape several times, I had not gone to check on the progress of those. I’d made large strides in several of the talents, and now was the time to spend the points. It was nice to wait and save them up so I could make larger decisions that would have greater impacts.

“That succubus is why we need to get your defenses back up,” Damien said when he saw me. “I don’t know if she would’ve been a threat, but projecting your mind into that possessed body weakened that part of your defenses. It’s why it took us so long to even realize something was going on. Sorry about that.”

“No worries,” I assured him. “I’m sure you’ll have things figured out so when I possess a body again you will be more ready for the differences. I need to go check on the focus table, after I do that, I have a couple questions for you.”

“Come find me when you’re done,” Damien said, flying away. I would be able to find him easily, even in the maze my mindscape was. After all it was my own mind.

I flew into the air heading for the pyramid that housed the focus tables. Since mastering the core memory, my power in this place had grown and my ability to move through it was even greater. The floating islands and general craziness of my mindscape had become familiar. I could navigate the different gravitational pulls of the different islands with ease and before long I was entering the pyramid.

The tables for death energy manipulation, Lich magic, and pole arm and staff weapons had advanced most. Lich necromancy also advanced some, but due to being so focused on practicing combat and advancing my skills with my eldritch magic, I had not progressed necromancy as much as I could have. I had partly expected there to be a new talent for army command, but there wasn’t.

There were focus tables for all kinds of talents, the vast majority of them were mundane and stored lower in the pyramid where they were automatically filled out. I didn’t need to see my talent progression for walking up stairs. Part of me wanted to push the enchanting focus table into that category, since I never really did enchanting, but I left it in this top room since I had the space and it never hurt the keep track of magical based talents.

Focus Level: 123

Talent: Lich Necromancy

Focus points per level: 4

Unspent Focus: 48

Spent Focus: 444

Skills:

Comprehension, written: 1 [cost for next level 4]

Comprehension, intuitive: 10 [cost for next level 22]

Spell Modification: 5 [cost for next level 12]

Base Creation Enhancement: 5 [cost for next level 12]

Advanced Creation Enhancement: 5 [cost for next level 12]

Creation Fine Control: 6 [cost for next level 14]

Creation Mass Control: 10 [cost for next level 22]

Undead Constructs: 5 [cost for next level 12]

Soul Creation Enhancement: 5 [cost for next level 12]

Eldritch Creation enhancement: 5 [cost for next level 12]

In the necromancy table, I was torn between getting as many levels as I could in base creation enhancement, since I was certain I would be raising lots and lots of fairly basic zombies in the future. However, the eldritch creation enhancement was also intriguing. I had my two necromancers and the Dread Thirteen now, and they could do basic creatures. I was also tempted by the soul creation enhancement, but using soul energy was something that was still fairly difficult for me to do.

At maximum either way I could get three levels in either, but not both. The cost for the next focus level went up by two points each time. This was why it was beneficial to wait and stockpile the points before making decisions. To take one up three levels would take forty-two of my points, I decided to continue to think about it as I went through the other tables.

Focus Level: 152

Talent: Lich Magic

Focus points per level: 4

Unspent Focus: 92

Spent Focus: 516

Skills:

Comprehension, written: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Comprehension, intuitive: 10 [cost for next level 22]

Projectile Spell: 10 [cost for next level 22]

Enhancement Spell: 15 [cost for next level 32]

Protection Spell: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Control: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Secondary Magic Control, tier 1: 7 [cost for next level 16]

Secondary Magic Control, tier 2: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Secondary Magic Control, tier 3: 0 [cost for next level 2]

I regretted all of the focus I had put into the secondary magic control under Lich magic. I hadn’t understood what would happen when I went through soul compression and refined my death core. The intuitive control I had over my primary magics and secondary magics was so absolute, I questioned when the secondary magic control would be valuable to me. The fifty-six points that went into it felt like a waste now.

After a moment of thinking about how that last battle had gone, I decided I needed to balance myself a little bit. I had powerful projection abilities and enhancement abilities as it was. Protection was not something eldritch magic was any good at and death magic wasn’t super suited for it either, but still I needed to be able to easily protect my troops if called upon. I purchased nine levels of protection for ninety points, leaving two left over.

That done, I went to the next table.

Focus Level: 99

Talent: Death Energy Manipulation

Focus points per level: 4

Unspent Focus: 194

Spent Focus: 202

Skills:

Comprehension, Intuitive: 10 [cost for next level 22]

Base Creation Enhancement: 5 [cost for next level 12]

Advanced Creation Enhancement: 5 [cost for next level 12]

Energy Projection: 1 [cost for next level 4]

Integral Energy Usage Tier 1: 5 [cost for next level 12]

Integral Energy Usage Tier 2: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Tier 2 Death Energy Refinement: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Creation Possession: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Creation Enhancement Tier 2 Death Energy: 0 [cost for next level 2]

As soon as I got to this table, I regretted not coming here sooner, having gained new skills under the death energy manipulation focus table. I immediately discarded putting points into tier 2 death energy refinement. It was annoying to do but not difficult now that I understood the process. Energy projection was discarded as well since I had too many other uses for death energy.

As much as I love the intuitive comprehension, which allowed me to use the energy more naturally, I decided it was better off for me to advance other skills. Once again, the base creation enhancement was tantalizing. So was the possession skill, I could see that being a lot of fun to use. Having the ability for combat without having to worry about if I died would enable me to do some interesting things. But creation enhancement tier 2 death energy was also intriguing.

I didn’t use death energy often to enhance my creations, something I should do more often since even with basic death energy, I could greatly increase the strength of my creations. Using tier 2 energy to enhance the creature would no doubt result in very powerful upgrades.

I looked back over at the necromancy table. “If I take one, I take the other,” I started talking to myself. “Base creation enhancement from necromancy would enable me to create stronger baseline minions overall, eldritch creation enhancement would allow me to give my creations eldritch abilities.”

I looked down at the death energy manipulation. “Base creation enhancement here would do something similar as the necromancy, but its effect would be more poignant. Creation enhancement tier 2 death energy would be even more powerful, but the problem is tier 2 death energy is a fairly limited resource while I regenerate tier 1 death energy.”

I stood there thinking for several minutes and then nodded. “Okay, I need better utilization of death energy anyways so I will take the advances in base creation enhancement from the death energy table and eldritch from the necromancy. Though I will take a couple levels of creation enhancement tier 2 death energy, if I have the points.”

Decision made, I moved over to the necromancy table and purchased three levels of eldritch creation enhancement for forty-two points leaving six left over for later.

The death energy manipulation table I spent 180 points on base creation enhancement, taking its focus level clear up to level 14. That left me with fourteen remaining points. With them, I purchased three levels of creation enhancement tier 2 death energy. I had two left over points. As much fun as possession would be, and as much as I plan on using it, I could not justify taking it at this time.

Time for the next table.

Focus Level: 142

Talent: Expert Polearm and Staff Weapons

Focus points per level: 3

Unspent Focus: 154

Spent Focus: 272

Skills:

Defensive Posture: 5 [cost for next level 12]

Offensive Posture: 5 [cost for next level 12]

Exotic Weapon Usage: 6 [cost for next level 14]

Heavy Blow: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Repost: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Magic Channeling: 2 [cost for next level 6]

Fluid Combat: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Blade Staff: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Pole Axe: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Spear: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Scythe: 0 [cost for next level 2]

…Etc.

The expert pole arm and staff weapons table was always full of loads of skills I never put any points into. I did notice that the scythe skill had moved nearer to the top of the list. Though I never put any points into them, the weapons type always shifted around based off of what I used the most. By far the most useful skill in this were the exotic weapons. Though all of the other postures and combat maneuvers were useful, the ability to fluidly move between different types of weapons was dictated with the exotic weapons usage.

That being said, there was one other skill that was more important than the number of levels I had put into it would indicate. That was the magic channeling skill. I honestly didn’t want to put points into it, Mercy was an incredibly fun weapon to use as it shifted through different types. However, I was falling more and more into the caster role and stepping away from the melee side of being a Lich. A hundred and fifty points went into magical channeling, getting ten levels with four left over points.

I was heading for the stairs when I noticed my ritual focus table had enough points for me to get another level of written comprehension. It cost twenty-two points and I had thirty. I grabbed the level since written comprehension of ritual magic is the best. I had not been using it much of late, but I had no doubt that would be changing.
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Damien and Ilore were on the edges of my mindscape. When I got there, they were working on a ritual in smooth stone. It didn’t take me long to understand and nodded in approval. “Trying to replicate the barrier that once held this place closed?”

“Yes,” Ilore said. “My ability to work time magic is helping, I doubt we’ll get exactly what it was, honestly I doubt we’ll get anything even close.”

This wasn’t a criticism of their skills, Damien by himself was far more talented at ritual magic than I was, his skills made me look like a child playing with crayons. And I was certain Ilore was also quite a bit more skilled than myself. The barrier that had been around my mindscape had been created by Altor himself, the creator of this entire place, there was no way we could actually replicate what he’d done. “Even if it’s just an imitation of it though I’m certain it will be immensely powerful.”

“It should be,” Damien agreed. “However, you might need to face another core memory so we have the mental energy to power this bitch. Anyways, what did you want to ask me about?”

I shuddered, I did not look forward to facing another core memory, but I did plan on doing it eventually. “Life thieves, what would an evolution for them look like?”

Ilore winced at my question and Damien gestured for us to fly off. The time wizard was a lot more accepting of what I was and what Damien was than she had been. Heck from what I understood, her and Damien were doing the tango—and no, I don’t want to think about what that means since it’s inside of my mindscape. But the topic of undead was still not her favorite.

“I saw Vito had managed to get you some of those,” Damien floated over and sat down on a rock outcropping. “Life thieves are very interesting, even their traits, and they’re really hard to kill.”

“I guess that’s good since it’s hard to get more,” I said taking a seat next to him and leaned back on my arms.

“Yeah,” Damien agreed. “You can forcibly cause the situations that gives using the materials to create them, but I have the feeling you would not have the stomach for something like that.” There was no judgment in those words, though Damien, like Vito, didn’t actually understand my hesitations. “Anyways, one of the interesting things about life thieves is that one of their two most common evolutions isn’t just a single advancement in grade.”

“Okay, I’m assuming that means it’s a pain to do,” I asked.

“For you, most definitely, you lack the divine power.” He paused. “Though, I guess you don’t really, the other stuff is still hard but that was the single biggest hangup. The first evolution is something called a life poacher. If they consume enough of their targets’ life force, they will gain minor versions of their abilities. If they fully consumed that person’s life force, they get one of those abilities permanently.”

“That sounds really good,” I said. “What’s needed for that evolution?”

“A bunch of different stuff, but mostly they need to have consumed enough life force.” Damien shrugged. “I’ll get a list together for you, but I honestly would recommend trying for the other evolution since you have access to the divine energy to do so. It will take a while and some really hard to get stuff, but the power is worth it.”

“Okay you have me hooked, what is it?”

“Reaper,” Damien said simply. “More accurately, lesser reaper, but a reaper is a reaper.”

“You mean like soul reaper?” I looked at him in disbelief.

“That’s exactly what I mean. It is why it requires divine energy. Where life thieves are hard to kill, reapers are almost impossible to kill, at most they just discorporate and reappear.”

“Sooo… what does it take?” I was certain it would not be easy.

“Along with divine energy, for it to happen in a non-natural manner you will also need a ritual with soul energy, a death core infused with eldritch power if you want them to have eldritch abilities,” Damien continued listing off resources. This was going to be a long-term project.

Before I left, I told Damien they should work on making something that would allow me to more easily bring information out of the mindscape, like a messaging board. Because there is no way I was going to remember all of the ingredients. He just laughed and told me he would figure something out.

“One last thing before you go,” Damien stopped me from disappearing. “Do not be too hasty to over level your troops, that will end up eating more command points than you realize. It is possible to command very powerful individual soldiers, but they eat up exponentially more command after a little while. The undead strength is numbers not necessarily individual power.”
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We stood in the gate with Vito out in the cavern. Beyond us my troops were arranged in columns. Vito had created five controller types of the sergeant rank. As a sergeant, they could command up to twenty troops with a one command point cost. That meant for each sergeant they could command 200 mindless zombies.

The mindless undead stood in five, roughly column-shaped sections. For being what they were I was impressed.

“I will keep working on getting the commanders that can lead troops to you,” Vito said. “I also will further develop the defenses around your phylactery. Watch out for that priest. They will not completely stop him, only trap him temporarily.”

“I’m hoping Friar Brown will deal with him for me,” I said. The power of the priest that had nearly killed me was why we’d been grinding so hard. I was still a long ways from catching up, but I was a lot stronger than I was last time.

“Also, if you get the chance you should consider your own race advancement.” When I gave Vito a questioning look he explained. “You technically aren’t an elder Lich, but you could become one.”

“What would that mean?” I asked.

“An elder Lich wouldn’t change very much. The biggest difference would be your eldritch magic becoming more potent. The reason you should consider it, is that it also makes your soul more difficult for non-eldritch beings to understand and interact with.”

“What would it take? I don’t have to sacrifice another city, do I?”

Vito laughed. “No, it requires you to find something that is old and infuse it with your eldritch power, it must be a compatible substance. We could’ve used the Nephelium bones, but that would’ve been a waste.”

“And then what, I eat it?” I asked raising my eyebrow, which I had now.

“Not a bad guess,” Vito shook his head. “But no, it will take some work after that, but once you have the right object, get word back to me and I will help you with the rest.”

After assuring him I would keep an eye out for something like he described, we headed back to the dungeon. When we arrived, Kellnock was waiting for us at the edge of the dungeon. “Please follow me.”

Kellnock led us into the dungeon. My army was a solid column of packed troops in the halls as we passed through. We came out onto the open section of the harbor where supplies were set out in heaps. “I also modified the armor taken from those who risked it in the dual for the Dread Thirteen. I focused on armor for the front line, though I do have a bow for E’lon.”

I was about to ask Kellnock about the supplies when a notification appeared before me.

Your dungeon, the Reliquary of the Damned, is under attack.
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“What!” I snapped. Even with my attention directed towards the top of the dungeon, I didn’t have the sense of it like I once did, so I looked at Kellnock.

“There is a large group of bound souls pouring into the entrance of the dungeon,” Kellnock spoke without passion. “None of them are strong, nothing so far has the strength to push all the way to the bottom, are they all stupid?”

“Larry?” Maxwell asked.

“Unless someone else has come to town and wants to cause problems,” I grumbled. “You’re certain we are fine?”

“Yes, my lord, even if you were not here, this would only in the end serve to power the dungeon.” The confidence in Kellnock’s voice assured me.

“You have numbers?”

Kellnock got a distant look, then he refocused. “There appears to be just over a thousand of them.”

That worried me. A thousand players was a bigger threat than Kellnock was acknowledging. Even if they were all killed, they would just keep resurrecting and coming back. It would wear the dungeon down. Livia would have to act. But how did they have so many members of their guild?

We were discussing plans when my sister, Jessica, came in, escorted by Raven. I hadn’t even noticed that Raven disappeared. “It’s good that you’re back,” Jess said. “Livia was worried.”

“What can you tell me?”

“As you can guess, it’s Larry and his guild that is organizing this, but there’s only about a hundred members of his guild here,” she explained. “The rest are mercenaries hired from the cities nearest the marsh.”

“That explains the levels that Kellnock reported,” Maxwell said. “Outside the marsh, this isn’t typically a high danger region, the garrisons might be stronger but that’s it. They will be strong, but not overly powerful.”

“That does change things.” The pit in my stomach closed and an idea sprung to life. “Kellnock, you mind if we take the equipment they brought with them, my troops could use it.”

“Of course. I can tally it against the resources normally set aside for you, it is a good use of them.”

I grumbled a little at that, but didn’t argue.
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“You know, this timing actually couldn’t be better,” I said, sitting with Maxwell, his band that Kellnock had completed, and Raven.

“No one will actually buy the reason, no one who knows anything anyways.” Maxwell was idly plucking at his guitar.

“It doesn’t really matter.” I shrugged, leaning back in my overly done chair made of bones, it was technically more like a throne.

“I’m tired of waiting, how long is it going to take?” Raven demanded.

“Well, the last of their troops passed along the pathway only a few minutes ago, I guess we’ll see the first players shortly,” I told her. We were on the harbor floor sitting out near where we had defended ourselves in the last invasion.

When the dungeon was invaded, the instances collapsed and Kellnock had pulled the troops off the upper floors ahead of the oncoming invaders. He also sealed off access to the micilium completely. Michael, the leader of the micilium, wasn’t sealed away, having fully embraced being of the dungeon and wanted to fight.

“Are you worried about them sensing the trap?” Maxwell asked.

“I don’t know,” I sighed. “Any competent player would step onto this floor and immediately know this was a trap, but I really don’t know if competence is how I would describe Larry.”

“Best not to underestimate our opponents just because you think they’re stupid,” Raven said. “Just because the prey might be stupid enough to walk off the cliff doesn’t mean you don’t shove them.”

I was just about to respond when movement caught my eye. A group of players walked onto the harbor floor directly in front of us. I watched them carefully, recognizing none of them, which meant they were probably some of the guild brought in from outside the marsh.

It didn’t take long before more and more players came out. This floor wasn’t set up in a labyrinth like it had been last time, but they were still doing their job and checking all of the rooms.

“Good of you to join us, Larry and his band of douche bags,” I said when I saw his team. “I see you brought sacrifices for my dungeon. I appreciate your contribution to the cause.”

“You won’t be so tough once we beat the shit out of you,” Larry sneered, his team already moving forward around him, and other players surged in, including the mercenaries they hired. We were definitely outnumbered. If I had my count correct, all hundred players were here and the remaining mercenaries weren’t far behind.

“Stop,” the authoritative voice clamped down on the players, and Larry stopped in his tracks. “What have you gotten us into?” A man wearing flowing robes embroidered with red, blue, green, and white runes spoke. He had a full and thick beard. “We should’ve turned back when the floors started being empty.”

“We can handle this,” Larry snarled.

“Our quest to Olattee was to purge this place,” the man was annoyed, bordering on anger. “You told me we could do it with what we had, that there was only one threat.”

“There is,” Larry protested. “This is all show, the only real threat is Kellnock who’s the boss.”

“You don’t know if that’s true.” My voice was mocking. “Since Kellnock took over, none of you have even gotten to the lower floors, and you thought you could come here and destroy my dungeon?” I could tell the leader was powerful, likely higher level than anyone else I had encountered outside of the priests.

“What!” the man exclaimed.

“Mr. unknown elemental wizard man,” I snarled, “maybe have more reliable subordinates who aren’t dumbasses.” I stood. “By the way, you are right, you should’ve turned back. I’m guessing you’re the leader of this little band that you got together. Why don’t I show you mine?” I released a flare of eldritch magic just for show as I gave a mental command. “Raven, I want him alive,” I whispered to her. He would be difficult to subdue, but it was doable.

The water rippled behind me and even as I heard the man starting to shout orders I spoke again. “One of the best things about having undead troops is they don’t need to breathe.” Rising out of the water behind me, Abimelech strode. Kellnock had modified the harbor’s edge so there was a smooth ramp leading down most of the way out. My army had been waiting down there hidden by the dark waters. “The only thing my army really lacks right now is a goal, and to be honest, equipment. But you and your sacrifices will serve wonderfully for that.”

As I spoke, the Dread Thirteen led line after line of bone guard. The players charged. Their only hope was to get to me first. They were too late. I’d taken some time beforehand to carve rituals into the ground.

Using rituals in combat could be difficult, but when you had prep time it was quite powerful. Chains of eldritch fire erupted from the ground, tangling and clasping onto the charging players and mercenaries. Counter spells ripped across the field from priests and wizards in the invader’s army, but the ritual magic was powerful and the eldritch chains hard to break.

I activated another prepared ritual when the elemental wizard started building a spell. Barriers flared into existence, all burning with eldritch power. They projected forward fields that would disrupt incoming spell’s, breaking apart the cohesion.

A fireball hammered into the first of my barriers. It broke apart just before it hit the barrier itself, the fire mana evaporating into the environment. More spells began to fall, then powerful barriers made of death energy filled the area around me and my emerging army. My two necromancers charged up by the elemental zombies released their prepared spells.

Flights of arrows flew out towards the mercenaries as they rushed forward. The bone archers had emerged. Maxwell began a metal riff I did not recognize.

The ranged fighters of the invaders greatly outnumbered my own, but they shattered against the barrier spells and arrows alike. Turning aside, I realized just how under level of most of the fodder before me was.

“Abimelech, keep as many of the bound souls alive as possible, we need to make an example,” I ordered as she stepped up beside me. “Have Othniel work with Raven to take care of the elemental wizard.”

Right as the players reached my lines of bone guard, the life thieves floated onto the right flank as Kellnock rode Chompy from where the army of invaders had just come. He’d brought the dungeon boss up with him and gathered all of the dungeon minions he could inside the micilium floor before sealing it off. When he detected the final invaders had passed by, and the fight was beginning, they’d opened the hidden entrance and flooded out.

The battle wasn’t a battle, it was a massacre. None of the players surrendered, but the mercenaries tried to. We didn’t let them.

By the end of it, fifty of the players had been subdued, all of them wounded, and we specifically made sure Larry and his team survived. Already my bone guard were stripping the fallen mercenaries and players of gear. Kellnock got the bodies, but that was okay.

“Take them to the arena,” I ordered.
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“My name is Ezekiel Verniac,” my voice boomed across the arena and across the town around it. The stands were full, the news of the failure of the invasion had spread quickly when players were drug into the arena one by one by the Dread Thirteen. “This is my dungeon and my domain. These fools challenged me at the request of a mad god.”

The fifty captured players were still bound and gagged, now stripped of gear and evenly spaced around me. A very simple ritual was drawn out around myself and each of them. “Let me show you something I swore never to do to a sentient being—but these are bound souls, their lives are not worth anything.”

I slammed Mercy down, shattering a death core at my feet. Eldritch power flooded out of the staff, shattering dozens more. Death energy swirled through the arena, not touching the captured players. They were protected by domes of eldritch power.

Activating the ritual, chains made of death magic bound every player and lifted them into the air. All at once, the protections faded and the death energy flowed into them, but not quickly. They all screamed. The ritual I was wielding reached out and seized each of their hearts with eldritch power as wisps of soul energy fed into it.

Slowly their bodies were overwhelmed by death energy guided by necromantic power. The wisps of soul energy coursing through my eldritch power suppressed any resistances. The ritual was crude, cruel, and efficient. When the last dregs of the death magic and death energy funneled into their bodies and their hearts were consumed, the spell ended.

“I told you all once I could create the living dead, so long as it was earned and you brought the necessary resources.” Every player was a whimpering mess on the ground, though I noticed the elemental wizard was recovering quicker. “Those resources were to ensure the process was smooth, and also so the process was complete.”

“What have you done,” the leader of Larry’s guild demanded, but the confidence of his voice was gone, it shook with pain and horror.

I kept my voice loud enough to address the crowd. “I changed your race. You’re now living dead of whatever race you were before. But not a living dead like I’d created before out of kindness, you’re missing something. Your bodies will fall apart and die unless you consume life. You are not quite a zombie but you’re also not quite living dead.”

His eyes were distant as he read over something, and I pulled up the description of what he was just to check one more time that I’d done it right.

Remnant Living Dead

Level: 152

The remnant living dead are caught between worlds. They are neither fully living nor fully dead. Driven by both the needs of the dead and the needs of the living they slowly go mad as their body regenerates and decays at the same time. Neither death nor life can help them. Unless this condition is fixed, the inevitable is true death and oblivion.

“Don’t panic overly much, you’re bound souls, so you won’t ever actually die here, though you might have to make a new character,” I said. “But in my lenience, I do offer you a way.”

Kellnock strode out onto the arena. “Bind yourself to my dungeon and I will keep you alive until the death priest arrives to cure you.”

The other players were recovering by this point, and the crowd in the stands was deadly quite. I returned my address to them.

“This town will become part of my dominion.” There was a crack and flare of magic from the top of the ziggurat. From where I stood on the sands, I could see the top and the steady column of bone guard marching down the stairs. “I would suggest running if you have a problem with this. And run far, because I am not stopping here.”
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“Well, this is not how I expected the day to end,” Livia said to me in the town square. “First their army marches in, and then your army marches out and you enslave a whole bunch of players.”

“Enslave is such a dirty word,” I protested. “I think of it as more pressed into service to pay for their crimes.”

Livia snorted. “Okay, Mr. Overlord.”

“I’m not sticking around, I have some places to be and people to kill,” I told her. “My vampire, Vito, will arrive shortly to make sure things are running correctly. Overall, this should be a good thing. There is also going to be a high death priest that can create living dead eventually.”

“I was wondering about that,” Livia said. “Marcus was actually joking about changing himself, said that Olattee was getting a bit not fun.”

“I will convert him right here on the spot if he wants to,” I said, looking around for Marcus.

“No, I don’t think he does,” Livia laughed. “After your little display I think it’s going to be of few days before anyone makes that choice.”

“Anyone who wants to come with my army to go kick some ass will get it done for free, unless they still wish to provide the resources, otherwise they will have to wait for me to gather them as I go,” I said.

“Following an army of undead to war…” Livia smiled. “You know players, always looking for a new kick, you probably get a few more interested than you think, though none of my good teams are waiting around for gear from Kellnock.”

“Yeah, he’s been a little busy,” I agreed. “Vito needs help with a project developing a type of undead that can command detachments to send reinforcements to me, I was hoping you could help figure that out.”

Livia’s eyes went distant and I smiled. “You know, for claiming that you’re not a normal NPC, you did just hand out a quest.”

I shrugged. “Gotta work with the tools I have.”

“You’re building a road,” Livia pointed out. “How are you going to defend that from the creatures in the marsh?”

“It’s rather simple, I’ll make something to defend it, and the problem you guys had was the living were using the road and looked tasty, for my needs, I don’t need anybody living to use the road.” I hopped up on Shadow. “The dead worked just fine for me.”

The construction of the road went fairly quickly. It still took us several days to make it out of the marsh, and it wound around several of the larger land spurs, so it wasn’t a quick road, but that was okay. Any creatures we came across were hunted down and added to a growing pile. Once big enough, I worked with Izban, Tola, Jair, and Othniel to create a massive undead construct.

I didn’t want it to be a living dead, it existed to patrol the road. It was as big as an elephant but simple. Its size was its strength. There was nothing I knew of in the death marsh that could threaten it and it would keep away anything that would destroy the road or threaten the undead moving up and down it.
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“This is the start of your great dominion then and the wandering horror?” Marissa asked excitedly.

“You know about that thing?” Ezekiel gave her a wry smile. “I wonder if it’s still around.”

The carriage rolled into Ezekiel’s fortress, night having long since set. “How can you not know?” Marissa asked as they dismounted.

“Do you really think we keep track of everything we’ve created?”

“No.” Marissa shook her head. “That would be ridiculous, you alone have created hundreds of thousands of different things. But I feel like that one would’ve been one you’d keep tabs on.”

“Nope,” Ezekiel laughed. “When the road was replaced, I kind of forgot to give it a new job. By the time I remembered, I couldn’t find it. Evidently it had developed the ability to fly, because that’s the only way I can explain how it disappeared.”

“You do realize that monster started showing up in other countries and patrolling roads there?” Marissa asked.

“I had heard something about that, but I was busy.” Ezekiel laughed. “Is it still out there doing that?”

“Every time they think it’s been destroyed, it shows up someplace. Always looks a little different though,” Marissa said.

“Interesting… I wonder what is allowing that. Maybe there’s a core part of it that has somehow become separate and is rebuilding around it. Would be interesting to see.”

“What would be interesting?” Raven asked, coming through an archway into the courtyard where they were chatting.

Marissa explained.

“I wonder if somebody tried to destroy it and only managed to mostly destroy it,” Raven suggested. “Whatever survived would have become the core of the creature, and who knows what would’ve happened after that.”

“We should go find it,” Ezekiel said. “It’s always interesting to see how different magics have combined in ways that are unexpected.”

“I will put some feelers out to see if we can track it down,” Raven said.

“Marissa, we should continue tomorrow,” Ezekiel said. “You should spend some time meditating.”

Marissa expected that. It had been a long day in between the fair and the story up to this point, she had a lot to think about and process. The shift Ezekiel went through as he established his dominion and built an army seemed quick, but taking perspective, it really wasn’t.

A lot of things had been changing in the story. She understood why his perspective must’ve shifted back then. She wondered what that said about the process he had been going through.
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“You want to know where my phylactery is?” Marissa asked the next day.

Ezekiel looked up from the book he was reading. “What makes you assume I don’t already know where it is?”

His response took Marissa by surprise. “Because it’s… hidden,” she said weakly.

“Sure it is,” Ezekiel agreed. “If you are confident in your hiding place, you should never tell anyone where it is, especially not right now.”

“But do you know where it is?” Marissa asked.

Ezekiel smiled. “Let’s continue the story.”
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“What do you think?” I asked Raven when she came into the tent we had set up.

Raven examined the construct sitting before me. “I think this is your best attempt yet, though it still smells wrong,” she said. “Let’s see how it works.”

I followed Raven through a gap in the wall. I was possessing a creation that was as close as I could get to the same size and build as Raven’s lynx form. The two of us had snuck into a small city. The populace was only about 2000 strong, but since it was the closest to the marsh, the ratio of citizens to garrison was higher than normal.

I missed the step and a rock skittered across the road. Raven looked back and glared at me. I had practiced with the undead cat form in the marsh with her. It had been a good way to grow with the skills since the body was so different from my regular form. It helped me more quickly adapt to bodies I wasn’t used to.

This construct was the first I had created with fur of any kind. Raven told me it would help me move quieter, so I had added it when we determined to try and scout the city together.

We were only on the outskirts but had already seen dozens of guards. The priests were especially worrisome, considering they might detect that this body was an undead construct. We were doing our best to avoid them. We split up, Raven flicking her ears in the direction of the temple where she was going to scout. I dared not go there. With effort, I flicked my ears toward the fortress, that would be my target.

Fortunately, the night was dark, a cloudy sky obscuring the moon. I waited in a shadow, and when the guards patrolling the walls passed by, I darted out. My claws dug into the stone as I climbed the wall. Knowing I was here for scouting, I’d given this body extra sharp claws for this very reason.

Reaching the top of the wall, I poked my head over and looked in both directions. The guards were still just about to turn around. I hopped out onto the wall and did my best imitation of Raven’s swagger.

When the guards turned, they saw me. “What the heck,” one exclaimed as they rushed over.

A spike of nervousness shot through me, but I tamped it down and forced myself to rub on the correlations like I’d seen Raven and cats I had owned in the past do. The seemingly pointless move made one of the guard’s chuckle. “How the hell did you get up here?” The one nearest to me squat down and reached out a hand.

Again, imitating cats I’d seen in the past, I acted like I smelled it and then rubbed it with my head. The guard cautiously pet me. It didn’t feel like anything other than pressure, I did not have a full sensor suite after all, but it accomplished the purpose of letting the guard dismiss me.

After a bit, I sauntered off and the guards just let me go. It wasn’t that the guards were stupid, it’s just that people have a tendency to dismiss things that aren’t a threat to them. They also didn’t know my army was nearby. I was certain the priests would detect us shortly, but for now they hadn’t.

I used my anonymity and freedom to move around as a cat to thoroughly explore the fortress as best I could. The walls were thick, and ballista were mounted on several of the towers. I was making my way towards the fortification directly above the gates when I had the unfortunate luck of a cleric stepping out of the door in front of me.

There was a moment when the cleric wore the same reaction everyone else had. Then, as if some internal alarm went off, his eyes sharpened and he pointed a scepter at me. I darted for the edge of the wall. A searing blast of white light scorched my tail as I leapt off.

It was a long fall to the ground, and when I hit, one of my legs broke, but I kept moving—there was no pain to slow me down. It was a good thing too. The spot I’d landed in was hit by another blast of white light. I scrambled away from the fortress as alarms were raised and disappeared into the night, headed back for camp.
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“Did you not do what I told you to?” Raven asked.

“I did,” I grumbled at her as I leaned over the cat form I’d been possessing, working to fix the broken leg with death magic swirling around my hand. “It doesn’t work when they’re a cleric.”

“It works for me,” Raven protested. “Especially when they’re women.”

“You’re not possessing an undead construct,” I shot back.

“Well, you setting off the alarm ruined a perfectly good backrub I was getting.” She had a blissful look in her eyes. “They knew just how to scratch my ears.”

“Excuse me, next time I’ll try and be more considerate about your time.” Sarcasm dripped from my voice.

“As you should,” Raven agreed, completely missing the sarcasm. She walked out, her tail swishing happily as if she’d just won an argument of some kind.

I shook my head and finished repairing the construct. Stepping out, I found Abimelech waiting for me. “Do we have a plan?”

“I’d like to see if they want to surrender,” I said.

“My lord…” Abimelech paused. “I—don’t.”

“Relax, I was kidding,” I assured her. “Though I am planning on a straightforward approach. There is nothing there that we can’t handle, and even if they hold up inside the fortress, we can bring it down. They don’t have the magical support to resist us.”

“Tonight?” Abimelech asked.

“I don’t see why not.” I smiled. “The undead don’t need any sleep anyways.”
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Harold stretched and let out a tired yawn. “What are the chances that William is just claiming that an undead infiltrated so he can get a promotion,” he grumbled to Jeffrey.

The two of them had been rousted out of their barracks as the city had awoken with an alarm in the middle of the night. William, a man who everyone thought was wound a little too tight, claimed he’d spotted and driven off an undead creature from the walls of the fortress.

“I wouldn’t put it past him.” Jeffrey stretched and yawned as well. They were members of the garrison of the City of Ostia. Their armor consisted of a steel breastplate, helmet, light grieves, and chain mail shirt sleeves. Each man held a long, heavy spear over their shoulder and had a short sword belted at the waist.

“Hopefully the sergeant will let us get some more sleep,” Harold said wistfully. “Otherwise, I’ll fall asleep at my post.”

“Best not to do that,” Jeffrey chided. “The sergeant’s always looking for a reason to rip you a new asshole.”

“Ain’t that the truth.” Harold shook his head. “I don’t know what I did to get on his nerves, but he hates my guts.”

“Shit man, I don’t know.” Jeffrey tried not to chuckle. “Maybe it was when you put honey in his helmet.”

“Hey, there’s no proof that was me,” Harold protested.

“Except for your dumbass face when you watched him put it on.” Jeffrey eyed him, shaking his head.

“What’s up with this fog?” Harold suddenly said. “It wasn’t here a moment ago.”

As they had been patrolling one of the outer roads of the city, a fog bank had rolled in. Like a thick wall. The torch Jeffrey held illuminated the fog as it rolled over them and it became hard to see. There was a coldness, and Harold coughed when he inhaled the damp cold.

“I don’t know,” Jeffrey said. “I hate when the fog rolls in from the marsh, lately it’s carried a vile taint to it.”

“No doubt from that dungeon out there,” Harold grumbled. “I don’t know why Friar Brown had to stop Theonis, that fat old fool.”

“I heard some of the stuff the friar said last time he came through, after stopping Theonis.” Jeffrey shook his head. “There’s something to what he saying about Olattee losing its way.”

“How can you say that?” Harold demanded. “Olattee shows us the path we are supposed to walk on.”

Jeffrey rolled his eyes. He’d paid his dues to Olattee and did his best to follow the tenets of the church, but he was not a religious man. He had been about to respond when he heard something. Harold was about to go on one of his rants about how they all needed to find their path to follow Olattee. “Be quiet,” Jeffrey hissed. “Do you hear that?”

Harold snorted. “Afraid of the fog that much?” Then he heard too, a soft whistling.

They turned and looked out into the fog where a rhythmic sound was coming down the road. The torch they held made the thick fog all but impenetrable to their eyes. Then they saw a swaggering figure. It was small but humanoid, a tail swished behind it.

As the figure came into the light, they saw she had hair that was a mixture of gray, brown, and black with large, pitch-black cat-like ears. Her thick tail was also pitch-black. She was the one whistling, and behind her, Jeffrey saw shambling movements.

“What are you doing out here all by yourself on a night like this?” Harold asked, his voice like you would address a cute lost child.

The werecat’s violet cat eyes looked at Jeffrey, who was staring out into the fog. “We’re here to kill you, of course,” she said, her voice not matching the gravity of what she said.

Jeffrey’s mouth opened to shout an alarm, but the werecat moved first. Her arms, which had been folded behind her back, snapped out, each holding a deadly sickle. The two guards were close enough together that she was able to hook a blade around each of their throats, and in a flash, she ripped them open.

As the two guards grasped at the ragged wounds in their throats and collapsed to the ground, Raven continued to saunter, whistling as if nothing had happened.

Behind her, as the torch flickered out, zombies stumbled into the city. As the guards bled out, necromantic magic found them, and their bodies stirred to life once again.
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Captain Core patrolled the street that led past the temple of Olattee when the fog arrived. He was immediately suspicious. This was the wrong time of year for fog this thick. He was no wizard, but he could tell unnatural fog when he saw it.

“Sergeant Regulus,” Captain Core snapped. “Raise the alarm and send your men out for check-ins from all our patrols, something’s wrong.”

“Yes sir,” Sergeant Regulus snapped a salute, then began giving orders to the accompanying soldiers.

He turned and headed back towards the temple for which they had just passed. “Deacon Avoca,” Captain Core said to the cleric accompanying him. The church of Olattee insisted upon their members being attached to the garrisons or military forces of Valdor be addressed by their rank in the church. Deacon was essentially equivalent to that of a sergeant and were able to command acolytes. Core found the practice annoying, but this was not the time for that. “Wake the bishop, I have a bad feeling about this night.”

The horn blew an alarm that was echoed throughout the city. Each horn had a slightly unique sound that could be used to indicate which patrols were checking in with the help of a magical device that could detect the differences.

Suddenly, the sound of something charging down the street had Captain Core turning. The lights from the brazier of the temple and the torches his company carried only lit a small area. The fog was almost impenetrable beyond it. “Put out your torches! We need to see through this fog,” Captain Core ordered.

His men reacted quickly, the torches extinguished. A flash of magic from Avoca drew his attention and he looked over to see her casting a spell. Her scepter tipped with the symbol of Olattee, a four pointed star inside a circle, flared and though the fog was not pushed back, they could see through it. Although, it was far too late.

“Oh no,” was all Core had time to say.

A figure galloped towards him on the back of a nightmare, purple eldritch flames left where every hoof landed at the trail behind the figure. In his hands a scythe looked over his head. On either side of him and behind the nightmare larger mounts propelled forward by massive rear legs. On the back of each were tall, powerful figures.

They were upon them before all but the captain could react. Even he could do little. The figure on the nightmare struck with the tip of the scythe, hitting the center of the captain’s breastplate. There was an explosion of eldritch power as it punched through the enchanted armor. The wickedly sharp blade nearly cut him in half as the terrifying reaper and his mount thundered past.
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We got lucky eliminating the captain on our way to the temple. Each of the companies had been given orders and were being led by their captains freeing up some of the Dread Thirteen to accompany me.

The two biggest threats we faced were the bishop and the colonel commanding the fortress. Since the bishop was a larger threat in general, I had headed here. Abimelech was leading nine of the Dread Thirteen in a rush assault on the fortress. They were accompanied by the life thieves and elemental zombies.

The temple was already waking up, they had either sensed us or the horns brought them to alertness. Either way, as we thundered in cutting down the priests and clerics who were working the night shift, alarms rang through the temple. The acolytes stumbled out. The holy magic of the place pressed down on me, and my resistances from the Order not only allowed me to push it back but suppress it for the four Dread Thirteen with me.

Raven was already here, flitting through the shadows leaving horrendous wounds on unsuspecting clerics as they tried to build hurried spells. The average level of the members of this temple were low, ranging from mid fifties to low nineties. But that would change as the higher-ups begin to take notice.

With me were Ehud, De’Barak, Jepthen, and Abon. I specifically brought with me all the skirmisher types. This would not be a standup fight like at the fortress. I leapt off Shadow and threw Mercy at a priest who just rushed out of the hallway.

Mercy pinned the man to the wall, its tip having been reshaped into a straight blade. Summoning Mercy back to me, I built a power with my other hand. The holy magic of the temple normally would’ve made it difficult, but not only did I have resistances to holy magic, but my command was absolute.

Mercy landed in my hand, and I flooded the power into the staff as I leapt up onto an altar kicking aside the religious artifacts there. I slashed the razor-sharp tip of Mercy through the symbol of Olattee, destroying it even as I continued to build a mixture of eldritch and death inside the blade.

The Dread Thirteen spread out around me. My presence allowed them to work their magic with no hindrance. Raven was suddenly standing beside me. She drew her dagger and stabbed it into the middle of the altar. The bone tip did not puncture the stone, but the ritual stored within the dagger activated. The altar resisted, but the eldritch power within the dagger overcame it.

The ritual delivered, Raven took her dagger back and darted away. Eldritch fire burned at the center of a small circle before it began to spread out in a ritual pattern across the altar. This wasn’t anything more than an etching ritual, a very powerful one, but it did not have any effect other than to layout a design.

A wave of death magic flooded out from Abdon, annihilating a group of clerics. My power inside of Mercy rose past the threshold I was looking for. I poured in soul energy, still something I struggled to do. The moment the etching finished, I spun Mercy around and slammed its tip into the middle of the ritual, where Raven’s dagger had plunged.

Mercy bit into the stone and the power stored within it pulsed into the ritual. There was a presence that took notice of me. A presence that chilled me to the bone. I felt its anger at what I was doing.

“Fuck you, Olattee, you crazy bastard,” I snarled.

Power lashed out from the altar and the statues and edifices for the god corroded and broke. A surge of divinity ran through the altar as the mad god attempted to protect his altar.

“Now!” I yelled. The Dread Thirteen with me disengaged and leapt towards the altar. They all grabbed Mercy and channeled their one point of divine energy each through the weapon. The power slammed into the altar, and the god’s presence was driven out.

The disengagement of the thirteen allowed the acolytes to surge forward, but chaos erupted as the altars affect began to establish itself. Every fallen member of the temple rose as zombies. None were strong. Not only had the fallen not necessarily been strong in life, but the manner in which they’d been created did not allow for amplification of weak zombies.

I wasn’t done though. As the battle devolved into chaos, a thousand points of death energy swept through Mercy and into the altar. At this point I did not know what I was doing, it was just a hunch. Damien had told me that death energy was not nature energy, which was different, but also wasn’t magic. It was someplace in between to me, which sounds like how he described divine energy.

The death energy took hold of the altar. Then I poured in twenty points of tier 2 death energy. That only left me with nine, and I hoped it was worth it.

Finally done, I stepped off the altar and joined the fight. There was so much death energy contained within the altar I could sense it even once I left. The eldritch power of my ritual formed a cage that held it there. This would certainly be interesting.

A blast of pure white light erupted in a nova from the back of the room. It washed over the chaotic battle. The power stung me, and I saw the Dread Thirteen recoiling. The zombies caught in it were burned to ashes—the bishop had arrived. The nova faded before it reached the far end of the temple where our mounts were rampaging amongst the week temple attendants.

A stream of arrows from Jephthen hammered toward the bishop. Barriers of white energy intercepted the stream, the eldritch arrows breaking against them in explosions of power.

The other members of the temple were forming up around the bishop, an organizing and commanding voice bringing them together. I didn’t need to order my allies. They knew how to fight. A man also dressed in ornate robes indicating he was at least an archdeacon, made towards the bishop. Then he stumbled and dropped to the ground as a pool of blood spread. Raven disappeared within the shadows, having severed his spine in his lower back.

Ehud dove through a shadow and was amongst the priests in an instant. His blades shot out, scoring dozens of wounds and leaving behind curses and hexes. His target was the bishop, but the powerful priest released another pulse of pure white light that sent Ehud stumbling and purged many of his curses.

Abdon and De’Barak held back, focusing more on containing the threat and supporting the surviving zombies. I got a brief scan of the bishop.

High Priest

Level: 132

The bishop was stronger than I expected. With my mana pool still recovering and death energy already depleted, I rushed forward. Mercy formed into a long blade staff with a curved edge, ideal for slashing into unarmored opponents with powerful blows. I activated all of the abilities of my armor increasing my speed, strength, and reaction time.

The mana reserves inside the armor would allow me to maintain the power for at least a bit. A smattering of holy blasts hammered towards me. I dodged some and blocked others with Mercy, my precognition making it easy. The few that got through exploded against the defensive barrier projected by my breastplate. And then I hit the front rank.

Mercy ripped through cloth armor and flesh with ease. Wide arcs of my attacks often hit three or more people. I kept my momentum going, the bishop my target. I used the jumping enhancement and very small amounts to make my lunges unstoppable. I finally had enough mana to activate a spell in Mercy. My favorite spell.

The festering wounds left behind by Mercy were hard to heal, now those who fell before me would rise to serve me just as quickly. A blistering barrage of holy missiles hammered towards me. I dodged, my precognition keeping me ahead of the attack, and the edge of the storm slammed into my barrier depleting it more. But I did not slow.

The vast majority of my foes were slower and weaker than I was, only the bishop and higher ranking individuals of this temple could match me in strength. Fortunately, only the bishop was here, I suspected that was Raven’s handy work.

To my surprise, the bishop did not wield a scepter, instead he wielded a sword covered in runes that glowed with pure white light. My blow from Mercy was intercepted by the blade, the clashing magics sparking. He might have been stronger than I was with magic, but even without the enhancements of my armor I was faster. I turned aside his blade, spinning around him.

With one hand free, I slammed it towards his face, releasing a blast of eldritch power from the gauntlet that sent him reeling. His barriers barely stopped the attack. His eyes had gone wide in shock.

In one hand the priest held a holy symbol and white magic burned within it as he built a spell. I sensed the blast before it hit me. It broke my barrier and seared my flesh, but I had seen the attack coming so I was able to divert the kinetic energy and take advantage of the opening it gave.

Mercy slammed into the man’s right shoulder. The barrier flared against it, but the power of my blade proved its worth as I cut deeply into his shoulder. Mercy hit the bone and I pushed even harder. The bishop screamed in pain and I flooded Mercy with eldritch power that pumped into the wound. It didn’t amplify the spell but the destructive energy tore at both his ability to cast magic and his flesh.

A blow from a cleric behind me forced me to dodge aside. I left Mercy stuck, the effect of the power being poured into him through the spell and the blade worth it. The cleric who attacked me did not expect the rapid-fire eldritch blasts that came from my fists as I hammered his face into pulp. His protections only lasted a moment.

An orb of pure black magic landed on top of me, erupting in an explosion of black light. Abdon had struck. He’d taken the time to build a very powerful death spell. The power had little effect on me, the lightning only a minor hindrance. I turned toward the bishop to see him collapsed to his knees.

I was about to kill him what a thought came to me. I no idea if it would work, but it was worth trying. I yanked Mercy free and the bishop hardly reacted. He was focused on trying to keep himself alive.

With the bishop down, the rest of the clerics broke. Many of them even tried to surrender, we let them. “Raven, I need your dagger,” I yelled, not knowing where she was.
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I caught the dagger out of the air when Raven tossed it to me. I held the priest down on the altar. The powerful death energy contained within beginning to leak through the ritual. Nothing had fundamentally changed. I’d hope somehow the altar would absorb the death energy.

The bishop struggled, becoming aware of what was going on. “You monster,” he snarled.

I brought the dagger down, pouring mana into it to activate the swift sacrifice in total sacrifice abilities. The dagger slammed into his chest punching through the robes with ease and penetrating his heart. The priest gasped as the final dregs of his life were ripped out by the dagger. The remnants of his lifeforce poured into the altar as he died, his eyes full of horror and hate. I guess I didn’t blame him.

Nothing happened at first. Though something definitely had stabilized within. I tentatively placed my hand on the altar, trying to figure out what was going on. A window popped up after a moment of concentration.

Profaned Death Altar

This is an unclaimed altar.

The power of this altar was changed forcibly with the application of divine energy and death energy. Its nature was then further twisted and altered when the high priest of its temple was sacrificed on it. The altar now emits a powerful death aura, and weak souls that venture too close will be doomed to die.

A revenant is bound to this altar. The priest who died refused his death in such a means that a fragment of his soul remained behind and has become a revenant that now haunts this altar. The only way this revenant will be tamed is by the altar being claimed by a dark god or by being purified.

As a member of an order that serves a god, you can claim this altar for your god. Do you wish to do so?

Y/N

I out of instinct hit yes, having forgotten that the Order of Equinox was technically speaking, a religious order. There was a pause and then another notification appeared before me.

Your god has declined control of the altar.

Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t really use altars. In particular, this is not my style, sacrificing a high priest on his own altar, yikes man. Then again, Olattee is a little bit of a dick anyways. Keep up the good work.

– Ekwin

Somehow, I wasn’t surprised that the god of balance didn’t want a profaned death altar. I would have to remember to send a message back to Vito. I was certain this new death priest he was creating would be able to send someone to take control.

“Zeke, I’m going to get out of here,” Raven said. “I don’t feel great.”

“Of course.” I’d forgotten that she would be affected by the altar. I tossed her dagger back to her. She had resistances to death magic, but death energy was a different thing altogether. “Abdon, take the prisoners out of here too, I don’t want them dying.”

Abdon nodded in acknowledgment and he and the others gathered up the members of the temple that had surrendered and hurried them out. As I stepped back from the altar, a shadowy figure rose out of the body of the high priest, the revenant.

It swiped at me with etheric black claws, I didn’t bother to stop it. It tore at me, but the only thing it could hurt would be my soul, which was not easily done. The death magic and energy contained within the revenant was meaningless against me. More shadowy figures began to rise from the fallen, spirits. They were no threat to me but nonetheless I left the temple, it would no longer be a problem.

I left the captives under the guard of a platoon of bone guards and remounted Shadow, heading to the fortress with my squad. As we approached, I heard Maxwell playing. Coming around the corner I saw him. On the back of Snappy, a small stage had been built out of bone for him and his skeletal band. Around Snappy and the stage floated different sound nodes emitting music. It was the tail end of “Bodies” by Drowning Pool.
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“Colonel Demetrius!” A voice stirred Igerna Demetrius, commander of Fort Ost, from a restless sleep. Hammering on his door followed.

“This better be good,” Demetrius snarled, checking a magical time keep he had on the wall. The sun would be rising in a few hours. Then he heard it, the alarm horns blaring across the city. That sped up his movements. He grabbed his sword and threw on a chain mail shirt and helmet, he didn’t have time for his armor.

“What’s the situation?” Demetrius demanded as he burst through his door.

“A fog bank rolled in, and with it we were attacked by an undead army,” the lieutenant informed him. Demetrius thought his name was Padre, but he wasn’t certain.

“If they aren’t already up, get me Lieutenant Colonels Sagerious and Conse,” Demetrius ordered and the lieutenant scrambled away to follow those orders.

Demetrius went down two flights of stairs and turned down the hallway, entering his command room. In the middle of the room was a table that had a map of the city. It wasn’t a fancy magical map, but it was very detailed. In the room, Lieutenant Colonel Conse was already talking with several of his captains. They all saluted the colonel as he entered the room.

“Talk to me, Cose,” Demetrius demanded as he strode for the balcony attached to the room.

Lieutenant colonel and his captains fell in. “Happened quick. We lost the outer city for certain, we only barely got the gate closed in time before a horde of specters tried to pour in. The magic of the gate is holding them back for now.”

The mustering yard just inside of the forts gate was three stories below him, and that thick fog shrouded it so completely, he only could barely see shapes moving around below. In some places it looked so thick it appeared almost solid.

“Why has this not been dispelled yet?” Demetrius demanded. “It’s clearly magical.” He was a battle mage, his skills of magic were not that of a wizard, but even he could tell it was a magical fog.

“The clerics are working on it,” Conse explained. “Lieutenant Colonel Sagerious left a moment before you arrived to get them moving faster.”

That was good. Sagerious was in charge of the magical side of his force. “Send a message to him to have his clerics also activate the fort wide regeneration.”

“Yes, sir.” Conse nodded at one of his captains who ran off. “The rest of you, you have your orders, get your troops on the walls and make sure everyone is awake and armed.”

“How long?” Demetrius asked.

“The lookout on the wall reported an unusual fog bank rolling in about five minutes before the first horn sounded, and five minutes after that, we barely got the gate closed before the specters rushed in,” Conse explained. “I was on watch at the time, I was still processing the fog when the horn sounded.”

“Good job getting the gate closed,” Demetrius said. “Hopefully the reason they rushed the gate is that they are a weak force and needed to take us by surprise.”

“We know for certain this is not an undead horde that is undirected,” Conse nodded along. “The fog bank and the coordination seems too great for that.”

Demetrius was about to respond when an eerie purple light began to shine through the portcullis gate. The light grew in intensity and power where a regular spell would’ve been cast within only a few seconds. That was something more. “Get a runner to Sagerious!” he shouted. “Tell him to focus on defensive barriers on the gate, the blood be dammed.” He wished they had the communication discs they’d been promised. He doubted the runners would make it in time, his only hope was that the lieutenant colonel would see.

The eerie purple light poured through the gate, growing brighter and brighter until the fog below him was illuminated like a lake of purple cotton. The wizards’ casting room was higher up in the fort and would not have a straight line of sight to the fog unless they were standing near the edge. His magical senses alerted him to a pulse of magic from above, and he swore as the fog lessened.

As if timed together, an alarm flared in the room telling him that the captain of the city guard had just been killed moments after his wizards attempted to dispel the fog. A moment after the alarm flared, there was an explosion that rocked the entire fort.

The portcullis gate was thrown across the mustering yard, slamming into the building a floor below him. Eerie purple fire spread out in a torrent. The worst part was shadowy figures now poured into the gate. Scarlet magic built around Demetrius as he began to build his own spell. “Now we’re down to the brass tax I guess.”

There were tall powerful figures striding through the purple flames, around them were zombies with glowing eyes. The tall figure in the middle looked up at him, and their eyes met for the briefest of moments. He knew the power he saw there. Eldritch power had come.

In a moment’s hesitation when he was caught that tall woman’s gaze, a death mage and two necromancers struck.

A bolt of black death lightning hammered into Demetrius, accompanied by two missiles that exploded, releasing waves of death magic across the fort. Demetrius stood at the center. His spell overwhelmed by the immense power brought to bear. He might technically be stronger than any one of his opponents, but it didn’t matter when one was so completely overwhelmed.

As Demetrius’s fire spell came apart, he was so encased in death magic, the spell didn’t end. The black death lightning leapt from him and tore through the building, striking a soldier and jumped to another one. It changed multiple times across the fort. The flesh that the power flowed through rotted and died instead of searing.

Demetrius was barely alive, only conscious he was falling, the balcony he’d been standing completely destroyed. The ground rushed up to meet him. He saw one of the figures wielding twin war hammers already swinging for his head. His corpse slammed into the far wall a moment later.
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My orders to the troops had been to not kill anyone who was not a threat to them, but still try and contain the populace where possible. Most of the citizens just hid in their houses.

I expected the citizens to flee as soon as they could. Then again, my army was stationed on the only major road out of town and fleeing through the countryside is not something non-adventurers could do easily. The fear of the citizens was almost palpable. I had just finished giving a similar speech to that in Dead Water, though I left out the blood magic part.

“I did not come here to kill you or turn you into living dead,” I was ending my speech. “I came here because Olattee picked a fight with me, so I responded.” It wasn’t the whole truth, but I didn’t care. I just hoped to allay some of the citizens’ worries.

The bodies of the fallen soldiers were gathered outside of the city. We had not used very many spells that created undead during the fight, or the undead we had created were only temporary. Taking the time to do it correctly would result in better troops.

I was passing through the town accompanied by the Dread Thirteen when a man stepped out in front of us. Abimelech stepped forward reaching for her sword. “Wait, Abimelech.” I said. It was at that point I realized I probably needed staff. The Dread Thirteen were great, but they bent towards violence first questions later. I nodded at Maxwell, glad he had come with us.

“How may we help you, good sir?” Maxwell asked as he stepped forward.

“I—” he was terrified, that much was clear. I waved for the Dread Thirteen to move back, their imposing frames enough to unnerve even stalwart people. “What do you want with us?”

“Truth be told, friend,” Maxwell’s words were smooth and honeyed, a bard at work. “What was said this morning is the truth. Continue living your lives. Heck, you will probably even be taxed less. Ezekiel is not here for your soul or anything so melodramatic.”

“But he’s a Lich,” the man said, shooting a fearful glance at me. “We know the stories about his kind.”

“Call him a reformed Lich,” Maxwell said. “He actually serves the Order of Equinox if you know what that is.” The blank look in the man’s eyes made it clear he did not. “If you wish to become living dead, you are welcome to, but the goal truly is not that. We are waging war against the church. If that was possible without involving civilians or Valdor in general, we would. But we both know the church basically runs the kingdom.”

To my surprise, the man’s demeanor continued to change as Maxwell talked. The tension in his eyes and body lessened, and his words became surer. “I believe what you say is true,” the man said, which just went to show the power of a bard. Although, if I had been in that man’s position, I don’t know if I would’ve believed Maxwell. “We just want to continue living our lives. Olattee is the religion people follow, but it’s not what it used to be, I know of many who were already beginning to walk away.”

They continued to chat for several minutes, Maxwell assuring him of my, if not benevolent, benign intentions towards them. When the man disappeared to spread word of the conversation, Maxwell returned. “Okay, maybe we don’t want to go for the domineering version of Ezekiel with these people.” He eyed me. “The ‘reformed’ version might go over easier.”

“What I need is propaganda,” I said. “You know, like dropping flyers on the cities we are going to conquer, saying ‘Ezekiel is not the monster he seems’.”

“We could send runners out to try and spread that message,” Maxwell chuckled.

“Maybe,” I agreed.

The fallen bodies of the bone guard I had lost in the city were neatly laid out in the grassy field. A large area had already been stripped of grass and leveled. The dirt had been compacted down as much as possible. I began to work.

The rituals were fairly simple, and before long, I was pouring death magic into them. It used materials refined from the fallen soldiers and funneled into the fallen bone guard, repairing the damage done in restoring them to service. I hoped none of the more advanced would die, those would be far more complicated to replace. By the time I was done, it was late afternoon. I’d spent the morning meditating, it had been a long day.

I looked at the pile of bodies which now had a small flock of ravens on it. I had been planning on creating a bunch of zombies, potentially even something more advance than that as I had the time, but looking at the raven made me reconsider that. “Raven,” I said, knowing she was around someplace. A moment later, she was standing next to me. “Can you bring me one of those ravens?”

As if sensing my words, one raven, bigger than the rest looked at me and cocked its head. “That one is going to come over here on its own. Next time just talk to them, they’re really smart and the harbingers of death,” Raven said in a no-duh tone as she transformed back into her lynx form and returned to stalking whatever she’d been hunting.

I held out my arm not knowing what else to do and said, “I would like to look closer at you, if you don’t mind.” The raven cocked its head at me and cawed. When I tried to examine it, nothing came up.

Suddenly the big raven jumped in the air and flapping its wings landed on my arm. I stared in surprise, not really having expected it to come over to me. The raven was big, but its weight was nothing on my arm. It cawed again, as if in question. I looked into its eyes. They were intelligent, more than any other creature I had looked at.

The intelligence, or the feel of intelligence changed, it’s really hard to explain. That stare shifted from that of an animal to something else. I got the sense that something had possessed the creature and was looking at me through its eyes. I felt the hint of a mental connection and tried to recoil but it was too late.

I was suddenly in my mindscape. I didn’t meditate to get there, I just was there. I stood in the center of my mindscape where I normally appeared. Damien came rocketed over, followed by Ilore. “Zeke, be very careful,” Damien was just beginning to say when a figure stood before us, having appeared in a flock of ravens.

The figure was humanoid with pale skin and raven-like but androgynous features. Their hair was of black feathers, even the clothes they wore were all made out of feathers. Their eyes were the same eyes I had just been staring into. “Deity,” Damien whispered.

Damien had not been quiet enough, for the figure stared at him. It said something to Damien in a language I did not know. The language was flowing with guttural throat sounds mixed in. Damien looked a little surprised and then responded in the same language, his version had less squawks and screeches—those must just be the speech pattern of this deity.

I was about to ask who it was when the raven deity addressed me. “A Lich in my dominion. I have ignored you, for you were nothing. Now you are something. I will see if what the dark one says is true.”

Damien snapped something in the other language that was commanding and authoritative, but the raven deity snarled back. “I can’t stop her,” Damien said.

Before I could respond, the world froze, and a door I recognized appeared.
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The door opened, gray light spilling into my mindscape, and Ekwin stepped out. He wore the exact same tailored suit as last time. The world resumed moving when he talked. “Shad’ehki, you know you are not allowed to rummage through my followers’ minds. Did you think I would not notice.”

“I thought the mark was mistaken,” Shad’ehki responded. “Never seen a Lich serve the balance.”

“Do you know me to make mistakes?” Ekwin asked, his tone neither angry nor happy, it just was.

“No, Gray One,” Shad’ehki responded, her tone admitting her wrong.

“You know I hate that name. Makes me sound so old,” Ekwin’s was pained.

“But you are old, older than old,” Shad’ehki said.

I did my best to school my features. Ekwin glared at me. I tried harder.

“Shadi, I am not moving in on your territory with him. In fact, if you want to work with him, you might be able to reestablishes yourself some. He just tried to give me a death alter.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but Damien’s steel grip on my arm and Ilore slapping a hand over my mouth stopped me.

“Lich,” Shad’ehki snapped. “Are you stupid? Giving the gray one a death alter would not work, it would poison.”

“No way. It would not,” Ekwin protested.

“Do not listen, he is old.” Then to my shock, Shad’ehki made a gesture, her hand circling around her ear saying he was off a little. When Ekwin looked back at them they stopped. I saw the suspicious glare. “Follow raven to get priest take alter.”

“You mean the raven on my arm, and not Raven the werecat my friend,” I asked, Ilore having removed her hand.

“Yes,” the raven god agreed.

I nodded. “If I’m going to now be working with you, you should get to my vampire, Vito. He told me he was creating a high death priest. It would be nice if the one he manages to create also follows you, it will simplify my life.” Shad’ehki nodded and disappeared as abruptly as they appeared.

“Good call,” Ekwin said. “They will be easier to work with than some of the other death gods since they are more of a balanced focus death god.” He nodded at Damien. “Good to see you again, Damien, we should catch up sometime.” He stepped through his door, and disappeared.

Silence stretched as the three of us stood there. “Okay… Okay, Damien, what the hell?”

“Dark one?” Ilore gave Damien the stink eye.

Damien held up a finger first at me then at Ilore. “Give me a second, I can explain.”

“It better be a damn good explanation, because the dark one I know of was a death god that destroyed an entire continent and ruled for a thousand years,” Ilore said.

“Did you not tell her?” I buttoned up when Damien glared at me.

“Look, Shad’ehki evidently calls people by colors, she called Ekwin the gray one,” Damien protested. “And there have been lots of ‘dark one’ throughout time.”

“Ah huh,” Ilore said. “Thing is, there was also a gray one that I heard of, because of course I’ve heard of them, and that language you spoke sounded familiar.”

“What was that?” I asked, and Damien really glared at me. I shrugged, he was doomed anyway.

“That was… kaltesh,” Damien said quietly.

“Thought so,” Ilore said. “So, you are the dark one I knew.”

“In my defense, I was not as bad as everyone said,” Damien said, but Ilore was already flying away.

“You’re in so much trouble,” I said. “Like a lot. Like, a lot, a lot. It would’ve been better off telling her instead of her finding out.”

“I know,” Damien let out a long sigh. “I had no reason to worry though. Not exactly something you bring up, and I had no reason to expect to run across a creature that once lived on my continent and had extended to godhood.”

“That’s fair. No point in fighting a fight that you didn’t need to. So, can gods always just pop in and out of my mind and use time stopping abilities? I thought the mindscape was different even for them.”

“Ekwin’s different,” Damien said. “They can kinda come and go, they normally don’t, and if we get your defenses built up, which will take your cores being faced, it will become far more difficult.”

“That just became a little bit more important,” I said.

“Yeah,” Damien shrugged. “Normally it’s not an issue unless you’re a priest, but then again, you want them to come in.”

“I really do need to go, but I have one other question.” I didn’t like that I had been pulled into the mindscape just standing out in the open. “I don’t suppose there’s any way I could give the altar to you?”

Damien opened his mouth to respond right away, but then closed it and thought. “I was just gonna tell you no, but that’s not explicitly true. You would basically have to resurrect me. Which, resurrecting a god is in some ways easier than a normal mortal, but in every other way far harder.”

“What makes it easier?” I asked. “What would it take?”

“It’s easier, because it’s possible,” Damien explained. “Resurrecting a mortal after they have been dead more than a week is impossible. Longer than an hour is almost impossible for anyone under the level of 300. That’s because the kernel of their soul has moved on by that point, and you’re trying to pull it back from what comes next. The exception for that rule are souls that are in some kind of limbo who have not moved on.”

“Like you in the mindscape?” I asked. “Can I resurrect you because you are a mental assistant?”

“Well yes, actually,” Damien agreed, a glint I almost missed in his eyes. “Gods are not immortal. When they die, the kernel of their soul does move on. There are ways to pull that back even if they’d been dead for a long time, simply because that soul was so intrinsically bound in the world in which they were. But being a mental assistant means the kernel of our souls doesn’t really move on, it’s in a kind of limbo.”

“That’s why you became an assistant,” I stated.

“No.” Damien shook his head. “I became an assistant because I’ve always liked teaching, I didn’t know it was possible to do that until I had already been an assistant for a long time.”

“Then, what would it take?” I asked.

“I appreciate why you’re asking.” Damien closed his eyes. “But it’s not something that you can do, or even necessarily should do.” I gave him a questioning look, figuring he would want to come back. “Me coming back to the material world would be monumental and incredibly disruptive. My power is gone, but as you can tell, many remember me. I’m not even sure if I would survive, and then it would be a giant waste of resources for me just to end up back here.”

“I see. So only bring you back if I can do it in a place where you can build power and protect yourself.”

“Sure.” Damien was clearly doubtful. “I will get you an abbreviated list of the most important and hardest to get things.”

“You never know, it could happen.” I began to leave the mindscape. “Good luck with Ilore.”

“You know, it might be simpler to bring me back to the material world than it would be for me to fix that,” Damien grumbled.
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When I came back to myself, I was surprised that I was still standing, having assumed I would’ve fallen down. The big raven on my arm cawed at me again, then flapped its wings, leaping into the air. The big raven circled once and flew towards the city.

I turned and followed. Abimelech took notice but I waved her off. “I will be fine, have Tola and Izban render down that pile of corpses into component parts, they’ll know what I mean.”

“Of course, my lord.” I felt Abimelech’s eyes on me and was pretty certain she would send one of the Dread Thirteen nonetheless to follow me in the shadows. Probably Ehud.

“What’s going on?” Maxwell asked. “You got awfully still there for a moment.”

I explained to Maxwell what happened. He got a contemplative look on his face. “I actually recognize that name,” Maxwell said.

“Right, you did run in the underworld of Valdor,” I said. “I guess if a death god existed here, that’s where you they would be known.”

The raven flew over the city before it dipped down and landed on the jailhouse attached to the garrison barracks. When we approached, it flew down to the door where it pecked at it. We opened the door and followed it in. It did a half hop and flap of its wings to move around the inside. It quickly made its way to the cells where we were holding the temple staff that had surrendered.

We’d brought them here because I didn’t know what else to do with them. My hope was when I eventually connected with Friar Brown, I could just transfer them to him. I didn’t know if they would agree with the friar, but he would know what to do with them.

“What is it doing?” Maxwell asked as the big raven moved down the row of cells, stopping in front of each, staring at the prisoner, and then moving on.

Finally, it cawed at a cell. The man within was transfixed by the raven. From information we’d gathered, he hadn’t been a high-ranking member of the temple, he was more of an attendant than anything, not even a full acolyte.

His eyes were what stopped me. The pupils had fully dilated until his irises were barely visible. The raven dissolved into what looked like thousands upon thousands of miniature ravens. They flew through the bars of the cell and entered the man’s eyes and mouth. He gasped and fell back.

His back arched as power flooded through him. “What is going on?” Maxwell asked. “Did that raven just go inside that man?”

“Not so simple,” I said. He was changing, becoming a living dead, but not by any means I understood. The power of the raven was coursing through his body, changing it. The power had a familiar feel, and it took me a moment to recognize it—divine power. The man’s mouth was open in a silent scream.

“This is messed up,” Maxwell protested. “I understand we’re not the good guys, but he was a prisoner, and not even a vile one, we can’t just… Just…”

“That’s not what happened,” I said. “I’m pretty certain we’re witnessing the anointing of a priest to Shad’ehki.”

“You’re certain it’s not a possession?”

“Pretty certain.” I shrugged. “But I can’t be a hundred percent certain. I’m pretty certain though that raven was looking for someone willing. Either way, this is not forced.”

The process completed and the man went limp, he lay there for several moments before he stood. First thing I noticed was his eyes were exactly like the eyes of the raven. “Hi, my name is Ulricus.” He winced. “No, that was my living name. My name now is Dagian.”

“Dagian,” I said. “I’m assuming you follow Shad’ehki now.”

“Yes,” Dagian’s voice cracked. “I am now one of only a handful that follow the raven god. I have been instructed to first claim the temple, then help you with a task in creating messengers to spread the raven gods, and yours, message.”

“Let us then take you to your new temple,” I said, undoing the magical lock I had placed on the gate.

We left and headed for the temple. The population of the city understandably steered clear of the place, the energy and magic there was dangerous.

“Why did the raven pick you?” Maxwell asked.

“That’s hard to say,” Dagian said. “I never felt right in Olattee, but knew I was called to the divine. Evidently, I was just walking the wrong path.”

When we were half a block away from the temple, Maxwell stopped, knowing better than to approach. He was strong enough to survive, but it would be rough.

“Want me to cast a protection spell on you so you can come with us?”

“Na, I’m good waiting here,” Maxwell assured me. “Besides, I will be a good litmus test to see if the living can approach the temple when you’re done.”

Walking into the temple with Dagian beside me, I saw a small horde of specters. They sensed our approach and had all turned towards us. The revenant on the altar released a wail that tore at the air. It did not affect me, though I could feel its power pulling at my soul.

I raised my hand to cast a spell. I might be immune to their power, but even though he was now living dead, Dagian would not be. A hand on my arm stopped me. I looked down to see the raven priest walking past me with confidence. An aura surrounded him, and even as the specters bore down on him, whenever they touched the aura they stopped. Not vanished, not recoiled, the maliciousness in their nature was subdued.

It surged towards the raven priest only to be halted by Dagian’s words. “Restless soul, your pain in this life has passed, what remains behind shall serve a new purpose. Be still.”

Dagian reached the altar and knelt. I trailed behind him, inspecting the specters and finally the revenant. The revenant turned towards me and I could feel the malicious hate. It remembered me. It also remembered it could not hurt me.

Dagian remained kneeling at the altar for a long time. I stood near to protect him against anything that might interfere, though I doubted anything would.

There came a stirring, the aura of death emitted by the temple began to shift and change. An unseen wind blew through the temple, catching the specters and the revenant in its current. They became a stream of flickering etheric lights that channeled into the altar. The revenant tried to resist, its form struggling to pull free, but it struggled in vain.

When the last tendrils of energy were pulled into the altar there was an unseen pulse as energy flooded out of the altar once again. The power emitted shifted, it wasn’t a large shift, there was still an aura of death, but it did not carry with it the malicious insidious nature it once had. Instead, it had a feeling of inevitability.

When Dagian stood, I could tell he was both tired and had grown quite a bit in power. I guessed he had gained quite a bit of experience from capturing the temple. The revenant reappeared above the altar, having been transformed into a phantom. Phantoms and revenants both can evolve from spirits, but they are down different paths. The phantom could interact with the world in a more physical nature versus the revenant’s spiritual nature.

Out of the altar, several poltergeists emerged, the specters gone. Poltergeists were what phantoms evolved from, these would likely serve as the attendants and guardians of the temple, at least until other attendants could be recruited.

Maxwell walked in, showing it was safe to approach now. “This is definitely a different feel.”

I was already dead, and was certain the inevitability would have a different weight to me. It reminded me that there was a final death, but that hopefully would never come for me. Power from the altar was beginning to change things throughout the temple. Symbols depicting ravens and flight replaced where the symbols of Olattee had once been. The poltergeists began to collect the destroyed statues of Olattee, tidying up the temple.

“How does it feel to be the high priest of the temple?” I asked Dagian.

“High priest only in title,” Dagian corrected me. “I am a long ways from the high priest in terms of power. But I still have enough to accomplish my next task. I can leave this place now, though I should come back.”

By the time we made it back to where this tangent with the raven had begun, it was dark. Torches had been lit to illuminate the area. Despite the general lack of need for everyone involved, I still appreciated the warm light. Raven sat with the others of the Dread Thirteen. I noticed Ehud rejoining them.

The pile of what had once been corpses had been reduced to four different piles of materials, flesh, bones, skin, hearts, and brains. I looked in surprise when I noticed a fifth pile, it was full of black feathers.

“What is that?” I asked.

“As Tola and Izban, were casting, an unkindness of dozens of ravens dove into the spell,” Raven said. “I take back everything I said about raven’s being smart.”

“The raven god knew you would need the materials they provided,” Dagian corrected her. “They were following the commands of the raven god.”

“Why did I need material from ravens?” I asked.

“We are here to create messengers,” Dagian explained. “The ravens that sacrifice themselves will allow us to create their counterparts of the dead.”

“I’m assuming you have a spell for this? I don’t know how create ravens. I can create other flying creatures but not specifically death ravens.” I eyed the new raven priest.

Dagian nodded and began to cast a spell. I studied what he was casting. It was very similar to spells I used, but there was an aspect added to it. I was pretty certain I was supposed to help. After I understood his spell, I began to build my own using pure death magic and death energy like the raven priest. The part of his spell I could not help with was the divine magic he was weaving into it.

It didn’t take long for the two of us to finish building the combined spell. I had quite a bit more death magic and death energy available than he did, so my power supported the potent divine energy he was pouring in. The spell collapsed in on itself before expanding back out into a completely black orb.

Materials were pulled into it from all of the piles. But only a small amount from the four regular piles. All of the feathers were taken. Nothing happened at first, then a raven flew out of the circle, soaring high up into the sky where it circled above us. When I finally managed to get a read on one, I wasn’t surprised.

Death Raven

The only real difference between a regular raven and a death raven is that the death raven feeds off the loose death energy and not the flesh of the fallen, though it does still consume it. They are also adapted for living in death biomes, though they can live in either.

When the spell ended, a flock of ravens soared in the night sky. They divided into three groups and flew out into the night. “They will deliver the message that Shad’ehki welcomes all, and that the Lich Ezekiel brings with him order and freedom from the shackles of Olattee.” Dagian headed back towards the city.

When he was gone, Raven looked at me. “Well, that was dramatic.”

“It was a little,” I agreed.

“Let’s get to work,” Maxwell said. “It’s going to be a late night.” His band had come out with him and been waiting for us to start before we got distracted by the raven god.

I nodded in agreement and began to draw out a ritual in the packed dirt. Tola, Izban, Othniel, and Shamgar all began to help, understanding the runes we were working with. I was trying to teach Jair when I had the time, but she was learning slower than expected.

Maxwell’s music sped up the process along with helping us keep clear minds and steady hands. It still took us several hours to complete. Mana crystals from Vito were used to store power for the two rituals. I debated making a third to create my own controllers, but decided against it. Vito was right, I could not integrate them into my army, not correctly, and I was certain I would be receiving more from him along the way.

We activated the two rituals. The material was consumed, with far more of the bone going into one than the other. That one was by far the most complex, but that was to be expected.

We had in total the bodies of nearly six hundred soldiers. The ones that become zombies we had left alone, and there had been hundreds that surrendered. It still amounted to a decent amount of material.

I crushed a bag full of death cores as I flooded death energy into both of the rituals simultaneously. The rituals pulled the death energy in, more than I had used for the same constructs in the past, even accounting for the fact that we were making several of each. That was on purpose, as the excess energy would mix with the creation process to enhance the final product.

The ritual which took the vast majority of the flesh was the first to spit out a creature. A flesh golem stepped out, smaller than Chompy had been, even at his start, but the power contained within was greater. I pulled up its description.

Flesh Golem

Undead Construct

Level: 92

Created by: Ezekiel Vernizac

This is a flesh golem. Highly resistant to bludgeoning damage, and in general just hard to kill. Anything it devours will be added to its bulk, further increasing its strength. It has a poisonous bite and its claws leave behind deadly poisons that will raise anything that dies. The zombies will be bound to it and serve it.

I had debated about giving it the ability to absorb material to increase its strength, remembering what happened with Chompy, deciding it was worth it in the end. I was certain I could maintain control and they were significantly weaker in comparison to me than Chompy had been. It would take them a while to overtake my strength. The addition of the ability to control the zombies it created was Tola’s idea. As it turned out, it was relatively easy to work in.

By the time I was done reading, the bone ritual was producing its first. I pulled up the description.

Mobile Eldritch Death Bone Cannon

Advanced Undead Construct

Level: 92

Created by: Ezekiel Vernizac

This is a powerful undead construct created and designed by Ezekiel the Lich. The cannon mounted at the top releases a combination of eldritch and death magic in a devastating blast. Its powerful legs and numerous eyes give this creation incredible accuracy.

I had not made any changes, there was no need to improve on the design. Unfortunately, the ritual only created two of the constructs. I’d hoped for more, but two of the mobile cannons would have to suffice.

When I looked at the amount of bone involved, I guess it made sense. After all, I had slaughtered an entire floor of the lizards and only got one the last time, I should be thankful I had two.

The flesh golems were a different story. In total I got ten, due to their being smaller than the flesh golem I had created from the lizards, and I had cut down on the amount of excess flesh added. I had done that last time to use up my materials, now I made it more efficient. The eldritch cannons would be added to the ranged battalion and the flesh golems would augment the bone guard platoons.

We headed back to the city, the new constructs already being shepherded away by the bone guard.
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I had gotten less experience from the conquering of the city than at Dead Water. It was a smaller city size with a smaller garrison. Still, it had been enough to give me another level and I put the points into intelligence. The more power I had access to right now the better.

On the second day we were there, a group led by Aaron arrived. They were leading a platoon of six of the controller type zombies, led by an advanced eldritch bone archer. With the two I already had, that brought me up to a total of eight of the controllers, which meant I could effectively control eight hundred mindless undead inside of my army.

“Is Vito going to use players to run troops out to me then?” I asked when Aaron dropped off the soldiers. Abimelech was already integrating them into the army.

“No,” Aaron shook his head. “We are actually here on a quest to look for something he said would help, since we were coming this way, he sent what he had with us. Kellnock created a holding pen of sorts for troops that he will send.”

“That’s good,” I said. I didn’t want to be reliant on players. “Marcus, if you’re interested in swapping who you follow, there’s a death temple here now following a raven god.”

“I shall go check that out.” Marcus looked at his friends. “If you guys don’t mind.” He, along with his team, had become living dead. I doubted Olattee was thrilled with him and with what we knew about Olattee, it was now making people question where their loyalties lay.

No one protested and Marcus headed off into the city. I didn’t need to tell him where it was, after all, they had been to this place before.

“Vito made it up quicker than I expected,” I said, wanting news.

“He arrived only a few days after you left, I think you were still building your road,” Jessica the archer said. “But he didn’t have his soldiers for you yet. The town’s official name is now Dead Wood, and Vito is trying to convince Livia to run it for him.”

Jess, my sister, was with them as well, but she was logged off and her character was in autopilot. She told him she had to take care of something on Earth and wanted to be free when they got here, evidently, something had delayed her.

“How’s that going?” I asked.

“Last we heard she was holding out,” Aaron said. “She wants the job, but she is pretty certain she can get Vito to give her something.”

“I bet those two make quite the pair.” I laughed. It didn’t bug me that what she was trying to get in the end came out of resources I could use, but it would likely be inconsequential anyways.

“Oh they are.” Jessica rolled her eyes. “Vito’s just her type. They both enjoy that tedious administration work a little too much.”

“I shudder to think what’s going to happen when Livia finds out that Vito has his own espionage side.” I shook my head. “Then again, you never know when you’re going to need a spook.”

Maxwell and Raven strode up at that point. Raven was in her lynx form and went over to Jessica to get some pets.

“Why are we standing out here?” Maxwell asked. “There’s a tavern.”

“I have a hard time believing there is a tavern open,” I said. “We did just conquer the place.”

“You, my friend, know nothing about how taverns work.” Maxwell shook his head. “Of course there are open taverns, we just invaded. The people don’t need a reason to drink now and there’s a potentially entirely new customer base for the ambitious tavern owners to steal coins from.”

“Who has coins other than us three?” I asked, following as Maxwell took the lead.

“The Dread Thirteen do,” Maxwell said. “You really should pay them, but they looted some people they killed while taking the city.”

“I’m afraid the ambitious tavern keep will be disappointed then,” I said. “The vast majority of my troops, heck all of them outside of the Dread Thirteen, aren’t what you would call tavern goers.”

“They don’t really go anywhere you don’t want them to,” Aaron agreed.

“I don’t know about that.” Maxwell shook his head. “I’m pretty sure I saw some of the commanders watching the Dread Thirteen a little more closely than just listening for orders.”

“Are you saying they’re self-aware?” I asked. “Or becoming self-aware? That shouldn’t be possible with what they are. Even though they are very complex mindless undead, they’re still mindless. It would take them shifting out of that category.”

“And what would that take?” Jessica asked.

“You know, I don’t really know that for certain. I have some theories, but,” I paused, thinking about the topic. “I’ll have to give that some thought.”
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“Hey, Jess,” I said when I felt her arms wrap around me. “Glad you’re back.”

“Sorry, that took longer than expected.” Jess looked down at the mug sitting before her, I had got a cider I figured she would like it.

“Anything interesting?” I asked.

“I don’t know—well, yes actually, just I don’t know what to make of it.” Jess sighed. “Some unknown person paid off my mortgage and car loan. No explanations. Just received an email about it from the mortgage companies. I called them to check, that’s what took so long.”

“Congratulations, Jess!” Jessica the archer was sitting next to my sister and pulled her into a hug. “That’s great.”

“Theoretically,” Jess agreed, her tone thoughtful. “But what if whoever it is wants something from me later.”

“Well,” Maxwell chimed in, “unless there was some kind of contract you signed, there’s nothing they can hold against you. You can tell him to fuck right off if they come after you. In fact, you should probably call a lawyer when you get off next. I know they’re expensive, but it’s a phone call you should probably make.”

“He’s not wrong,” Aaron agreed. “I think we established we live in the same state, I know a guy.”

“Thank you,” Jess said. “It’s just all a bit much right now, my life this last year has been crazy.”

I looked away from Maxwell, something in his tone had drawn my attention, but he was avoiding my gaze, or it seemed that way anyways. “Aaron’s right, call a lawyer.” I hugged Jess. “Try not to worry about it.”

Jess finished her cider. “I know, I know. I am a banker after all.”

Marcus walked into the tavern, gone were his robes adorned with the symbols of Olattee. Instead, he now wore black robes with a silver crow emblazoned on the chest.

“Looks like we have a new death cleric in the house,” Decker said. “Is this your way of saying that stick that was shoved up your ass is really gone now?”

“No, now I have to be all drab and depressing,” Marcus said, doing his best to play the part. “Ooo, I’m a scary emo death priest now.”

“No, please no,” Decker sobbed as Marcus pulled up a chair, fighting a smile.

“Jess,” Jessica said, “you should think about streaming, we’ve all been talking about it.”

“I thought you guys already did that?” I asked.

“We do,” Aaron agreed. “But we were approached by a producer, evidently there is some pretty big desire for the next thing now that Lox’s story has run its course.”

“Really?” I asked, leaning forward on the table. “What ended up happening, I followed the story, but don’t know how it ended.”

“Oh, that’s my bad,” Maxwell said. “That’s actually something you might find interesting.”

Several hours later, after much alcohol and conversation, I was caught up. “I can’t decide if I’m happy that’s how it ended or sad. But you’re right, that does explain why the world went mad.”

“Yeah, we thought that was a bunch of shit,” Aaron said, slurring his words slightly. “But then we met you and realized we had been purposely ignoring a lot of stuff. Once we started looking for it, this place being a real world started to make a lot more sense.”

“You have to be careful about Ezekiel in your streams though,” Maxwell said. “If people find out that he’s from Earth, it could cause a big problem.”

An awkward silence spread, then Nick, the normally quiet one, spoke. “You do know this is live streaming, right?”

“Oops…” Maxwell said. Silence stretched again as all of the team members got distant looks and one by one indicated they’d stopped the stream. “My bad.” Maxwell gave me an apologetic look.

I shrugged. “I’m not hiding any more, I’m strong enough to mostly protect myself, and I have a horde and the Dread Thirteen.”

“I don’t know.” Jess looked at me in concern. “What happens if one of those messed up guilds come after you?”

“You mean like the one I was in?” I asked.

“Yeah.” Jess nodded.

I sighed. “While they are dicks, I doubt it would be as bad as you think. Truth be told, I was probably an idiot for running away. The real people that would be a problem are the PKer guilds, but even then I might be crossing the line for a lot of those people. They like messing with regular players, only the real sickos would actually want to cause real harm.”

“I don’t know,” Aaron said. “The world is full of real sickos. I do think there’s a degree of truth. If it was widely accepted that you weren’t just an NPC, even if they don’t accept this world is real, there are a lot of people who wouldn’t tolerate you being messed with overly much.”

“It doesn’t matter, if they’re not here to help,” Jess said.

“The other thing you’re missing is that I’m not some lone, easy target. A Lich is never an easy target, and even when I was refusing what I am, I’m still more powerful than anyone of equivalent level. And now it would take a large, focused guild to actually be a threat. That or some crazy over-level bound soul, outside of the immortals, I don’t know of very many who meet that category.”

“And the immortals are likely to leave you alone,” Aaron agreed. “I think, heck they might appreciate you helping convince people that this world is real.”

“What you guys are also forgetting is one of the reasons Ezekiel gave me for not wanting to tell people at first,” Maxwell said. “Think about what this would cause on Earth.” He looked around the table, everyone was buzzed but the conversation was rather sobering. “Do any of you have a hard time thinking that governments wouldn’t want to get their fingers on this? I don’t care where you live, federal governments love to regulate things that they should honestly have no part of.”

“And,” Nick added, “think about how it would change how people saw this world and the streams.”
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We marched out of Ostia two days after Aaron’s arrival. It was enough time that the ravens could have spread our message, but also little enough time that I doubted any forces would be mobilized against us.

Still, just in case, I left all of the mindless zombies under my control with Dagian. He would use them to defend the city, which he was now in charge of until someone else was sent to replace him by Vito. The mindless zombies under the death priest’s control were what served as a workforce.

I marched south towards Maltis. That regional city was more than I could take with any degree of certainty at that point, but I planned on building my forces as I went. It was a strategic city, controlling access to the vast plains that lay beyond. It was several hundred miles before you could easily cross the river that Maltis set on in either direction.

Sending the ravens out like I had had taken away my degree of surprise. I know it was a foolish thing to do from a strategic sense, but I didn’t want to massacre people either. If the city thought it was being taken over by a horde of undead who would kill everyone, then everyone would fight me.

We marched ceaselessly, Raven and Maxwell were the only ones that would truly feel the fatigue, both sleeping on Snappy’s back when needed. There were no individual homes out in the countryside. They were collected in the hamlets for mutual protection. We came across two on the first day, both had been completely abandoned and it looked to have been just days ago.

It wasn’t until late on the second day that one of the Dread Thirteen who’d been scouting reported that we were approaching another hamlet, but this time people were there.

Maxwell, Abimelech, Raven, and myself approached the hamlet. My army was arrayed behind me and all of us were on our mounts. There was a small group of four people standing in the road waiting for us. One of them was a man with a long gray beard and a woman with graying hair. One of the others wore light armor but held no weapon, and the fourth was a heavyset man wearing an apron.

“My lord,” the elderly man bowed. “My name is Eutropia Merenda, and this is my wife, Eunice. We are the elders of this hamlet. With me is Arsen, the captain of the guard, and Idetta, the local merchant.” Each of them bowed stiffly as they were introduced. “We wish to submit to you willingly, asking that our lives be spared.”

“Your surrender has been accepted, welcome to my dominion.” Some of tension left them at my words. And then returned when I spoke again. “I do not require your men, your food, nor your money for my army.” That was a very standard practice of invading forces to accept the surrender of these hamlets but then fleece them of everything. “However, you will send a representative to Ostia, there they will receive instructions.”

“Of course, my lord,” Eutropia bowed deeply. “You are very gracious.”

“Now take me to your graveyard,” I said.

All of them paled.
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“Why didn’t we do this in Ostia?” Maxwell asked. “I remember you telling me that it was very hard to consecrate bodies so they couldn’t be raised. Shouldn’t their graveyard have been a great resource for you.”

“Um…” I scratched the back of my head, trying to think of easy lie, but my stupid brain did not give me one. “I forgot.”

“You forgot,” Raven chimed in. “Don’t we need the army to be as big as possible to conquer Maltis?”

“We do,” Maxwell agreed. “But it’s okay for this dumbass just to forget things as important as troops.”

“You two shut up, I’m concentrating,” I snapped. I was standing in the middle of the hamlet’s graveyard, a spell building before me.

“We both know that’s not true,” Raven said. “Aren’t you the one who said that you can cast this spell as easily as breathing.”

“If it makes you feel better, we can send Tola back to raise the dead for us,” I said. Raven was of course right, the spell wasn’t anything complicated. It wasn’t a quick and dirty raise undead spell that I could use in battle. Something like that wouldn’t work in a graveyard anyways.

The elders of the village had shown us here and remained just outside, watching. I could sense their unease at what I was doing, but they dared not say anything. I could also sense their fear at the threat my army imposed.

“The thing about graveyards,” I began to explain, happy to change the topic, “is that the dead here aren’t as simple to raise as the freshly killed. It’s also not like that crypt where they were well maintained. From the size of the hamlet and the number of graves, I’m guessing we’ll probably get a few dozen mindless undead out of this. Anything that has been buried too long won’t be anything more than worm food by this point.”

The magic spread out above me as I completed the spell and then it sunk down to the ground. I poured death energy out, flooding the graveyard, and Maxwell and Raven pulled back. The bounds of the graveyard helped contain the death energy—it’s one of the reasons graveyards are used.

The death energy permeated the very air, creating mist that lay there in the stillness of spell. Like in a horror movie, a skeletal hand shoved its way through the dirt.

The spell worked and before long, nearly twenty mindless undead had joined me. A few of them were similar to zombies, but most were more skeleton zombies, and the flesh that remained was putrid to say the least. A small grave had been disturbed, and I realized too late what it was. I still acted, and before the zombie child could crawl its way out, I pulled the magic out. There were some things I didn’t want others to see.

The citizens of the hamlet who watched the process all looked sick. Many glared at me, hatred filling their eyes. A woman burst into tears staring at a very intact zombie. I realized it must’ve been her husband.

I gave a mental order and all the undead began to shamble out of the graveyard. Most of the villagers fled, not screaming, just not wanting to be near it. The crying woman remained along with the elders.

“My lord,” Eunice said quietly. “If it is not presumptuous of me, I would suggest you do not let people watch this, it’s something they do not need to see.”

I fixed her with my gaze, letting my eldritch nature flare behind my eyes. I gave a mental order for the intact zombie to stop along with the ten most skeletal of the mindless undead I just created.

“No, you are wrong.” Maxwell and Raven paused at first, but I waved them on. “This is the world you live in now. The dead do not stay in their slumber.” The woman quailed before me and fell back. I lessened the intensity of my eyes. “But this is not always a bad thing.”

I turned to the sobbing woman. “And I am truly sorry for your loss.” I really was. Losing a loved one was painful, and nothing ever makes it not painful. I hope that what I did next would not increase her burden.

I hadn’t noticed where the intact zombie had been buried, I guessed it must’ve been in the back corner, it had to of been recent. I could tell through my connection that very little decay had set in. That was lucky.

I stretched out a hand towards the zombie and cast another spell. This one was far more complicated and far more powerful. The spell poured into the zombie. Most of the energy was focused around the brain. The decay that was there was removed. Normally I would never use a brain that had any decay setting in, but this didn’t need to be perfect.

I turned the intact zombie into a controller, which also physically changed it. The flesh had darkened as it became attuned to death magic and death energy. It wasn’t living dead, but it was close, closer than even the bone guard. I handed control of ten skeletons over to the controller. I used death energy from my reserves to strengthen them all, not giving them anything special, just making them stronger and able to move more smoothly.

“This is a controller mindless undead,” I said to the three still watching me. The woman had been too frozen in fear and horror to move while the elders had sensed I hadn’t dismissed them. “I am giving it a permanent order to follow your commands. You can use it and the ten skeletons it has under its control as a tireless labor force.”

“T-t-hank you, my lord.” Eutropia met my eyes. He was shaken, but I could also tell he understood. A free physical labor force that was tireless was not a small thing in a town where most of the work was manual labor.

“They will not be able to accomplish complex tasks,” I warned. “You shall have to learn the limits yourself. Understand I am not evil, the dead are not evil. Living dead are just different than what you understand and are used to.”

I hoped the controller and the skeletons would help to familiarize the hamlet with the utility that could be brought with my rule and the use of the dead. I resolved to leave behind small workforces like this in as many places as possible to help the population see them as valuable.


37
[image: ]


A pile of bones and flesh lay before me, prepared by my necromancers and already flooded death mana. I cast a simple undead construct, and the bones and small amounts of flesh were picked up, infused together. A humanoid shape took form. The bones created a powerful and thick skeletal structure. Then the flesh was added, muscle building in strategic places to allow for rapid and powerful movements. There was no extra flesh added.

Each of the limbs had two extra joints. Its arms were long, hanging down to its knees, and ended in hands with wicked bladed claws on the end of each finger. The blades had been made, not out of bone, but the enamel of teeth. The legs were also long, but thin, meant for running. Each of the feet also had wicked bladed claws, though smaller than what was on the hands. On the bottom of each foot was extra padding so that the feet would fall silently.

The torso was not much more than a place for the limbs to connect with powerful joints. The head was small, only big enough for two black eyes to be situated in it. It was designed to be able to turn 360 degrees like an owl.

The construct spell ended. Though I hadn’t used all of the material available, the construct before me was what I wanted. I stepped forward and picked my construct up by its neck, there was no animation to it. Through the connection in my hand, I poured death energy into it. Huge amounts flooded into the creation.

I let the tier 1 death energy flood the creation, not controlling it. It would strengthen the body in every meaningful way. There were no delicate magical constructs I needed to avoid damaging other than the eyes, but keeping the energy away from them was simple. I began to pour tier 2 energy into it, focusing a point of that potent energy into each hand and turning the enamel blades into black blades as sharp as obsidian.

Each of the arms and legs were further refined by the tier 2 energy, the explosive power of the muscles around the joints amplified. When I was done, I used a total of ten points, I only had one left. I would need to refine more soon.
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Shadows clung to me as I hung from the edge of the wall. The bobbing light of the torch coming closer. My clawed hands were hidden in the shadow of the crenelation as I held the slender body of my creation tight against the wall.

I forced myself not to clinch when the guard stopped only a few meters away from where I hung. He yawned, the shift nearly over. The sky was just barely beginning to lighten with the approach of the sun. We had timed it just so. The fort we were attacking was relatively small as far as forts went, but it was positioned on one of the major passes leading onto the plateau.

The narrow break in the cliff wall that it guarded made the fort a hard nut to crack if taken in a straight attack. It was designed to be defended from either direction. There was a single, smaller wall farther down the pass and a thicker wall farther than that with a moat running in front of it. This was repeated on the other side. The size of the fort was limited due to the narrowness of the pass. To me, and I wouldn’t be surprised if this was true, it looked like some beam of magic plowed the pass open in the distant past.

The road ran straight through, the main structures of the fort on either side of it. The guard moved again, passing by where I hung.

I pulled myself up behind the unsuspecting guard. Though my movement was silent, and sound was further dampened by magic from Raven, I must’ve made some kind of sound. The guard turned, but before he could let out a cry of alarm, my razor-sharp claws slashed across his throat. As he staggered back, clutching at the ragged wound, his cry of alarm caught in a gurgle, I grabbed the hand holding the torch, yanking it free.

I hoped no one had heard. No alarms were raised, and I continued the patrol route she had been walking. No doubt the torch had bobbed a little, but unless someone had been watching at the time, no one would have known.

From my back, I cut free a coiled rope. One end had a loop, and creating a slipknot, I tossed the rope over the side of the wall. Within a few moments, Jepthen and Ehud joined me on the wall. A torch approached but I did not worry. The two of them stayed back enough to be hidden in the shadows, also further cloaked by Raven’s magic. Ehud picked up the body of the guard. Raven appeared out of the darkness carrying the torch. We met and stopped for a moment, like we often had seen the guards do.

“The tower is clear,” Raven said.

Raven handed her torch to Jepthen, who continued in the direction Raven had been walking. There was a brief moment where the four of us were visible in the torchlight, but it passed. The closest guards that would’ve seen had been eliminated already.

In the guard tower, I found bodies of the guards that had been in it. The guard I had brought down was drug in by Ehud, and we gathered up the bodies. Raven pulled out her dagger and activated a ritual I’d placed in it. The amount of power that could be contained inside that dagger was rather impressive. Ten guards had been stationed in this tower, plus the one I had brought down, rose as mindless undead.

The garrison, especially on this outer part, were not a challenge. That’s not to say they weren’t strong. The average level was ninety. In the intersection, most would be beyond the first soul compression, which makes for a very strong and expensive garrison to maintain.

In a region like Valdor and the surrounding kingdoms, NPCs beyond the first level of soul compression are normally adventurers or some kind of specialist. Having a garrison of them said something to the importance of this pass.

I left them in control of Ehud as Raven, and made my way down the staircase inside of the tower that let out on the ground floor. The door creaked when opened, and I carefully looked around.

“Okay,” Raven said, “now the hard part.”

The wall in front of us was twice as tall. Our job was to get to the top and get the gate open. As we approached, Raven dispelled the magic she’d cast on me. This wall was heavily enchanted, and would detect the presence of the dark power that had been concealing me. This particular body had been created so it would have very little magical presence. The strength and sharpness of the body and weapons were all physical.

We did not bring any of the Dread Thirteen with us toward the wall, because they would be detected. Raven herself was more than capable of disguising and evading the power that would be looking for us. Werecats are intrinsically deceptive.

The creature I possessed did not have a way to speak. That would’ve taken a magical construct inside of it. I put all of the magic I dared into its eyes so I would be able to perceive what I needed.

Raven transformed into her lynx form as we diverted toward where the wall connected with the side of the pass. When we reached it, the two of us began to climb up as close to the wall as we could manage, hoping the wall would conceal our climb. Raven’s claws might have been sharp enough to allow her to climb the wall, but without magic I couldn’t, so we climbed the cliff next to it instead.

The climb was the most dangerous part, with the moat below us full of metal spikes that I was pretty certain were enchanted. Even though the guards would be stronger on this next wall, we were still more than a match, especially striking from the shadows.
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Alarms blared through the fort as Raven and I dashed towards a door. Inwardly I cursed the bloody priest who refused to die. We’d known the priest to be the biggest threat from the start. The one in the guard tower we thought we had killed and left behind had somehow survived.

How did we know it was him? The searing blast of white light that hammered into me as we exited the bottom of the tower was how I knew. It had come from above, and looking up, I saw the priest still very much alive staring down at us.

Cover blown, the two of us sprinted for our target as wailing klaxons stirred the fort to life. I could already feel holy magic swelling inside as rituals were being activated. The death energy used in the creation of this body would make me far more resistant to it than I normally would be, and the resistances I got from the Order of Equinox made it so it would take a lot more than passive banish undead rituals to get rid of this body.

The need for concealment gone, a concentrated blast of dark magic from Raven blew a hole through the door to the gatehouse and we barged in. The guards stationed there showed their worth, already alert. They attacked the second we entered.

Raven and I split, we had our goals, being discovered at this point was one of the contingencies we planned for. Raven dove into the shadows and disappeared while I attacked. Holy lightning hammered into me from a cleric. The searing white lightning left behind ragged burns. I did not slow.

My claws tore flesh and armor alike. The enamel enhanced with the second tier death energy would not last forever. The energy would eventually bleed itself out as the enamel itself lost the ability to contain the power. Technically it was the fleshy parts of the teeth inside of the enamel claws that held the power, and that was what was going to run out.

The multiple joints in my arms had taken me a little bit of time to get used to, and I was certain I could use them more efficiently. The extra joints allowed me to snap my arms around in faster arcs than I normally could and reach places I normally could not.

I did not confirm my kills, focused on maiming and advancing. Throats were ripped out, bones severed, eyes destroyed. The cleric hit me with a series of rapidly cast spells. The holy magic burned me. But I made it to him.

He’d backed up as I advanced, right against the wall. I would’ve smiled if I had given this construct the ability. My claws ripped his head off. Glancing behind me, I noted the bloody mess, guards were drinking health potions as they reeled from my onslaught.

I was impressed by the fortitude of the soldiers. All that we had faced up until now would’ve broken and run if they survived.

I did not finish them off, barreling through the next door. In there I found what I was looking for. The gears and mechanisms that would raise and lower the gate.

It was a combination of a magical and mechanical system. The mechanical side was simple. It was a series of pulleys and winches that would raise the gate. The magical side was a series of magical defenses that would prevent the gate from being raised by outside magics. What it would not do is stop someone on the inside.

A small window looked out from the room, and I could see the portcullis gate and the raised drawbridge beyond it. The portcullis was made of bars of metal bigger around than I could wrap my hands. The sharp eyes of my construct pierced the night easily and I saw the thousands of runes and rituals carved into the metal. That told me they likely weren’t made out of steel, regular steel could not contain that amount of magic.

I barred the door behind me, pulling a desk full of paperwork in front of it to buy me time. The weight of the gate had necessitated more than a simple pulley and winch system. They had not used magical means for that part, my guess was for further failsafes. There was a counterweight system for raising the gate. I could see where the counterweights could be severed to prevent the winches from working correctly, but fortunately that hadn’t happened.

I grabbed the wheel and began to turn. The strength I added to my joints allowed me to take on a job that would normally require several strong people. The extra joints allowed me to spin it in an almost constant fluid motion. It picked up speed as I built up momentum.

The pendulums that were the counterweights came down faster and faster. The door behind me bucked. I was running out of time.
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As I spun the wheel, the noise from the door grew louder, my eye never leaving the drawbridge, Come on, Raven, I thought. If the drawbridge did not fall, this would be pointless.

The door burst open behind me. I was out of time. The portcullis was raised only a couple of meters off the ground, that would have to be enough. I threw the latch that would secure the wheel in place, and turned to face my assailants.

Two guards in front held swords and shields, while a third wielded a bow. But he wasn’t pointing at me, he was pointing up towards the pendulums.

The guard fired as I leapt. My clawed hand reached out and barely clipped the arrow sending it off course. My lunge left me extended and exposed and the guards lunged for me as the archer knocked another arrow.

My precognition warned me, and I contorted one of my legs avoiding a strike that would’ve probably disabled it. The small claws of the foot dug into the man’s shoulder and I used him to propel me. This body was not meant for sustained melee combat, it was meant to strike from the shadows if it was seen at all.

Before the archer could loose another arrow, I had dove past the front two, twisting myself to lessen the damage their swords would do. My long arms reached the bending bow of the archer and severed the shaft in an explosion of splinters. A heartbeat later, I ripped the archer’s throat out. Near the door now, I could see more guards coming towards me.

I dodged to the side, a bolt of magic searing its way through the doorway and striking the mechanisms behind me. The portcullis shook. They didn’t even need to destroy the pendulums they just needed to break the mechanism. I whirled, my claws slashing. I was not going for killing blows just trying to disable. The guards went down fast, clutching at wounds in their bellies. I slammed the door shut, my strength sending a rushing cleric flying back as the door hit him in the face.

I glanced around the room, looking for something to wedge against the door. I move the desk, still looking for more. I grabbed a chair, and another desk. But still, I needed more. Then I saw the guards and said to myself, That would work. The body of the archer was already piled in front of the door and shortly the guards followed. I felt a little bad that I had not killed them, but I was running short on time.

I braced against the door. One of the guards began to hit at me with his sword, seemingly accepting his fate. His blows were weak. They were shouting as well, and I wondered why. Then healing magic filled them and I understood. At that point I did take the time to kill them and braced with all my strength to hold the door shut.

It bucked under an explosion, briefly knocking me off. I scrambled to push back against it. The blows from the other side ceased, and I braced myself. From the light coming around the doorjamb I questioned whether or not I could stop it.

There was a massive cracking sound and I glanced through the small window to see the drawbridge had finally fallen. The chains used to lift the drawbridge continued to roll out. Raven must have destroyed the mechanisms they wound into. She dashed down the drawbridge right as an explosion of magic tossed me back from the door.

The door, the furniture piled in front of it, and the bodies were reduced to splinters and gore. On the other side, a priest glared at me. Guards surged forward. I couldn’t stop them, but I could buy just a little more time.

I focused my precognition on stopping blows that were aimed at the mechanisms or the pendulums. Accepting dozens of attacks to my constructs body.

An explosion of fire ripped past me, destroying the pulleys and ropes of the portcullis. I whirled, looking out the window—if that gate closed, it would slow my army down. Relief flooded me. The portcullis was held up by logs that had been placed by Abimelech, and an advance force containing our two tanks, bone guard, life thieves, and the flesh golem’s were already sweeping below it.

One pendulum crashed down. The magic of the gate would’ve stopped them, but they could get under it now.

Screams came from deeper within the fort. A snap drew my attention, and my precognition showed me what was coming, there was no avoiding it. This body had given all it could. It wouldn’t have lasted much longer anyways before I ran out of energy. The second pendulum crushed me beneath its bulk.
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I opened my eyes in my tent. Stepping out, I found De’Barak and a platoon of bone guard around me. “Let us join the fun,” I ordered walking over to where Shadow was waiting.

By the time we reached the fort, the outer section had been completely overrun. Jepthen and Ehud had opened the gate for my forces the second the alarm sounded inside.

As they had been waiting the two of them had been wiping out as many guards as they could. Ehud’s method of fighting allowed him to dart in and out of shadows striking with hexes that would prevent an alarm from going out as his curses tore apart his victims. Jepthen’s ability to rapid-fire streams of arrows allowed him to take out groups of soldiers before they even knew he was upon them. The black death arrows he conjured invisible in the night.

The bone guard and zombies swarmed over the outer section, killing all of the guards there. Tola and Izban had already raised all the fallen as zombies and sent them pouring into the inner section under the control of the controllers.

Now a half of my bone archers were out front with E’lon, dueling with the archers on the wall as a chaotic melee took place beneath and around the gate. “You two stay here,” I ordered Tola and Izban who I saw were heading for the gate. “Support E’lon, I will take care of the front.”

They nodded in acknowledgment as I raced forward. Music from Maxwell reached my ears, he was playing something by Rob Zombie, which I thought was very fitting, I think it was called “Dragula”.

Though the garrison was on average stronger than my bone guard, my army was still holding them at bay. The horde of mindless undead that had pushed ahead of them amplified by Maxwell’s music gave them the edge they needed.

Othniel and Jair were being fed power by the elemental zombies, enabling them to hold the magic back from the priests and wizards as they struck out with their own spells.

With the magical defenses and offenses taken care of, I cast a spell as I raced towards the gate. I leapt off of Shadow and ducked under the gate as I finished my spell. Slamming Mercy down, a wave of death magic flooded out from me. The spell took 2500 mana, basically all of my mana pool, leaving me with around 300, but it was worth it.

The regeneration aura I just cast was immensely potent. A bone guard that had been laying on the ground got back up as the hole in its chest closed. Pulling out a mana potion, I drank it, already building the framework of another spell.

Some of the elemental zombies began to pour their power into it, directed by Othniel. This was a pure death magic spell, but I also channeled death energy into it. While I was out of the tier 2 power, my reserves of the first tier of death energy had regenerated.

The spell completed at a rapid rate, and I fired it out over the battlefield. An orb exploded and black mist flooded out. The magic infused the fallen bodies of the guards and hampered the holy magic being cast. Soon, more zombies joined the fray.

My Dread Thirteen strode into the chaos that unfolded. Samson charged, flanked by three of the other Dread Thirteen. He burst through the guard lines, and the four of them plowed through the guards, leaving behind broken and bleeding men and women. The priest they were targeting reacted just a little too late to save his life.

Samson in particular took blow after blow. The berserker’s hammers covered in blood as he gave as good as he got. They turned and rushed back towards my lines, entering the regeneration aura and their wounds began to close.

A powerful aura pushed out across the battlefield and my attention snapped to a man in glowing plate. I focused on him, getting a small description.

Knight Paladin of Olattee

Level: 136

Knight Paladin of Olattee have taken the second oath to the god of purity. They are only allowed to do this if they have walked a path he has approved of. They are now one step away from becoming a true paladin in service to the god.

The paladins of Olattee are powerful. The god of purity is very picky about who he elevates and allows to take the oath to become a paladin, first requiring them to spend years in service and have taken a prior oath to him. The result is their faith and power is amplified.

Despite the resistance my undead had to holy magic, the man’s very aura was suppressing and causing the mindless undead to decay. I was low on mana, and had used a large portion of my death energy, still I moved to engage him.
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As I rushed towards the paladin, Abimelech noticed and moved to support me. I waved her aside, the mental connection I had with her conveying my intent. I wanted to test myself against this man. I was fine being the commander of our army, but one thing I still knew and had learned about myself was I enjoyed a good fight. And not just magical. I was a powerful melee fighter and enjoyed what I could bring to a battle, both magical and physical skill sets together.

Unfortunately for the commander, he had taken too long to join the fray, probably to put on all of that plate armor. The horde of mindless zombies being created by my spell was now outpacing the rate at which they were being killed. The bone guard that had fallen were now restored. Flights of arrows arced over the wall behind coordinated by E’lon.

The fort would be ours. The tide had turned, and I could see in the commander’s eyes that he knew it. A circle formed around us as the bone guard were directed by their commanders to give us space. The mindless undead dared not approach anyways. I stopped in front of the commander of the fort. He looked at me through his visor, his eyes narrowed and full of hate.

There was a flare and a circle of purple eldritch fire formed around us as Othniel cast a spell.

“Monster,” the paladin snarled. “Why bring your filth into this kingdom?”

“Self-righteous prick,” I retorted. “To be clear, you guys started this when you attacked my dungeon.”

He scoffed. “Think we don’t know you’re in league with that traitor, Friar Brown? He should’ve let Theonis kill you, no doubt he only saved your life so this very thing would happen. I say we make a bet. I win this fight, you pull your forces back.”

“Let me think about that for a moment.” I tapped my chin, making as if in thought before looking around. “No, this isn’t some fabled tale of the honorable knight paladin who holds off the evil Lich through an honorable duel. I will give you an honorable fight, but that is it.” The Dread Thirteen would only interfere if I was in imminent peril, which wasn’t honorable, but I saw no point in sharing that fact.

Interestingly my words did affect the paladin’s demeanor. His next words were full of a little bit less scorn. “Will you swear to me that you will not profane my body and soul by turning them into one of your minions?”

“There is no benefit in me promising that, I shall nonetheless,” I said. “If I prevail, your soul will pass on peacefully into whatever afterlife is waiting for you.”

I saluted him with Mercy, and before he could respond I charged. Mercy was shaped into its original blade staff form. The defensive powers that came with the longer shaft would be needed. The commander unlimbered his great sword, pure white light glowing from runes etched down the length of the blade.

Activating the abilities of my armor to speed me up, we clashed. My precognition had me deflect his great sword as it came down in an overhanded blow. Even with the speed and power given to me by my armor he was stronger, I was barely faster.

Not only was he higher level than me, he was a melee-focused type character, while I was not. Paladins blended magic and melee in a perfect combination much like battle mage, but more defensive focused. I on the other hand was more of a caster focus with melee abilities. Still, I trusted my skill with Mercy. The blood elf priest had been a problem because of the magic he wielded, and he had caught me by surprise, his sudden boost in speed not expected. However, I was pretty certain I knew what to expect from this man.

Though Ezra was a different kind of paladin they would share skill sets and fighting styles, and I had fought Ezra a lot. Deflecting another blow from his heavy great sword created an opening, and I lunged, driving Mercy towards the weak point in his armor under the armpit. To my dismay Mercy was deflected, and not because I missed the weak spot or because it didn’t find purchase in the armor. I hit right where I was supposed to and Mercy had been stopped.

I jumped back, opening space between us thinking over what just happened. The armpit was the weakest part of any suit of armor, and even without Mercy in its most armor penetrating form I had killed plenty of players due to that weak point.

I reshaped Mercy into a needlelike tip and reengaged. The opening came sooner than expected I struck again. But Mercy failed to penetrate. Even worse, my precognition warned me of an incoming attack. The paladin had baited me in.

I barely interposed Mercy between my back and the great sword as it struck. Mercy took the brunt of the blow and I was flung aside. The great sword scoring my Thanatrith armor. It wasn’t as impervious as the heavy plate was.

Once again, I fell back but paladin pressed me. His edge and speed prevented me from being able to create any distance. I funneled death energy through my body speeding me up even more. Now faster, the paladin realized he could not catch me so he fell back.

“What’s wrong, little monster?” he taunted. “Your dark powers too weak to challenge the purity that I stand for?”

“No,” I snarled. “I am just not using them yet.” That was kind of true, I wasn’t using my magic, but that was because it was just now recovered to a point I could do something with it. In fact, I started building power inside of Mercy for a spell, I wasn’t sure what I was going to use it for yet.

My brain was working overtime. On Earth, plate mail and historical settings were not like how they’re portrayed in most books, video games, or movies. A trained knight in full plate mail was almost unkillable on the battlefield, most knights who fell on the battlefield fell to heat exhaustion.

That being said, there were ways to penetrate the armor. The halberd was developed for that very purpose. Unfortunately, Mercy even at its longest was not the length of a true halberd so I could not develop the kinetic energy required. Critics often complained how media’s portrayal of plate armor was incorrect. They often forgot that the settings in which plate armor is portrayed as not impenetrable often have magic. Magic breaks the rules and gives things a different equilibrium.

A light flashed before me, and I dodged to the side. A moment later where I was standing exploded in silvery white light as the paladin sent out a wave of silver energy from his sword. I kept dodging as waves tore up the ground trying to catch me.

The eldritch power I was building inside of Mercy would do me no good if I couldn’t penetrate the paladin’s plate armor. Unlike other plate armor I had dueled against, even the weak points of this one had been sealed. It was truly like the knights of Earth. But unlike Earth, I had magic aiding me.

I reshaped Mercy, grabbing the eldritch power within to cast a spell. I extended the handle of Mercy as far as I could and the blade on one side became a warhammer and on the other a needle-sharp spike.

“Your feeble weapon cannot penetrate my armor, no matter what shape you try,” the paladin sneered at me. “Olattee’s power infuses this, and its nature refuses to allow it to be tainted with defeat.”

I couldn’t quite believe he’d just said that. It was super corny and cocky. But I was already charging forward. His great sword swung at me. The speed advantage I had with death energy allowed me to easily deflect it with Mercy, using it like a springboard to launch myself higher.

The force of my jump drove the great sword down and I brought Mercy slamming towards the joint between his shoulder and neck. His eyes tracked me, filled with contempt for the attack. The shoulder joint of his armor was far stronger than any I had seen before. Hence why I wasn’t attacking it directly.

As Mercy fell, eldritch power blossomed out of it. The tip of the spike was covered in a purple flame right before impact. The flare of eldritch magic had the knight’s eyes opening wide an alarm.

Thunk. The eldritch fire tore at the enchantments of the armor. The divine magic focused on purity were corrupted and broken down by the eldritch might of my magic.

Mercy bit through and pain radiated in my enemy’s eyes. I activated the second part of my spell. The spike of Mercy had a channel inside it. Through that channel a jet of eldritch flame shot. It was hotter than the flame that coated the outside of the spike, focused on raw destructive force.

When I yanked Mercy free, no blood came with it. Purple eldritch magic continued to bleed from the wound. The paladin did not scream in pain, I doubted he could. The jet of eldritch fire had poured straight into his lungs.

I reformed Mercy as the knight gasped and coughed up a mouthful of blood. I had no doubt he was working his own magic inside of his body to try and stave off the damage I had done. However, this was not a fight where we’d let each other recover. The knight was focused on trying to save his life, his own arrogance having put him in the position. If he had taken the attack seriously, he could have likely done something to mitigate some of the damage.

As I rushed towards him, the knight attacked. He was professional after all, and would not lose sight of the battle as a whole.

It was his most powerful attack yet. Instead of a silver wave from his blade, a ball of silver light erupted out of his hand and flew straight towards my chest. I saw it impact me a moment before it did.
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I ground my teeth and took the blow. The barrier projected by my armor shattered, dissipating the attack around me like water. The residual magic still stung, but I ignored it. Leaping into the air above the paladin I met his eyes one last time. Defeat stared back at me, and I smiled.

I channeled my remaining death energy into Mercy as I drove the needlelike tip through the hole left in the armor by my previous attack. I buried Mercy almost completely in the body of the paladin.

One hand still on Mercy, I grabbed his helmet and yanked it off. “May your soul be at piece,” I said quietly as I produced a death core from my bag of holding. Crushing it in my hand and channeling the power straight into Mercy. The energy exploded inside of the paladin and his eyes went dull as it flooded out of them.

With the battle over, the eldritch fire surrounding our small arena faded and I saw not just the Dread Thirteen and my friends watching, but also the soldiers. Our little duel had brought an end to the fight. With their commander dead, the soldiers surrendered. The priests of Olattee among them shouted and raged. But they were either subdued by their own soldiers or killed by one of the Dread Thirteen.

“What shall we do with the prisoners, my lord?” Abimelech asked.

I was still standing in front of the defeated commander. When I had withdrawn Mercy, the body had collapsed. “See if anyone wants to join us, if they do, they become living dead.” I debated allowing regular troops to join my army, but outside of Maxwell and Raven, I decided against it. Even Maxwell was beginning to make noises about becoming a living dead, I was kinda surprised he hadn’t already. I knew Raven would not.

“Those who don’t join us, strip them of their armor and gear and bind them together in a chain. For now, they come with us.” This was the first fight we had where the troops were strong enough that we could not afford to leave them behind even stripped of their gear.

“Why not just kill them?” Abimelech asked.

“Because, if we do that then no one will ever surrender to us,” I explained. “There will be times where their surrender will save us time and resources that will be valuable otherwise. Make sure all of their gear has been stripped and gathered, including from the mindless undead. And gather up all of the bodies of soldiers from the inner section, including those currently animated, and him.” I gestured at the commander.

Abimelech bowed and stepped away to begin organizing the troops. “Thought you said you wouldn’t use his body,” Raven said, judgment, to my surprise, coloring her tone.

“No, I told him I wouldn’t touch his soul,” I said. “Why do you care?”

“Oh,” Raven changed her demeanor immediately. “That’s fine then. A duel like that one should follow through with what they promise. It’s not your fault if he didn’t clarify.”

“He didn’t really give him a chance to,” Maxwell pointed out.

“He had time enough to talk, so he had time to clarify,” Raven pointed out.

“I guess that’s true. You have any particular plans for that body?” Maxwell asked.

“Actually,” I said, looking down at the commander again, “I have something I was thinking about. It’s going to take some prep work though, and perhaps a willing sacrifice. We’ll see how things work.”

I got an odd look from Maxwell. Sacrifices were not something I normally did. Though I guess he hadn’t seen me sacrifice the high priest. Things were for sure changing, there were lines I wouldn’t cross, like messing with a true soul. But sacrifices, while not always my favorite, could be useful. It all depended on the situation.

As I waited for Abimelech to carry out my orders, I pulled up my character sheet noticing I had gained two more levels. I put ten points into agility, not liking that I had been slower than the commander even after activating my armor. Looking over my character sheet noting the changes, conquering forts and defeating armies was a lot faster way to grow than beating up on monsters Vito sent up in the arena.

Character Soul Level: 127

Name: Ezekiel Verniac

Race: Human Lich

Foreboding Gravitas: 33

Unspent Stat Points: 0

Spent Stat Point: 635

5 Stat Points per level

Health: 1676

Health Regeneration: 63/sec

Death Energy Tier 1: 3374

Death Energy Regeneration Tier 1: 77/sec

Death Energy Tier 2 Storage Capacity: 0/32

Mana: 2518

Mana Regeneration: 68/sec

Carrying lbs.: 2889

Stats:

Intelligence: 249 [multiplier: 1.311] [40 from gear]

Spirit: 189 [multiplier: 1.23]

Vitality: 119 [multiplier: 1.15]

Resilience: 121 [multiplier: 1.15]

Death Core Tier 1: 270

Death Core Tier 2: 32 [multiplier: 1.21]

Agility: 132 [multiplier: 1.1]

Dexterity: 113 [multiplier: 1.21]

Experience: 108,001 of 143,121

I noticed my death core tier 1 hadn’t grown and remembered I needed to absorb death cores for that to happen, something I’d forgotten to do. I also remembered I needed to restore my tier 2 death energy.

With that in mind, I stepped over to the commander. It took a little bit to figure out how to get his chest plate off, but once it was, I stretched my hand out and pulled on the core I felt in the center. It came flying to me. I could use it for a point of the tier 2 energy. I then summoned over a bone guard and gave it an order to take to Abimelech—she was to gather up all of the death cores and bring them to me. I sat down, ready for a long session of refining energy.
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“How can we be so certain that he won’t betray us?” Maxwell asked as we marched away from the fort in the pass.

“I can’t really,” I admitted. “But what I do know is that he along with the few guards that came to our side are not enough to hold that place, not without the undead we left with him.”

“And those undead, while under his control now, would come back under your control if you returned,” Maxwell guessed.

“My control or one of my Dread Thirteen would easily take back over.”

When we asked the prisoners if any of them wanted to join our side, surprisingly, a dozen of them were willing, even when we explained they would have to become living dead. I was all fine with civilians remaining unconverted, but soldiers I was less certain about. There were plenty of death cores, and my own death energy reserves were more than enough to convert the twelve of them. One within the group was to be the commander and I had made him an additional offer.

I would convert him, but in the process also strengthen and enhance him so he would be a powerhouse. I didn’t tell Maxwell, and didn’t fully explain it to the man either. One of the side effects was I would have a certain amount of mental connection to him. Maxwell asked about it, worried about him betraying. Ultimately, that was improbable to say the least.

I didn’t have mind control over him or anything so insidious, it was something a little more subtle and intrinsic. He was simply predisposed to be loyal to me and my subordinates. Even without that, the power I had given him when I used the commander’s body to enhance his own would take a while to truly become his own, and until that point I would have the ability to strip him of it. It was a mutually beneficial arrangement. He got power and I got sureties.

Also, from that fight I had managed to create a small group of necromancers from the fallen bodies of wizards and mages. They were, in a way, like the troops I got from Kellnock. They were more advanced than what Vito sent, but still weren’t quite fully autonomous. In total there were six, and they joined the auxiliary regiment under Othniel. There was also now a much larger horde of undead. As it turned out, which makes sense, the necromancers also had quite a large capacity for managing the undead within the army, but it was still more efficient to have them under the control of the controllers.

We were up on the plateau now, but not the section full of fields yet. Rocky hills covered in forests stretched clear up to the walls of Maltis. Despite the roughness of the terrain, hamlets, small towns, and villages became more common. The protection offered by being on the plateau made people more comfortable expanding. Many of the towns were logging or mining towns that would feed resources into regional cities like Maltis, and in return receive food to support themselves.

We came across one larger town with a small, surrounding palisade. There was a brief confrontation, but I saw no point in turning the fight into something it wasn’t. The town’s garrison had done their best to hold the gate in the palisade. But it was beyond the realm of possibility for them. I had approached with only Raven and Abimelech. The gate had flew off its hinges after a brief melee which left half their number dead and the town surrendered.

With its surrender also came the surrender of multiple hamlets and villages nearby. I dispatched Tola and Izban, each accompanied by two of the undead necromancers. In each of the detachment were two captains, one commanding a company of bone guard and the other a company of bone archers.

Using the map that Maxwell still had from when we fled Maltis, Tola and Izban were to conquer small settlements that were off the main road. Whenever they returned, they always had with them a few more mindless undead raised from the graveyards and the guards who resisted.

When I explained to Tola and Izban the idea of leaving a few undead behind to help as a manual labor force under a simple controller, they had told me they could create a very simple undead controller. It wasn’t anything complex, in fact, controlling more than just a dozen mindless undead was beyond their capabilities, but it would still serve the purpose.

We paused in the large village we conquered, there were many places to spread out and subdue. Of course, I had visited the graveyard and created a nice little horde of undead. Using one of the guards who was foolish enough to fight us, I created a more advanced controller that could control fifty skeletons. I then gave that controller over to the village leaders.

Unlike the other villages where I’d left undead behind, I did not know how they would utilize them. The first day, not much was done with them. It was understandable they didn’t trust them, but by the end of the second day, they were being used to stand up the heavy gate. By the end of that day, they had the undead tilling a small field outside the village. The villagers weren’t stupid, free manual labor was a treasure.

“My lord,” Tola said as she dismounted. I had just returned from taking a small settlement nestled in a valley behind us. We hadn’t known it was there until Maxwell stopped to check his map. “On the way back, I noticed a force on the road, it is rather large. I didn’t stop to investigate further.”

“Did you see any banners?” I asked, immediately worried. I didn’t think it was possible, but we could have been flanked or missed some fortification.

“Yes, it was black and purple with a symbol I did not recognize,” Tola said.

“Can you draw it for me?” I asked, waving her over to a table set outside my tent.

Tola picked up a piece of charcoal meant for such purposes. “I didn’t get much of a look at it.” On the wood she sketched out a crude drawing. “I think it’s some kind of rune.”

I looked at her drawing of the symbol. “Tell me, was the banner split down the middle with a jagged line to split the black from purple?”

“It was,” Tola nodded.

I grimaced. “I’m pretty sure I know what this is. Have the others meet me on the other side of the village.”

I jumped on Shadow, Raven who had been curled up in a beam of sunshine looked up at me, and before I was gone, she was curled up on my saddle behind me. Maxwell was currently off-line.

The governor of the village met me just as I entered the village through the north gate. “Is there something the matter, my lord? Have we done something to anger you, will you be giving us to your monsters?” The fear in his voice bugged me.

“You insect,” Abimelech snapped. “My lord gave you his word and you now question it? I should kill you where you stand.”

“Peace, Abimelech.” I made sure to use her full name in front of others that were not part of our group. Though I appreciated her sentiment, and understood that I was a monster to these people, I still got real tired of having to restate my intentions. “There is a force approaching from the south that we are going to greet. I gave you my word I would not cause undue harm to your people, I would appreciate it if you did not question that again.”

The governor nodded and babbled some kind of apology as we passed through the gate. Riding Shadow through the village always caused a stir. The fourteen of us on our nightmares, or nightmare-like mounts, struck an impressive sight. That was only slightly hampered by Raven curled up behind me.

We rode to a slight rise to the south of the village where we waited. It wasn’t long before I saw the oncoming force Tola had mentioned. I had been right, I recognized the banner. I tensed not knowing how this would go.

Raven sensed the tension and transformed, standing on the back of Shadow to look over my head towards the columns of troops marching towards us. “Who is that, and why don’t we have the rest of our army?”

“That is someone from my past,” I said, eyeing the oncoming troops. “We don’t have the rest of our troops because it would not take long to summon them up if we need them.”

“Someone from your past?” Raven asked. “Like Vito?”

“Yes, like Vito. Problem is, I’m not certain of her intentions. She was always a bit fanatical for my taste.”
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The litter stopped in front of us. The four corners were made of carved black ivory, and the roof was made of dark brown wood taken from something called a demon tree. The perfectly muscled living dead carrying it moved in absolute sync. If it wasn’t for the fact I’d scanned them and knew they weren’t a hive mind I would have assumed they were.

The beaded curtains parted, each bead made of bone. They clattered softly together. The leg that parted the curtains was bare, smooth, and elegant. The skin was a pale blue-gray and flawless. The woman that followed was breathtaking.

Her long, black cocktail dress boasted a slit clear past her hip into her lower rib cage. The top was held closed with ribbons of purple lace. The dress accentuated every curve of her sensual body. Her lips were black, and I wasn’t sure if that was lipstick or just their natural color, her eyes were dark gray, and her hair was platinum white.

I took a deep breath though I didn’t need one. Behind me, Raven whispered, “Who is this skank?”

“Freya, it’s good to see you again,” I said.

“Lord Verniac,” Freya purred gliding down the steps that extended from her litter. I dismounted Shadow to meet her. “It is good to see you alive.”

“I will not lie, I’m surprised to see you here,” I said.

“When we sensed your power, we wanted to come, but Vito told us to wait.” Freya neared. Abimelech tensed, and I gave her mental assurance.

“It would’ve been too soon,” I agreed. “I’m assuming you mean the dungeon?”

“I do indeed,” Freya purred. “But Vito was right, it would’ve been too soon.”

“Now that I have a dominion you have come,” I said. “I warn you, Freya, I have sworn to not cause undue harm to those in my dominion, I’m not forcing people to become living dead.”

A glint of amusement passed through her eyes before she let out a throaty laugh. “I have never been about forcing people to join the enlightened, I just think they’re fools for denying themselves the freedom that comes with it.”

I nodded, having heard her say that exact thing many times before. “I also have a deal with a death god, I can’t give you all the temples.”

“She’s some kind of priestess then?” Raven demanded, still standing on Shadow’s back. “Do we need more priests causing us problems?”

Raven knew better. Her tone said she was being petulant. Freya responded before I could, “Little werecat, I serve Thiar. He is the patron god of all living dead and wishes to see our race expand to its rightful place in this world.”

“I have already agreed to work with a local death god, Freya,” I said, feigning disappointment. “I cannot devote temples to Thiar, not all of them, first I must give them to the clergy of Shad’ehki.”

“I am well aware of your dealings with the raven,” Freya assured me. “Thiar is rather quite pleased actually. Shad’ehki and him go way back, I can work inside her domain with no issue, and there will be plenty of temples for me to use once we take Maltis.”

“I’m still uncertain how I will do that.” I eyed her troops pointedly. “I’m a little short on forces myself.”

“I am here to help you. Vito sent me with the forces he had and of course I brought my own through Tehomal. But first introduce me to these fine,” her voice was almost husky, “specimens of the living dead race.”

Though they weren’t fully self-aware, I was pretty certain they were getting close, and they were indeed fine specimens of the race. “This is the Dread Thirteen, their leader is Abimelech, they are exalted living dead made from the bones of Nephelium. Kellnock, the ruler of my dungeon, is an elder living dead and helped of their creation.”

“I’m disappointed I did not get to meet such a mighty soul as an elder living dead,” Freya pouted. “Vito did not tell me there was one such there. And who is your werecat?”

I had no doubt Vito didn’t tell her Kellnock was there because he knew exactly what Freya would’ve spent the next week doing with Kellnock. Though I wondered if the elder living dead would’ve rebuffed her. “This is Raven, she is⁠—”

“I am—” Raven cut me off, jumping down next to me and stepping toward Freya. “His best friend and wise advisor.” Her confidence waned a little when she got closer to Freya and the height difference was made very clear.

“Why have you not joined the living dead?” Freya asked. “Ezekiel can turn you. I can even do so and give you more…” She trailed off while gesturing at her curvy body.

“Why would I do such a thing?” Raven asked in a tone that was very clear she was honestly asking not just being rude. “I’m a werecat. I don’t care what you are, we are the superior species. It’s just the way of the world.”

I did my best not to laugh when a glint of annoyance flashed in Freya’s eyes at Raven’s words before she shook her head. “Werecats and their boundless confidence, according to your kind all of the rest the world should kiss the ground you walk on.”

“Obviously.” Raven’s tail flicked. “Zeke and Max are the exception.”

At this point, Raven was merely screwing with Freya, she didn’t actually think that, or so I thought. They continued to eye each other up. I wasn’t exactly certain what was going on, but Raven definitely was not a Freya fan.

Deciding I had better things to do, I moved on and began to look over the troops with her. There was a distinct difference between the troops from Vito and Kellnock and Freya’s own force. Vito’s and Kellnock’s were more of what I had, though there was a new mounted company of bone guard which I was happy to see, while Freya’s troops were all living dead.

They wore armor and shields emblazoned with the symbol of Thiar. From past experience, her forces were essentially what I had been fighting in Olattee, just a different god. I was happy to see at least one death paladin, they were something else to see on a battlefield.

“Are more of my former allies coming?” I asked Freya when she and Raven finally ended their stare down, the reinforcements from Vito and Kellnock now moving towards my army on the other side of town. I was back on Shadow, and Raven hopped up behind me drawing a glare from Freya. She returned to her litter and kept pace with me, the curtains pulled open.

“Tellkin came with me,” Freya responded. We were marching through the village, the troops in neat columns, and the town folks watching us closely. “He did not come here because Vito had him start on building up a second army to push out from that first city you took. We needed to secure the area out to the ocean.”

“That’s good.” I didn’t like that it meant I would be receiving less reinforcements from them, but I’d been worried about the long line of exposed cities and villages we were leaving behind. “Tellkin is an excellent strategist and battlefield commander, I’m certain he will do an excellent job.”

“Good at his job, but far too boring,” Freya pouted. “He brought with him his own forces as well, so he has a strong core.”

I did my best to hide my amusement. Freya and Tellkin were always bickering, though mostly it was Freya trying to seduce Tellkin while the stoic man rebuffed her.

Returning to camp we integrated the new forces, along with Freya’s, though they were not under my direct command. I pulled up the army status sheet. My forces had grown a lot since the initial force from Kellnock and Vito led by Aaron. We had received reinforcements every other day. Not huge amounts, but it added up. Vito had a lot of material to work with right now.

Total soldier in army: 5,208 | Allies: 500

Troops

Mindless Undead

Zombies Trash Troops: 2,362 (0.1 command points)

Undead Troops

Bone Arches: 600 common troops (.5 command point)

Bone Guard: 1800 common troops (.5 command point)

Mounted Bone Guard: 100 uncommon troops (1 command point)

Life Thief: 200 uncommon troops (1 command point)

Advanced Greater Eldritch Death Elemental Zombie: 25 rare troops (1.5 command point)

Necromancer: 5 rare troops (1.5 command points)

Monster and Construct Undead

Flesh Golems: 15 uncommon monsters (5 command point or 1 monster handler point)

Mobile Eldritch Death Bone Cannon: 4 rare constructs (10 command points or 1 construct controller point.)

Undead Officers

Captain: 11 advanced greater zombie nexuses. (1 command point of captain rank)

Lieutenants: 46 advanced eldritch death knights, 27 advanced eldritch bone archers. (1 command point of lieutenant rank)

Sergeant: Control zombie. 25 uncommon troops (1 command point of Sargent rank)

Living Dead

Living Dead Officers –

Lieutenant Colonels: 11 exalted living dead (1 command point of lieutenant colonel rank)

Colonels: 2 exalted living dead (1 command point of colonel rank)

Commander in Chief: Ezekiel – Lich (command point not needed)

Living

Troops –

Specialist: 1 Raven – Werecat (1 specialist command point needed)

Officers –

Chief of Staff: 1 Maxwell Cromwell (1 staff command point needed)

Ally Force: Heralds of Thiar

Commander: Freya

Force Summary –

Living Dead: 500

My army had nearly doubled in size, though much of that was mindless undead which weren’t worth a lot. The continued addition of monsters and constructs along with the mindless undead augmented my forces. Knowing the quality of the troops Vito was providing was likely higher than I could easily create on my own, I elected to focus on making monsters, since I had more experience doing that.

Freya’s forces being counted as an ally instead of my own also made sense. She was most definitely not under my control. Though with her present, I had much more confidence in attacking Maltis. At my current rate of growth, I guessed I would have well over 3000 mindless zombies by the time we reached Maltis. That would be over my capacity to incorporate unless Vito sent more controllers, I was certain he would. Vito knew I was severely lacking in that department.
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Harris Aeacus did his best to hide his disdain for the lower city. After all, the archbishop had sent him here to carry out his holy mission. He dare not wag his tongue about how the residents of the lower city were so far lost to their corruption that they were better off left to wallow in their filth.

Harris was an archdeacon the church of Olattee in the city of Maltis. He’d been offered a promotion to high priest to run a temple away from the city in a small town or village. Naturally, he had turned them down. Places like that did not deserve the ministries of one so pure as himself. He devoted himself to furthering Olattee and the great city of Maltis, as much as he hated the lower town, and felt it should be purged from the earth, his job was to minister to them.

Bishop Quintus was far too quick to suck up to the archbishop and had dispatched Harris to support Bishop Dolores in the lower city. The incompetent woman had let the lower city go so far that her temple was overrun by filthy people who couldn’t even feed themselves properly. Harris knew he was known for being too harsh, so he kept his divinely given insight to himself.

Truly anyone who knew the great god of Olattee would know that these wretched people were a stain on his name. They claim to follow the church, but clearly they did not. It was no wonder that wretched Friar Brown had lifted his hand against the great god of purity when even his own followers no longer walked the divine path.

But the day was finally over, and Harris was going to make the long trek back to his abode in Maltis proper. Crossing over the bridge would take time, but it was better than staying in the wretched cells of the lower temple. “Holiness,” the guards stationed at the base of the bridge acknowledged him. “Have a safe trip home.”

Harris did not respond as he walked past, trying to let the holy light of Olattee within shine and purify the lowly guards by his mere presence. He was just about to step onto the bridge when a loud caw drew his attention. He looked over in disgust at a large black raven that landed on the bridge.

Ravens were vile creatures who feasted on the dead and loitered with the unclean. More cawing sounded. Sweeping out of the night into the illumination of the bridge, a flock of ravens landed on the railings and the floor of the bridge.

Harris could hardly move as raven after raven appeared out of the blackness into the illumination of torches on the bridge.

“Filthy creatures,” Harris muttered, grabbing the scepter hung around his waist. It was made out of the purest silver metal, the perfect instrument of his divine judgment, one he’d saved up for years.

Yes, the temple provided their own with equipment, but those were made of poor materials, further proof of how far the church had fallen. Those who serve the pure one should have nothing but the best. The argument that the money was diverted to those in need was complete heresy in Harris’s mind. How could the servants of the pure one truly bring his light into the world with impure instruments of their will? How was one to reflect the purity of Olattee with something that was not pure itself.

White light burned in the head of the scepter, illuminating the holy symbol of Olattee. Archdeacon Harris would smite these vile creatures and rid the world of their filth. Just as he was about to unleash his divine fury on the ravens, he heard something.

The guards were already looking towards the lower city. A fog bank rolled towards them. Harris’ attention zeroed in, the night was too young for such thick fog.

At first Harris sensed nothing, it appeared to be just natural fog. But then something was there. His sense of the impurity in the world around him was far more developed and honed than even the lofty archbishop. There was magic in that mist, dark magic someone had tried to hide, but he saw through their weak attempts.

Harris smiled. Maybe tonight wouldn’t be a complete waste. Some of the scum of the lower city had decided they needed a dire correction to their path. The power he was building in his scepter was redirected and flared out. A wave of white light sped down the road, expanding into side streets as it drove the fog back, breaking apart the impure magic contained within.

Lanterns along the street illuminated once again, as if they had been suppressed by the magic of the fog. And Harris’s eyes grew wide. Dozens, no hundreds of undead staggered down the street towards him, faint purple light burning in their eyes.

The guards cried in alarm and turned to flee back to their small guard house. “Do not move, you cowards,” Harris snarled, stopping them in their tracks. “Do you not serve the great god of purity, is it not your job to protect all from the vile filth that we see before us?”

“But how did they get in here?” the guard demanded. “We’re soldiers of the city, we must sound the alarm.”

“No! We must purge the un-pure we see before us!” Harris was already building another spell. He glared as the fog was already rolling back in, undoing his divine work. He did not care that the soldiers weren’t under his command, he’d sensed the power of the undead before him, and he would purge all of their vile nature by himself.

The incompetence of the guards of the city was on display right now. How did vile creatures get either over the walls or escape from the warehouse where they were held up. It didn’t matter after this, hopefully the archbishop could use this to leverage the general and the governor into giving the church its rightful place.

“I don’t take orders from you,” one of the guards said. “When the city is under attack, we sound the alarm.”

The guard turned into the guard house. A moment later, alarm klaxons began to ring out. The sound was picked up and bounced from guard shack to guard towers stationed along the bridge. Before long, the echoing sound could be heard in Maltis proper, but nothing came from the lower city.

Harris snorted in derision as he pointed his scepter and released a bolt of pure white lightning. He could not see the zombies, but he did not need to. The bolt of lightning found the nearest one, which was now only a dozen meters away. The bolt leapt from the first zombie to two more and then branched again and again. Within a moment, the fog bank crackled and pulsed with white light as his chain-lightning spread back through the city.

Harris poured huge amounts of magic into his spell, depleting his reserves, confident that his mighty power would end whatever this was. So much power was pushed in that it once again broke apart the fog. As the lightning ended, hundreds of zombies fell dead once again to the ground. The first zombie he’d struck dissipated into ash.

Using that much power exhausted Harris, and he drank a mana potion, trying not to let the weariness show to the guards who were staring at him in awe. As the fog began to roll forward, suppressing light and sound, a new sound reached them. The rhythmic thumping of feet. And then the sound of heavy footfalls.

In the distance, two orbs of bright, purple eldritch light burned through the shroud. A moment later, more of the purple light appeared as ribbons of flames. Distinct shapes took form as more of that unholy light appeared.

The fog seemed to lessen ever so slightly, and a solid row of figures could be seen marching down the road, the eldritch fire in front of them resolving into monsters mounted on horrific steeds. In front road a man with a single large scythe hooked over his head. His eyes burned with power.

The figures charged. The guards screamed and turned to rush toward their shack just in time to see a slender figure slipping inside. The door bolted and screams came from the inside. “Buy me time, you fools,” Harris snarled as he turned and fled out onto the bridge. “I must get word to the archbishop, the Lich is here!”

Harris did not look back. The screams were cut off in moments and the sound of thundering hooves could be heard.

“You can stop running now,” a voice said, and the sound of feet landed on the bridge behind him. He looked to see the dreaded Lich staring back at him with eyes burning with horrific power.

“You vile creature,” Harris hissed, noticing that the other terrible monsters that had accompanied the Lich remained behind. This was his chance, the enemy that had been causing so many problems was by himself. Harris would smite him, and his army would come unraveled.

“I thought about letting you go,” the Lich said. “But then Raven told me you were the prick she’d witnessed cut off a boy’s hand because it had some kind of disease. You and I both know you could have healed it, yet you told him it was because he was un-pure. I decided I’d rather spill your guts personally instead of watching you go.”

Harris sneered at the Lich as he built a spell. “A vile creature such as you would never understand.”

“You’re the vile creature. My name is Ezekiel, you are an affront to the good people of this land, and I’m going to feed your corpse to those ravens so you can be turned into the bird shit that you are,” the Lich named Ezekiel snarled.
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The priest struck first. I really hadn’t been planning on chasing him onto the bridge, even after Raven had told me. But when he ran, I decided I just couldn’t let him go.

My precognition had me moving as the bolt of searing white power tore through where I had been. He was powerful, at least as strong as I would’ve been if I were a regular NPC. Mercy’s scythe form was a decent enough shape while mounted, but it wasn’t ideal for duels.

I still attacked, driving forward with powerful swipes even as I tried to rapidly reform the blade. I had my ability to cast spells, but I didn’t want to. This man deserved to be torn apart. A blast of holy light sent Mercy out of my hands and over the side of the bridge.

The priest sneered at me, but I could still feel my connection. As it flew, it split. I closed distance with the priest, punching him with my gauntleted fist, releasing eldritch blasts at close range that tore apart his magical armor. He was a priest, not a cleric, his melee combat skills were severely lacking. Supported by a group he would’ve been a problem. Isolated as he was, he was weak.

I leapt back. “I’ll give you one option, surrender, become a living dead, and you will live to see tomorrow.” I smiled at the phrasing of that sentence.

“Never!” Silver light pulsed through the man’s body as he healed himself. He held his scepter high above his head in both hands as crackling white lightning built. It was a powerful spell, I had seen it firsthand.

I didn’t dodge though. I just stood there smiling as Mercy, now split into the two sickle form, flipped up around the bridge under my control. Each blade caught one of his arms, cleanly severing the bone. The priest screamed, blood fountaining from his arms. I kept Mercy moving and opened his stomach with two horizontal slashes, severing his priestly garb with ease.

I summoned Mercy back to my hands, catching one in each before bringing them together and recombining the weapon. A large raven looked at me. The flock had only been a handful of meters beyond the fight. It cawed as if in question.

“He’s all yours.” I walked back down the bridge, taking Shadow’s reigns in hand. The sound of flapping bit the air behind me and the man’s screams took on a new tone.

I returned to where Abimelech and Raven were waiting for me at the foot of the bridge. A company of bone guards and bone archers stood there as well. This force would hold the bridge with ease, the powerful lieutenants leading them were more than a match for anything the city had. If that proved not enough, the flesh golems weren’t far away.

Of the three bridges spanning the cavern, I charged this one with Abimelech, Raven, and most of the Dread Thirteen. Othniel and Maxwell had taken another one supported by far more troops than us. Freya had taken her forces to the third.

Jones, the underworld tavern keeper who had helped us out last time, helped us again. Evidently with the uproar Friar Brown was causing, the church was getting overbearing. My ravens had brought the message to Maltis that I was not bringing death with me. At least not death for everyone, so a lot of the underworld welcomed my presence. Jones had arranged for the gates to be jarred open.

My forces had slipped in under a heavy fog. The life drinkers quietly taking out most of the watch. The few that had gotten wise to what was going on were silenced by Raven or Ehud. Working with Freya, we’d cast powerful suppression spells on the barracks before crashing down on them and wiping out the guard force stationed in this part of Maltis.

For now, we had avoided the temple. We needed to secure our strong points before we attacked that. The bishop there was likely going to be a problem. Priests in the city were typically quite a bit more powerful, commanding huge amounts of respect and power. The priest on the bridge would’ve been widely respected outside of the city, but here, he was just another underling.
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“I don’t know why you’re insisting on contacting this bishop, we should have just rushed in and killed them all before they had the chance to fortify themselves inside the temple,” Freya huffed. “Now digging them out will be difficult. I told you I can handle even the archbishop here, but with them fortified, I don’t know how.”

“Because, Freya,” I was exasperated that she was questioning my orders yet again. “I don’t necessarily want to kill everyone. Olattee is not…” I trailed off, not wanting to try and explain again. “What Raven and I saw, this bishop isn’t like the others. She seems to actually care.”

“Vito said something about you working with a friar for this religion.” The eye roll in Freya’s words was evident. “I will never understand.”

“She agreed to meet,” Maxwell said, walking up to us. He had been the one sent in with the message, being both human and a bard, it was a no-brainer. If she did kill him, he would just come back at the altar he’d bound himself to before going.

“Okay, let’s talk to them.” I looked at Freya. “I would appreciate if you came since you will be the one working with her if this works out.”
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“It’s all clear,” Raven said. “Bishop Dolores is in there with her right hand priest and captain of her guard. I did run into a sneaky man poking around, but he was just doing as I was doing making sure it was secure.”

“Thank you, Raven,” I said. “Promise to respect the bishops wishes and not sneak in?”

“As long as their sneaky man doesn’t sneak in,” Raven kind of promised.

“Let’s get this over with,” Freya grumbled.

I nodded and we walked forward. The building we were meeting in was situated on the edge of the DMZ zone we had set up around the temple. The idea was that it was as close to neutral as we could get. Either side could fall back relatively easily if they felt the need.

I entered the room, followed by Freya and Maxwell. Already sitting at the table was a severe-looking woman with a pinched nose and sharp eyes. Bishop Dolores. Though I could not see it in her now, the bishop was a fairly kind individual. Her harsh demeanor and approach often had many people doubting that, but Jones said that even if her help sometimes stung a bit, it was always welcome and fair.

Next to her sat a woman that might as well be her opposite. Her face was round, and she was heavyset. Her eyes were soft and her smile kind, the fact that she was smiling said something about her nature. On the other side of Dolores was a tall man with a square jaw and steely eyes.

I didn’t try to scan any of them, it would be obvious and rude. “Thank you for being willing to meet with me,” I said, sitting down across from Dolores. Maxwell sat across from the paladin and Freya reluctantly sat down across from the priestess.

“I will admit I was surprised,” Dolores said. She didn’t flinch away from the light burning in my eyes. “The message your ravens carried told you were not here for blood, but one has a hard time believing that when dealing with the undead.”

“We are not undead,” Freya corrected. “Lord Ezekiel is a Lich and living dead as am I. Most of our forces are undead as you say, but that’s not all we are.”

“I don’t see the difference,” the woman with kind eyes said. “All undead are un-pure, are they not? Do you deny that the eldritch magic running through your Lord Ezekiel is corrupt in and of its nature.”

I realize now that the kind expression she wore was a façade, this woman was devious. “Clovia, remember what the friar said,” Dolores corrected her subordinate.

“The friar?” I asked. “Do you mean Friar Brown? You know him?”

Dolores let out a sharp laugh. “Everyone knows the friar, though I do know him better than most. When he came through here months ago, he was quite shaken. Evidently, he found his answer, though I did wonder why he said nothing to me.”

This was not a turn I had expected the conversation to take, but I capitalized. “Do you know what he found? Did he tell you what was in the blood marsh?”

“Alas, he did not,” Dolores admitted.

I proceeded to tell her how Friar Brown had saved me from Theonis. Then what we had found out about Olattee, the history of the church, and what that place had been. Most importantly, why Theonis had been there and what the cult of Olattee had been doing.

Maxwell filled in at different places, adding flair and details that I had left out. By the end of it, all three of the holy people had grown pale. Though Dolores was already pale, it was a telling sight.

“Your church is now serving a mad god?” Freya asked dumbfounded. “If you want, I know it’s a big change, but Thiar is always looking for new recruits.”

The paladin scoffed. “As if we’d become living dead.”

“Just thought I’d offer.” Freya shook her head. “Mad gods are no joke.”

“I had worried something like this was bugging him,” Dolores said.

“You knew?” Clovia asked in surprise.

“No,” Dolores shook her head. “That is not what I said. It’s just that, I have known the friar for a long time. In fact, he was the one who convinced me to join the clergy. In all those years, I’ve never once seen him full of doubt. He’s always said that walking the path laid before us is the purest of goals. For him to be so shaken made me realize something had disrupted the faith in his path.”

“Not to nitpick,” Freya said. “But that’s a dangerous theology. What if one’s path leads you to do great cruel things, does that mean that’s what you’re supposed to do.”

“No, Freya,” I answered, drawing a look from Dolores. “It’s more nuanced than that. The path one walks is not necessarily determined only by them. It is determined by outside factors as well. If one walks a path of cruelty, someone else’s path will come along and either end their path there or pull them into something else.”

“You must be the man he talked about then,” Dolores said. “The friar said he made a friend with a lost soul seeking their path. I wondered if that was you when you sent the message, I could think of no other explanation. Friar Brown was very careful never to say you were human. While it was such a small thing, I did notice. And to correct you slightly, no one is ever called to walk the path of cruelty.”

I thought about the priest on the bridge. The merciful thing to do would’ve been just to kill him, yet that was not what I did. “What comes next? Will you change your path from walking in the light to walking in the dark?” I finally asked.

“I will have to think,” Dolores said. “I will not assist you in your war, but if what you say is true, I don’t know that I will assist Olattee either. It might be a time for all of us to find a new path.”

“I think that’s what the friar is trying to do right now,” Maxwell said. “I doubt he will continue to serve a mad god, and you shouldn’t either.”

I was about to agree with Maxwell when I felt something. A connection that no longer existed but still had a raw sense to. Hatred flooded into me, coming from an outside source. A moment later, I sensed a surge of corrupted magic flood out into the city.

“You best go take care of that now,” Dolores eyed me. “After all, it is your creation.”
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Undead smashed together, their unfeeling bodies crushing each other. The flesh golem’s tore apart dozens at a time, absorbing them and growing. This kind of brutal melee was exactly what they wanted.

“Where are you, Ezekiel?” a distorted voice growled. The massive, corrupted magic emanated from a figure stalking through the middle of his zombies. They weren’t zombies though, not in the technical terms anyways, they were a different kind of animated dead. Flooded with corrupted magic, they had a nasty habit of being uncontrollable and hard to kill.

I scanned the figure from where I stood atop the building with Maxwell, Abimelech, Othniel, Raven, and Fraya.

Talkak

Level: 133

Living Dead: The Forsaken, Freed

The forsaken are powerful undead and rarely seen. They are lethal melee fighters and powerful magic casters. The resentment and anger they harbor toward the one who created them is what has allowed them to shape the form of their body and power. The hatred they hold toward their creator and master is unending. They can be powerful minions, but they should never be trusted by their master. They will always seek to break free and extract their vengeance.

This forsaken has broken free of the shackles that bound him and now seeks to take his terrible vengeance on the world and his former master, Ezekiel the Lich. Embracing the corrupted magic that suffused his body, he has taken his power and hatred and merged them into something terrible. Once he finds his hated creator, nothing will hold him back and his creator’s power will have little effect on him.

“Oooo,” Freya licked her lips. “You made a forsaken, and a good one at that. Can I have him?”

“What?” I asked, looking at her in shock. “I doubt he will follow you.”

“You’re crazy,” Maxwell said. “That man was crazy and fucked up, he deserves this and deserves to be killed again.”

“Come on, you let Raven have pets,” Freya pouted.

“My pets aren’t crazy,” Raven said. “That man is crazy, and he hates Ezekiel, no way you get to keep him with you if keeps trying to kill Zeke.”

“I promise he will behave,” Freya said. I was too confused to even respond, there was a brutal brawl taking place only meters away. And Talkak was wading through them drawn directly towards me. “You don’t get to see forsaken very often, and he’s so strong.” There was a whine in her voice.

“Fine, he’s all yours. Just make the fighting stop. I don’t want to lose more of my troops in a needless battle.”

“Oh goody!” Freya gushed before floating off the roof and heading towards that poor forsaken.
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“I really don’t like this.” I looked down nervously at the river running through the canyon far below.

“There was no other way for us to get across without trying to force the bridge,” Maxwell said.

“I know…” I wasn’t exactly afraid of heights, but the basket we were sitting in didn’t give me confidence. “How did this even get built in the first place?”

“Well,” Jones said, operating the winch system that ran the basket across the canyon. “A lot of bribes and some disappearances made it happen.”

Underneath the central bridge was a cable system with a large basket underneath. The underworld used it for moving across the canyon unseen. The cable was tucked so tightly underneath the bridge, that even the basket was unseeable from the other bridges. When we had invaded the city, Jones had assured us there would be a way to sneak across the canyon once we were in the city.

“You know, for being a kingdom that’s almost a theocracy run by a church of purity there is a lot of corruption,” Maxwell pointed out.

“The thing about purity,” Jones said, “is that the clergy of Olattee can choose to see it in a lot of different perspectives, many of which line their pockets.”

We made it to the other side safely, where Othniel was already waiting. He had insisted on going across first with Shamgar and Samson. Along with allowing this sneaky cable to be hidden under the bridge, whoever had done the bribing had also made sure there was a blind spot in the magical detection system underneath the bridge where the cable went into the cliff wall.

The room that Othniel was waiting for me in was surprisingly large. It reminded me of a loading and unloading zone for a gondola. As soon as I disembarked, Jones headed back. There were two of the baskets that could run on the cable at a time, moving in a long loop. It still took several minutes for each trip, but within the hour, all of the Dread Thirteen, with the exception of Abimelech, had joined me.

Fifteen of the advanced eldritch death knights were brought over as well. The bone guard under their command were redistributed for the time being.

A long tunnel led out of the room, following it and climbing a flight of stairs, we found ourselves in a small building several streets away from the bridgehead. Working with Raven, the two of us cast a powerful dark magic spell over the entire group. We would need to move quietly and swiftly. The broad daylight would lessen the effectiveness of the spell, but the hope was that the middle of the day was the least likely time they’d expect us to strike.

“Okay, I have a path,” Raven said as the spell was completed. “Stay close to me and try not to kick anything over.”

Everyone nodded, even the eldritch death knights, to my surprise. Raven led the way. We followed in no particular order, but bringing up the rear was Ehud and De’Barak, ensuring none of the knights fell behind.

The building we left was in the bottom of a larger complex of buildings stacked atop each other forming a kind of compound. The tunnels we followed had split multiple times, but this one would let out closest to our desired destination.

We kept to alleys and back streets as we skirted through Maltis proper, as the locals refer to it. The route Raven and Jones had planned out kept us hidden well. The one street we had to cross was fortunately not busy in the slightest, though I thought I saw a civilian looking questioningly at our crossing.

The spell we cast would conceal us in a darkness that would help us blend into shadows, but in broad daylight, it would stand out as a dark patch seemingly moving through the air. There wasn’t enough time to be more careful, no doubt some priest would soon cast a detection spell.

When we reached our destination, we stopped in an alley. I carefully moved forward and peered out. The street was empty, with the exception of a large force of soldiers stationed at the foot of a bridge. Normally the street would’ve been full of traffic coming and going from the bridge.

The alley we were in was half a block from the foot of the bridge where the guard building stood to one side. A barricade had been built across the bridge. It looked surprisingly stout and well-built for how rapidly it must’ve been thrown up.

Raven disappeared to scout. We had a rough estimate of how many soldiers would be stationed there, but we wanted to make sure there were no hidden surprises. Either way, at this point, we were committed.

I began to cast a death magic spell, along with Tola and Izban. Casting the spell would make us more likely to be detected but that wouldn’t matter in a few moments. We each cast our own spells to lessen the chance of detection, since group casting a more powerful spell would be a sure way for us to be found out.

“There is a group of clerics and priests in a building a street that way,” Raven nodded behind us.

I was holding my spell near completion, not wanting to waste the duration. “Okay, can you handle it if you take Ehud and De’Barak with you?”

“Yes,” Raven assured me.

“Okay. “I will give you a thirty count before we kick things off here, strike while they are distracted.”

“No, I thought I’d announce myself and give them time to prepare,” Raven snarked, and gestured for the two fighters to follow her and they disappeared.

I counted in my head for twenty-five long seconds. Then aloud I said, “Five, four, three, two, one.” As one, the three of us cast our spells and Maxwell opened up with an electric guitar shred.

The death magic washed over the twenty-four of us and we rushed into the light. I dispelled the darkness spell around us. The guards whirled, roughly two hundred of them. We were terribly outnumbered, but individually we were quite a bit stronger. My spell had been a powerful strength enhancement, Tola’s enhanced speed, and Izban’s was a regeneration aura.

The strength enhancement would help us smash our way through their lines with ease, as we were predominantly melee fighters. I was already casting another spell, and eldritch power swirled around me. Though I hadn’t cast this kind of spell before, I knew how to do it.

My absolute mastery of eldritch magic had me finish the spell right before we reached the front line. A wave of purple eldritch power spread out over my allies. Their weapons gained a purple eldritch flame along the blade, eldritch power suffusing their bodies further increasing their speed.

The soldiers barely had time to turn, and the ones stationed on the barricade were caught between us and the defenses. Most importantly, the softer targets stationed behind them, the archers, wizards, and other range fighters, were caught in our charge.

We hit them like a sledgehammer against a pane of glass. Shamgar and Gideon secured our flanks instead of being at the center driving back the soldiers. Dozens of soldiers fell within seconds of the engagement starting. We were already inside their magical defenses, this force was not meant to hold on its own, it was meant to hold long enough for reinforcements to get to it.

Tola’s second spell was another buffing spell, a general effect one that would increase the overall power of all involved. She attached the spell to the barricade so it’s area of effect would stay with the front line. Izban’s next spell was also attached to the barricade, and would raise any fallen bodies within its area of effect.

Purple lightning left Othniel’s hand and hammered into a soldier who had just flung open the guard house door. The lightning chained inside of the building, leaping from soldier to soldier. The crackle of the purple light shown through windows on the second and then third floor.

On the top floor, pure white light that was hard to see the in the daylight blossomed. I reshaped Mercy into its eldritch canon form, seeking a target.
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A priest poked his head over the top of the crenulations around the guard building, which was basically a squat tower, his spell already directed at me. I struck first. The priest had made the mistake of erecting his magical defenses first. When my eldritch cannon fired, there was nothing to stop the blast of eldritch power from blowing a hole through his head.

I recognized Maxwell song. “Godsmack’s ‘Cryin’ like a bitch’?” I asked with a laugh. “Oddly fitting.” Maxwell gave me a thumbs up then returned to his song, more and more sound nodes floating around him.

I made my way to the guard tower where Othniel, Tola, Izban, Jair, and E’lon were headed. Our goal was to use it as a secure place to cast our spells from while the bridge was held by the rest of the Dread Thirteen and the eldritch death knights. I had no doubt that was how the defenses were meant to be used, they just were going to serve us instead of the defenders.

The soldiers were finally beginning to organize themselves, still over half of their number standing. Then the fallen stirred to life and zombies tore at their former allies. As I entered the fray, I spotted Samson bulldozing into a cluster of soldiers who had begun to organize around a commander of some kind. His twin war hammers crushed the man’s skull even as his body took dozens of wounds. He was not unsupported though, Abdon and five eldritch death knights charged in a moment later, dispersing the formation and pulling the berserker back.

Mercy was in its twin sickle form, more effective at close quarters combat. I was, of the group heading for the tower, the strongest melee fighter. There were many guards inside, though these were the standard city guards, not the soldiers that had reinforced them. While strong for guards, all in the high eighties or low nineties, I was significantly stronger. Using the magic in my armor and tier 1 death energy to further speed me up, I tore through them.

I funneled eldritch magic into my sickles. Trails of blood splattered across walls as my sickles tore through armor and flesh alike. I left a trail of dead and dying behind me as I raced for the stairs.

A surge of death magic built from Jiar behind me. She was not a close quarters combat fighter, but mages were better at it than wizards, since they could cast fast. Only a few of the guards survived unscathed. The festering wounds left behind by Mercy would feed off that death magic and there would be little they could do to survive.

The stairs were an open set of simple stone leading up to the second floor. My massive strength sent me flying up near the top, aimed for the wall. When I landed on the wall, my legs compressed like springs and I rocketed up onto the second floor.

There the guards were scrambling, but I found my target. The captain of the guards was the strongest fighter here, including the soldiers outside. This man wielded a long sword in one hand and a dagger and in the other. His armor was covered in magical runes and there was a flicker of barriers around his body.

His eyes met mine as I raced towards him, my sickles flashing out at scrambling guardsmen who were still grabbing their gear. I trusted my Thanatrith armor as I went full offensive against the guard captain. His blades passed through my defensive barriers, but they were not meant for stopping melee weapons. That was okay, while my armor was not like the plate mail worn by the commander of the fort, it was still very strong.

My sickles tore down, his azure blue barriers stopped them. The tips of my sickles left behind nothing more than spider webbing cracks. The color of the barriers told me something. If they had been white, they would’ve been holy of some kind, but the azure blue meant they were arcane.

“Nice armor,” I said, circling the captain. The guards seemed to be frozen in inaction, but that wouldn’t last for long. I reshaped one of the sickles as I struck out with the other, leaving a ragged wound along the arm of a guard who let me get too close.

“Yours is not bad yourself,” the captain responded, somewhat to my surprise.

“You know you could just surrender. I won’t kill you if you do,” I offered. There was an eruption of eldritch power from the stairs as Othniel strode up, zombies just behind him. The raise undead spell had reached into the guard tower. “I don’t know that you’re going to win this.”

“I wouldn’t be much of the captain of the guard if I just surrendered, now would I?” the captain asked before he surged forward.

The man was very skilled with his long sword and dagger. If Mercy had been in its staff form I would’ve been his match with skill, or so I thought. In the split form I was less skilled, making matters worse, one of my sickles was no longer a sickle, it was a four-pronged device with concentric rings on the inside, the largest one about the size of a silver dollar.

The guard captain struck, and a wave of blue magic erupted from his sword. It shattered against my barriers. Though my precognition warned me the attack was coming it still caught me by surprise. It was an oversight not knowing he had that ability. His dagger stabbed into a weak joint at my hip as I used my sickle to deflect his long sword from a follow-up strike.

I rolled my body, spinning out of his reach. I was still faster than him. Now separated, I activated my other sickle. A beam of purple eldritch power erupted, having gotten the idea from De’Barak’s conjured magic weapon.

With both weapons working, I reengaged. The fight would be over soon either way, my allies were arriving. The eldritch blade hammered his barriers. The power very well suited for tearing down magical constructs.

Both of us went full offense, not focusing on defense at all. My precognition allowed me to deflect with my arms or by twisting my body, blocking many of his blows and giving me an edge. Two quick blows from the eldritch blade shattered the force barrier around his upper body. And I struck.

The eldritch blade bit into the armor at his shoulder the corrupting power slicing through the magically reinforced metal and tearing into the flesh underneath. My sickle reached for his throat as I spun around.

The fighting stilled, and the guard captain dropped his weapons. I was behind him now, my sickle wrapped around his throat. I’d paused just long enough to give him the option. He had taken it. With the guard captain surrendering, the rest of the guards began to throw down their weapons.

“I take it you are an honorable man,” I asked quietly, and the guard captain nodded. “Then conduct yourself appropriately as a captive of war and wait in here for this to resolve. If we lose and are driven off, I release you from your captive oath.”

It was common practice when taking prisoners of the rival army to force them to swear to never fight against you again even if they would not join your side. It was a way of neutralizing a force without having to kill everyone. Still, not everyone followed that practice, but I couldn’t see any reason not to do so.

The guard captain took charge of his surrendering men. I was pretty certain his steely demeanor and anger would keep them in line. One man tried to stab a zombie after he had surrendered, and the captain proceeded to knock him out cold.

When we reached the top of the tower and looked down, the fighting had continued on the outside. Maxwell was on the bridge, and his music flowed out, buffing the troops now stationed on the other side of the barricade. The zombies we had created in the tower were left in the bottom floor to buy us time. From the tower, we began to cast spells.

Our initial spells were beginning to wane in strength, and from the ragged look of many of the troops, we needed regeneration. The zombies we had gained, nearly a hundred of them still standing, would be the front line and cannon fodder, they didn’t need to do anything more than absorb damage.

Looking toward the direction Raven had gone, I saw her returning, flanked by Ehud and De’Barak. All of them showed signs of a fight, but none looked to be grievously wounded.

Now that we had time to cast a spell, Tola and Izban supported me in casting a far more complex and powerful death spell. I poured in large amounts of tier 1 death energy, nearly half my reserves. The spell formed over us in a complex magical weave. With me at the helm, the power flowed smoothly. As Raven reached the top of the tower and Ehud and De’Barak joined the front line, we completed our spell.

The weave of magic expanded out covering the entire head of the bridge along with a large section of the city blocks nearest them. It was a buff to strength and speed and would last for hours. More importantly, however it was a ridiculously powerful regeneration spell. I had cast one similar when powered up by the elemental zombies, but this one I’d done with a fraction of the power because of the use of death energy.

Though the spell cast easily, I sagged from the strain of that much power being cast through me. I gave a mental order to the zombies below to gather up all of the death cores, both within themselves in any that were in corpses and bring them to me. I needed the death energy.

A moment after we completed our spell the top of the tower was encased in an explosion as dozens of bright white magical missiles hammered into it.
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Barriers erected by Othniel and Jiar contrasted against the barrage as they held off the assault. I was glad they remembered, because that would’ve been a nasty attack to take head on.

The roof of the temple was in line with where the attack had come from. Standing on top of it was a figure. Though the temple was several streets away and likely hundreds of buildings lay between us, the direct line between us was not that great. I could make out details, the figure wore glowing armor, and behind him were two more people, one in robes that shone brightly with white light and the other in heavy armor made of white metal.

“The archbishop,” I said, drawing everyone’s attention to the temple. “The bishop, and the chief paladin. Looks like it’s boss fight time.”

My forces were now charging across the bridge. At the head was Freya and Abimelech. On the street were lines of soldiers marching towards us. I began to focus on defensive spells, we would need to hold until things were ready to kick off. There was one more figure still yet to show himself, the general who commanded the garrison and soldiers of Maltis.
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The city at the foot of the bridge was devastated. Freya had joined us in the tower. Her death priest powers were impressive. She was closer to Vito in strength than I was. Along with her clerics, the elemental zombies, and necromancers our defenses were greatly strengthened.

As a priest, her powers were more defensive focused which allowed Othniel and me to strike out with eldritch power. The elemental zombies exclusively funneled power into us as we unleashed horrendous torrents that tore apart troops and buildings alike.

We had pushed off the foot of the bridge. Attacking midday had caught them by surprise and they’d been too slow to muster enough troops to hold that chokepoint. A barrage of eldritch cannon shots shattered a series of barriers, and behind them, a flight of arrows fell into clustered soldiers. E’lon had gone to coordinate her ranged battalion.

Izban and Tole were being supported by the six undead necromancers backing up the forces. Jiar was also teamed up with the elemental zombies, black lightning crackling around her.

The fighting had erupted so suddenly, that unfortunately many of the local residents had been caught up in the destruction. While I did feel bad, they did make useful cannon fodder as now more and more zombies poured over the bridge.

I cast a spell that I had been hesitant to, but we needed it. The zombie plagues spell spread out from my hands, covering the entire army. It fully depleted my mana reserves casting the spell in order to help reserve the elemental zombies’ power and not drain them to quickly now that the initial fighting was leveling off.

Freya’s force consisted of a higher number of casters than mine. Over half of her army was casters of some kind. After all, they were missionaries of her god out to create undead, they would need large numbers of death clerics and death priests. That wasn’t even counting the necromancers.

Though we were under a constant barrage of magical attacks from the priests and casters of our enemy, our defenses were mighty. Though death priests and death clerics did not have as powerful of defensive magics as their counterparts did, they did still have the ability to channel powerful barriers.

We had dispersed much of Freya’s weaker casters throughout my army to support the undead and to create more as needed. The regeneration field I had laid out was still active and bone guard were drug back into it when they took damage, it was essentially a medical field.

Two streets and a block in each direction on both sides of the bridge had been devastated by clashing magic and warriors who hit with enough strength to shatter stone. Due to the overwhelming amount of regeneration, we had lost none of the core of my army, though I did know some of her acolytes had fallen. Overall, our numbers were only growing. Every fallen soldier or civilian rose as a zombie.

The abundance of necromancers meant even the zombies that fell rose back to service before long. Like I said before, while possible to reanimate corpses that have already been animated, it wasn’t worth it unless you took the time to do it right. We had the casters to take the time needed.

My magical sight showed the battlefield as overlaying regeneration and buffing spells that kept my army driving forward. In the middle, Maxwell rode on the back of Snappy. His band was with him and their heavy metal music flooded across the entire battlefield. It was a strength enhancement, though we had a lot of casters, making the hordes of zombies we had harder to kill was more useful than buffing spells being cast.

There was a sudden massive explosion of white light in the middle of my army. It had been centered around a pair of flesh golems that had torn apart and broken through lines of guards. I realized too late the barrage that had been constantly hammering the tower had let up. Charging into the crater left in my lines, I spotted the three figures from atop the temple.

The general still had yet to show himself, but I was beginning to suspect he was not a melee type. I would’ve noticed him otherwise, that meant he was either a range type or a caster. The idea of another powerful caster being out there was disconcerting.

“Time to go fight the boss,” I said, pushing the general out of my mind. Raven, who had left a while ago, would no doubt be heading towards the archbishop as well.
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We struck suddenly and powerfully. Mercy was already fully charged with eldritch power. I had been right, Raven found us on our way there along with Freya and her commander, a death paladin.

I was not foolish enough to single myself out in this fight, fighting this archbishop would be far more difficult than a mere captain of the guard. A horde of zombies surged forward with me. My Dread Thirteen were scattered throughout the battlefield fighting on multiple fronts, so I pulled zombies with me. They were heading towards me, but we did not have time to wait.

The difference between a bone guard and a zombie in this fight would be small enough that it was pointless to bring the more valuable troops. The zombies were there to absorb blows and to serve as a health pool for me.

Freya went for the archbishop, she was the strongest of our small group by far, and the most well equipped for such a fight. Freya wielded a dagger in one hand and a scepter in the other. The archbishop wielded a massive war hammer. His armor and fighting stance made me think he likely had come up through the ranks of paladins instead of the ranks of priests to reach his current role.

Raven supported by life thieves went after the bishop. Her lack of heavy armor would make her vulnerable to Raven’s sickles and the life thieves would provide great distraction for the bishop. They couldn’t be easily ignored, but it would take significant effort to drive them back.

I went after the paladin. I managed to bring up a scan of him, my stomach clinching at what I read.

Paladin of Olattee

Level: 150

Paladins of Olattee have taken the third oath to the god of purity. The privilege of taking the third oath is reserved to those who have walked in Olattee’s light and sanctified themselves before the god of purity pledging their whole soul to his service.

As a full paladin of Olattee, they have devoted themselves completely and entirely to their god. Their lives are not their own, they serve only the gods will. Their eyes only see things that are pure in the eyes of their god and what is un-pure in those same eyes, they will smite all who oppose them.

He was just barely a Paladin of Olattee. He could only have taken the oath after passing level 150. The paladin wielded a sword made out of black metal so dark that it looked like it was removed from the world, the runes carved down the center of the blade were the exact opposite. They were inlaid with metal so white it was painful to look at. It reminded me of the monstrosities Olattee had been summoning to this world.

By this point a constant stream of zombies flooded over the bridge. Both from the guards who had opposed us on the other side, the forces of the forsaken that were now ours, and the large graveyard where Freya’s necromancers had visited. They were all technically in my army and I gave a mental command to every mindless undead nearby to constantly follow me.

Death energy bled through my body as I accelerated towards the paladin. His plate armor was powerful, though not as intricate as the commander of the fort had been. I was thankful for that. There was openings in his armor I could exploit.

I lost track of the other fights as I engaged. The eldritch power contained within Mercy gave my blows a powerful magical effect that would tear down barriers. The magic was mostly unused just sitting in the weapon waiting for me to summon it. Mercy’s blade was configured into a slender blade, razor-sharp on one side and tapering to a angled point.

The mighty black-and-white great sword came thundering down. Moving my feet like a dancer I sidestepped and used the shaft of Mercy to deflect the momentum of the incoming blade.

The blade hit with enough force that even though only a fraction of it transferred into Mercy it still rattled my bones. He was far stronger than I was, but I was much faster. Even without activating my armor I was faster. The commander of the fort had been far better balanced. The paladin, whatever his name was, was over twenty levels above me, with hardly any points in his agility.

I shook my head. “For being as strong as you are you’re sure stupid, who stacks strength and short stacks agility?” I didn’t think about using gaming terminology on NPC, it just blew me away that someone would actually do that.

When he spoke, I gained insight as to why. “Pure path only strength!” His words were simple and the dullness in his eyes became evident. He hadn’t just short stacked agility, he’d only put points into strength. That meant any speed he had came from his equipment buffs which were hard to come by.

That also explained why his blows ripped the very air apart. I briefly let the death energy quit cycling through my body to test if I was still faster, I was. I refused to believe he had never put any points into any other of his attributes, but he had definitely stopped doing so a long time ago. I began cycling my death energy again, I had plenty of cores to pull from in my bag.

The gear worn by this brute was superb. His armor turned aside blows, and when I blasted him with the spells in my rings, they rippled off with powerful barriers projected by his armor.

The zombies with me swarmed onto him as I sought an opening. His sword cleaved zombies in half as if they were made out of tissue paper. Still, they piled on. Even the dismembered and torn apart bodies still fought as long as they had magic.

I struck again and again around his neck. The slow speed of the paladin allowing my blade to find the same weak spot over and over. When the armor cracked, and a hole was made, a barrier flared out driving Mercy back. The chink I had made in the armor was already beginning to heal. I was being more reckless than I should, and could’ve gone for one of the traditional weak spots, but I didn’t want to.

I smiled as Mercy reshaped into a new formation. The same handle I used to create the plasma in split form appeared at the head, pointed to the side. A beam of eldritch plasma grew out of the end. I leapt into the air, and activating my armor for the first time, I sped up my attack even further as I slammed the eldritch plasma into the same weakened spot.

The barrier around the neck held for a moment, but the momentum of the attack and the power of the eldritch plasma shattered it. Mercy continued until the handle pierced through and the eldritch power poured into the paladin’s neck. I thought I heard a cry of pain before eldritch fire burst from his eyes and he went limp.

To my surprise he wasn’t quite dead, his lifeforce still burned. But there was no coming back from that. Even if they somehow managed to heal the wound, eldritch power pouring into a mind not ready for it would leave behind irreparable damage.

My attention turned to the raging battle between Freya and the archbishop. Her death paladin lay in a smoking heap, a burn mark in the center of his chest plate. Freya was pushed hard, the archbishop was definitely stronger than her. I scanned him as I rushed forward to help the death priestess.
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Inquisitor Cleric of Olattee

Archbishop of Olattee

Level: 175

Inquisitor clerics have taken an oath to their god similar to that of the paladins. They swore to seek out and purge all that stand before the righteousness of their god.

Inquisitor clerics of Olattee are powerful servants of the god of purity. Their powers burn out all inequities and impurities from all they touch.

An archbishop of any god has their divine favor and power. They can smite with real divine power with great authority and abundance.

I had run into inquisitor clerics before, they were never good news for anyone. They were the perfect blend of fanatic and powerhouse. I had never seen the archbishop title before, and did not like the implication of what divine power they could deal out. I really wished my Dread Thirteen were here.

Power already spent from Mercy, I channeled magic back into it. My horde of zombies crashed down on the archbishop. But a blast of white light erupted out from him, vaporizing the nearest zombies. I grabbed one and held it between me and the archbishop. When the light faded, I let go of the zombie and it crumpled to the ground. Better it than my barriers.

Music reached me as I charged, Maxwell had made it. I hope that meant the Dread Thirteen would be arriving soon. Raven was coming in from the other side, the bishop she had been fighting was down. That surprised me. Raven was strong, but I didn’t expect her to dispatch such a powerful enemy so quickly. Her life thieves were all gone, but that was worth the trade.

Silver-white light burned from the archbishop’s eyes as he swung his warhammer around, decimating zombies with each swing. Chains made of black erupted from the ground and tried to wrap around his arms. He sneered, and slamming the hammer down, released another wave of power. The barriers of my armor took the blow. This time, no zombies were around to use as a shield.

An arrow whizzed past me. Freya gasped and staggered back. An arrow protruded from her chest. Arcane power bled from the arrow into the death priestess. There was a roar of anger then bursting forth from the crowd the forsaken charged the cleric.

Freya never explained what she had done, but it seemed the forsaken’s hatred of me had been converted into fanatical love of her. The forsaken stood no chance against the cleric, still he threw himself against the mighty foe only to be bashed back by a blast of divine energy dealt from the warhammer.

I had no time to worry about Freya. I went after the archbishop. The warhammer descended towards me. I deflected it with Mercy, the divine energy instead obliterating the ground where the hammer struck. Interestingly the force on Mercy from deflecting the warhammer was less than deflecting a single blow from the meathead paladin.

Raven’s sickles sought the weak point behind the knees in the archbishop’s armor. The quick attack managed to get through and the wicked blades left behind a shallow cut that spewed blood. The archbishop snarled in pain and before Raven even pulled out of her slide, light flared where the wound was and it sealed shut.

Mercy was reshaped into the slender razor-sharp blade that I had started the fight with the paladin with. The speed ability of my armor was constantly active to stay ahead of the archbishop. The armor was burning through power. The very act of being near the archbishop tore at my defensive barriers. I had resistances to holy magic no Lich had ever had, but they were only resistances. The power still sought to destroy me for I, in its eyes, was un-pure.

The warhammer flew towards me as the archbishop dove forward in a punishing attack. I was about to dodge, my precognition not even needed to see the oncoming slow attack, when another attack made me stop. I held my position and gritted my teeth. The warhammer slammed into Mercy driving me back, the explosion of divine power evaporating what was left of my barriers and driving me to my knees.

I looked over to where I would’ve dodged to. An arrow was lodged in the middle of a crater. The power coursing through the arrow arcane and destructive. If that had hit me, it would’ve been far worse.

Raven continued to land small cuts, but every time she did, the wound was instantly healed and she didn’t always escape unscathed.

The eldritch power within Mercy erupted into a spell. As I made to strike, I was forced to dodge once again as another arrow passed through where I had just been standing. The warhammer followed me, and I had to roll on the ground to avoid being crushed. Where the warhammer struck the road was turned into fine dust.

Before I could even recover, another arrow flew towards me. I rolled back, folding myself practically in half to avoid the attack. Then the warhammer came for me again, filled with divine power. I tried to dodge, but I was on the ground and already tangled up in myself. I only mostly dodged.

At the last moment I tried to deflect the blow with Mercy, but it was futile. The momentum of the attack bore through, and the massive warhammer crashed down on my right calf. The divine power tore into me. The kinetic force pulverized every bone from my calf through my foot. If I had still been a skeleton there would have been nothing left.

I rolled to the side, my body wracked with the divine power. It wared with the eldritch magic inside of me. But the divine power was a higher grade than the eldritch power. I was in trouble. As a reaction, I poured two points of second tier death energy into my body, hoping it would stop the pain. It worked. I had been right in assuming they were close enough in grade that the second tier death energy would work.

It didn’t stop the pain, instead it made it worse as the powers clashed, I let out a ragged scream. When my vision cleared, the archbishop was stalking towards me, and my precognition warned of an incoming arrow. I barely dodged the first arrow, but the second predicted where I would go.

Ehud dove out of the shadow cast by the archbishop. He tried to deflect the arrow with one sword, but failed and it plunged into his chest exploding in power. The archbishop looked in surprise at the sudden presence of the exalted living dead. He cocked his warhammer back preparing a blow. Crackling eldritch lightning slammed into the archbishop and drove them back.

Suddenly, Gideon was between me and the archbishop. I was trying desperately to rebuild my leg and restore the massive amount of health I had lost. My Dread Thirteen were powerful, but I doubted they could handle the archbishop without me. A blow from the warhammer sent Gideon stumbling back, and his sham guard stepped in releasing a blast of power would battered the archbishop.

Magic entered my body as Tola and Izban poured power into me. The soothing necromantic energy took away the pain. Refocusing on the world, I saw a stream of arrows and black projectiles hammering the archbishop from Jiar and Jepthan. All while flashes of powerful arrows darted back and forth in the air above us as E’lon engaged that bastard who had been shooting at me.

“My lord, you are an idiot,” Abimelech snapped, grabbing me and yanking me behind her.

I didn’t argue, she might have a point. “Unholy smite, waterfall that bastard.”

“What do you think we’re setting up?” Abimelech asked, adding her own ranged attack to the barrage hammering the archbishop.

Just then, the second tier death energy ran out and I leaned on Mercy, exhausted. The power had been expended fighting the divine power within my body, and now I was paying the price.

I was about to channel a second point when Freya said, “Best not to do that.” The arrow was no longer in her chest, but there was a hole. “Not a good idea, besides, these thirteen seem to have it.”

The archbishop had fallen back by the sudden onslaught from the Dread Thirteen. On the ground was Ehud not moving and felt a pit inside of me. I ordered some of the mindless undead to grab him and drag him back to me, maybe I could save him.

It began with Samson. He flew through the air towards the archbishop. As he had been pushed back the bishop had raised powerful barriers. Sampson’s hammers crashed down and there was a flash of black power as he activated his one point of divine energy.

“What?” Freya demanded as she saw the attack.

“Just keep watching,” I said, trying not to think about Ehud being drug towards me.

Next came De’Barak, a series of rapid blows leaving behind more broken barriers as black divine energy leapt from her blades. One by one they all delivered their own blast of power shredding barriers and driving the archbishop to his knees.

A spear of eldritch power from Othniel laced with divine energy broke the archbishop’s last barrier and drove into their body. Moving faster than I realized she could, Abimelech was suddenly standing over the archbishop.

“Nighty night, bitch,” she said as the archbishop looked up at her and the magical hand cannon pointed at his head. The blast from the barrel was a combination of eldritch, death, and divine power. The contents of the archbishop’s head splattered across the ground.

“Raven,” I called, “find that sniper, it has to be the general. We kill him, this is over. Take,” I paused, having almost told her to take Ehud with her. “Take De’Barak, E’lon, and Jepthan with you and bring back his head.”

Raven nodded and ran off, trailed by the others. The death of the archbishop caused a lull in the battle, and Abimelech was having none of that. Moments later, my forces surged forward once again. It still wounded Freya looking down at Ehud. I’d already tried to bring him back, but his death core had shattered.

“I’m sorry, Zeke,” Freya said. “The best we can do is reanimate the body. What are these? It was one thing for them to be exalted living dead, but able to wield divine power.”

“They were created to serve and protect me,” I said. “Like they once served and protected the god they followed. That god’s skeleton was used to create Kellnock who in turn created them.”

“That explains it,” she said. “If they were created to serve you, do they have the born to serve trait? Or something similar?”

“Born to serve,” I said.

“Then I was wrong, there is something we can do.” Freya smiled.
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A relatively simple ritual was sketched out around Ehud. I was part of the ritual, standing at the edge along with a pile of death cores on the other side.

“Okay, when this starts, it will pull some soul energy from you, not much, just a signature. The death cores will be broken down and used to repair his own core and his soul will re-inhabit the body,” Freya explained. “The bound to serve trait, or one of the other similar traits, means the true soul does not move on when the body dies. Sometimes this means they come back as a specter, but we have the ability to avoid that as the living dead.”

Freya had helped me draw out the ritual, I took careful notes so I could repeat it if I ever needed to. Magic flooded out of me, death magic powering the ritual. I was ready for it and a wisp of soul energy came from me and flew into Ehud’s body. The death energy from the cores then poured in. The wound in his chest closed and the energy continued to consolidate there.

Though the wound appeared simple, the damage was quite extensive. The arrow had not only fractured Ehud’s death core, equivalent of stabbing him in the heart, destructive electric magic ravaged his body, frying nerves and breaking down muscles and bones. The general, whose body had joined the archbishop, meat head paladin, and brainiac priest had been able to deliver truly deadly attacks with incredible precision.

The ritual finished, and Ehud lay unmoving. Then he twitched and slowly sat up. I moved over to him, pulling him to his feet. “I don’t know, how to thank you. You gave your life for mine, even though you did not know we could bring you back.”

To my surprise, there was an amount of hurt in his eyes. “We were all created to protect you, and we take that purpose seriously. I would lay my life down for you even if I was certain there was no way back.”

I bowed my head in apology at the rebuke in his tone. “I do not intend to question your resolve or your loyalty, I still can say thank you though. You imply that you knew you could come back?”

“Yes,” Ehud said, though his expression showed he wasn’t quite sure how to explain. “We have talked about it, and we all have a sense that even in death we would find a way to protect you still, even from beyond the grave.”

“Likely it’s because your soul knows its purpose,” Freya offered. “It tells you that until Ezekiel is no longer in this world, you will not pass on.”

Ehud nodded. Before I could say more and likely make a fool of myself, he headed back out on patrol. I almost called him back, but I had a sense that would be the wrong thing to do.

E’lon had claimed the longbow and quiver from the general when Raven brought him back. I now took the time to inspect them, wanting to make sure nothing was amiss before she took them permanently. The bow was made of the horns of some unknown creature. It’s pull weight was so massive that even un-enhanced I struggled to even make the string budge.

Kanliva

Weapon Class: Longbow

Magical

1 of 2

Carved from the horns of a War Ram ridden by an elite dwarven force. The ram’s horns are known to be able to shred high steel. None but the mightiest warriors can pull back this bow, and still fewer can truly harness its power. The runes carved into this bow give and knowledgeable sniper a plethora of information that only they know how to use to its fullest. Additional runes prevent the arrows from making a sound as they leave.

Kanliva’s Quiver

Magical

2 of 2

Made from the hide of the War Ram’s whose horns made the bow, this quiver will harden any arrows added to it and can be augmented to enchant those arrows with different effects. When the arrows from this quiver are used in the mighty longbow, Kanliva, the power, speed, and strength of the arrows is greatly enhanced as part of the fury of the ram is contained within each.

They were truly impressive equipment, and I was glad my sniper had them. With the general dead, the forces had mass surrendered. Raven was off retrieving the captain who surrendered earlier. While I waited, I checked my character sheet.

Taking Maltis had gained me a total of five levels, a large portion came from taking such a large city. I had also gotten a ton for defeating foes that were so much stronger than me. I put five points into spirit and then ten into each agility and dexterity. Next, I pulled up Mercy’s description. I was pretty certain I should have a new ability.

Mercy

Weapon Class: Blade staff

This weapon is a soul-forged weapon, its power will grow with you. It will adapt and change to fit your fighting style as you use it more. It can also be improved by adding things to it, though careful choices must be made when adding new aspects.

Level: 132

Abilities:

Dark Diseased Wounds: Through continual use of a spell that creatures slain by this weapon rise again as undead, the trait has become a permanent feature. In addition, your knowledge of a zombie plague means zombies you create with this weapon will carry the plague.

In Tuned Intent: Your connection with your weapon and constant use of the shifting ability and precognition trait has caused the shifting ability to evolve. Mercy now will shift even faster, sometimes shifting before you know what you want it to be.

Sheathing: You can at will summon and dismiss a sheath over the blade that perfectly hides the blade, can only be used when the blade is in default configuration

Telekinetic Control: This ability allows you to control Mercy with your mind at a distance of up to twenty-five meters and recall it to your hand from as much as fifty meters away. Your strength with Mercy when controlled in this manner is equal to the strength equivalent of your spirit score.

Death Conduit: Through extensive use of death magic and death energy through the weapon, it has grown attuned to death magic and death energy making spells using these abilities amplified.

Through knowledge gained about the origins of this mighty weapon you have also learned of several abilities.

Dual Weapon: Mercy can be split in half and wielded as two separate weapons. If one weapon is dropped or lost it will reappear with the weapon that remained in your possession. If both weapons are lost, they will remain separated.

Soul Capacity: Though the souls are no longer in the weapon the capacity for the weapon to store and use soul energy has remained.

Self-taught Abilities: Through constant use and experimentation you have learned specialized abilities for your weapon.

Eldritch Canon: You have learned how to channel a large amount of power through the weapon and into an apparatus that serves as a cannon.

Eldritch Plasma Blade: You channel your eldritch power through the weapon in a new way generating a dangerous new type of blade. The plasma can be shaped into different forms through your control over the weapon. It is excellent at destroying magical equipment and barriers.

I was glad I checked. Not only had Mercy gained a new ability, several of the base abilities had evolved. The in tuned intent was interesting. The fact it noted my precognition made me wonder if Mercy would begin self-adapting, that could be very interesting and very hard to learn. Abilities like this sometimes did not take effect until you actually acknowledged them, though I had noted that Mercy shifted easier as of late.

The dark diseased wounds was potentially, though powerful, also problematic. An uncontrolled zombie plague spreading across the country was not something I wanted. Though some people argued that’s exactly what I should be doing. I would agree if it wasn’t for the wholesale slaughter of the civilians that would be involved with that. I would have to be careful with that change. I wondered how long that had been taking effect and if I had just not noticed.

The final change was an ability I expected. The eldritch plasma blade made me smile. Now I had space ninja precognition and a blade made out of what was definitely not light. My smile was replaced by a frown, I needed to remember to pay attention to how Mercy was developing more. Especially now, zombie apocalypse was not a good thing.

When Raven arrived, leading the captain of the guard tower, I approached. “I have a proposition for you,” I said. “Become living dead, join my side, and you can have the city, or be the general of the city if you don’t want the headache of being the governor. I will also, in the process of turning you, give you immense strength that you would not have had otherwise.”

“Don’t you want my name first?” the captain asked.

“I would like your name, but I was already going to offer you this when you honorably kept your oath as a captive without any…” I paused, trying to find the right word, “persuasion, on my part needed.”

“My name is Gallus Herennius Pius.” Gallus bowed to me. “I will take you up on your offer, with the exception that I do not want you to enhance me. Strength gained without my own drive and determination is not worth having.”

Freya, who was standing nearby, gave him an appraising look, but I spoke before she did. “You accepted that fairly easily. I can respect you not wanting the enhancements I offered.”

Gallus shrugged. “The ravens bore your message well, and it was pretty clear what was going to happen if you beat the archbishop, so I’ve long been thinking if I would accept the offer. I do not want the governorship, give that to some other fool, it’s not worth the headache.”

Thinking about the gravitas system of managing things and what I had learned about governance so far, I couldn’t help but agree. “Well, that is fair, you can establish an administrator for you and still have rule of the city while leading its forces.”

“I will also offer my services,” Freya said. “I plan on taking the archbishop’s temple.” I was about to say I had to give it to Shad’ehki, but Freya cut me off. “Worry not about the raven god, they know already. They are more suited for smaller settlements and understand Thiar is a better god for large cities, since he can create living dead with much more ease.”

“Can the raven god not have the other temple in the lower city or even one of the smaller temples?” Gallus asked.

“Well, if priestess Dolores does not choose to remain in the city, of course they can,” I said. “I would imagine if not, they will take one of the smaller temples.”

“You’re letting Olattee remain?” Freya asked in surprise. “I understand that you do not hate all of them, but they are the enemy, are they not?”

“I do not believe so,” I said. “Tell me, Freya, what would happen if a very powerful member of the clergy turned their back on their god and led a revolt within the clergy? What would happen to the clergy that followed them?”

“Well, it depends on just how powerful this figure is, if they are strong enough, then while they would lose some of their power, it would not be all of it.” She frowned. “That is all I can say though, Thiar is telling me to quit talking.”

I nodded, having expected that. Damien was awfully close lipped about it as well. I guessed gods didn’t like this kind of discussion, even if they had been dead for a long time.

Abimelech approached, holding a piece of paper.

“Let’s see the battle damage,” I said. I was not looking forward to it. This battle came with a high toll.
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I clenched my teeth in frustration looking through the numbers. I knew they would’ve been much worse if Freya had not been there to support me, and if I had not created the additional necromancers. Still, it was frustrating. The bone guard and the eldritch death knights had been the hardest hit. Nearly half were slain. Of that group, a quarter of them had been so completely obliterated there was no bringing them back.

Of the life thieves, half were lost as well. The divine power wielded by the bishop and the archbishop had been very good at banishing and destroying the spirits. None of the bone archers have been lost permanently.

The casualties were stacked heavily on the melee front, which made sense. Freya had lost most of her melee oriented forces. She had far fewer in proportion than I did, and they had unfortunately been in the center of the fight where the archbishop had attacked.

The numbers of the mindless undead that had fallen were huge, serving their job well as meat shields. The loss of that many of the bone guard would definitely weaken my army. But the gruesome part of the battle report Abimelech included was the ‘resources’ gained.

That category was divided into multiple sections. The first section was the number of fresh corpses, ones that had not been reanimated over the course of the battle. The next section was the number that had been put back down, including numbers we had started with. The final section was a list of stronger foes of note that had been defeated.

In the fresh corpses category there were nearly a thousand, which meant they came near the end of the battle. In the used corpses category, the number was a staggering 10,000. A lot of civilians had been caught up in the fighting. The garrison of this city had been around 15,000 troops, bolstered by the threat I posed. Many of those soldiers had not been strong, lower than level 50, no doubt pressed into service.

However, unlike my forces, the soldiers had broken and surrendered. With their leaders defeated and a third of their initial strength slain, the moral had shattered. It was honestly impressive they held on that long.

That meant we had nearly 7,000 surrendered soldiers and officers. Even counting the initial zombies I started with, that did not make up the 10,000 corpses. Many of the initial forces had been completely eradicated to the point there was nothing usable left and you had to count for the fresh corpses as well and the total casualty numbers. There was likely over 2,000 slain civilians in the fighting that had consumed the city.

I shook it off as best I could. There was nothing I could do about it, and this was the price of war. “Have all of the ‘resources’ gathered up in the square before the temple, make sure to separate out the stronger bodies,” I ordered. “Also, have the necromancers go to the graveyard, but not raise the corpses. Tell them to use exhuming spells to gather anything useful and bring that as well. Finally, make sure the fallen soldiers of my army that are recoverable are laid out, obviously not counting the mindless hordes.”

“Are you going to be turning them into undead?” Gallus asked, a bit of queasiness in his voice.

“Of course he is, silly.” Freya sauntered over to the former captain of the guard tower. “You got to get used to that, it’s just part of how it works now. Zeke is a softy too, he’ll leave some behind as a free manual labor force for the city, tireless workers are an incredible work source.”

I thought I heard Gallus swallow hard. Looking how Freya was distracting him, I wasn’t sure for what reason. I ignored it either way. “Freya, I would appreciate your help and that of your necromancers in the spells I will be casting.”

“Of course I’m willing to help.” Freya smiled. “Assuming I can get your help on a large spell as well, the ritual work for setting it up will be a pain.”

“Of course, let’s go get to work now.” I headed for the temple. “I will help you convert the temple first.”

“Just so long as you don’t make it a profaned altar,” Freya said, following me and dragging Gallus with her. “No god who isn’t desperate wants those.”

I took that bit of information away for later analysis. It was going to be a long couple of days of work.
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Living dead moved around, making final preparations throughout the public square. Freya, when she had established her control over the temple, had converted any of the surviving clergy who were interested, including Gallus. After that she declared she would wait until later before converting more. I was just glad I didn’t have to do it. Her process was definitely better, probably to do with the fact that her god was focused on expanding the living dead race.

There were different sections of rituals spread out. They were all connected. I could’ve done them separately, but with the excess help I had, I decided it was worth it to do it all at once and do it correctly. A gruesome sight was laid out before me in the form of three large piles of prepared muscles, bones, and skin. Necromancers had run nonstop rituals that took the corpses of the zombie hoard that had been raised once already and processed them down into refined material.

Smaller piles were stationed farther out. One contained within a sphere of dark magic to better preserve what was inside—the brains and nervous systems. The less they degraded the better. Another pile were the valuable organs, also refined and prepared. There was a large pile of death cores as well, mostly provided by me along with many other materials.

In neat rows were 565 of my bone guard and 98 of the bone archers. Though I had not permanently lost any of the bone archers, they had still taken casualties. Another section was the 965 fresh corpses, along with another 500 of the best preserved bodies from the graveyards. The rest had been added to the piles in the middle.

At the foot of the temple stairs, the archbishop’s body lay in the middle of a complex and intricate ritual. Attached to that ritual were others containing bodies of strong fighters from the city.

Spread throughout the square, configured like the one in front of me, were three other rituals. One for the meat head paladin, one for the general, and one for the brainiac bishop. I had learned that was what Raven called her, because like the paladin, she had focused almost exclusively on her intelligence score. The priest’s entire body was encased in dark magic to preserve the nervous system and brain as much as possible.

Across the square was Bishop Dolores looking out across the scene. A frown on her face. As a signal was given that everything was ready, she turned and walked away followed by her attendance.

At two of the other rituals, one for the general and one for the meat head paladin stood Tola and Izban. At the ritual for the bishop, Freya waited. Around the fallen bone guard were my six necromancers and necromancers from Freya’s forces stood near the fresh corpses.

I raised Mercy into the air, and a flash of eldritch power signaled the start. The elemental zombies had been divided between the other three rituals, providing eldritch power. The excess necromancers and other caster types funneled death magic into the central piles as all six of the rituals became active. I knew the quality of the work done and trusted the casters, so I could focus on my own work.

Music from Maxwell increased everyone’s focus, as all of the Dread Thirteen added their one point of restored divine energy to the overall process. The powerful energy was focused not on creations, but on enhancing everyone’s focus and concentration. The same power came from Freya and her priests she had stationed around every other major ritual but hers. Evidently her god wanted to help, and she assured me there was no hidden intentions. I saw no reason not to trust her.

All around the square, five large rituals began. Three of them were like mine and would follow a similar process, while the fifth would be restoring my fallen forces.

The archbishop’s body was picked up and immediately began to change. Huge amounts of death energy flooded into it. The energy was both provided by me, the death cores which were now dissolving, and the excess amount of death energy that now flooded out of the temple. When Freya had converted it, death energy blanketing the city left over by the battle had been pulled in and stored, which was a good thing. If it wasn’t, it could cause problems. There were benefits to having death gods around.

The death energy concentrated on the archbishop’s body. The divine energy that was innate to his form was purged and overwhelmed by the death energy. Even in death his body contained the power.

As if stretching out a gummy man, the ritual pulled. The power of the death energy and death magic did not let the bone and muscle rip or break, instead it stretched an elongated. By the time it was done the, archbishop no longer looked like a person. He was a very skinny and narrow five pointed star with the top point shorter. The star was twenty meters tall.

Similar processes had happened all around with the exception of Freya’s ritual. The brainiac bishop had also formed a star, but was only four pointed, the point where the head would’ve been was shorter to preserve the powerful brain.

That was the simplest part. Though the rituals did most of the work it still took the hand of a skillful necromancer to control it. Streams of magic reached out to the material in the center from all of the rituals. Only small amounts went to the ones with the bone guard and fresh corpses, the rest poured into the four main rituals.

Nervous systems were laid and wrapped around the black star-like skeletons. They then spread out like complex trees forming humanoid frames of nerves. They weren’t as complex as an actual nervous system, but they didn’t need to be.

In the next part, eldritch power burned through the entire framework of nervous systems changing its very nature. I provided my own eldritch power while the elemental zombies helped the others, Freya needing the most since she had none of my eldritch power.

In the next step, the skeletal structure was built with thick bones supporting all of the limbs and forming compact cores at the center that would house the death core. The skull was covered in black bone spikes and filled with dagger-like teeth which were the composites of all the teeth from the resource pile.

Organs were placed inside of the reinforced central torso as a large conglomeration of brains was placed inside the skull. The ritual crystals glowing with purple eldritch light dimmed as power was poured into the skull. Through the ritual I could see the hellish inferno that blazed in their refining and changing the brain into what we needed it to be, a mind full of terrible power and might.

Rivers of flesh flowed next. Under my control it wrapped around the growing form. The nervous system installed was offset against the black flesh that began to encase it. Powerful muscles and tendons stretched as the massive creature was built. The eyes were made of black glass we had the artisans of the city make for us. A few of them had taken persuasion, but ludicrous amounts of gold taken from the treasury paved the way.

Finally, layers of gray skin laid on to the gigantic figure. When the first layer was down, a mesh of black bone that had been formed into a chain mail-like weave was laid over the entire body before another layer of skin was laid on.

The final part of the rituals activated, the one I was the most uncertain about. Huge amounts of death energy and divine energy from the temple itself flooded the rituals. I looked over at the naked living dead standing beside me.

He met my eyes and smiled. “We chose this,” he said simply, and stepped into the ritual.
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I felt bad that I didn’t even know the man’s name. He’d volunteered to be used as a sacrifice, though they claimed they did not see it as a sacrifice. When I proposed the spell, Freya had suggested this change. I told her I wasn’t going to refrain from using eldritch magic, these creations needed to be one with my power. Still, she had insisted, saying they would follow me and before the ritual began, the four living dead had sworn their eternal loyalty to me.

The living dead practically disintegrated in the maelstrom of power. His death energy swept into the massive creation. The power coalesced deep within the chest of the giant before I saw it flooding up into the mind.

The ritual ended in a flash of pitch-black power that consumed the creation. In a moment, it was gone, and the arms of the giant before me sagged down to its side before the black glass of the eyes became partially liquid as an iris of purple eldritch formed.

The giant moved and stretched its arms and fingers. Then he threw back his head, mouth full of razor-sharp teeth, and began to laugh. The voice was deep and booming and resonated with in me as the eldritch power of the mind behind the voice could be felt.

The laugh was echoed by the other four giants that now stood in the square. The one before me knelt, and one by one the others joined, crossing the large square in long powerful strides. The one that had been the former archbishop spoke. “We reaffirm our loyalty to the Lich Ezekiel, through his eldritch might he gave birth to us and we begin this new life. We will follow and destroy his enemies without mercy or remorse.”

I looked over my new creations and couldn’t help but smile. “And I accept your pledge of fealty and will honor it with my power. What are your new names?”

They’d refused to give me their names before the ritual, knowing the eldritch power would change them. They accepted that fact, all of them wanting the power that would come with this. “I am Ghrodri,” the formal general said.

“I am Vogdess,” the former paladin said. He was the same as Ghrodri with muscular builds with bone protrusions from their elbows, shoulders, and knees, and a head covered in black spikes. Other than that, they were just giant humans.

“I am Vhytlos,” the former brainiac priest said. She was different than the first two. Her head wasn’t covered in black spikes and only small ones came from her elbows and shoulders. Overall, her frame was less muscular, but intense power burned in her eyes that the others lacked.

“And I am Agreldo,” the former archbishop said. He was different in many ways. His eyes burned with power less than Vhytlos but greater than the others. The bone spikes from his shoulders extended clear above his head where they arched in slightly instead of out. Crackling eldritch power ran up and down them. The spikes on his head were not formed randomly, but instead made a crown.

I of course examined them, wanting to know what we had managed to create. I knew what my intention was, but the addition of the sacrifice probably changed things.

Agreldo

Living Dead Eldritch Juggernaut

Level: 123

Juggernaut creations embody power and destruction. Either the juggernaut will be destroyed or their task will be accomplished. There is no stopping a juggernaut.

Not all juggernauts are created equal, and wide variations can be found.

Living Dead: This juggernaut was created with a spark of divine power from a god whose purpose is to spread the living dead race. The sacrifice used in creating this monstrosity allowed it to become living dead. Normally these creatures need to be controlled carefully, but this one can think for itself, and more importantly, advance on its own. This does mean that it doesn’t have to follow its creator’s will.

Oath Braced Eldritch Mind: The mind and nervous system of this juggernaut has been refined and enhanced by eldritch magic. This gives them an increased intellect and further increases their skill with eldritch magic. It also increases their fine motor controls and reaction times. The mind used in the creation was not eldritch in nature. But was thrust into an eldritch mind, normally this would have driven them mad, but a binding oath sworn to the progenitor of that power has kept the mind from going mad, though it was irrevocably changed in the process.

Profaned Core: A powerful body is needed to create a juggernaut. The body this one was derived from was once that of a powerful servant to the divine. That nature was corrupted and overwhelmed by death energy, changing it. This grants the juggernaut a resistance to the divine magic of its original nature and similar kinds. Resistance purity and related magics.

Divine core: The body used in the construction of this juggernaut was so in tuned with its god that it’s very nature had been changed and divine power was an innate part of their very bones. Though that power has been removed and purged, the ability to channel the divine has remained. The eldritch nature of the juggernaut gives them one point of eldritch divine power per twelve hours.

All of them had the same description with the exception that only Agreldo had the divine core. I guessed the others had not been far enough down the path for that to be a thing. The other exception was Vhytlos. She had another trait.

Conduit of Eldritch Power: The body used in the creation of this juggernaut had a truly powerful mind. That mind took to the eldritch power it was steeped in like a fish to water. This fundamentally changed not just the nature of the mind, but the nature of the juggernaut itself. Eldritch power will run through it, and she can use it in innate spellcasting like that of a mage.

“Anything interesting?” Maxwell asked.

“I don’t even know where to start,” I said. I started explaining what I had read.

“I didn’t even know eldritch divine power was a thing,” Maxwell said.

“Oh, there is divine energy for everything,” Freya informed him. “Though eldritch is very rare to see.”

“Where does that come from?” I asked. “My Dread Thirteen also have access to divine energy, though not as often. I thought it only came from being sworn to a god.”

The question made Freya uncomfortable, and she let it go unanswered. “Thank you for letting me use the sacrifices to create the living dead part. Thiar is quite pleased with me.”

“I’m glad we did,” I agreed.

Raven was walking over, looking up at the juggernauts. “We might want to get them clothes.” I thought I caught a blush on her cheeks.

All of the revived had come back and stood in neat lines. The eldritch death knights that had fallen were also back. The process of reanimating them wasn’t much different than the bone guards so they had been included. I was still down several hundred bone guard, but I was certain my juggernauts made up for that.

Though I was short, I was still planning on leaving several hundred skeletons behind to support the city.

Now I had to go help Freya. With Abimelech organizing the troops and taking charge of the juggernauts, I headed for the temple. What Freya needed my help with wasn’t powering a spell or ritual. I had done that when I helped her convert the temple. It was setting up a ritual. She was far better at converting people into living dead than I was, but it was still easier if she had a ritual set up for it. I worked under her direction for many long hours that day drawing out a ritual that would do just that.

To my surprise, by the time we were done, there was a line of people waiting to be converted. It wasn’t a long line, but already Freya’s people had spread through the city and were talking to citizens about becoming living dead. Freya couldn’t be happier.

The players in the city were the other interesting part. They all seemed to want to be converted or had already fled. My guess was the ones that were not interested had died in the fighting and when they respawned, they left. Maltis wasn’t a center of players by any stretch of the imagination. But there was still a fair number of them.

“Max, what do we do if we come across an army of players?” I asked. We were standing on the wall looking out over the plains. “No matter how many times we kill them, they’ll just keep coming back. They don’t fear pain, at least not normally since it hurts less for them.”

“You do realize it sounds like you’re talking about fighting you, right?” Maxwell joked.

“You know what I mean.” I glared at him. Below us a group that was clearly an adventuring party was just setting out from the city, even though night was coming. Many of them left at this point, had signed up, or were happy just continuing life as usual, perhaps they liked the darker mood. No doubt they were on a quest to accomplish something given to them in the city.

“I don’t think it’s a real threat, and even if it is I doubt they can hold it together.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Well,” Maxwell said. “Think about it, you used to be a player, and in a fairly large guild. Even so, that guild wasn’t even over a thousand people, what was it, like a hundred at most? It would take a coalition of multiple guilds to even build a large force.”

“Yes, but that force would have to be much smaller than my army to be incredibly powerful,” I pointed out. “A single one of my bone guards might be worth half a soldier in another NPC army of equivalent level, not counting buffs, but a single player probably could wipe the floor with ten soldiers at least.”

“You’re right, we would need an army comprised of things like your juggernauts or the Dread Thirteen to go toe to toe with a player army,” Maxwell agreed. “The thing is, they would still need hundreds of players who are all relatively strong. And even if they did manage to get that together, yes it would be a force to be reckoned with, but the first time it was defeated it would break apart. Heck it might break apart on its own if they got bored.”

“Well, here’s to hoping that we never come across an army of organized players,” I said.
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We marched out of Maltis a week later. We waited that long to be certain Freya and Gallus had a firm handle on the city. In that time, I had created another ten necromancers for my army. Freya told me she was planning on sending out forces to conquer smaller villages and hamlets in my name nearby.

We marched south and then east, heading deeper into the plateau. When I had fled from Omark, I’d stayed near the edge, but that was the least populated area. Now we headed deeper in. The fact I had not heard anything from the friar was beginning to cause me more and more concern. He was in the south still, but even Bishop Dolores hadn’t seemed to think he was doing much. My interest in the friar had confirmed who she thought I was.

In the week we were at Maltis, reinforcements had continued to arrive. A group of one hundred grave guard with long pikes had showed up. We were heading out into the planes, pikes would be great for dealing with calvary. I also hope to get better use of the mounted troops I had, fighting in the city was not great for mounted troops.

As we marched, my numbers swelled. I rode near the front noticing a shambling column moving to join us from a side road we were approaching. They were led by Tola, who’d gone and conquered nearby villages. Out of curiosity to see exactly where things were at, I pulled up the army tab, Abimelech was constantly updating it.

Total soldiers in army: 9,271

Troops

Mindless Undead

Zombies trash troops: 6,152 (0.1 command points)

Undead Troops

Bone Arches: 1000 common troops (.5 command point)

Bone Guard: 1465 common troops (.5 command point)

Pike Bone Guard: 100 common troops (.5 command points)

Mounted Bone Guard: 200 uncommon troops (1 command point)

Life Thief: 107 uncommon troops (1 command point)

Advanced Greater Eldritch Death Elemental Zombie: 25 rare troops (1.5 command point)

Necromancer: 15 rare troops (1.5 command points)

Monster and Construct Undead

Flesh Golems: 19 uncommon monsters (5 command point or 1 monster handler point)

Mobile Eldritch Death Bone Cannon: 10 rare constructs (10 command points or 1 construct controller point.)

Undead Officers

Captain: 15 advanced greater zombie nexuses. (1 command point of captain rank)

Lieutenants: 51 advanced eldritch death knights, 35 advanced eldritch bone archer. (1 command point of lieutenant rank)

Sergeant: Control zombie. 47 uncommon troop (1 command point of Sargent rank)

Living Dead

Living Dead Troops

Juggernauts: 4

Death Cleric: 10

Living Dead Officers:

Lieutenant colonels: 11 exalted living dead (1 command point of lieutenant colonel rank)

Colonels: 2 exalted living dead (1 command point of colonel rank)

Commander in Chief: Lich (command point not needed)

Living

Troops:

Specialist: 1 Raven – Werecat (1 specialist command point needed)

Officers:

Chief of Staff: 1 Maxwell Cromwell (1 staff command point needed)

The death clerics were from Freya, having insisted I take some since I had great need of them and she did not need all of them, or so she said. I had more of the mindless undead that I could control with just the controllers from Vito, so several of my necromancers were in charge of them. The extra necromancers were also helping control the undead constructs and monsters, I needed to create whatever type of undead was supposed to control those.

After every fight we had, I tried to create more of the constructs of both the flesh golems, which were monsters, and the mobile eldritch bone cannons which were constructs. They were powerful additions to the force and great force multipliers, but they were eating up a lot of command points that I needed. As it was, I had no spare necromancers outside of the Dread Thirteen and I didn’t want to tie them down.
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The ground shook and horns blared stirring General Sextus back to awareness. His army was arrayed only a few kilometers outside of town. He didn’t remember the name, having arrived the previous day after a long day of marching. The plan had been to dig in and fortify before the enemy arrived. Unfortunately, at the end of a long day of building fortifications, a scout informed him that the undead horde was only hours away.

That meant neither the officers nor the troops got the sleep they so desperately needed. A tired troop rotation was taking place while the soldiers slept wherever they could find comfortable spots on the field behind hastily built barricades. At any one time about half of his force was asleep.

The general himself didn’t have time to sleep. He had been inspecting the defenses, some of which weren’t much more than sharp stakes driven into the ground pointed away.

As flares of purple eldritch light blossomed out in the dark fields beyond his troops, exhaustion turned into fear and adrenaline. They had marched hard to make it here in time to protect the village. The blasted crows had convinced the civilian population to not do the reasonable thing and flee before the undead.

Many of the civilians even voiced quiet thoughts about the rumors coming out of the lands that had already fallen to the undead. Rumors that couldn’t possibly be true, rumors of tireless labor forces, order, and even, the most dreaded rumor for any ruler to hear about a rival kingdom, less taxes.

The force under Sextus’s command numbered five thousand. Five hundred of which were a light calvary division, which dared not ride at night. The horses would assuredly break their legs on unseen obstacles.

The thundering grew louder as the hissing sound of arrows falling amongst his troops could be heard. His own ranged companies returned fire, flaming arrows flying out into the darkness. The arrows lit up the horde. Thousands of undead raced towards them. Swirls of magic propelling them faster.

His magical corps struck out. If they survived, he would have to complement their colonel for organizing them so quickly. Balls of bright white fire fell upon the undead. Then exploded against dark barriers illuminating the night.

While the attack did not penetrate the barriers it did break the concealing magic, revealing his foe. Hordes of disorganized undead, neat lines of armored infantry, flights of arrows, mounted figures flanking out to the right, lumbering monstrosities, and figures on mounts that spewed forth eldritch fire charging down the middle. Though none of that held his attention.

What Sextus saw and what made him go cold and curse the tardy war cleric that was supposed to be reinforcing him with a thousand of the church’s warriors were the four massive figures headed straight for his front line. They ran in a straight line abreast of his army. They did not move with the lumbering slowness like legends told of giants, they sprinted.

The weapons they held were crude. And they wore nothing more but ragged pieces of cloth. But their hands ended in vicious claws and the roar they released when their concealment was shattered had the general’s army crying out in fear and horror.

“Artillery, target them!” Sextus’s voice boomed. A moment later the scorpions and catapults fired. The long bolts and boulders hammered towards the onrushing juggernauts. However, they made one vital mistake by targeting more than a single of those giants. All four juggernauts staggered, but it was not enough.

Before a second volley could be fired, they hit the front line. The prepared barricades shattered. Two of the juggernauts, the ones on the far left and right, held long poles that had likely once been trees. Along those poles were jagged pieces of stone and metal. With one hand they hammered clusters of men while the other reached out with claws.

And when their mouths opened, they released a torrent of purple eldritch flames that turned the night into a nightmare. His magical corps struck out a bolt of lightning, hammering one of the juggernauts causing them to stagger. In response, one of the two center juggernauts roared. Power built over its crowned head in between the spikes coming from its shoulder.

It took only a moment for the sizzling blast of power that hammered out from the section of wizards of his army to draw the beast’s attention. The eldritch power exploded in a deafening roar that ripped apart the earth as it expanded. Then, as if not to be outdone, the one female juggernaut struck. Her power at first seemed less, being not as aggressive as the others, but when beams of eldritch power blasted from her eyes and traced around his army, eviscerating all it touched, it became clear she was far from the least.

“Archers, focus on bringing them down one at a time,” Sextus ordered, his tired brain finally stirring him to action. But it was too late, for though the four juggernauts were terrible, the riders on mounts of eldritch fire were far worse.

As that terrible power exploded along his front line once again, spells wrapped around the juggernauts, strengthening and speeding them up even more, Sextus turned to shout an order. Only, to his horror, he suddenly could not speak. He felt something wet, and his hands came up to his throat and came away covered in blood. A moment later, he saw violet eyes and fluffy ears before his world closed in around him.
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The battle turned into a slaughter. Raven had rode in on the backs of the juggernauts and made a beeline for the general. He was a competent man, a true leader, but not a warrior. Regardless, with the front lines broken, the command structure decapitated, and chaos raining, the army didn’t even have a chance to surrender.

My horde swept over them, destroying them in completion. No horse, mage, or even a lowly trooper survived. The mounted detachment of bone guard hunted down all who fled. The army general, Sextus, was no more.

My own scouts had warned me of his approach, and we had purposely disguised how quickly we could move. When he had marched in and began to set up, we could strike that night while he and his would be tired. His magical corps was competent, but weak for a force that size. He was meant to be augmented by the church, yet it was late.

The complete and other destruction of his army was so that we could ambush the priests next. They would have no warning that their expected allies were no longer available.

I laughed to myself. Well, they would be available, just not in the way they expected.
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It was remarkable how quickly we expanded and how quickly that all changed. Less than three weeks had passed since I took the first city. After Maltis fell, my domain exploded onto the plains, nothing slowing it. Freya was a blessing I hadn’t expected. She organized and sent out raiding parties to conquer and expand.

The rapid assault left the local forces on the back foot. We had ambushed and destroyed several different forces similar to that of General Sextus. After a point I didn’t need mindless undead any more, I needed more troops. We started loading up carts of corpses and sending them back to Maltis. I was certain Freya would have a way to help.

We were marching steadily towards the next major city. It was roughly the size of Maltis, but from the information I had gathered it looked like it might be an even easier target. It was built out in the plains and its defenses weren’t anything spectacular. Once we were through them, the city would fall quickly.

The main road we were following took us along a large lake. One of the mounted bone guard rode back in, acting as my scouts. As we advanced, the bone guard were steadily becoming more and more useful. They could now follow and execute more complex orders and tasks.

He was reporting to Abimelech who immediately came over to me. “There is a large force approaching from the southeast,” Abimelech said. That was the direction we were heading. “Raven is going to check it out, but the indication is that it is rather large.”

I nodded. The bone guard, while able to report back on seeing things, had no way to quantify numbers like how many were in the force. They had small, medium, large, and very large. “Let’s see what Raven says, if it’s more than we can handle, we can fall back in order to bait them into position we’ve prepared.”

Abimelech nodded and returned to where she rode at the front of my guard.

Raven was still gone when I saw another mounted bone guard approach Abimelech. “There is another force behind us,” she said.

“What? Did we somehow miss something? Max, check the map, did we bypass a fort or something? How big is this force, it can’t be that big.”

Abimelech stared back in the direction we’d come from. “The bone guard says it is small. Still, I sent Ehud back to check.”

“I don’t think we missed anything.” Maxwell pulled out his map. “Any chance it’s another group of reinforcements? It has been a while since one arrived.”

I rode over next to Snappy and hopped from Shadow onto the back of the giant snapping turtle to see the map up close. “I don’t think so, the bone guard might be dense, but they know when it’s our stuff.” I saw something marked on the map. “What is that?”

It was a little symbol of an archway with something in the middle. “That marks a shrine of creation. Those,” Maxwell tapped something else, “are altars of creation.”

When I looked closely, the same symbol in the middle of the first one became clear.

“You don’t think…” I trailed off, studying the map intently, but for a different reason. “Abi, warn Ehud it might be players.” She nodded and raced after the sneak.

“Max, find a place we can fortify,” I said. “We might be in a little bit of trouble.”
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“We should’ve charged the players and overwhelmed them,” I grumbled, sketching out the ritual diagram in the compact dirt. Maxwell’s music thundered out over the battlefield. The song was another one from Godsmack, since the chorus seemed to be “I Stand Alone,” I assumed that was the name. I would have to ask about his song choice at some point.

Raven had reported back that the NPC army coming from the south was nearly 6,000 strong, and Ehud had returned confirming a player force of over 500, but only loosely organized. There had been a brief debate about whether or not we should rush north and catch the players off guard, both Maxwell and I were hesitant. Five hundred players, if appropriately leveled, would reap a terrible toll on my forces, and even if we killed them, all they would lose is some gear.

Instead, we had found a peninsula that stretched out into a lake. Redirecting my army, we had marched down it, leaving the hordes of the mindless undead clogging up the narrowest part of the neck. The end of the peninsula rose a small amount and widened out, there we had set up our defense.

Othniel organized the casters we had available. We focused on defenses, as we were outnumbered and outgunned, so it was more important to have a solid defensive magics set up. Fortunately, we had time to get things set up correctly. When the fighting started, Tola took half the necromancers and began focusing on enhancing the mindless undead.

The horde clogging the neck of the peninsula was massive, but they weren’t competent fighters, just cannon fodder. And with how clogged together they were, Tola was able to justify the use of smaller area of effect regeneration and buffing spells that were much more powerful.

The water on the narrow part of the peninsula was shallow for about ten meters out on either side. The horde had spread out into the water. I was fine with that, as it would prevent my enemies from trying to get anything by. Moving troops through water while fighting was always difficult.

There was an explosion that drew my attention away from the ritual I was working on. The artillery brought by the NPCs was probably the single greatest threat. They lobbed large, enchanted magical projectiles. The boulders tossed by the catapults detonated, spraying out shrapnel that shredded the horde.

I had started working on the ritual as soon as we arrived. I had hoped to be done before the enemies arrived, but the NPCs arrived sooner than expected. The players should be showing up soon.

The defenses raised above my army by the clerics and necromancers under the direction of Othniel were under constant barrage. Waves of missiles from the ranged fighters hammered down while group-cast magical artillery spells were constantly exploding against the defenses. With the addition of the clerics, we had started making our barriers stop incoming arrows as well, clerics simply had more powerful defenses that could do that in a more mana efficient rate.

The time spent preparing defenses was also partially because of the growing number of eldritch cannons and the juggernauts. The ten eldritch cannons were coordinated to fire along with the casters by E’lon. The coordinated blast would shatter barriers, punching a hole through the defenses in a small area.

They could not fire as often, but when they opened a hole in the defenses, flights of arrows often found their way through. E’lon almost always managed to bring down some target that stood out. Either Vhytlos or Agreldo, sometimes both, shot balls of crackling eldritch power into the ranks of the enemy.

The juggernauts were stationed behind the front lines of bone guard which were busy digging a bulwark across the peninsula behind the horde of the mindless undead. An explosion rocked the ground and one of the ritual lines I had been carving with Mercy was distorted. I swore, smoothing the area back out, tamping it down, and redrawing.

Looking towards the force in the fading light of the day, more projectiles were heading towards us. Whoever was in command over there had decided focusing his artillery on the horde of regenerating mindless zombies was a waste. They began focusing on the organized forces at the end of the peninsula. From the length of their arcs, I guess we were near the end of their maximum range without them pushing artillery onto the peninsula and clogging it up further.

Othniel, eldritch magic not well suited for traditional magical defenses, was using bolts of fast-moving eldritch power to try and breakup incoming spells. It was quite effective actually. In fact, when the two of us realized that was the best way to use eldritch magic in a defensive setting, we had theorized this ritual. It had been something I’d been working on designing with the help of both Othniel and Shamgar as we rode.

Shamgar, the runic tank, had been more helpful than even Othniel. As he had grown and continued to fight and study, his knowledge of runes had expanded rapidly. He didn’t know how to build rituals, but his help in orienting and using the correct runes was notable.

All of the Dread Thirteen had grown with me, as soon as I leveled up, they followed. Unfortunately, this was not true for the entire army. Many of the undead from Kellnock advanced as well, but only some of the bone guard did, and obviously none of the mindless dead.

I did take the time to make sure I increased the power of all of the flesh golems and eldritch cannons. In the dungeon, I hadn’t upgraded my eldritch cannon as I went, the resources just weren’t worth it, here on the battlefield, I saw things a little differently.

Ritual finished, I activated it, and eldritch power filled the twisting runic lines. I had a mana regeneration potion out and was already drinking it—this would take every drop of power I had.

There were three layers in total. The central one filled first. It lifted off the ground, my eldritch power solidifying into a semisolid state. It took a lot of power to accomplish that, and that power had to come from me. I needed absolute control to accomplish that semisolid state. One by one the other two layers of the ritual filled and lifted.

All three circles remained perpendicular to the ground. I was out of mana. Expending that much at once made me wince, the mana depletion headache not pleasant. At least the regeneration potion was already restoring my mana pool at the maximum rate, it was a very high-quality regeneration potion.

With a mental order, I commanded the twenty-five elemental zombies that had been standing by to funnel power into the ritual. Power flooded out of the elemental zombies and into a point on the ground underneath the ritual where it shot up in a beam into the central ritual. The ritual began to move. The center part remained flat and perpendicular to the ground, though it did spin in place. It was the most complex part, the targeting system.

The outer parts began to spin as well, but they began to weave around the central circle of runes. They never quite intersected with the beam of power pouring into it.

Again, the ground shook as another barrage of heavy magical attacks hammered into our barriers. They couldn’t take much more, and theoretically they wouldn’t have to. I hated that this was the first time I was actually trying to implement such a complex ritual, field testing as a trial run was not a great idea. The outer rituals began to move fast enough they blurred and left behind afterimages, forming a sphere.

A beam no thicker than a pencil shot out into the growing twilight. I followed it and though it ended a moment later, it had struck an incoming ball of white light. A moment later, another being struck it and the incoming attack spell collapsed on itself and exploded.

Before long, constant beams of power shot out from the ritual, knocking down incoming magical attacks, artillery projectiles, and to my surprise and frustration, arrows. That was going to burn through a lot of power, but I didn’t have time to figure out how to fix that part, even if it were possible for me to work on an active ritual.

The elemental zombies were pouring quite a bit of power into it, too much, actually. The focus point could only take so much, and the excess power was bleeding off and filling the area.

I ordered half of them to stop. The eldritch power wasn’t a threat to me, but it could cause issues if it began to destroy other things. With the beams of power cut off, less power overflowed. One at a time, I ordered elemental zombies to stop until there was only eight powering it.

I thought about dispatching the elemental zombies to help the casters, but that was a stupid idea. I divided them into three groups, including the ones currently powering the spell. They were all evenly spaced around the ritual and the order was simple.

When one group depleted half of their energy reserves, they would stop and another group would take over. I hoped that would give them enough time to rebuild power to keep the ritual running indefinitely. Well, until the ritual became unstable. Using semisolid magic was great, but it wasn’t a permanent effect.

I surveyed what I could see of the battlefield. The players still hadn’t arrived. That confused me. They shouldn’t have been very far behind the NPC army.

I was about to say something when I noticed something along the shores, there was a patch of ice. Except it wasn’t winter, and even if it was, I questioned if this waterway would ever freeze. It took a moment for my brain to catch up, and I realized where the players had gone.
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“So close,” Icarus whispered in French, but it came out in English, since that was the most common language in his guild. Although, the game’s inbuilt translation wasn’t always perfect.

Icarus smiled. He was the leader of a mercenary guild of players. They had been contracted to support the NPC army and trap the undead horde between them. The sum they had been paid was quite handsome, enough to justify the headache of getting his entire guild together and organized.

The average level of the members ranged from sixty, which was the entry requirement, to himself at a hundred and thirty. Icarus had no illusions about what would happen if the horde focused on them individually, but they hadn’t. While retreating down the peninsula was not an ideal situation, an open field battle would’ve been that, it was one of the better options.

The music playing from the undead army was loud enough they could hear it over the water. It was surprisingly good. Too bad it was helping his enemies, otherwise he might enjoy it. As it was, many of his guild members were quietly singing along.

Not seeing the point in getting caught up in the slugfest meatgrinder that was taking place on the peninsula, Icarus came up with a brilliant plan. His guild had four ice mages, not water mages who could freeze things, but mages who had truly advanced and become ice mages.

The four of them were working together to freeze a pathway for his guild to follow along the lake. Not being stupid, he had ordered the illusion wizards of his guild to weave magic around them that would disguise their approach.

Illusion wizards were far better at hiding things than dark or light mages were. The magic was subtle and nearly undetectable. Icarus’ second-in-command had even begun down the path of psionics, weaving trace amounts of mental energy into his spells.

The ball of eldritch power at the end of the peninsula where it widened out and rose up higher was interesting. From Icarus’ perspective, he could see it shredding incoming projectiles. He would have to have his people take a look at that. Eldritch power was tricky, but maybe they could do something similar with a different kind of magic.

The battle raged noisily, the silence surrounding his forces out on the water was almost tranquil. They were rapidly closing in now, flanking this undead army to decimate its support. They’d been promised large bonuses if they managed to take out the Lich or one of the juggernauts.

Then all at once, everything went wrong. The sniper with the longbow that had been picking off officer NPCs in the army suddenly turned out toward the water. A volley of black arrows dispersed over the water. They were looking for them. Icarus winced when one of the arrows hit the ice bridge a dozen meters behind his force.

The sniper picked up on that, and a moment later her arrow was accompanied by ten eldritch blasts. The illusion magic did nothing to stop the attack, its defense was not being seen. The ice bridge cracked under the barrage and the illusion failed in that area, causing the large spell to ripple.

The wizards managed to maintain it around his guild, but it came undone on the path leading to them. The ice bridge had been broken off.

“Wizards, switch to defensive barriers; archers, suppressing fire,” Icarus ordered. “Get us moving faster.” There was no point for stealth now.

The illusions came down as barriers snapped into existence around them, the clerics in his force having waited for such opportunity. With his guild on full view, the ice mages surged forward, freezing large parts of water as they rush towards land.

The juggernauts turned to meet them. A storm of magical attacks rose up and flew towards the peninsula. Whatever that defensive ritual was, it tore many of them apart, but there was too many for it to stop them all. The concentration of casters, ranged fighters, and the player army was far higher.

The defenses around the peninsula began to crack. A ball of eldritch power flew from one of the juggernauts, exploding newly formed ice. Crackling bolts of lightning hammered across the water, shattering against barriers. Behind those bolts and hammering into the weakening barriers were missiles made of necrotic power.

Icarus saw the Lich staring out at them. He had not attacked himself, not yet anyways. He suspected that was about to change as the Lich began to glow with eldritch magic.

“What the hell,” Icarus heard his second-in-command say. It only took him a moment to realize what caused him to say that.

The two juggernauts without magical attacks of their own had waded out into the water until they were up to their massive chests. His forces were bombarding them with a constant stream of attacks, but none of his higher level members could do any real damage. And even then, magical barriers were forming to protect the juggernauts. But that wasn’t what made his second-in-command speak. It was what the juggernauts were doing.

They had stopped moving and were now swaying back and forth in sync, gathering momentum.

Suddenly, a wind laced with necrotic power blew down. It was nothing more than a small breeze at first before it turned into a gale. The waves generated by the massive juggernauts reached the ice island, then they began to move in the opposite direction. The necrotic power in the wind was nullified by simple spells from the clerics, but Icarus was certain of two things. One, it had been group cast by a bunch of necromancers, and two, the necrotic effect wasn’t the important part.

The Lich pointed his staff at them and a bolt of eldritch power shot towards them. The bolt flew in a straight line and exploded against a barrier over freshly formed ice.

The barrier held, but the ice fractured underneath, cracks spreading out and collapsing a large section of ice. It caught some of his guild members by surprise as the ice underneath them collapsed and the island staggered. They yelled out in alarm as they tumbled into the water. They were the heavily armored section as well, their heavy metal armor pulling them below the waves.

Another eldritch bolt arrived and exploded on the same barrier. The barrier didn’t even waver, the island staggered. The barrier was attached to the island itself, meant to be a stationary defense. You could do mobile barriers, but they were never as good. The bolts of eldritch power arrived in time with the waves as the island began to pick up speed, being pushed away from the peninsula.

A minute later, the barrage ended and Icarus looked toward the peninsula. The wind had stopped as well, the waves no longer big enough to be of effect. But the island of ice they were on, big enough to hold 500 players and their gear, had built up too much momentum and was going in the wrong direction.

Already mages were on the other side of the island trying to counter the momentum, but it would take too long. The surprise was gone. If they had managed to land, the sudden addition of hostile forces in their flanks would’ve been worth the risk, now that the enemy knew they were out on the water, there was no way they would ever close. Icarus glared at the peninsula, where the Lich was waving at him.

The next song started, carrying across the waves even when the sounds of battle did not. This Maxwell character had a sense of humor as “Our Last Goodbye” by Disturbed echoed out across the water. The one modification he made to the song was stressing the goodbye part.
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I watched the players sailing away, shaking my head as I waved. It wasn’t a bad plan, and if they’d made it, it would’ve been a giant pain in my butt. But now I hope their leader was smart enough not to try that again, though I also hoped he would be stupid enough to do it.

The illusion magic they had was superb, I was a little jealous. Now that I knew they had tried it once, I was already taking precautions. E’lon had tasked a dozen of her bone archers to watching the water and shooting arrows at anything that looked kind of wrong. They would go through a lot of ammunition, but it was better than being flanked.

The players would likely join the front line, which was already beginning to look bleak. Of the nearly 7,000 mindless zombies that had choked the narrow part of the peninsula, over half were down. The regeneration from the necromancers kept them going, but once a zombie or skeleton had truly been turned into pulp, there wasn’t a lot that regeneration spells could do.

The sun was now fully under the horizon. The true twilight hour had begun. As the light worsened, the catapults tossed projectiles high into the air that hung in place, illuminating the battlefield with bright white light. E’lon shot them down as fast as she could, the darkness was our ally.

“Abimelech, order the remaining mindless horde into the water,” I said. We needed a change in our defenses.

As the remaining horde of mindless zombies vacated the peninsula, I got my first good look at the army coming for me. The front line was composed of heavily armored knights and other melee-focused archetypes. Interspersed amongst them were a few paladins, battle clerics, and the rare battle mage.

The vast majority of the melee forces looked to be something similar to a man at arms. Their equipment was simple and standardized. Interestingly they held back behind the heavily armored front line, not being pushed forward like they would’ve been in armies back on Earth. Their role was support, they stabbed around their heavily armored or blocked attacks coming in from blind spots.

With the horde of zombies dispersing into the water, they tried to chase, but the zombies, not needing to breathe, disappeared beneath the surface. Amusingly, a few of the zombies floated back up a few moments later, but most stayed down. The clink of armor could be heard as the front line advanced to meet my dug-in bone guard and eldritch death knights.

A dark shape swam out of the water, and a moment later, Raven transformed back into her. “It’s not good. I tried to scout as much as I could, but there is another army approaching, I think it’s from the church.”
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“As I see it we have two options,” I said to Raven and Abimelech. I would’ve included Maxwell, but we couldn’t afford to let his music lapse. “We can try and retreat. Everyone but Maxwell and Raven are undead, so we should be able to simply march out into the lake. I’m not a fan of this option, you never know what lurks in the depths, and we’d be sitting ducks to anything that came after us.”

“And the other option is to attack before the army from the church arrives,” Abimelech said.

“Yes, because if we wait it will be too late,” I agreed. “Our magical defenses are strong but will not last forever.” The rotating elemental zombies continued to power the ritual, but from the constantly lowering levels, it was already facing its last legs.

“Why does it feel like we’re facing all of this alone?” Raven demanded. “I thought the friar was supposed to be helping us. Facing the kingdom forces is one thing, but the church and the kingdom together, it’s a bad match.”

“I know,” I said. “Things have been going well, and I assumed that was because Friar Brown was making issues in the south. But we faced both kingdom armies and church armies. I worry something has happened.”

“Regardless,” Abimelech said. “We must strike soon if we are to try and break free. If that army of players connects with the main army, we will be in even more trouble.”

I looked toward the front lines which were now embroiled. Eldritch death knights clashed with knights as the bone guard and men at arms clashed around them. My forces had dug a series of trenches and barricades that hampered the forward progress of the enemy forces. On both sides, magic healed the wounded, necromancers and death clerics for me, regular clerics for them.

The necromancers also worked to raise any of the fallen they could. This further sewed chaos in the fight. The fortifications that had been created were not a straight line, in a straight fight my troops were not the equal of the living. The barricades and trenches were dug in a chaotic disconnected pattern to enhance our advantage. There was a solid line of defense farther back, but the front, and where the fighting was right now, was disjointed. The addition of newly raised zombies to that mess was the only thing keeping the fight from advancing.

“You are right, of course,” I acknowledged. “Get the Dread Thirteen mounted up. Raven, when this starts stay with me, you are a strong fighter, but this is not where you are meant to be.” She didn’t argue, knowing I was right. “Have the horde in the water come back out, we’ll need a distraction.”

The army Raven had seen was mounted and riding fast, we needed to act now.
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The juggernauts smashed into the front lines along the southern side of the peninsula. Their bulk and weight had them tearing through the wall of steel. One of them picked up a knight and ripped his head off with razor-sharp teeth before tossing the armored body down with enough force to smash another knight into the ground.

The mindless horde surging out of the water hadn’t accomplished much. Barely 2,000 were left, but it still had the enemy redistributing some forces to keep them at bay. The battle had not been one-sided if you didn’t count the loss of the zombie horde. While the zombies themselves had only brought down a few hundred of the enemy, the ranged combat had swung heavily in our favor once the ritual was completed.

One by one, the catapults and other artillery pieces had been targeted and destroyed by barrages from either E’lon and the eldritch cannons or Othniel assisted by Jiar, Tola, and Izban. Pulling the Dread Thirteen off the front line had weakened it, but we expected that. As my forces were pushed back, they retreated before being overwhelmed.

Maxwell had taken Snappy out into the water south of the peninsula. Five death clerics were crowded on the snapping turtle, providing heavy magical defenses so Maxwell could continue his music.

Behind the juggernauts, the flesh golems bounded forward. The oldest flesh golem was now the size of a small car. Their vicious fangs ripped and tore. Before they started, I had cast one more spell that gave all of my forces the ability to spread the zombie plague. It wouldn’t have immediate effects, but I hoped it might buy us some time.

I rode behind the flesh golems on Shadow accompanied by the Dread Thirteen, minus Abimelech. Raven rode behind me, letting her mount run along with Maxwell’s. Their horses were good mounts, but lacking in strength. We chose the south side because the players would be coming from the north, and I hoped we were lucky enough to break through before they got here.

Behind the Dread Thirteen the mounted portion of the bone guard rode. Getting through the defenses we had built would’ve been problematic, if not for the flesh golem’s bulk filling in many of the trenches as they bowled over barricades.

Behind us, the bone guard charged forward. Abimelech was in their midst organizing them. The bone archers and eldritch cannons waded into the water while the bone guard stayed on the land side. The necromancers, death clerics, and elemental zombies were the most heavily guarded since they were the hardest to replace.

Maxwell began another song—“Thriller”. But there was something slightly different. It took me a moment to recognize it. He had developed his death lullaby, but if I was being honest, it was not his style of music. Though he had found a way to work the same effect into other songs. Despite the upbeat’s tune, the effect was immediate. The living forces became sluggish and some even began to wither.

The effect was the opposite on my troops, it sped them up and healed. I was glad Maxwell saved that particular trick. Once the song was over, Maxwell would be spent. He’d been playing nonstop for hours and whatever his magic was it did take a toll.

The juggernauts took a hammering, but that was the point. I focused on throwing healing spells at them as I rode, Tola and Izban did the same. The three of us rode on the water side of the formation. The melee-focused Dread Thirteen protecting us. Magic from Othniel and Jiar also supported the juggernauts, protecting them from incoming attacks.

A beam of eldritch power blasted out of Vhytlos’s eyes, and eldritch flames sprang up in a winding path as she ripped the beam through a series of what looked like command tents. We were almost through when the players arrived.
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Icarus, while annoyed about being blown away, was enjoying himself. His guild, when it landed, rushed back to the fight. They arrived just in time to see the Lich’s forces trying to break free. That made no sense to Icarus. The Lich seemed intelligent, and they had built a defended position, why would they be leaving it now?

Truly, Icarus did not care. The music was fun, though he could see it having a negative effect on the soldiers. He guessed they weren’t protected by the clerics in his guild’s casting area of effect buffing spells to counter the bardic magic. Around them, soldiers recovered as the players rushed through, eager to join the battle.

The Lich’s army was vulnerable. The juggernauts at the front were nearly through, but the rest of the army was still trailing. A running line of combat had formed. Icarus reached the front line, stabbing a newly raised zombies through the head as he and his elite squad charged the Lich.

Whatever the guards were protecting the Lich, they were powerful. He expected them to go down easily, but as he watched, one of them dueled a swashbuckler in his squad. The two of them both wielded twin blades and even though they were both mounted they exchanged a flurry of blows so quick that he could hardly track. Icarus saw his man had come out with the worst in the exchange, several deep gashes on his arms.

An arrow fired at close range dropped the horse out from underneath the swashbuckler. A storm of arrows began to hammer out. They were all coming from one individual. His aim was incredible as he wove arrows between his allies, taking out horses and enemies alike.

It didn’t matter though. Icarus’s elite squad was comprised of multiple of the better groups in his guild. When they charged in, all of the tanks had gone to cut off the Lich and his entourage. Regardless of how good or powerful the escort was, they would be slowed down in dealing with the heavily armored forces.

The maneuver worked, and the Lich and his entourage were brought to a screeching halt. The fleshy monsters and juggernauts continued on for a few moments before they stopped, an unseen command letting them know something had changed.

Leaping off their eldritch mounts and turning them loose to wreak havoc in the battle dissolved in the chaos. Icarus used the opportunity to go after the Lich, he was the key to everything.
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I cursed these players and their annoying timing. We had almost been free when they arrived. Now the battle was going to go very poorly very quickly.

I saw the man that I was pretty certain was their leader charging towards me. Shadow was off causing chaos while my army tried to recover and rebuild its momentum. Huge explosions of eldritch magic rippled out from the juggernauts as they struck out with their power, but it would not be enough.

I was mentally connected at some level to everything around me. I formed Mercy into its blade staff form with the blade about equal lengths with the shaft and rushed to meet the oncoming player. A makeshift arena formed around us. Was it stupid? Yes. But it wouldn’t slow anything down and I wanted to beat the shit out of this guy.

As I stepped into the circle, Icarus paused and looked around in surprise. “I am Icarus, shall this be an honorable duel?”

“It will be as honorable as I can afford,” I grumbled. “You ruined a perfectly good plan. I just want to personally beat the shit out of you. My name is Ezekiel.”

“An understandable desire and position, this is war is, no?” Icarus saluted with a saber. “I have heard tales of that name, of an NPC Lich who claims he is not one, that is too preposterous for me to believe, nonetheless, I shall savor this duel.”

Fiery magics rolled around Icarus’s left hand as he took up a dueling stance. He was a battle mage, his armor was light, but looked strong. I had no doubt it was all heavily enchanted. I struck first.
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Icarus deflected Mercy with practiced ease. I kept up the momentum by turning the deflection into an arc that brought Mercy sailing back towards him, even as I deflected his saber with the shaft of my weapon.

A blast of fire and magic slammed into my barriers and most of the force was redirected. The dance continued. Mercy scored shallow wounds even as he continued to sneak magic through my defenses. Normally I was able to interpose Mercy or counter with a blast from my gauntlet, but occasionally they got through.

We broke apart. Though only seconds had passed in the fight, it felt like much longer. “You are very good,” I complimented. Mercy reformed, shifting from long and slender to short, wide, and curved on one side. The heavier blade would be much harder for him to deflect, and the longer handle would give me more defensive abilities. “It is good you do not rely on class skills.”

“You are as well.” Icarus saluted me and I returned the gesture. “Only a fool relies on skills they do not understand. My dad was an Olympic fencer for France and taught me the art since I was a boy.”

Icarus lunged and a stream of fire flew past me and scorched a zombie. My heavy blade only partially deflected, this time scoring a nasty cut into his leg. Death magic flooded the leg as the disease took hold.

Icarus leapt back, swearing. “Forgot I could use magic?” I smiled.

His rapier finally made it through my defenses. I had seen the attack coming, but there was little I could do. Mercy had been extended and he had knocked it from my hands with a kinetic blast.

I already had my right hand stretched out to summon the blade back to me and his rapier snaked into the joint under my armpit, driving in deep. He twisted and ripped it free. I gasped in pain. I staggered even as Mercy hit my hand and I swung it down trying to catch him.

His blade had delivered a potent magical fire inside of my body. The power was continuing to tear at my insides far too near to my death core for me to be comfortable. I fell into a purely defensive posture, reshaping Mercy into a pure staff with only a small blade. The death energy was not overcoming the flames easily, so as I warded off blows and magical blasts, I channeled eldritch power through my body letting it break down the attack.

When the pain was gone, I glared at him. “If that’s not soul bound, I’m taking it.”

“Like my blade?” Icarus smiled. “Unfortunately for you it is soul bound. It is a legendary weapon I won in a duel against a cocky fellow who didn’t know what he had.”

The single blow he landed with his rapier had done huge amounts of damage to me, more than the numerous smaller cuts I had landed on him that were not healing. The death magic in his leg was making it weak. He was favoring it and moving slower.

I could sense my army had gotten moving again, Abimelech having finally organized them. It was time for me to wrap this up or call for help. I didn’t want to have Raven interfere, though I knew she would if she sensed I wanted her to. She lurked nearby, watching the fight.

Icarus seemed to sense the change as well. Deciding to go full offensive, I split Mercy in half, one side forming a sickle and the other a straight blade of eldritch plasma. I was willing to accept another blow if I could finish the fight. I would survive, I doubted he would.

As I faced off with Icarus, both of us ready for the final exchange, there was an explosion of white light that lit up the night. It was far more powerful than anything the priest had used so far. I turned towards it, still keeping a single eye on Icarus. I couldn’t tell what was going on, but the back line of the NPC army was suddenly full of flashes of magic and explosions.

“Merde,” Icarus swore.

Then it hit me, the army Raven had seen must’ve been from the friar. Who else would be wielding holy magic and attacking the army we’d been engaged with?

“Feel free to get your man out of here if you want to,” I said, taking a defensive stance. “But I am more than happy to continue if you want to.”

Icarus frowned. “No, I think not. If I want them to join me again, some should survive.” With that, he pulled out a horn in blew it twice before giving me one last salute with his saber and limped away.
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With the players drawing out of the fight and the NPC army being hit from behind the battle swung drastically. Before long, the army that had been engaging me was routing or trying to surrender. We let them. I didn’t think my allies would appreciate me slaughtering surrendering troops, no matter how much I wanted to or needed the material.

I left Abimelech to reorganize my forces, once again back out on the peninsula. While we were allies of the friar, I had no doubt my army would make his soldiers uneasy. I rode out with Raven and a tired Maxwell to meet the three figures coming down the peninsula.

I was still recovering from Icarus’s attack. The magical fire had destroyed a decent chunk of my insides and that did not come back quickly with pure energy. It would take a while before that was repaired.

I noticed before we reach them that the friar was not with them. The figure I assumed was the friar was not. His robes were simple, but not brown. While I could see well in the dark, colors were a little bit harder to tell.

“Rhea,” I said, dismounting. Maxwell got off Snappy, but Raven remained perched on Shadow in her cat form. I could feel her glare as she stared at Tyler, the third figure. His armor had been upgraded, and I was pretty certain he was on the paladin route. I wondered who it was to, since I doubted it was Olattee. “It sure took you a bloody long time. You know I assumed when I got your letter that you would be getting your asses in gear as well.”

My tone must’ve conveyed my annoyance because she winced. “I’m sorry, Zeke, things…” She trailed off not meeting my eyes, “happened.”

“What she’s not telling you,” Tyler glared at Rhea’s tone, disgusted. “Is that she sent that letter to get you to start the fight since Friar Brown was having a midlife crisis and was stuck in inaction.”

“I’m sorry, Zeke,” Rhea said meekly. “What Tyler says is true. Fortunately, it worked. You getting moving and being in danger got the friar to make the decision he had to make.”

I took a deep breath to calm my nerves. It was interesting how breathing could still have that effect on me. “Well, it’s water under the bridge I guess. It worked out.”

I was surprised by how angry Tyler was as he continued. “You only say that because you don’t know how close you came to being truly fucked.”

Rhea wasn’t acting like the fiery person I knew she was. Clearly, she did not like what she had done. “But it worked out. Tell me, who is your quiet friend?”

“This is Guide Nonus,” Rhea said. “He has been a long friend of Friar Brown and was one of the first people who joined us. He wanted to meet you.”

“Guide?” I asked.

“Yes, guide,” Nonus said, his voice clear and kind. He stretched a hand out for me to shake, I did. I watched his face closely. He didn’t react to how cold my hand was. Nonus continued, “Guide is the term we are using now, those of us who have chosen to walk away from Olattee and follow Friar Brown.”

“I see. So is he becoming a new religion? Have you all lost your divine power?”

“No.” Rhea shook her head, her normal personality shining through some. “We expected to, but somehow, we still have divine power. Friar Brown has lost quite a bit. That was what made him become stuck in inaction. Something about that rattled him.”

“I have a hard time picturing him rattled,” I said. Raven hopped off of Shadow and made her way over to Rhea, who began to pet her. Raven was careful to stay on the opposite side of Rhea from Tyler, glaring at him whenever she looked his direction. “Should we still be calling him Friar Brown? It sounds like he is a new super priest in charge of everything.”

Nonus laughed. “No. We tried to convince him of that, but even though he has lost a lot of his divine power, that man is terrifying. When he said we keep calling him Friar Brown, we just kept on doing it.”

Raven looked up at Nonus while getting pets from Rhea and hit him on the shin with a paw. The guide crouched down, starting to pet her as well.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I’m claiming all of this.” I gestured around the peninsula.

“We don’t mind,” Tyler assured me, looking at the other two to make sure they said nothing. “Well, those two do, but I figured you would need the stuff. The friar sent me with them because he realized I would have more understanding of what you would need to do to keep going. They may be here to help, but that doesn’t mean that their soldiers like you.”

“Hopefully I win them over with my charms,” I said. A snort came from Maxwell, and I looked over in surprise, he had been so quiet I had forgotten he was there. His eyes were closed, and I was pretty certain he was only barely awake, just listening enough to laugh at me.

“Ezekiel,” Tyler began, “I have a request, I⁠—”

“The answer is no,” I cut Tyler off with a serious tone. “You cannot join me. I will work with you, but Raven will never be okay with it. And to be honest, you said and did some pretty fucked up stuff. From the perspective of knowing what you claimed to have known.”

Tyler hung his head. “Yea, I knew it was a long shot.”

“Well,” I changed my tone, “if you want to become a death paladin, I know a gal.”

“Maybe,” Tyler said.

“Shad’ehki?” Rhea asked, standing up. Raven came back over to me, where she transformed into her human form and hopped up on Shadow.

I shook my head in answer to Rhea. “Thiar. A priestess of his I knew from a long time ago found me. Her name is Freya, I gave her the main temple in Maltis. On that note one of you needs to go see Bishop Dolores. I’m fairly certain she will join your side, though I don’t think she likes me very much, not after what she saw me do.”

With that in mind, I was planning on not casting any mass creation spells while the holy army was nearby. They might one day be okay with it, but not right away. I brought Rhea up to date with what I had been doing, the temples I had conquered, and who still held them.

The next morning, Rhea and Tyler, accompanied by a group of 500 mounted soldiers, headed for Maltis while Nonus moved their main force farther away. I sent a letter back with them to Freya, wanting to see if she could hire Icarus. I was pretty darn certain he was a mercenary.
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In the aftermath of the battle, I had permanently lost another 500 bone guard, 300 bone archers, two flesh golems, eight eldritch death knights, two command nexuses, five eldritch bone archers, twenty control zombies, an eldritch cannon, and three of my necromancers, along with basically all of the mindless undead. It was by far the costliest battle I’d been in.

I pulled up the menu to see it summarized, making a quick modification to add the total number of troops for my army, not counting the mindless undead.

Total soldier in army: 2,348 | Total not counting mindless: 2,233

Troops

Mindless Undead

Zombies Trash Troops: 115 (0.1 command points)

Undead Troops

Bone Arches: 689 common troops (.5 command point)

Bone Guard: 987 common troops (.5 command point)

Pike Bone Guard: 85 common troops (.5 command points)

Mounted Bone Guard: 187 uncommon troops (1 command point)

Life Thief: 107 uncommon troops (1 command point)

Advanced Greater Eldritch Death Elemental Zombie: 25 rare troops (1.5 command point)

Necromancer: 12 rare troops (1.5 command points)

Monster and Construct Undead

Flesh Golems: 17 uncommon monster (5 command point or 1 monster handler point)

Mobile Eldritch Death Bone Cannon: 9 rare construct (10 command points or 1 construct controller point.)

Undead Officers

Captain: 13 advanced greater zombie nexuses. (1 command point of captain rank)

Lieutenants: 43 advanced eldritch death knights, 30 advanced eldritch bone archer. (1 command point of lieutenant rank)

Sergeant: Control zombie. 27 uncommon troop (1 command point of Sargent rank)

Living Dead

Living Dead Troops –

Juggernauts: 4

Death Cleric: 10

Living Dead Officers –

Lieutenant Colonels: 11 exalted living dead (1 command point of lieutenant colonel rank)

Colonels: 2 exalted living dead (1 command point of colonel rank)

Commander in Chief: Ezekiel – Lich (command point not needed)

Living

Troops –

Specialist: 1 Raven – Werecat (1 specialist 1 command point needed)

Officers –

Chief of Staff: 1 Maxwell Cromwell (1 staff command point needed)

I had almost lost one of the juggernauts, but the army we had been fighting had taken a beating as well. The initial fighting resulted in many casualties on their side, most coming from where our range attacks broke through and destroyed their siege equipment and magical corp. The melee in the middle had been basically one-sided. Occasionally the zombies had pulled somebody down.

Things had changed when the horde retreated into the water and their front line engaged my bone guards and knights. Over half of their army surrendered, though that still resulted in a nice pile of corpses, all of which belonged to strong individuals. I had also gained another two levels, and the stat points went into intelligence.

Once the army commanded by Guide Nonus was gone, we set to work processing the fallen. I didn’t want to take the time to build complex rituals, but I also needed to replenish my forces in some way. I looked over at the juggernauts who were sitting on the shore. Reminded that we almost lost one. Looking at the material, I made a decision.

By the time I was done I was exhausted from the constant depletion of both my mana and death energy reserves. Once all of the material had been processed, the vast majority of it went into the piles of gear for me. I had made thick bone armor for the juggernauts. It wasn’t full armor, just enough to cover the vital places. All of the bone had been blackened with the use of death energy reinforced by death magic, making it self-repairing to a certain degree.

Along with the basic armor were also weapons. Two were large, wicked axes paired with large shields made of bone. Those were for Ghrodri and Vogdess. Agreldo got a MorningStar whose head could hold eldritch power thanks to the flesh woven into it.

The weapon I was most proud of and that had taken the most power and energy was the weapon for Vhytlos. Having used up most of the bone making the other weapons, I had struggled with what to make for her. Then it occurred to me.

I made her a whip that she could funnel eldritch power into. The whip was made of blackened muscle, with purple streaks of eldritch running through it. I had laid the nervous systems into it, including most of the brains inside the handle, initially to act as capacitors, but they’d become something more. I pulled up the description.

Eldritch Flesh Golem

Weapon Class: Advanced Undead Construct

Level: 110

This flesh golem has been crafted into a weapon by some lunatic. Furthermore, it has been suffused with eldritch and dark power. The mind stored in the handle of this weapon not only facilitates the use of eldritch power through the weapon but makes it follow the will of its wielder. The lunatic also gave this thing a mouth at the very end so it can consume and continue to grow.

“What is that?” Maxwell asked. When he heard my explanation and read the description, he shook his head. “You are a lunatic. Do you not remember what happened in the dungeon?”

“I’m sure it will be fine.” I pointedly did not look at the ten new flesh golems I had made. Like I said, I had a lot of extra flesh.
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A kindness of ravens was roosted in a set of trees. I noticed them because of their size and how still they were. Beneath them was a road where the branches of the trees met over the top of it forming a tunnel. A particularly big raven cawed and jumped into the air, first flying over to me before arching around and diving to the tunnel. As one, the entire group of ravens did the same thing.

“Suppose we ought to go that way?” Raven asked.

“Seems like it,” Maxwell agreed.

“What’s down that road, Max?” I asked.

Maxwell pulled out a map and studied it. As we continued to venture deeper into the plateau, he had acquired more maps, expanding our understanding of the region. “As far as I can tell, nothing. The road isn’t marked, but it could be an abandoned section.”

“What is in that direction?” I asked.

“Nothing,” Maxwell said. “Well, not exactly nothing, but wherever that road leads it can’t go far. There’s a swamp over there, not a big one. But there nonetheless.”

“Abimelech,” I said. “Have the army wait here. I’m going to go investigate this.”

“We will accompany you, my lord,” Abimelech said.

“I’ll be fine,” I said. My guardians were more than a little protective.

“At least take Shamgar with you,” Abimelech insisted. “If something goes wrong, he can buy you more time than anyone else.”

I nodded in acquiescence. Shamgar would have been my pick as well, I was glad to have him. If I had requested the runic tank come with us, she would have then insisted on more of the Dread Thirteen. While they were created to protect me, I did get a little tired of feeling like I was being babysat.

Shamgar rode up, him sensing what was going on. The telepathic communication and awareness of the Dread Thirteen and myself was very handy. Maxwell left Snappy behind, the Giant Kumor too big for the narrow road, and got on his horse, Granite.

Raven shifted into her lynx form and moved into the trees, stalking through the shadows out in front of us. Shamgar road slightly ahead, with Maxwell and me slightly back on either flank.

Only a dozen meters down the road the trees began to change. The proud oaks alongside the main road gave way to trees with drooping branches and thick, gnarled bark. We had to duck periodically to avoid low hanging branches. The road became more of a path, and we shifted into a single file line. It turned around a particularly large tree with a trunk big enough around I doubted one of the juggernauts could wrap their arms around it.

Whoever had built this road clearly had not wanted to cut down such an ancient tree. I wasn’t sentimental, but didn’t blame them. Though the branches were gnarled and twisted, reaching up and forming a massive canopy, it was still a magnificent tree.

The forest was silent, and I occasionally spotted Raven on the path ahead looking back. Wisps of mist hugged the forest floor. Less than fifteen meters later, that mist had become so thick it hid the path. Shamgar’s exterreri began releasing slightly more powerful eldritch flares with each foot, clearing a trail through the mist. Shadow further widened it so that Maxwell’s horse would have easy sight of the ground.

Though it was broad daylight, the thick canopy and ominous nature of the forest soon plunged us in darkening world. Raven was in her human form now, standing in the mist. It came almost up to her chest.

“It’s too thick for me to try and scout,” Raven said, leaping up on the back of Shadow. “I could do it in my human form, but that’s not as easy or fun.”

“You know, if we weren’t marching with an army of the undead, this place would freak me out.” Despite his words, Maxwell was clearly a little nervous.

“There is something strange,” Raven agreed. “I would not choose to remain here, that is for certain.”

“What’s so wrong?” I asked, not understanding their trepidation. “The mist is just due to the nearby swamp and the still air.”

“That would explain that,” Raven agreed. “What about the utter lack of life, even the trees seem off.”

I had not noticed that. Animal life fled before my army, often long before we were even within visual range. We were the undead, most living creatures did not want to be around us. “There’s nothing, like at all?”

“Well, there’s the ravens,” Raven said. “But I only hear them, I don’t see them.”

“That is ominous,” I agreed. “If we don’t find anything here in a little bit we’ll turn back.” I wasn’t worried for myself or Shamgar. If the raven god was involved, then death magic would be involved, which would not be a problem for us. However, that was different for Maxwell and Raven.

We pressed farther and I was about to signal it was time for us to head back. Then I noticed that next to the path, just barely inside the area of cleared mist, was water. The mist had continued to rise, it was now up to the chest of Shadow, Raven would’ve likely completely vanished. To counter the thick mist, both of our mounts had started breathing out small amounts of eldritch flames, but still the path closed behind us almost before Maxwell passed through.

I was looking at the perfectly still water. I had expected to hear the water of the swamp when we neared it, that was not the case. Shamgar stopped in front of me. “I think I found where we’re heading,” he said, and I looked up.

The trees we had been riding through had thinned out, and the canopy opened up, revealing a massive, gnarled and twisted tree. The first large tree we had seen was impressive, and this one dwarfed it. Guessing from where we were, I doubted all four of the juggernauts working together could wrap themselves around the circumference.

The tree had black leaves, and though the core branches were twisted, the limbs coming off those branches didn’t look dead.

Before we continued on, I released a small nova of eldritch fire that burned back the mist. Before it closed back in, I saw that the abandoned road we’d been following was raised slightly out of putrid water.

“You know, for a swamp, this place doesn’t smell,” Maxwell pointed out. “With how still the water is and the lack of life you would think there would be a smell of decay, but I don’t even get a coldness from that mist.”

I tried to sense if there was any magic, and if there was, it was beyond my ability to tell.

“I don’t like the mist.” Raven curled up tighter against my back. “It feels like it’s inevitable and trying to consume me.”

“Ditto,” Maxwell agreed.

“I feel it as well,” Shamgar added.

The fact that Shamgar felt whatever they did told me something. I felt for what they were talking about, and after a moment, there came the whisper of something. I pressed my aura out to see if I could learn what it was, my eyes closed in focus.

The mist had an aura of its own. It wasn’t malicious, nor ominous, it was that of an impending finality. It didn’t seek to impose its nature upon us, just reminded us of an unavoidable end. That ending it pointed towards was the ending of my existence, whenever that might be.

That feeling wasn’t terrifying like I thought it should be, it was almost comforting. There was a sense of security knowing that no matter where I went or things I did, I would always arrive at the same ending. I sat in that strange feeling, trusting Shamgar to keep us going in the right direction.

When I finally opened my eyes, the world was completely shrouded by the mist. It had risen over the heads of even Shamgar’s tall mount, and we now rode through a tunnel of mist flickering with eldritch light.

We continued in that shroud, our pace steady, for several long minutes. Then the mist rapidly thinned. As I once again could see the world, we were approaching the base of the tree, the path straight. And nestled between massive roots was the overgrown ruins of a building.
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There were thousands upon thousands of ravens in the tree. Some were perched on branches, others in nests, all of them watched us.

“Wow,” Maxwell said. “What is this place?”

“I looked from the ravens down to the ruins. I would guess it has something to do with Shad’ehki.”

Raven snorted a laugh. “It would be weird if it didn’t have something to do with them.”

We approached the ruins, the path leading us between a small berm. I didn’t even realize it was there until we passed through. It was far too straight to be naturally occurring. Evenly spaced mounds and fallen over stones were all around us, and the roots narrowed until we came to the building. I dismounted Shadow, the others dismounting as well. We let the mounts roam. They would not wander off without us.

As we entered, there was a sound of thousands of wings, and I looked up to see a cloud of ravens departing the tree. Thousands more remained looking down at us.

It was hard to tell what the ruins had been. The stone structures had collapsed and been covered in thick layers of moss and detritus from the tree. It was so thick, the only reason I knew it was ruins were the pillars of stone still sticking out of the moss.

I used Mercy in a wide shovel-like blade to scrape away the mostly moss coverings at what I thought was the center of a large structure. I quickly cleared a spot, Mercy clicking against stone underneath. Thinking to speed up the process, I released a torrent of death magic into the ground. It would cause the moss to decay and collapse. To my surprise, nothing happened. In fact, the moss seemed to fluff up a little.

That didn’t seem right, but when I looked at it closely, probing it with my magical sense, I realized it was a death-based. “This is the death biome,” I said, drawing the others’ attention.

“What?” Maxwell asked in surprise. “How is something like that here? I can’t imagine Olattee would’ve let it stay.”

“I have no idea. Help me dig this out real quick,” I said. “I suddenly want answers really bad.”

With Shamgar and Maxwell helping, Raven only sniffed when I asked her to help, we excavated the mound in no time. At first it looked like nothing more than a pile of stone bricks, but when we removed those, it revealed an altar. I placed a hand on it, sensing for whatever was there. It took a long moment before something triggered.

Dilapidated Altar

This altar has been abandoned and allowed to fall into a state of complete disrepair and is no longer a viable altar.

“This was a temple then, or at least some kind of shrine,” I said, looking out towards the swamp. “This must’ve been to Shad’ehki.”

“I found something over here,” Raven called. She was near where the roots came together into a point.

Following her voice, it didn’t take long for me to find an arched tunnel cut into the roots. Thick bark had grown over the years, narrowing the path, but it was still passable if I crouched. Shamgar tried to go first, but his bulk slowed him, and Raven beat him to it.

Following Raven in, it was only a few meters before it opened into a surprisingly large chamber that had either been carved out of the tree itself or was a natural hollow spot. Doors, twice as tall as Shamgar, were carved with ornate patterns depicting a humanoid figure with a large black beak on one side, and the same figure standing on a hill under a tree, hands stretched out as a flock of ravens circled on the other side of the door. I reached my hand out, already expecting what I would find.

Tomb of Shad’ehki

Dungeon Type: Lair

The raven god, like all gods, was once a mortal. Their final ascension to the divine required their death to be reborn as the harbinger of death. This is the resting place of Shad’ehki and a holy place for all followers of the raven god. This tree was his home and final resting place in his ascension to the divine.

When Shad’ehki fell from power he was not completely defeated, he lingered on, the harbinger not so easily banished. Still, without the protection, this holy place was invaded and attempted to be claimed by another. They did not quite succeed. While Shad’ehki did lose the power of this place, the invader could not fully claim it as their own and were instead consumed.

Prove you are worthy before the harbinger of death and face the inevitable and defeat the guardian to reclaim this place, either in the name of the harbinger or for yourself. Be warned, claiming for yourself is not so easily done, only a true harbinger of death can take the raven god’s claim.

Once everyone had a chance to absorb the information, I pushed open the doors. Of course we were going to fight this thing. I didn’t think I wanted to claim the lair, but Shad’ehki was an ally, returning power to him had to be a good thing.

We entered the chamber, Shamgar leading the way. It was pitch-black at first, then sources of dark gray light flared around a conical ceiling. The floor was covered in smooth bark, textured enough so as to not be slick. It rose in an even slope toward the middle. There, a coffin made of black wood sat. The coffin cracked open, and a swarm of small ravens flew out and began to spin around it, a shape taking form.

The first thing I did was cast a powerful buffing spell on both Maxwell and Raven. It would grant them powerful resistances to death magic, and death energy to a far lesser degree. The only reason I had been confident in taking this fight, was that I was certain a death god would use a lot of death magic. I would be fine, Shamgar would be fine, but they would not.

The form finished taking shape, standing on the coffin, the swarm of tiny ravens disappearing inside of it. I didn’t have time to get a scan of it before it struck. It was tall and lanky, with birdlike feet and a scaled torso. Its arms had rows of feathers it used to propel itself forward. The head was mounted on a long skinny neck and had a beak that was longer than my arms.

Shamgar met its charge. The beak stabbed through his shield, penetrating Shamgar’s arm. Overall, the creature didn’t appear intelligent, even in the slightest. Nor overly strong.

His beak was stuck, but before Shamgar could land a blow, it braced its back feet on his shield and shoved itself back, pulling the beak free. Music from Maxwell spread over me as I cast a spell. Eldritch power crackled out, slamming into the strange bird creature. Raven also dove at it, but it nimbly dodged away.

My bolt drew its attention and it dove towards me. Mercy deflected its beak, but it still managed to score my armor, leaving behind sizzling venom. That wasn’t good. I was certain it was death-based, but venom often had a way of still working, especially if it was acid.

Shamgar had likely received a large dosage of it. As I tried to disengage from the creature, Shamgar arrived, slamming into its back and driving his hammer down. The creature screamed out in pain, its bones just as weak as a normal bird’s bones were. Raven joined in, her sickles tearing a nasty gash along the creature’s chest.

Suddenly it broke apart into a swarm of ghostly ravens that passed through us. Raven screamed in pain, the death magic tearing at her, desiccating her flesh. She disappeared into a shadow. The creature reformed atop the coffin, and I noticed the gashes left by Raven were healed. When it dove back down, its beak led the way.

I used the opportunity to cast a healing spell on Shamgar. I doubted my magic got the venom out of his body, but it would suppress the effect. If he had been living, I was certain more than just the caustic nature would’ve been causing problems.

Shamgar was wise to the attack coming his way, and he manipulated his shield so when the beak punched through, it did not strike his arm or body. Instead, he twisted and threw his shield. Caught by surprise, the toss took the creature flying across the room with it. When it struck the wall and slid down, I was surprised when I saw a rune on its back left by Shamgar’s hammer. He’d not hit it in the brief engagement, that meant the rune had carried with the creature.

“Shamgar, hit it with your hammer as many times as you can,” I called. “Not necessarily for damage, just enough to leave a rune behind.”

Magic flowed from my hands, amplified by Maxwell. A bolt of eldritch power crackled across the room, hammering into the creature just as it pulled itself back to its feet. A moment later, a wave of force slammed it back down as an attack came from Maxwell. It had been a long time since we’d fought with only a few of us. With less people around, his buffing magic wasn’t as useful, having grown used to buffing thousands. Clearly, he had learned a new way to use his strange harmonic magic.

Once again, the boss disintegrated into ravens. They swept around the room, passing through Shamgar and me. Maxwell wisely used his agility to dodge, and I was certain Raven was doing the same, though I did not know where she was.

I rushed forward, the ravens were no threat to me. As the figure reformed atop the coffin, I found Raven already slicing up with her sickles. This time she scored two long gashes along the back of the bird creature. Mercy stabbed through its chest. Shamgar arrived a moment later and began to strike as fast as he could with his hammer.

The creature broke apart, then reformed elsewhere, sporting four new runes. The battle became straightforward from there. Like I said, it wasn’t a very smart creature. Though it completely healed every time, it also seemed to be getting slower. When the entire bird creature was covered in runes from Shamgar, he struck his shield.

The boss screeched in pain as every rune flared with eldritch light and began to siphon its energy into Shamgar. It withered and tried to break apart. Even as it did the individual ravens were drained at an even faster rate. It finally managed to reform, but it could barely move. I let Shamgar have the honors of caving its skull in.
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To me, the fight had been a little disappointing. Though I guess in the grand scheme of things it’s better to be bored than the fight be too hard. A prompt appeared for all of us asking about claiming the dungeon. I declined, selecting the option where the power reverted back to Shad’ehki. My dungeon lord trait would’ve even allowed me to appoint another creature in my stead, but it just wasn’t worth it in comparison to powering up a friendly god.

Upon death, the boss had broken apart into ravens that flew back to the coffin. Expecting that was where the loot was, I approached along with Maxwell and Raven, Shamgar didn’t particularly care.

We were disappointed. The only thing in the coffin was a dried up body. It was rather well intact for as long ago as I assumed Shad’ehki had died. The body wasn’t human, or any of the other standard races. It was some kind of bird creature, which made sense. I had no doubt using that body in the creation of a minion would result in something very powerful, but I stopped myself from taking it.

If the point was to bring power back to Shad’ehki, I was pretty certain stealing his former body from his tomb which was a holy place for his followers would not help. Disappointed that we didn’t get any loot, thoroughly exploring the room and finding nothing, we left.

Right as we stepped back outside, I heard a gruff, angry voice. “Be we gone you stupid birds, why would you bring me here? I don’t know why I put up with you anymore.” A man dressed in ragged robes that were patched together out of many small animal hides stood just beyond the small tunnel. His hair was wild and gray, his skin wrinkled, his eyes sunken, though they had a glint to them. His shouting and fighting with the ravens stopped and they set him down. “I see. So someone new has come to claim the power here. I guess I’m supposed to stop you.”

Magic was building around him, and it wasn’t just death. I spoke before he could act. “Wait!” The old man stilled, and Raven, who had just appeared out of the shadows, eyes fixed on him, ceased her stealthy encroachment. “Shad’ehki brought me here, I did not claim the holy site. I’m the one who gave him his first temple back.”

“A Lich,” the old man mumbled to himself. “I guess that’s why the ravens been telling me to be ‘open minded.’” He was clearly not addressing me as he rambled on. “Wait for hundreds of years, no, I can’t do it, someone else has to do it, our time will come.”

I looked at Maxwell as Raven backed off, sheathing her sickles behind her back. The ramblings of the old became disjointed, and Maxwell and shared a ‘what the fuck’ expression.

Maxwell spoke, “Excuse me, sir, who are you, what is going on?”

The man did not respond until a massive raven landed in front of him and cawed so loud that the fur of the man’s cloak rippled. “Fine, go away stupid bird.” He shooed at the raven and it took to flight. “Names Ervig,” he said, and the way he spoke to us made me question how long it had been since he’d spoken to someone other than ravens. “Followed beak face before ascension. Waited in swamp for help after fall.”

“How long ago?” I asked carefully.

“Much sleep,” he kind of answered before barreling forward. “Never expected Lich to help. That beak face wants me to give you things then you leave, much work to do.”

“What things, what work, can we help?” I asked.

“Did he reach his word capacity?” Maxwell asked, watching Ervig shamble around kicking over rocks and making grunting sounds.

“Maybe?” I shrugged. I focused on the man to scan him. Yes, it was rude, but I had too many questions and I doubted I was going to get answers.

Hermit High Priest

Level: ???

High priests are powerful servants of their gods. Their powers can vary widely based on the god they serve and how they serve that god. A hermit high priest has spent a large amount of time by himself with only the god’s voice in his head. Sometimes they go mad and sometimes this gives them even greater power.

The question marks for the level would’ve made me sweat, if I still sweated. When question marks were there, it meant they were a lot more powerful than I was. Being in the dungeon had been how I was able to tell how strong Theonis was. This man likely was even more powerful than him though, because I had grown enough that I should have been able to get a reading on someone as strong as Theonis.

What were we supposed to do? The strange man knocked on a piece of bark before moving and knocking again. He then seemed to like what he found and pressed a series of spots. A cupboard popped open. From it he pulled out a bundle.

Ervig unrolled the bundle—it was a series of rods with strings connecting them together. Hanging on the rods and strings were large black feathers, each as long as my forearm. Another black rod snapped into place holding the shorter rods spaced out. It was a banner made of feathers. Another black rod came from the cupboard that snapped together and the banner was placed on top of it.

Still grumbling to himself, Ervig stomped over to the path and channeled magic into the banner. Necrotic energy flooded over the area. Since it wasn’t directed at the living, Maxwell and Raven were fine. Instead, it flowed into the ground.

The next thing I knew, all across the ground from the ruins of the temple to the berm that was a former wall, skeletal hands broke through. I doubted such an old graveyard would have any useful bodies, but I was wrong. Many of the skeletons that climbed up had flesh still attached, and they were all wrapped in cloth. They’d been mummified.

The banner was left standing as Ervig returned to his cupboard where he rummaged around and pulled out another wrapped bundle. All of us just watched the hermit with fascination. The skeleton horde he summoned, for there was a lot of them, was forming up into neat columns when he returned and retrieved the banner.

When he returned to us, he thrust the banner out to Shamgar and the bundle to me. He then, glaring at us, pointed toward the road. We got the hint and mounted up. Shadow and the exterrier had observed the exchange with interest while Maxwell’s horse, Granite, had hid behind them.

“Friendly chap,” Maxwell said as we rode out through the horde of skeletons. Already I could see them being put to work restoring the temple. “What did he give you?”

“Let’s see.” The wrapping was very thick, which became clear why a few moments later. At its center was a small, carved human skull made from some kind of bone. It easily fit in the palm of my hand. And the death energy it gave off was impressive. Scanning it got very little and I immediately began to wrap it back up, knowing it would affect Maxwell and Raven.

“What was that?” Raven was riding behind me, not wanting to get lost in the thick fog we were encased in.

“I didn’t get much, it just said death god bone carving, I have no idea anything more than that,” I said. The bundle went into my bag of holding.

“Any guesses?” Maxwell asked. “Like, why would they want you to have it?”

“I have no idea, I guess I could possibly use it to become an elder Lich.” I had another guess as well, but I kept it to myself.

Shamgar handed me the banner and I inspected it. I had to be careful of the trees we were approaching, so I held it horizontal to Shadow, Raven supporting one end of it.

Shad’ehki’s Banner of the Blessed Dead

Weapon Class: Banner

Rarity: Legendary

Soul Compression stage one completion not required

This banner was made using feathers taken from Shad’ehki’s mortal body after he ascended. While as a god he is a harbinger of death, in life he was also a shepherd of the dead. The feathers and rods of the banner can hold large amounts of death energy.

Abilities:

Death Energy Siphon: When in the presence of large amounts of death energy the staff will passably absorbed it into itself.

Toll of the Dead: Any living that falls within the area affected by this banner will contribute death mana to the banner in their death.

Call of the Dead: Shad’ehki was not only a powerful necromancer but a true master of his craft. He raised and commanded hordes of the undead. The staff has been imbued with his mastery of the magic and skill. If activated the staff will raise any body within a fifty meter range, or within a battlefield assuming enough mana is available.

Blessings of the Dead: Shad’ehki could make even the weakest of zombies a threat. This banner passively strengthens all undead both physically and mentally within a 100 meter range, or for whatever operational unit it is used with. This is done at all times as long as the staff has death energy. This can have long-term effects on both mindless undead and living dead.

Command of the Dead: Shad’ehki’s command over the mindless hordes was absolute. Any uncontrolled mindless undead within line of sight of the banner will be taken under control. It will also improve the coordination of any mindless undead under the influence of the banner.

I couldn’t be happier with this banner, I relayed what it said to Maxwell and Raven. While the bone carving was frustrating, the power of this banner was great. Passively raising undead was awesome. And what we had seen Ervig do with it already indicated the speed. He had created literally hundreds of mindless undead within only a few seconds. He had not cast a spell, the banner had done the work.

The blessings of the dead was probably the most interesting. The fact that it specifically said operational unit meant I could use it on my entire army. Technically an entire field army was a single operational unit. Some testing would be done to see if the effect was greater if it was over less troops or if there was a higher energy expenditure when there were more troops. If the cost wasn’t great, I would use this all of the time. The little note about having long-term effects made me wonder if that meant it would turn mindless into living undead eventually.

When we returned to the army, I gave Abimelech thumbs up. “The stop was a hundred percent worth the diversion, Abi, you’re going to love this banner.”

Abimelech did love the banner, so much so that in the next graveyard we visited, she insisted I make as powerful a banner bearer as I could make to constantly protect and fly the banner over the army.

One downside was the death energy expenditure for having it over my entire army was greater than I could keep up with. But I had a stash of death cores. I’d been absorbing some to keep my tier 1 death core progressing since that strengthened me overall, but I had more than I wanted to absorb.

Still, it wasn’t good for me to deplete my stores. That meant I needed to be more cognizant about creating as many death cores as I could. After every battle I always made sure to push the sense that allowed me to pull death cores to me. Overall, however, my contributions to battles were normally buffing spells, though with four necromancers that was becoming less necessary. Essentially, my direct kills were not always high.

It was going to take about ten death cores a day from creatures over level fifty to keep the banner running. Long-term it would not be possible to keep up forever, not in this region anyways. While the enemies we were fighting were strong enough, the average level of creatures and other potential sources weren’t. For now, I had enough to keep the banner running until the next battle. If I didn’t get enough cores, then I might have to adjust the practice of always having it up.
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The next city we came to fell with ease. More so than we had expected. Now that the friar was truly involved, the forces of Olattee were stretched far thinner. That and the city was not well defended. The juggernauts broke down the gate and my horde overran the city. It was a good thing too, I needed the bodies.

Reinforcements continued to arrive from Vito and Kellnock, but they were getting farther and farther behind. I finally sent a messenger back to Vito to tell him to hold the troops and consolidate them to send in a larger forces. I was nervous they would get attacked and destroyed before they got to me.

From the materials gained in the city we took, I diverted from my pattern. Instead of creating more monsters, I added over 500 bone knights and a few flesh golems with the leftovers. I preferred the bone guard from Vito over my bone knights because the bone guard were coordinated and worked together.

Lesser Bone Knight

Level: 100

Bone knights are powerful foot soldiers for any necromancer. They can be created in a variety of different ways and often make up large contingents of any self-respecting undead army.

In a line of combat, my bone knights could deal out more individual damage, but the bone guard could hold the line where the bone knights would be overwhelmed. Still, I needed to strengthen my front line, and the bone knights were as good as I could get at the time.

I’d thought about using the death cores I gained to create death knights, but after seeing the effectiveness of the banner I decided to save them. Not only during the fight in the city were my troops more effective, they marched faster and responded quicker. Having the banner up as often as possible had to be a good thing.
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Two days out from the City of Rivian, a large group of players caught up with us. They were all mounted on some kind of magical creature, I had not been alarmed. When they were spotted, Raven had fallen back, and my sister, Jess, was with her. When they’d seen Raven scouting them, Jess had ridden ahead of the players.

I didn’t recognize about half of them, but I was happy to see both Aaron and Ezra’s teams. They rode through my formation, joining me near the front where I waited on Shadow. Abimelech kept the people she didn’t know away with a nasty glare, passing glances with Othniel who watched me like a hawk.

Maxwell was on Snappy, and most of the teams hung out around him, demanding a song. Before long, Maxwell was playing a ballad from a metal band. Those always fell out of place to me in an album of heavy metal. Not saying I don’t like them, just they seemed out of place.

“Glad we caught up with you,” Ezra said. I noticed something different about her. Not only was her spear different, but it had a large black feather attached near the blade. Her armor was no longer bright and shiny.

I put it together. “Don’t tell me you’re a paladin for the raven god now?”

Ezra laughed. “That I am. Being a paladin for a light god was getting problematic. So much so I’m pretty certain Anouk was relieved to see me go, though she did threaten to burn my soul in eternal light if she ever caught me.”

I snorted. Anouk was a god of light in the local pantheon. She’d never liked me, and I was pretty certain she had not been thrilled when Ezra had become living dead. However, the thing about players, and the gods knew it, is that unless they are a hard-core role player, they can be very fickle. Some gods will put up with it, but most see it as get what you can while you can. After all, players can be very useful.

“Marcus is now following Thiar,” Aaron said. “I’m not certain if it was that he needed a new patron or if that high priestess swayed him by other means.”

“You mean Freya?” I laughed. “I think the good monies on,” I made air quotes, “other means.”

We all got a laugh out of that. All of their teams had become living dead, which had been the most problematic for the religious types. But now that we had a good old death pantheon going, they had options. “I can’t imagine you’re here to join my army, are you just passing through?”

“No,” Ezra shook her head. “We actually have a quest from Rhea. Evidently she got a message from the friar and he needs some help.”

“Why didn’t you say so.” I immediately turned to find Abimelech. “We need to get moving.”

“You’re heading in the right direction already,” Erza said. “I guess we get some free experience for doing what you were already going to do on your own. I didn’t expect you to be this far though. How are so few troops conquering so much so quickly?”

“I don’t know, it seems weird to me as well,” I shrugged. “I’ve never had more than 10,000 troops and that’s counting the cannon fodder.”

“It’s not as weird as you think,” Aaron said. “Sorry, I’m a little bit of a history buff. It’s a fairly common misconception about how big armies were back in the Roman and medieval era. Heck, Valdor isn’t even that populated when compared to back then. Rome, at its peak, had thirty-three legions, which was about 450,000 legionnaires, counting auxiliaries. At that time the conservative estimate of the Roman population was 65 million people.”

“Oh,” I said in surprise. “That’s definitely not how it’s portrayed in movies.”

Aaron snorted. “I’ll pretend like I didn’t hear you say that. You’re smarter than getting info from media.” He shook his head. “Anyways, population wise, Valdor is way smaller. So your force is a much bigger threat. And that’s not even counting the friar, the civil war, and the other armies that Vito has deployed.”

“Other armies?” I asked, “Like plural, I knew about the one.”

“He said Ezekiel might not be thrilled by that,” Ezra reminded Aaron, her tone very flat. “In fact, I’m pretty sure we just failed a quest named ‘Don’t Tell Ezekiel About the Armies.’”

“Right…” Aaron smiled.

I just rolled my eyes. I had no doubt Vito had given them that quest.

“In the medieval ages, the population to soldier ratio was higher,” Aaron soldiered on, clearly hoping to move beyond his mistake, “but even still their population was much higher, and by those standards, your army would still be considered large. It wasn’t until the Napoleonic wars did armies get really big.”

“What you’re saying is I should just march on the holy city and call it good?” I asked.

“No,” Aaron shook his head. “While your army is bigger than you realize, that would still be crazy. You’ll need support to do that. Honestly, that’s why you should go help the friar.”
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“What am I looking at,” I asked, my voice was a little more tinny than normal. I had done the bare minimum to give this body the ability to speak. Most of the effort had gone into stealth, speed, and strength. While I could stand up on two legs, this body was meant to run on all four.

“It looks like a fortification under siege,” Nick said.

“I can see that,” I retorted. Abimelech was leading the army to catch up with us, my Lich body currently sitting on the back of Snappy with Maxwell. I had possessed this construct to sneak forward with Raven, Nick, and his sister, Jessica, from Aaron’s team, Ehud, and two other rogues from the players. “Those don’t look like Olattee forces to me, nor do they look like the soldiers we’ve been fighting.”

Both Jessica and Nick got a distant look as they used some kind of skill or ability to zoom in their vision. Of the group, they were the rangers and had the best ability to see things farther away. We were hiding at the top of a small hill covered in grass, all of us crouched to remain hidden. It was late afternoon, the others were sweating, even the living dead under the intense heat.

As we approached, the group had fanned out taking out the scouts stationed behind the unknown army, ensuring we would not be alerted. No doubt they knew we were headed their way, but even though Aaron had assured me we did not need to rush, we had sped up. While the friar might not be in dire straits yet, things could’ve changed, and if we changed how quickly we were advancing, the enemy would be caught by surprise.

The friar advanced even more rapidly than I had once he finally made a choice. It was helped along by the secular forces not necessarily as willing to fight him as they were me, and the fact that the clergy were divided. Some thought the friar was a heretic, others thought he was right, but the vast majority were someplace in the middle. This meant the forces he’d faced were not overly motivated to fight him.

Rhea and Nonus had been sent to assist me when news got back to the friar of how quickly I’d advanced, running into another force gathered to deal with me. The fort under siege was built on a large stone overhang that rose out of the ground rather abruptly. The fort was named The Plow. Beyond and around the stone rise was farmlands, looking just like a plow blade stuck in the ground.

We had to divert straight south at a crossroads to reach the friar instead of continuing on the southeast trajectory. If Aaron had not come to us, we would not have come this way. Since his arrival, it took us three days of marching to make it here. We hadn’t had time to conquer all of the small villages and hamlets we passed unless they were on the main road.

The friar had conquered the fort and had been marching northwest, intending to meet up with me where our paths crossed at the City of Dagar. That plan was interrupted when a large force suddenly engaged the friar. There were multiple very strong individuals, none were the equal of the Friar, but working together they managed to push him back. He’d fallen to the fort where he dug in. He had used a ritual to send a message to Rhea requesting help.

“There was no information from her about who this is?” Jessica shook her head as she looked back at me. “The banner has the symbol of Olattee on it, but it’s changed, there’s something in the middle of the star and the background has a checkered pattern of black, white, and red lines running through it.”

Raven, in her lynx form, had scouted forward just to make sure nothing was looking our way. When she returned and transformed back into her human form I knew we were safe.

“I guess for our purposes it doesn’t matter who they are,” I said. “We’re here to help the friar and these are the assholes giving him issues.”
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I stalked into the camp, which was laid out in circles. The four padded limbs of my body not making a sound. Not only had I been practicing with Raven with four-legged creatures, this one was further enhanced. In the creation I had used dark magic in every aspect. Now darkness clung to my form.

I moved past the first row of tents towards my target. The group had split up as night fell. Everyone had their own goals. Jessica and Nick were hunting down and marking the strongest individuals. Ehud was going after the artillery.

Raven had the hardest job. She’d protested at first because it did not include her killing anything, but when I questioned her ability to accomplish it she had glared at me and assured me she could. She was sneaking into the fort.

My job, and the job of the other two rogues, was the most straightforward: cause some mischief. The rogues who volunteered understood their chances of coming back were low. Our goal was to draw attention in the chaos we were causing while the others accomplished their missions.

I passed the second row of tents, and waited for a pair of soldiers carrying torches to pass before I darted across the road and into the inner row. I made myself as small and close to the ground as I could get. There was no way of knowing if the others were in position, the waiting was supposed to give us a chance of all being ready.

A large fire burned in the central part of the camp. The tents were bigger and more elaborate, Jessica’s and Nick’s targets would be here. Our distraction should bring them out. There was a silhouette of a man on the other side of the fire. Suddenly he staggered and fell noisily into the fire, sparks exploding out. A figure stood where he had been, already moving towards his next target, I hadn’t gotten into position first after all.

A pair of clerics walked by my hiding place, and I struck. I sank a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth into one of the clerics’ necks as my back legs tore at him. With one arm, I reached around seeking his throat, as the other lacerated the face of the second alarmed cleric.

My claws tugged, catching on the bone of his skull and destroying one of the eyes. I spat out a wad of flesh—I had not given this creature a stomach. There was a spray of blood from severed arteries as the cleric I had jumped on collapsed.

Shouts of alarm were already ringing out, the other two rogues having either been spotted or let themselves be seen. The cleric whose eye I destroyed had drawn his mace and was swinging at me. Even the first cleric was still alive, he was a tough son of a gun, I left him alone to dive at his companion.

By the time I was done mauling the second man, making sure he was fully dead, the first cleric had cast healing magic on themselves and she was trying to get to her feet.

My claws sliced into her flesh, but before I could do any significant damage, a blast sent me crashing into a tent. When my vision cleared, I saw a paladin charging towards me, warhammer raised. I scrambled, dodging away from a powerful blow that cratered the ground. There was a flare of magic and the paladin sped up. I barely managed to dodge it, more focused on the fact that his magic hadn’t been the pure white of Olattee, nor the black of its dark cult. It had been red.

I scrambled away from the paladin, who wasn’t my ideal target. The inner circle was erupting in chaos. The two rogues were flashing through the group. Already nearly a dozen bodies lay on the ground, I felt inadequate. I hadn’t even brought down two, and in the same time the players had killed nearly a half dozen each.

A priest strode out of one of the large elaborate tents, his gait confident and a disgusted glare plastered across his face. This had to be one of Jessica and Nick’s targets. I managed to grab him before a pulse of magic sought to throw me off. All it did was drive my claws deeper into his flesh and through his surprisingly tough robes as I clung on.

The chances of me killing this man were slim to none, but it didn’t mean I couldn’t try. When the pulse of magic faded, I yanked myself forward, maw open wide and going for his throat. A clenched fist slammed into my open mouth, exploding with black magic that hammered me flat into the ground. That blow was followed up a moment later by another fist, this one glowing with white light hammering me down.

Deciding I was better off moving on, I tried to escape. Glancing at the priest in between dodging blows I realized he wasn’t a priest. Though his robes were fancy, he held no scepter nor holy symbol. He fought with his fists—I’d found some kind of monk.

After a series of powerful blows, the monk slowed and I used the opportunity to try and spring away. But he suddenly grabbed a hold of one of my legs right before I would’ve been clear. “Oh no you don’t,” he growled. The hand gripping me hurt, and the moment before he began thrashing me around like a ragdoll, I saw flickering blood magic fading from his body.

I was slammed into the ground over and over again. If it had been a movie I was certain he would’ve tossed me away and gave me a chance to recover. But that’s not what he did. He did a decent job of imitating what a person did when they were trying to swat a swarm of rats with a shovel.
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“What the bloody hell was that about?” Morden growled, kicking the strange undead that had attacked him. It was covered in gore, having used it to beat to death one of the annoying bound souls that had snuck into the camp. “Surely it did not expect to kill us?”

“Assuredly not,” Everit agreed. The third assailant had gone after her, but the paladin, even unarmored, had dispatched the fool with ease.

“They did manage to kill some of the weaker clerics,” Marcia, a cleric, noted.

“Doesn’t matter,” Lexx, a priest, said. He wore elaborate half-black-and-white robes with bloodred runes sketched a crossed it. “Since they have channeled divine power, they should make excellent minions.”

“It is nice that we don’t have to hide this exquisite power anymore,” Morden agreed. “We are so close to completion, that it doesn’t matter if the rest of the church joins the friar, the holy city is ours and the monarch, along with the archbishop’s, are so close to finishing.”

“It was a distraction.” Omen, a war cleric, strode into the central clearing. “Our catapults were attacked and many of the crew are either dead or wish they were. Are you going to kill that thing? Or is there a reason you’re keeping it alive?”

“Oh.” Morden looked down at the undead which was doing a decent job of playing dead. “I was actually hoping we could see what happened if we pumped blood magic into the undead, it might be a useful thing to test.” He picked up the undead which was something between a human and a big cat.
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“I think in the end it was already gone,” Lexx said to Morgen. “You must’ve destroyed whatever it used for a brain. Still, good to know we can make the undead bleed and that blood magic, when properly used, is quite effective.”

They had spent the last hour poking the undead with different kinds of blood magic. Lexx, the unofficial leader of the group, had eventually tried a minor healing spell that caused the arm he cast it on to gain living flesh that poured out blood until the arm disintegrated.

“I think we’re forgetting something,” Omen said, his voice disapproving. “Where did they come from? They attacked our catapults, if they had just attacked us that would be one thing. But the catapults indicate they belong to something larger. Has the Lich gotten here?”

“Why would he have come this way?” Everit asked. “I still won’t believe they’re working together. Besides, he shouldn’t even know we are here, we came from the capital far too quick.”

“Unless the friar managed to get a message out,” Lexx argued. “Why does the two of them working together seem so preposterous to you?”

“It just doesn’t seem like the friar,” Everit disagreed. “He was always too much of a stickler for the rules.”

“No.” Lexx had known Friar Brown for a long time, he wished they could’ve brought him along with them. With the friar on their side, no one would’ve been able to even slow them down. “He has always followed…”

Lexx’s words trailed off, a flare of magic getting his attention. But before he could even track down a direction or what it was, a cluster of eldritch blasts hammered out of the night. The defenses around the camp weren’t meant to withstand an attack in such a small area. Half of the blasts detonated against the shield, breaking open a hole.

It all happened so quickly that Morden was just barely turning towards it when four eldritch blasts hammered into him. Five blasts had made it through, one missed, destroying a tent and catching the poor priest inside by surprise.

The explosions had the monk stumbling. The wounds left behind were like cauterized craters in Morden’s muscular body that glowed with eldritch magic. Already magic was swirling around the camp as the priests sprang into action. Morden straightened up, the glow of the eldritch power already starting to fade as his own magic overwrote it. “That the best you got!” he yelled out and threw back his head in a roar.

An arrow that gave off a deathly aura that made even Lexx feel sick punched through the top of his mouth and out the top of his head. Three more arrows giving off the same aura buried themselves in his chest. A moment later, the thunderous crack of the sound barrier having been shattered echoed through the camp.

Barriers formed all around the inner camp as the clap of the sonic boom ended. Lexx turned to see what was giving off such an awful aura. Morden’s body refused to die even though his brain was already dripping out of his ears as a black sludge. His body collapsed to its knees before it began spasming as nerve endings fired. Rot spread out across his torso from the other three arrows, ensuring the bodies death.

“Over there!” Marcia pointed to a hill where a cluster of figures stood, the remnants of a concealing dome of dark magic still fading. Two of the figures were nearly completely done building huge and complex eldritch spell, the light given off by the magic illuminating the hilltop. Four figures held bows, standing around a figure with a massive longbow still emitting flickers of eldritch power.

The ground shook as four massive figures landed. Two of them emitted eldritch light as they charged. Out from behind the hill rode a cluster of mounted figures on steeds wreathed in eldritch power. Into the night, a thumping baseline of a song played out.
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We held nothing back. The necromancers cast spells that would speed up the entire army. The elemental zombies were split between me and Othniel, both of us building massive eldritch spells. The death clerics with me had cast a concealing spell. They were also the only ones providing any kind of defense. The idea was to strike first with all we had and then build more defenses.

I specifically asked Susan and E’lon to first target the monk. I had even taken the time to infuse a point of second tier death energy into the arrows that would be used by the two snipers, and the rangers, Jessica and Nick. Susan and E’lon had played rock paper scissors for who got the headshot, I didn’t know who won.

The eldritch cannons had been synced up and coordinated by E’lon. Shooting that far and that accurately took extra time for them to aim, even with her added help.

The hole they’d blown through the shield was almost completely closed when I finished my spell. Pointing Mercy, I unleashed a bolt of eldritch lightning. The spell used very little of my own mana, so I pulled it from the elemental zombies, Othniel had done the same. Between us, we’d completely drained the zombies.

My bolt of lightning wasn’t targeted at the camp, but the hole that had almost closed. The power of my spell, the eldritch aspect of magic, and the already weak point in the shield, allowed my stream of lightning to rip it wider. My spell arced across the camp where it hit the other side of the barrier and broke through.

Punching through from the inside to the outside was easier than it was to break in from the outside. Then my spell reached its target. The forces arrayed against the fort, specifically the group in front of the gate. The soldiers in makeshift barricades and trenches. It was a long range attack, but the amount of power I channeled more than made up for it. My lightning spread out like a web. With each soldier it hit the power would then jump to three more.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Othniel cast his spell. I had been curious as to what he was working with. Over the last week he’d been working on a project when he thought I wasn’t looking. Now I knew what it was.

His spell flew through the widening hole in the barrier and arced high to the top of the dome where it erupted into streams that flew towards every single campfire. The campfires then erupted as fiery eldritch elementals rose. The attacks came so suddenly that the only protected campfire was the one in the middle. The newly erected barriers were warding off the streams of power.

Channeling my spell was simple, so I was able to watch the mounted bone guard and juggernauts slam into the camp. Leading the bone guard were, of course, Abimelech and the Dread Thirteen that worked with me on the hill. They brought with them all of the mounts since they could cause havoc on their own.

Building power rose at the center of the camp from the priest, but before he could complete his casting, another targeted volley hammered across the distance. This one was joined by the eldritch bone archers and bone archers who had now advanced close enough to be effective.

The eldritch blasts tore apart the defenses, but only barely. Still, it opened the way for a wave of arrows from the snipers and rangers to target the priest in elaborate robes. It was less accurate, and many missed, but enough hit to make a difference. The man looked like a pincushion.

He wasn’t dead, I notice in frustration, holy magic flooding into him. But the remaining three scattered. The accuracy at that range for the snipers and even the rangers was to be expected. But for the rest of the archers and bone cannons it was uncanny. This was due to what Nick and Jessica had been doing.

Every single powerhouse had been marked with a hunters’ mark that made allies of Nick and Jessica more likely to hit the target. The priest’s scattering, while normally a decent idea, was a bad idea since it removed their option to collectively build more powerful defenses.

“You ready, Jess?” I asked my sister.

Jessica bobbed her black mushroom cap head covered with eldritch purple spots. “Of course, I’m glad I’m strong enough to help you now.”

“Okay, remember, your job is to support the stability of my spell, leave the complex stuff to me.”

She nodded, her forehead furrowing as she concentrated and started to build death magic. When she had approached me about helping, I should’ve told her no. Truth be told I didn’t need her help, in fact, she could cause problems if she tried to mess with things in the spell. While she had grown a lot, she was still a long ways off—she hadn’t hit soul compression yet either. Still, I had like the idea of casting a spell with her help. I was pretty sure she knew I didn’t need her, but neither one of us said anything about it.

As I began to build my next spell and magic poured forth from me, a beam of silver-white light tore from the fort’s walls. It shattered barriers as it blasted into the forces arrayed against the fort. Raven clearly had gotten the message through, that was not a simple rapidly thrown together attack.

My eldritch lightning had incapacitated or killed all of the soldiers in front of the gate, so when it soldiers charged out, led by a big man driving a familiar cart, nothing was there to stop them. Seeing the friar driving his cart almost made me lose control of my spell, that was not what I had expected. Fortunately, my sister was helping me and her sudden gasp of alarm brought my attention back into focus.

Completing my death spell, I targeted the four juggernauts who were rampaging through the camp in a straight line towards the highest concentration of forces. The spell flew across the field, splitting into four projectiles that sought out the juggernauts. The spell was more death energy than death magic, and when it hit them, the change was immediate. They ran faster and hit harder as they broke into the back line of the soldiers.

As they contacted that group, both Agreldo and Vhytlos unleashed their eldritch power. The flesh golem whip Vhytlos’s carried glowed with eldritch power as her eye-beams exploded out. The whip cracked and an explosion flattened a section of soldiers.

A third volley went out and the priest who had partially recovered and was trying to hide was turned into pulped flesh. I was worried about the remaining three but then the friar’s cart blazed forward, leaving behind a path of silver-white light. Multiple beams of power faded quickly only to replaced by another shot from the friar. A moment later I saw three figures running out the far side of the camp, straight for me.

Othniel saw it too, just as his spell completed. Crackling eldritch lightning fired down and hit the cleric in the front. They had not realized where they were running, having lost track in their rush to flee from the friar. The lightning jumped between the three of them before it started hopping back and forth, leaving behind glowing lines of eldritch power etched on their faces.

I was already charging down the hill, Mercy formed into a long curved blade as I poured eldritch power into it. The cleric’s head snapped back as two arrows erupted through her eyes. She was dead before she hit the ground. A barrage of eldritch blasts targeted the war cleric, but he was too fast and dove aside.

Friar Brown caught the paladin with one beam which quickly became two, then three, then four. The man went transparent before he disintegrated into a pile of dust. The war paladin, distracted by the fate of his companion, did not see Mercy flying through the air. It hit him square in the chest and punched through. It would’ve gone all the way through except for the hilt at the base of the blade stopped it.

He dropped to his knees, staring in shock at Mercy then up at me. Two arrows from Nick and Jessica took him out so he didn’t have to worry about what would come next.

Friar Brown waved as he turned and drove his cart back down the hill. I was pretty certain the oxen pulling his cart was the same creature, it was just terrifying now. Its horns gave off small bolts of white lightning as silver fire burned in its mouth. The hooves of his oxen and the wheels of his cart left behind silver fire.

As he raced back down the hill, I saw a box and some hay bounce out, only to be pulled back down into the cart. I was pretty certain I had sat on that box once upon a time.
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“So,” I said, walking towards Friar Brown who had dismounted his cart in the middle of the destroyed enemy camp. “The cart?”

Brown looked at me then around at the camp, the dead bodies, the surrendering soldiers, and my army of the undead. “The cart is what you’re worried about?”

“Well, in my defense, I was so shocked to see it I almost lost control of my death magic, and that’s saying something.”

Friar Brown snorted. “I thought I saw your spell flicker. Thank you for coming, those five were a right pain in my ass. If not for this whole divine energy being all sorts of messed up, I could have dealt with them.”

“Well, you sent Rhea to save my butt.” I smiled, it was nice to finally be getting to the point where smiling didn’t feel so weird with desiccated flesh as it got stronger. My face was getting downright supple. “How bad is your power situation? What’s even going on?”

Friar Brown gave me a look. I got his point, this wasn’t the place to talk about it. I nodded in understanding. “So, this is Friar Brown,” Jess said. I had rushed into the battle after the friar, and Othniel and E’lon had reluctantly kept her back. “Thank you so much for saving this dumbass’s life.” She hugged the friar.

Despite the grim setting, a soft smile spread on Brown’s face as he hugged her back. “Of course, he is a dumbass, isn’t he. If I were writing a book, it would have taken his dense ass the entire thing to figure out what was obvious to everyone else.”

“Hey now,” I said angrily. “You’re the one who told me to walk my path.”

“Yes.” Friar Brown frowned at me. “It makes a great amount of sense that your path was being used by a corrupt priest to do his bidding and bring suffering into the world.”

“He’s got you there,” Maxwell said, coming up beside me.

Jess let go of the friar. “You were right there with him doing the same dumbass things.”

“Anyways, you don’t look like I expected you to,” I said in an attempt to change the conversation.

Brown let out a loud laugh and straightened his brown robes, still held by a simple rope, jostling his ample bulk around as he did. “What did you expect, for me to lose a few pounds, put on some flashy armor, and walk around like I shat gold?”

“I mean… not all of that,” I said, looking at Maxwell for support.

“Don’t look at me, I don’t know the guy.” Maxwell took the coward’s way out.

“Like I told Rhea, Nonus, and all of the other fools who think that,” Friar Brown huffed. “I am a friar, I live a simple life, I wander around and help those in need, with my cart, and Gus.”

“Gus is the?” Maxwell asked, nodding towards the oxen who was happily munching on a tuff of grass.

“The terrifying oxen creature,” I answered, “yes.”

“Hey, be nice to Gus,” Friar Brown said. “He always liked you.”
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“What do we do now?” Ezra asked.

I was in a meeting with Friar Brown and Ezra. We had kept it just the three of us to keep things moving quick. I had just finished relaying what I overheard as the enemy beat my possessed body to death. When they first mentioned blood magic, instead of breaking the connection I gritted my teeth, endured the pain, and listened. Friar Brown had confirmed that he already knew they were using blood magic from their initial engagement.

“Are you strong enough to handle the monarch?” I asked.

Friar Brown let out a long sigh. “That is hard to say. Individually, maybe, together, no. Even if I had not lost so much power I don’t know if I could handle them together. They were there when we invaded, but unlike me, they were not a lowly priest. They were already powerful then, and at one point in time they were my mentors.”

“You say they, I thought it was one person,” Ezra asked.

“Blaze and Umbri Grail, also known as the Pure Heralds, were born twins,” Friar Brown explained. “The story goes when they were born, they came out with one whose eyes were completely white and the other with eyes completely black. They were almost killed as the priest thought they were possessed, but then Olattee himself interfered and they were adopted into the church.”

“Sounds not great,” I said. “I assume one is the light side of Olattee and one is the dark side?”

“Yes. For a long time I assumed there was just no priesthood that followed Umbri.” Brown bowed his head in shame. “As I know now, I was wrong. I don’t know if I should be insulted they did not try to recruit me or not.”

“Probably not,” I said. “They probably didn’t try because they knew you’d never go for it, take that as a compliment.”

“You speak of the war, are there any other powerful people still around other than you and the Heralds?” Ezra asked.

“No,” Friar Brown said. “All of them have either died or moved on. Valdor is only a small kingdom inside of this section.”

“Between the Heralds, the three archbishop’s, and the general we have six relatively powerful people we have to take care of if we go straight after the holy city,” I said.

“Those are merely the biggest threats there are,” Friar Brown said. “Many high priests and powerful clerics and monks are in the city. I would guess it is even worse than that though. I doubt anyone not aligned with rulers of the city have been allowed to remain. You will likely have to take out everyone.”

“How big is the holy city?” I asked.

“Quite a bit smaller than the capital, only a quarter the size,” Friar Brown said. “But that is still 50,000 people.”

“How is this even doable?” Between the powerful priest, trained soldiers, and hordes of what I guess were going to be the blood zombies we’d seen before, I couldn’t even begin to understand how to approach this.

“I’m with you, I don’t even see what we can do,” Ezra said. “I know Livia has said she will bring all of the guild that will come, and as many allies as she can get, but that can only do so much. I figured with that, we could probably handle at least one of the archbishop’s and most of the underlings, but 50,000, even if they’re just cannon fodder, is a lot.”

“Worry not, steps have already been taken to account for that. I didn’t send only one message out when I contacted Rhea to bring you to my assistance,” Friar Brown said. “The good thing about this little scuffle is that those five were going to be a giant pain if they had still been in the holy city.”

“Speaking of which, you sure you don’t mind that I keep all of the bodies?” I gave him an uncertain look.

“I do not mind, though I cannot say the same about my soldiers,” Friar Brown admitted. “Maybe one day they will see the living dead in a better light, but not yet. For now, wait for me to march away before you do anything. They all know what’s going to happen, but not having to witness it is for the better.”

I nodded in understanding. “I hope one day they see it as I do, it’s why we’ve been leaving workforces behind.”

“That was a very good idea,” Friar Brown agreed. “While I’m still getting used to it myself, I will admit that free, endless manual labor has a value.”

“How quickly do we need to attack the holy city?” Ezra asked, getting us back on topic.

“Well,” Friar Brown looked in the direction of the holy city. “The sooner the better. From what I know, they’re doing something similar to what Zeke found under that monastery, but on a much larger scale. I’m sure the city is under their control and they have already started opening portals. We also need to not rush into it, and make sure we have as many forces as we can.”

“If you give Livia a week, she will have as much as she can muster,” Ezra said, then turning to me she continued. “That would give her time to get out into the real world and make some phone calls.”

“This place is real too,” I said quietly.

“Sorry,” Ezra apologized. “That’s just how we distinguish between them.”

Friar Brown did not comment on the awkward exchange. “That works for me, they can use the altars of creation to get where they need to. A week would give me time to pull in the forces I need.”

“Yes, same here,” I nodded. “Ezra, I’ll need somebody to go back and let Vito know what’s happening, he will know what to do and direct forces towards us.”
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Friar Brown’s army marched away the next morning. As we watched them go, I opened up my character sheet to go over the levels I’d gained.

Experience earned from this last battle was more than anticipated. The enemy forces had only numbered around 5000, while Friar Brown had the equivalent of that. They only managed to pin them in the fort because of the threat the five powerhouses had posed. My only guess as to why I gained so much experience, enough to get me four whole levels, was the force we had fought was generally higher level.

Character Soul Level: 138

Name: Ezekiel Verniac

Race: Human Lich

Foreboding Gravitas: 34

Unspent Stat Points: 20

Spent Stat Points: 670

5 Stat Points per level

Health: 1757

Health Regeneration: 68/sec

Death Energy Tier 1: 4079

Death Energy Regeneration Tier 1: 83/sec

Death Energy Tier 2 Storage Capacity: 15/46

Mana: 2647

Mana Regeneration: 72/sec

Carrying lbs.: 3425

Stats:

Intelligence: 262 [multiplier: 1.311] [40 from gear]

Spirit: 195 [multiplier: 1.23]

Vitality: 119 [multiplier: 1.15]

Resilience: 121 [multiplier: 1.15]

Death Core Tier 1: 323

Death Core Tier 2: 46 [multiplier: 1.21]

Agility: 143 [multiplier: 1.1]

Dexterity: 125 [multiplier: 1.21]

Experience: 50,368 of 162,113

Knowing the battle to come would require quick and powerful spells, I put all twenty points into intelligence, as much as I didn’t really want to. In the battle, I had lost more bone guard and death knights, though I was able to recover almost all of them.

I looked at the mindless undead, debating about what to do. As we had marched, I’d been replenishing my numbers. I was back up to over 2000, even having rushed here ignoring hamlets where I would’ve raised several hundred more. The banner’s ability to raise undead was not used in this fight, having been hesitant on how the friar’s forces would’ve reacted.

Thinking about the banner made me realize something, and it helped with my decision. We could march through hamlets and towns and not even need to visit the graveyard. The banner would raise the dead in the graveyards for us, assuming we gave it the power. With a stack of death cores at my feet, I set to work.

Several hours later the spell activated. I had been helped by the necromancers and death clerics. They’d built the vast majority of the spell while I worked on the parts only I could do. A spell took form, and the fallen soldiers along with all of the animated mindless undead were affected.

Along with the power from cores, I had from the hundreds of soldiers I had killed or helped to kill directly. The bodies were picked up and pulled into the spell. An arch of death magic formed, and the bone guard marched into it and out the other side changed. The changes were subtle. They moved smoother, faces were less sunken, and the integrated bone armor they wore looked like actual armor made of bone. I pulled up a description.

Grave Guard

Level: 100

Grave guard are evolved bone guard. While not quite as powerful as a true third tier evolution, the grave guard are far more versatile. Their body’s are no longer husks and move with fluid grace despite their nature.

You know of no evolution paths for the grave guard. Evolving is not always necessary, as on their own, grave guards can grow to massive strength. Also, there are other less intuitive evolutions as well or they can evolve on their own in the right circumstances.

Grave Shot

Level: 100

Grave shots are an evolution of the bone archer. While not quite as powerful as a true third tier evolution, the grave shot are far more versatile. They are far more durable than the bone archers it evolved from. Their eyesight is unmatched and they now have an infrared vision ability. Every shot will take someone to the grave.

You know of no evolution paths for the grave shot. Evolving is not always necessary as on their own grave shot can grow to massive strength. Also, there are other less intuitive evolutions as well or they can evolve on their own in the right circumstances.

The grave shot and grave guard should be a significant upgrade for the core of my army. Damien had completed his message board and sent me the instructions. He had also included how to turn bone guard into bone knights, death knights, or death guard, something I hadn’t known about, but the grave guard was what he told me I should make. While I trusted Vito, when it came to what to do with undead, I trusted Damien more.

I converted all of the bone guard and bone archers, the excess material left in a pile. Then, with a smile, I set out on the next spell. It was going to be the hardest by far, but I was the most excited about it. The five powerhouses we killed were what I needed, and I groaned a little at the thought of the other thing we needed.

I pushed in the last wisps of soul energy and my last point of tier 2 death energy. I didn’t like being out of the potent power and I hated the feeling of working with soul energy, but Damien had very explicitly said both were needed. Another large spell activated, and this one the necromancers had been less help with than usual, but Othniel had been able to chip in. No physical material was picked up in this spell.

The bodies of the five powerhouses, one was technically a pile of ash, but it still counted where it mattered, were consumed. Another arch formed, this one out of a mixture of eldritch, soul, and death energies. The life thieves floated into it.

The bodies had been needed because they contained enough residual divine power to give it a spark. Also during the casting, I’d gotten every single point of divine power from the Dread Thirteen and Agreldo. Life thieves entered one side and floated out the other, transformed into etheric beings wielding sides with blades of etheric eldritch energy. I excitedly pulled up the description, I was tired, but I couldn’t wait.

Lesser Eldritch Reaper

Level: 100

Reapers are often servants of gods, but not always. Reapers are not the escorts of souls to the next life, that is left of the ferryman, but that does not mean they do not send many souls to the ferryman. A reaper in the service to a god serves the role of bringing death to any the god it deems deserves it. Sometimes this is a loyal servant who is at the end of their life and is suffering, other times it is enemies.

This is a lesser reaper, one day it might become worthy of serving a god, but not yet. The only way for this reaper to advance now is by taking lives. The wisps of soul energy it gathers with each kill will advance towards its next evolution.

This reaper did not form naturally, as most reapers do. The knowledge of how to create reapers is a closely guarded secret known by only a few. In the process of creating this reaper eldritch power was included, changing the nature of the reaper. It wields a weapon of eldritch power that will leave behind not just spiritual wounds.

I could have danced. The reapers were everything Damien’s message promised. Though he had also said if I shared it with anyone, he would be very pissed. Which was why the necromancers hadn’t been allowed to help me. Well, Othniel, Tola, and Izban were allowed to know. It’s also why I didn’t ask the death clerics for divine power, they would ask too many questions.

I used the leftover materials to create another six eldritch bone cannons and three flesh golems. Surprisingly, most of the material needed for upgrading the bone guard had been flesh and organs. Exhausted from spell craft, I ordered my army, through Abimelech, to get marching and climbed up onto the back of Snappy where I tried to let my mind settle. The rhythmic sound of marching boots soothed me.
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I looked at my army and sighed, my numbers had grown rapidly over the last week. After the friar and I had split, we’d both advanced down separate routes towards the holy city. To my surprise when we came to the next major city, we found the garrison majorly depleted and huge numbers of the clergy of the church gone.

The citizens were unhappy that they’d been abandoned, and to make matters worse, when the garrison and church forces left, they’d rounded up people. At first it had been under the guise of fleeing before the undead, but when the citizens resisted being taken, they started being forced. There was enough pushback with the garrison and members of the church who were refusing to leave, that the church up an left with those they’d already coerced into leaving with them.

Some of the people fled, after all it was only several thousand soldiers and acolytes attempting to heard around 5,000 people, but it was still a large portion. The city was only of a population around 25,000, so a fifth had been essentially kidnapped.

The city had been in so much disarray that when we arrived, they hadn’t put up much more than a token resistance. The second my forces breached the gate they surrendered. The governor explained what happened and the high priest of the local temple, recently promoted since the original one left, agreed to join our side.

The remaining citizens, clergy, garrison, and administration had seemingly been disillusioned. While they were frustrated by the pullout of so much of their defense, they’d convinced themselves there was a gathering of a larger army someplace. By this point it was understood I wasn’t massacring cities, and along with the crows, the messengers from the friar had spread that news as well.

In the chaos that followed, with long-held beliefs upturned and disorder falling upon the city with too few guards to keep the peace, the order I brought with me was welcome.

We visited the local graveyards and created a whole bunch of mindless undead, left behind a workforce, and continued the march. Thiar and Shad’ehki would be claiming temples, and the now ominous power of my domain would keep the order, at least for now.

It was disheartening as we continued to advance. Word was getting ahead of the retreating forces, and many of the hamlets and villages we came to had fled into the wilderness to wait for Olattee’s army to pass. It was strange, normally the undead would be what they were fleeing from, but those who saw us were relieved.

The settlements not on the main road were less affected, but the sense of unease and general distrust that had suddenly sprang up was disconcerting. The detachments I sent to the side hamlets and villages reported back that some of the settlements had killed their local Olattee clergy when they tried to force the population to leave with them. Those bodies were added to the growing horde.

The last village we had come to was a ghost town. The map told us we were a day away from the holy city. Messages from Friar Brown indicated that he was several villages over to the south of me, also a day away from the holy city. He suggested we advance sooner rather than later. I informed him I would like to wait for reinforcements from Vito, but should be ready the following day.

Raven had scouted ahead along with Ehud, hoping to find what awaited us. I had debated using the new horde of mindless undead to create more powerful singular units, like the juggernauts, though I could not replicate that at the moment. In the end, I decided numbers were more useful. While the holy city wasn’t bigger than Maltis or Rivian, in fact it was only half the population at about 50,000, I was worried what we would find there.

If Friar Brown was right, I expected to face a horde of some kind. No doubt similar to what we’d fought in the ziggurat the two of us had cleared so long ago. Sound drew my attention, and I looked over a small rise to see an army marching towards me. At its front rode a living dead in full plate armor that I knew was nearly impervious, like the fort commander I’d fought. Beside him was a litter carried by four perfectly sculpted living dead. Tellkin and Freya had arrived.
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A few hours later, I looked through my forces. Tellkin had merged his army with mine. He had several giant undead, what I had been going for with the juggernauts before Freya’s additions. Between the reinforcements I received from Vito, a group of bone guard, and a group of death knights he upgraded, and the addition of the reinforcements my army had massively grown.

Tellkin’s army did not have bone guards. He’d started with a horde of mindless undead and grown from there. He wasn’t a death paladin, Tellkin had gone down the route of oaths. The oath he took was different than what I had taken for the Order of Equinox or what paladins took, though there were some similarities. You could only take oaths every fifty levels, and that was if you had focused on physical stats.

Oaths would give physical-oriented individuals, be it melee fighters or rangers, powerful abilities based off stamina and physical strength instead of magic. It allowed them to keep pace with the magic-based classes. I did not know all of his oaths, but I did know that at least one of them allowed him to coordinate the mindless undead at a ridiculous degree of precision. The other one was a way to promote the mindless undead, or force an evolution, so they became something more.

Tellkin brought with him a mindless horde, and while it was still mostly a mindless horde, he now had a core of very powerful melee-focused officers. Freya had brought with her more than I expected as well. Many of the guards had joined under her banner and became living dead and wanted revenge. In particular, when they passed through the city that had been abandoned, most of the garrison and many of the citizenry wanted to join. I pulled up the combined army, having done some major rearranging.

Army of Ezekiel the Lich

Commander in Chief: Ezekiel Verniac

Chief of Staff: Maxwell Cromwell

Divine Advisor: Freya Hadrian

Operational Units

Field Armies (3-7 corps): 0

Commanders: 0

Corps (3-10 divisions):0

Commanders: 0

Division (3-5 regiments):1

Commanders: 1 General; Tellkin Iames. Note: Normally a general officer has negative effects for commanding operational units less than their command rank. However, this general officer has traits that turn that weakness into a strength. Increased commands limits and operation unit cohesion.

Regiment (4-6 battalions): 3 and 2 auxiliary

Commanders: 3 wight commanders colonels

Auxiliary Commander: 2 colonels; A arcane mummy commands the auxiliary regiment. A war cleric command a religious auxiliary regiment.

Battalion (3-7 companies): 15 regular, 1 special, and 7 auxiliary

Commanders Melee: 11 wight lieutenant colonels

Commanders Ranged: 4 wight Lieutenant colonels

Special Commander melee: A specter knight Lieutenant colonels commands a battalion of 107 lesser eldritch reapers.

Auxiliary Commanders: 1 greater mummy Lieutenant colonel, 2 necromancer Lieutenant colonel, 2 war priest Lieutenant colonels, 1 death mage monster wrangler, and 1 necromancer construct engineer

Company (3-7 platoons): 50 regular

Commanders Melee: 10 advanced greater zombies nexuses captains and 30 lesser wights captains.

Commanders Ranged: 10 advanced greater zombies nexuses captain

Platoon (4-6 squads): 86 regular and 29 mindless

Commanders Melee: 51 advanced eldritch death knights lieutenants and 29 hoard controller zombie

Commander ranged: 35 advanced eldritch bone archers lieutenant

Squad (10-20 troops): 125 mindless and 200 regular

Commanders: 125 control zombies sergeants (only mindless) and 200 promoted grave guard sergeants

Forces

Mindless Undead –

Zombies trash troops: 8,569 (0.1 command points)

Undead Troops –

Bone Archer: 150 common troops (.5 command point)

Bone Guard: 400 common troops (.5 command point)

Pike Bone Guard: 100 common troops (.5 command points)

Grave Archer: 685 uncommon troops (1 command point)

Grave Guard: 899 uncommon troops (1 command point)

Bone Knights: 523 uncommon troops (1 command Points)

Pike Grave Guard: 85 uncommon troops (1 command points)

Mounted Grave Guard: 187 uncommon troops (1.5 command point)

Lesser Eldritch Reaper: 107 uncommon troops (2 command point)

Advanced Greater Eldritch Death Elemental Zombie: 25 magical troops (2 command point)

Necromancer: 31 rare troops (1.5 command points)

Monster and Construct Undead –

Flesh golems: 35 uncommon monster (5 command point or 1 monster handler point)

Mobile Eldritch Death Bone Cannon: 20 rare construct (10 command points or 1 construct controller point.)

Undead Giant: 21 uncommon monster (5 command point or 1 monster handler point)

Shambling Mound: 3 rare monster (20 command point or 1 monster handler point)

Undead Officers –

Colonels: 3 wights (.5 command point of colonel rank), arcane mummy (1 command point of colonel rank)

Lieutenant Colonels: 15 wights (.5 command point of lieutenant colonel rank)

Captain: 20 advanced greater zombie nexuses. (1 command point of captain rank) and 30 lesser wights (1 command point of captain rank)

Lieutenants: 51 advanced eldritch death knights (1 command point of lieutenant rank), 35 advanced eldritch bone archer. (1 command point of lieutenant rank) and 29 hoard controller zombies (.5 command point of lieutenant rank)

Sergeant: Control zombie. 125 uncommon troop (.5 command point of Sargent rank) and 200 promoted grave guard (1 command point of Sargent rank)

Living Dead

Living Dead Troops –

Juggernauts: 4

Death Cleric: 45

Death acolytes: 236

Necromancers: 32

Archers: 223

Swordsmen: 497

Living Dead Officers –

Lieutenant colonels: 2 necromancers (1 command point of lieutenant colonel rank), 2 war priests (1.5 command point of lieutenant colonel rank), 1 death mage monster wrangler (1.5 command point of lieutenant colonel rank), and 1 necromancer construct engineer (1.5 command point of lieutenant colonel rank), specter knight (1.5 command point of lieutenant colonel rank)

Colonels: war cleric (1.5 command point of colonel rank)

General: Tellkin Iames (3 command points of general rank)

Commander in Chief: Lich (command point not needed)

Living

Troops –

Specialist: 1 Raven – Werecat (1 specialist command point needed), the Dread Thirteen (1 specialist command point needed per member)

Officers –

Chief of Staff: 1 Maxwell Cromwell (1 staff command point needed)

Divine Advisor: Freya Hadrian (1 staff command point needed)

Total troops: 13,181

Total troops not counting mindless hoard: 4,612

I had not realized just how much things were going to change when we started. Tellkin was a true commander. While the wights he used as officers were undead, not living dead, he assured me that was only for now, and that they would all become living dead eventually. They were also far more adept commanders than my own equivalents, even if they weren’t as powerful of fighters as their peers.

Tellkin suggested removing the Dread Thirteen from the command structure. It wasn’t a criticism of Abimelech or Othniel, they were excellent commanders. Tellkin believed they would be more effective in the specialist role, forming a kind of strike group. He also integrated Freya’s forces into the army, making her a staff officer. I wasn’t certain what having a divine advisor did, but I trusted the general.

Freya’s army included many death clerics, necromancers, acolytes, soldiers that had become living dead, and most importantly, the death mage monster wrangler and the necromancer construct engineer. Those two Tellkin had been very happy to see and commanded all of the monster and construct forces.

The undead giants added by Tellkin would support the juggernauts, but the most interesting thing he brought was the shambling mounds. He had not been able to create undead necromancers like I had, so he made the shambling mounds. They were completely useless in any kind of combat, for they could not attack, but they emitted a perpetual regeneration aura.

One of the most interesting additions was the specter knight that came with Freya. She’d created it when she saw the life thieves to lead them. It didn’t matter that they were now lesser eldritch reapers, though Freya was very interested in how I accomplished that. The specter knight was a very rare evolution of a poltergeist. Rare because it basically never occurred naturally, and in the process of becoming a specter, the poltergeist, like the juggernaut, required a living dead and became a living dead.

It had been a very long night. Tellkin took quite a while to rearrange and promote all of the grave guard he needed. Fortunately, he did not need my help, at least not after the initial integration. By morning, the undead were ready to march. All of the living dead had gotten a chance to rest their minds, so they were fresh.

Then Raven returned with news.
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“We were surprised that we couldn’t,” Aaron said. He was riding with me, Raven, Maxwell, and Tellkin in the early morning. “Icarus told us that it was because it could tell we were planning on attacking the city, so the fast travel is disabled. There are ways you can bypass it with small forces, but there are too many of us for that to be possible.”

“Icarus, like from that group that we fought with?” I asked. I would’ve preferred a night attack, but we were working with the friar, night was worse for them than day was for us.

“Yes, Livia hired his entire guild,” Aaron explained. “Between him, our guild, and our allies we have around a thousand players. Though many of them are not strong enough to help overly much.”

“I don’t know about that,” I explained. “Raven reported back this morning that there is chaos through the city. It’s why she took so long, but she managed to sneak in. There is fighting between regular zombies and, unfortunately, blood zombies. So even the weaker players will be great for mopping up the fodder.”

“How did you get your zombies inside the walls already?” Aaron demanded.

“He didn’t,” Raven said. “The zombies in there are—” She looked at me, and I nodded for her to a tell him what she’d found. “The zombies in there are turning those they kill into more zombies—there’s a zombie plague. Our somebody snuck someone infected with Zeke’s zombie plague into the city.”

“Who would’ve done that, or how would they of, and what are blood zombies?” Aaron asked.

“I have my suspicions,” I said. “I don’t know for certain though. They probably snagged it from the battle by the lake. As far as getting in the city, with the number of people that have been shoved in there over the last week, it wouldn’t have been hard to hide it within the crowd. As for blood zombies, they are nasty creations of blood magic, and harder to kill than zombies. Unlike zombies they react to pain, but they also have pretty big regeneration.”

“Hopefully we get there before they wipe out the zombies,” Aaron said. “The chaos will be nice.”

“We should,” Tellkin spoke with the confidence of a commander. “If they were regular zombies, then you would be right, but zombies carrying a zombie plague are a little different. Your forces shouldn’t worry about cutting them down if they get in your way, we don’t control them unless they come close to us.”

“Perfect,” Aaron said. “I need to get back to Livia then and let her know the timing.” He turned his mount, a large lizard-creature similar to what the Dread Thirteen rode, back the way he had come from.

The player army was between mine and the friar’s armies. We were timing our advances so we would all hit the city at the same time. We’d already worked it out between the friar, the addition of the players just meant they needed to make up the difference. Since they were likely the most mobile force, it should be no issue.
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Beams of eldritch power tore into the air, knocking down incoming magical projectiles. Dark barriers above my army flared as holy magic bombarded them. We were marching on the city walls.

The previous night, Othniel and I, assisted by Freya and any of her troops that had the knowledge, worked to create the ritual I had used at the lake. It was carved into a large cart pulled by two of the flesh horrors. Now the same ritual was being pulled near the front of the army and was knocking down incoming attacks.

Plumes of smoke rose from inside the city, evidence of the fighting. We’d hoped the walls would be abandoned, but they had known we were coming. As soon as we entered the range of artillery, the bombardment had started.

We were focused singly on defense. While we could’ve fought back, there was very little point, we needed to get inside the walls. Othniel and I were using a series of rapid-fired bolts of eldritch power to try and pull down spells. Most of the rest were focused on defensive barriers.

The most powerful defensive barriers were not mobile, so they were being cast out in front of us so the army would be undercover as we marched through. The clerics and necromancers worked together. The necromancers layering in their more rapidly cast, weaker barriers which attached to the undead to fill in the gaps where the more powerful clerical barriers left openings.

The unfortunate fact was we had far too many to be completely shielded. Our defenses were focused around the core of the army, protecting the monsters, constructs, living dead, and line infantry. Much of the horde of the undead was protected as well, but the edges weren’t. Something our enemy had yet to realize, as they were concentrating on me.

That was the other point of the ritual, it was a very obvious target, and though we had hoped they would be distracted by the chaos inside the city, we had planned for them not to be. I stayed near the ritual. The elemental zombies all marched around the ritual powering it as we went.

Power swirled around me as I funneled it into Mercy. I was pressing the capacity of the weapon to its absolute limit. Othniel had also poured power into Mercy, at a loss of mana due to a small conversion process and a general resistance issue since it was not his weapon. But we needed as much power as we could get.

Looking to the south, I saw the players rushing towards the walls. Almost every player had their own mounts or rode on the back of others. Their mounts were a chaotic mess of horses and other creatures. They were players, they were disorganized, but that did not mean they were undefended.

The rapid approach was seen as more of a threat as more magical attacks hammered down on them. The holy city wasn’t only garrisoned by religious classes, there were also standard wizards and mages. While exclusively holy attacks were aimed at us, a mixture went after the players.

Constant barriers being torn down and rebuilt by different clerics and wizards among the players had the sky above them full of exploding magic. I swore when I saw the front of the players suddenly collapse as a series of explosions tore them apart.

Then there was a flicker and I realized whoever had cast the illusion at the lake was with them. The players weren’t actually where they appeared to be, they were offset about twenty yards. Enough that their defenses were still holding and the concentration of magic at their head had only hit a couple of unfortunate players.

The illusion had done its job though and they reached the walls. A wave of grapple hooks was thrown up, and the players scaled the walls a moment later.

In the distance I could see another clashing of magic as the friar driving his cart ahead of his forces closed in. The magic being thrown at them was almost exclusively arcane, but I did note a mixture of blood and dark magic in the air.

The defenders were doing their best to focus magical types on the three different armies that would be most likely to do the most damage. Even though all the undead in my army, living and mindless, received benefits and resistances from my order, we were still the weakest to holy magic, at least of this variety.

Suddenly, buffing spells spread across the entire force. As soon as the players had been within a handful of meters from the wall, the necromancers started casting overlapping area of effect speed buffing spells. We surged forward.

The giants thundered past with the juggernauts flanking behind them. Not only had they received the area of effect buffs, but clerics had targeted the hulking monsters individually with powerful speed enhancements.

“You’re up,” Tellkin said in something that wasn’t quite an order. “My lord.”

I didn’t mind and spurred Shadow forward. The Dread Thirteen came in around me as Raven hopped onto the back of Shadow. Maxwell lumbered behind us on Snappy, which was moving far faster than the snapping turtle should have been able to. It looked a little ridiculous with its thick, short legs pounding the ground so fast. Maxwell was playing a song, and we caught up to the giants and juggernauts, soon passing them.

Holy bolts of white light attempted to slow us down, but we were moving fast enough that many missed. Those that didn’t deflected off of barriers long enough for us to get past. I began reshaping Mercy, the amount of power in it making the process slow.

We were then within the shadow of the gatehouse, and eldritch power swirled around Mercy as I passed Gideon and Shamgar. Mercy was now a long spear. I held it out with one hand near the back of the shaft so it was ahead of Shadow, after all it was not actually a lance. We entered the arch of the gates and Shadow slammed on the brakes. I launched forward off his back.
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Flying through the air, I noticed the murder holes above the gate spewing out holy fire. A moment before the flames reached me, I was shrouded in necromantic energy. Mercy hit the gate. My momentum allowed the needle-sharp tip to just barely penetrate the magically reinforced steel gate.

It wasn’t very deep, but that was all it took. No spell had been cast on Mercy, just huge amounts of eldritch power pumped into it. Now all of that power channeled through Mercy and into the gate.

In that instant, Mercy quit glowing and my momentum carried me to the gate where I landed on it and kicked myself back. Mercy came with me. I landed back on the ground where Shadow was waiting for me. Leaping up onto his back I looked at the gate. Cracks of power were rapidly spreading out. There was a thrumming sound.

“Get back!” I yelled just as Othniel yelled the same.

We raced back as the eldritch power tore the gate apart in an explosion that shook the ground. Not only had the holy magic in the gate been torn apart, but it had destabilized the entire magical matrix. The uncontrolled explosion sent chunks of the gatehouse flying upward. We circled our mounts and then charged back towards it.

The concussive explosion was what we needed to avoid. Though purple eldritch magic was still racing through the area, it would not harm us. Maxwell had only barely caught up. A dome of eldritch power formed around him since he would be the most affected.

We raced through the storm of eldritch power, bursting through the other side where there was a formation of soldiers waiting for us, spears lowered. Then leaping past us, the giants arrived.

The hulking forms kicked soldiers aside like they were kicking rocks down the beach. The juggernauts tore soldiers and buildings apart alike. Arriving on the heels of the giants were the flesh horrors. They wheeled around and scaled the walls. Their malleable forms allowed them to scale in places others could not.

The gatehouse collapsed to the ground. I was worried that would be a barrier, but I shouldn’t have been. It was a pile of rubble the undead poured over the top of.

Tellkin’s first objective was to set up a foothold inside the city. If we were going to fight our way for every meter of the city, we needed a fortification. One of the things Raven had scouted was where the nearest temple was.

I led the Dread Thirteen towards the temple Raven had found. It wasn’t to Olattee, but to a god of healing of some kind. I expected stepping foot in the temple to hurt me, but it didn’t. I guessed it hadn’t when I attacked the temple to Olattee, but for some reason, a healing god seemed like it should hurt.

We came across the brawling zombies and blood zombies. There was a skirmish taking place outside of the temple. What soldiers were in sight weren’t even trying to contain it, I suppose they didn’t care. Zombies on both sides wore what looked like civilian garb, though much of it was shredded to the point that it was nothing more than bits of fabric in most some cases.

I exerted my will over the zombies as we charged into the fray. The blood zombies of course I could not control, but they were not strong either. We blew through them, wiping the blood zombies out as most of the zombies under my control stayed out of our way. We rushed into the temple.

I was unsurprised to find the temple already sacked. The alters to the god had been destroyed and the bodies of the clergy littered the floor. They looked to have been dead for a while. No doubt when the mask came off, every temple that did not fall in line had been destroyed.

Tola cast a mass raise undead on all of the bodies, no point in wasting them. Outside, we found that the blood zombies we killed had quickly rose, coming back on my side. The few remaining had been overwhelmed, now nothing but regular zombies stood outside the temple.

It didn’t take long for the army to arrive. Already the ranks were swelling as zombies killing under the control of Shad’ehki’s banner, which interestingly when I saw it had a pair of large raven’s sitting on the top bar.

Freya’s litter entered the square, accompanied by a large group of priests and clerics, and Tellkin who arrived bot far behind her. They made straight for the temple. The opposing side had a general wandering around, but I lost sight of him.

Tellkin reappeared next to Freya’s litter, his great sword clashing with a man in white armor. The paladin had been trying to use one of his movement abilities to crush Freya, but Tellkin had used one of his own abilities to stop the man. I managed to get a brief scan.

Knight Paladin General of Olattee

Level: 215

The knight paladin generals, instead of devoting themselves fully to their god, have devoted themselves in a different way. They had become the leaders of men in the service of their god. While lacking the sheer power of a true paladin, the forces they command are loyal and will not fail so long as they stand at their helm.

The paladins of Olattee are powerful. The god of purity is very picky about who he elevates and allows to take the oath to become a paladin, first requiring them to spend years in service and have taken a prior oath to him. The result is their faith and power are amplified.

I swore internally, the players were supposed to be dealing with this guy. Both the knight paladin general and Tellkin wielded great swords. Tellkin’s was black and was made out of bone while the paladin’s was pure white.

In some ways they were a perfect match for each other, neither exclusively focused on their own personal power, instead being leaders. I did not know what all of Tellkin’s oath’s work, or the extent of his power. But it became clear who held the upper hand.

The paladin unleashed powerful blows that exploded with magic. Despite being in heavy armor, Tellkin fought with fluid power. He was deliberate and limited in his attacks, but his skill with the blade was superior to the paladin’s.

I thought the knight paladin general would flee. After the first exchange of blows and his magic rolling off Tellkin like water on a rock, he was heavily outmatched. I doubted Tellkin could put him down fast, but he would in time. Then a column of knights, paladin knights, clerics, inquisitors, and acolytes stormed into the square. The grave guard stood in their way with lowered pikes.

I was just about to order the Dread Thirteen to charge when Freya came past in her litter. “Tellkin can handle this,” she said. “You are a strike force, go hunting.”

Maxwell was remaining behind and would catch up eventually. He was already setting up a stage on the footsteps of the temple.

As we raced away, the lyrics from “Bodies” by Drowning Pool thundered out over the city. One of the things the players had provided was the magical equivalent of loudspeakers. Maxwell had been very happy with the gift, and they said they just wanted more music. I didn’t know how far his harmonic music would be amplified by the speakers, but I was pretty certain it could be heard far and wide.

There were three temples to Olattee scattered throughout the holy city. The main temple, known as the altar of purity, was at the exact center of the city. The temple itself was a fortress, stronger than most keeps.

Our first target was the nearest of the secondary temples to Olattee. Freya explained that we needed to neutralize those temples. They provided power to the main temple which would further strengthen their defenses. Ideally the temples would be claimed by a rival god, or even a neutral god.

The thirteen of us charged down the road. As we went, we cut down soldiers, blood zombies, and acolytes alike. In the square before the temple to Olattee, we met high resistance. It had been fortified against the zombie outbreak. Our mounts leapt over the barricades, and Raven was already diving into my shadow to wreak havoc.

We of course had been seen coming, so they were ready for us. Eldritch lightning crackled from both me and Othniel as the Dread Thirteen dispersed throughout the square.

Gideon, Shamgar, Othniel, Tola, Izban, Jiar, and E’lon stayed with me, the tanks protecting us as we worked our magics, and E’lon let loose a steady stream of precision attacks. The rest of the Dread Thirteen were more mobile. The tactic we took caught them by surprise. And by the time they recovered, it was too late.

I released a wave of death energy in a spell that enhanced all undead a huge amount for a short time period. Tola and Izban raised every single fallen foe. There were powerful fighters there, though none of them more powerful than any one of us. If a cleric didn’t go down as easily as they should, they were targeted by spells from Othniel and Jiar along with arrows from E’lon.

With the chaos of fighting in the square, I departed from the central group. I charged towards the temple. A figure stepped out on the top, someone I recognized. Theonis, also known as Archbishop Theonis, sneered at me. “So, the Lich has come to play. I guess you want a repeat.”

I sneered right back. “Except this time I’m going to gut you like the pig you are.” I managed to scan him and hoped I hadn’t bitten off more than I could chew.

High Inquisitor of Olattee

Level: 211

High inquisitors of Olattee have walked the path of righteous purity throughout their entire lives, burning out and destroying all that is impure. Their powers allowed them to seek out and destroy all that stands before their god.

High Inquisitor of Olattee are powerful servants of the god of purity. Their very presence causes the impure to quail before them as their souls are judged.

Theonis lunged, but I was slightly faster. Despite not being past level 150 yet, I was far stronger than I had been last time. The enchantments of my armor were already speeding me up, burning through mana in my armor and death energy flowing through my body further amplified my speed and strength.

The inquisitor clerics were a hybrid melee fighter type, and Theonis was a pure inquisitor. His aura alone tore at me, the pressure of his very existence pushing on my soul.

We had targeted this temple specifically because I wanted a rematch. Friar Brown had questioned if I could take on Theonis, but he didn’t know what I did.

The high inquisitor came at me, chains erupting from the ground and spiraling through the air to grab me. He was trying to repeat what he’d done the last time. I was ready for it.
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Eldritch flames erupted out of me in a nova that dissolved his chains before they could touch me. As I avoided him, an annoyed look crossed his face. He drew a wand in one hand and a whip of conjured white light appeared in his other. “Even if you are stronger now, you are still nothing,” he snarled.

“I’m going to shove my hand down your throat and rip out your goddamn heart,” I snarled right back.

Despite my bravado, the man scared me. I had the edge and speed, but that was only because I was burning a lot of resources to stay ahead of him. Leaping back, I cast a spell through Mercy, and a bolt of purple eldritch lightning erupted between us. It was stopped by a white barrier, but I noticed a crack in that barrier as it faded.

Theonis responded with a crack of his whip that hammered the barriers projected by my armor. That section of my barrier shattered. I struck with Mercy, he tried to deflect with his wand, using it like a dagger, but I still scored a gash along his arm. That gash was infected and would not be easily cured.

Snarling in pain, Theonis cast a spell that cauterized the flesh, cracking and splitting under intense heat. A moment later a bolt of power sent me flying backward. My precognition allowed me to put a section with my barrier still intact in its way, but the kinetic force had still been a lot.

A bolt slammed into the high inquisitor before he could take advantage of my momentary vulnerability. Othniel had joined the fight. In a smooth move, Raven came from behind him, her sickles slicing horrendous wounds into his back. The robes he wore were not meant for turning aside such weapons.

A nova explosion sent Raven flying back. Before she hit the ground, chains erupted from the air around her and sought to encase her. Raven had grown a lot as well. A flare of black magic and Raven was replaced by a zombie which was wrapped by the chains and reduced to red pulp.

I charged back towards the high inquisitor. Magic swirled around me as I released another spell. A beam of necrotic energy flew from my outstretched hand. It hammered into Theonis’ defenses. The crack widened.

The fighting in the square had died down, the Dread Thirteen had dispatched all of the enemies in the area. Now undead swarmed to where I clashed with the inquisitor. He didn’t even seem worried. A storm of white projectiles ripped apart the undead even as the Dread Thirteen poured in attacks. Our mounts were busy trampling the blood zombies that were now trickling into the square. The last thing we needed was them causing problems.

Unfortunately, his confidence was justified. Even as attacks pounded into the inquisitor he stopped moving. The barrier surrounded him shattered only to be replaced by another. One by one the silver chains erupted from the ground and wrapped around the Dread Thirteen, dragging them down. They chased Ehud for several long moments before they finally caught the elusive fighter.

Eldritch power funneled into Mercy as I attacked. His barrier was not just to stop magical attacks though. Mercy’s blade bit into it and eldritch power exploded through the barrier tearing apart, but the hole healed too fast.

I switched Mercy over to its plasma form, needing to bring that barrier down quickly.

Raven leapt through the air, ritual dagger drawn, going for his neck. The spell inside that dagger would no doubt kill the man, if she could land it. Her attack left her exposed, and the chains caught her and bound her to the ground.

“Now it’s just you and me.” Theonis smiled. “I will beat you and then one by one I will purify your friends before your eyes. But first let me show you the difference between you and me.”

Theonis struck. His whip wrapped around my foot before I knew what to do and he threw me across the square where I slammed into the stone wall of a building, breaking through it. I leapt to my feet and blocked another spell with Mercy as the inquisitor charged. He was now taking this more seriously.

I fell into defense as I tried to stay ahead of him. Dozens of magical projectiles fired from his wand every second as his whip left searing wounds that weren’t solely physical. I did manage to land a few blows, Mercy slicing through his robe and flesh with ease, but he didn’t even seem to mind. Magic flooded those wounds the second they were made searing them closed even as his robes knit themselves back together.

With a mental order, I sent Shadow running away leading the other mounts. He wasn’t meant to engage this kind of threat and I did not want to risk the nightmare. The distraction of the mounts fleeing gave me an opening and I ran Mercy through Theonis’s stomach. Twisting and yanking the blade to the side, I opened a terrible wound.

The high inquisitor clutched at the wound. He did not sear this one shut, instead he built magic. I tried to attack only to be repelled by a series of kinetic force spells fired from his whip that cracked the air. I clenched my fist and released my own kinetic spells to disrupt his building magic. It failed.

Intense bloodred light suffused him, and every wound on his body closed and healed completely. Even the blood staining his robes disappeared. He looked like we had just started the fight.

Precognition warned me just in time to deflect a spell. A bolt of sizzling power flew off of Mercy and into a building where it detonated, destroying a large section of the wall and causing the roof to collapse. I recognized the taste of divine power in the air.

“I see you have to rely on your god to accomplish anything,” I mocked him. “Too bad you’ll never amount to anything more than a pathetic puppet following a mad god. What a pathic puppet you are.”

Spittle flew in the air as Theonis yelled, “You know nothing of what madness is!” A red haze of magic surrounded him. “Olattee will purify this entire world, bringing it closer to perfection. Madness is resisting the coming of the perfect world.”

“Is that divine blood magic?” I asked, falling back. This wasn’t something I expected at all.

“Why yes, it is,” Theonis said, a hint of instability entering his voice. “Let me show you what it can do.”

He was suddenly much faster than I was, and it felt like the first time I’d seen him when he had been upon us before I knew what to do. The high inquisitor had dropped his whip and wand. His fist collided with the side of my head, my armor crunching under the impact followed by the bones of my jaw.

The force sent me flying sideways, but before I slammed into the building, Theonis appeared, driving fists clenched together down into my shoulder. My armor smashed apart as I was hammered into the ground. My precognition warned me these things were coming, but there was nothing I could do.

He proceeded to pummel me with his fists until every section of my armor broke. Even if I had the concentration to use the second tier death energy, I doubted it would make me fast enough, and there was no point in wasting it. Barely on my feet, I looked through bleary eyes at his fist, where a wound so deep the bone showed through healed over his knuckles.

“Any more words, pathetic little Lich?” Theonis sneered.

I channeled enough death energy to fix my jaw. “Yeah, suck my dick. Like your mom did last night.”

Fury clouded his eyes as he grabbed me by the throat and picked me up into the air, a position that was oddly familiar. “I decided I should kill you first. And don’t worry, like last time you only have to die once.” I recognized the surge of soul energy that pulsed from him and into me, at least I now understood why he had it.
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The vindictive sneer on Theonis’s face froze in place and I smiled. I was going to get an ass chewing from Vito the next time he saw me, but it was worth it. I’d been worried when he said he would kill the others first, because I was the only one with a trap in my soul made by a very powerful vampire.

When Theonis attacked my soul, part of his mind followed that connection to direct the energy. When Vito realized what was going on, his first reaction, after everything settled down, was saying how stupid that was. Theonis, despite his strength, had never come across creatures that were capable of using soul energy. Or if he had, he didn’t know what he was doing. Friar Brown said the soul abilities were new to the high inquisitor, so I guess that explained why.

When he pushed his soul into mine and sent it across the connection between me and my phylactery, he greatly exposed himself. It was one thing to attack a soul directly in front of you where you had your full soul present, it was another to spread yourself out like that. That power was now trapped on the other side in a weave set up by Vito.

Once the trap had been sprung on the actionable part of Theonis’s consciousness, awareness returned to his body. He wasn’t even aware that his awareness ever left. Now he was stuck, he was aware, but couldn’t act.

“You stupid son of a bitch.” I repaired my body as I spoke. “I would tell you that you should probably either find a vampire or soul weaver to talk to, Friar Brown says there’s one around here, though I doubt he’s still in the city. But you’re not going to live long enough—not in the current thing you call life.”

With my arm fixed, Mercy snapped up and severed the tendons in the wrist that was holding me. I dropped to the ground. My mental connection to Shadow had the horse coming back to me along with the other mounts.

“Now, I’m sure you’re wondering what comes next, and I promise you will still die,” I said as I worked. I went to each of my trapped companions, using eldritch power in Mercy to work on breaking the chains.

I tugged at one with Mercy, but it didn’t break. “Man, these are tough. Any chance you could dispel them?” I looked at the frozen Theonis. “Right, my bad, you can’t do anything.”

The chains at my feet were already glowing with eldritch power, Othniel was trying to break free. I reformed Mercy into its plasma form and began to cut the bindings. “I do have to disappoint you, I’m not actually going to shove my hand down your throat to rip out your heart, it just sounds cool. I know you’re looking forward to it, but it’s far too complicated to actually pull that off. You’ll have to settle for my hand going through your chest instead.”

I broke Othniel free and went to Raven. I was out of his line of sight, but continued talking, knowing he could hear me. “Not to worry, I promise I’m going to put something in there to replace it.” As soon as Raven was free, I stepped in front of him and pulled out a death core.

“I know what you’re thinking, that’s just a regular death core created by a Lich.” I held up a finger shaking my head. Raven and Othniel were already working on freeing the others. “But I assure you it’s not. You see, Vito, the same vampire who trapped your stupid ass, killed this really powerful monster out in the death marsh. He got this core from it, a natural occurring death core from a creature over level 200, you know how cool that is?”

“I know you’re enjoying yourself, Zeke, but would you help us please?” Raven asked. “Those blood zombies are getting close, and we don’t want them to ruin the fun.”

“Okay, okay.” I smiled in his face, the desiccated flesh of my face twisting. “I gotta go, but once my friend, Freya—you’ll like her, she’s kind of hot—gets here, we’re going to have ourselves a little ritual. And then you and I will be the best of bud’s for the rest of eternity! I better gotta go though before Raven gets all stabby-stabby.”
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“Why does this make you so happy?” Maxwell asked. “I thought you weren’t big on doing evil things, and this seems awfully evil.”

“I’ve been fantasizing about what I would do to this man for a long time,” I said. “And, not saying two evils make a right, not even saying what I’m doing is evil, but this man literally slaughtered civilians to create blood zombies, they don’t just spring out of the ground.”

“It’s not evil,” Freya assured Maxwell. “We are elevating him to a higher existence. If anything, what we’re doing is noble and right.” The fanatical fervor in her words was heavy.

“And he doesn’t get a choice?” Maxwell asked skeptically. “Seems like enslavement to me.”

“The living mind is easily deceived and fooled,” Freya said. “You should really let me elevate you as well.” She smiled mischievously at him. “The fun I would show you, you would write songs about it for the next thousand years. The binding to service is nothing more than giving him guidance in his early years in his new elevated existence. One day, the bond will dissolve and he will be free.”

“I have a girlfriend,” Maxwell said, flabbergasted.

“You do?” I asked. “In here or on Earth? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I knew,” Raven said. “He didn’t tell you because you’re going to be pissed.”

“Ummm,” Maxwell said. “It’s new and we’ve been really busy, so it just wasn’t something that was important to talk about, at the time.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. Of course that’s when Aaron and his team arrived, along with my sister, Jess. I looked at Jessica then Maxwell and took a step towards him. “You didn’t…” I was already reaching for his throat.

Freya’s loud clap drew my attention.

“We’ll talk later,” Maxwell said. When I turned around, he was gone, running toward Aaron and his team for protection.

“Zeke, time to get going.” Freya was impatient, there was a temple just waiting for her to take control of. She also got some kind of lewd excitement I didn’t want to think about too much when turning particularly powerful people.

I walked over to Theonis, who now had a ritual sketched out around him. I picked up his hand I put a few long pieces of bone I had prepared into the flesh around the wrist. I then carefully stabbed it onto the end of his stump. “You’ll want this.”

Theonis was stripped down to his undergarments. I made Freya leave those ones alone, there was no point in taking them off. I took out a death core from a cleric killed in this very square. He’d been strong enough to give a powerful death core, one I could even turn into second tier death energy. I thought this was a far better use for the core. Fortunately, his mouth was open, and I carefully put the core inside.

Freya began activating the ritual. Since I was part of it, I didn’t have to put my own power into it. I watched the divine magic swirling through and around Theonis. The ritual channeled divine energy. It wasn’t simple to turn someone like Theonis, but the results would be spectacular, or so Freya promised.

When the time was right, my hand incased in death energy shot forward like a claw. The magical resistances of his flesh had already been eroded. I tore out his heart, and in its place I put the death core. Theonis did not die during the process, that was why I had to wait for the ritual to reach the right spot. Similar to how I had converted players, only far more powerful.

That part done, I moved back and waited where I was supposed to. Power built and raced through Theonis. The hole in his chest had closed around the death core and the one his mouth exploded as more death energy pumped through his body. The natural death core at its center acted as the perfect conduit. His blood was infused and changed while his entire body was overwhelmed by a mixture of divine death energy and tier 2 death energy. At the very end, wisps of soul energy came from both him and me, creating a binding in the middle.

As the ritual completed, Theonis collapsed to the ground. “He’ll recover shortly, I’m going to go claim my new temple,” Freya said, already heading for the large temple. The insides of the temple had been purged of life already by her clerics. “With the soul connection, the trap will let him go in a moment.”

Theonis stirred several minutes later and got to his feet. “How do you feel, Theonis?” I met his gaze unflinchingly.

“I… don’t know.” Theonis’s reaction was not what I expected. “But don’t call me that anymore.”

“Okay, what should we call you then?” I asked.

“Matthew,” Theonis, now Matthew said. “It’s funny, I want to hate you, but I can’t.”

“I know,” I said, feeling a little weird. I pictured this as a fitting revenge, but it didn’t quite land. He seemed too tranquil. I scanned him.

Matthew

Divine Living Dead

Level: 199

The divine living dead are some of the rarest to see. For a living dead to become divine they must either advance far in the service of a god of death or was converted after already becoming a divine race in the service of another god. Their bodies are capable of channeling great amounts of divine power, more than even their living counterparts. This makes them highly adept servants of death gods. This capacity for divine death energy however is not limited to divine. They are conduits for incredible amounts of first, second, and higher death energies as their bodies continue to advance.

Service of Penance: This being has sworn a soul binding service of penance, these can be sworn either willingly or by force if the life has been spared. The service of penance oath is not all-powerful, and if the holder of the oath pushes it too far it will break. Service of penance has a limited window of time before it will fade. This penance will last for ten years.

“I will not ask you to help me in this fight, that would be wrong,” I said. I was very intrigued by what he could potentially do, but I wouldn’t push him. Was I being silly? Yes. But it was one thing to forcibly turn the asshole into something else, it was another to force him to kill people he had once worked with.

I honestly didn’t think that making him fight with me would break the oath. I doubted he valued the other people around him overly much. It just felt like a step too far to me.

Then I saw my sister and remembered I had someone else I needed to strangle.
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“He violated the bro code,” I protested, Aaron standing between me and the traitor Maxwell and my sister.

“I don’t know if you technically qualify for the bro code,” Marcus pointed out.

“I don’t care that you’re a death priest now, I’ll beat your ass so hard you’ll feel it back on Earth,” I snapped.

“Why is this a bad thing?” Jess demanded. “Maxwell is your friend, is there something about him I don’t know, like some kind of stalker creep pedophile?”

I met Maxwell’s eyes and glared at him, trying to make him think I would say that about him. He just smiled smugly. “No, Max is a great guy.”

“See, I told you he would come around,” Raven said.

“How could you tell Raven and not me?” I demanded, getting angry again. “And why did you keep it from me?” My glare went to Raven next.

“Gee, it’s almost like I had to block an eldritch blast from you when you found out,” Aaron said.

“It wouldn’t have done any permanent damage, just removed a leg or something,” I grumbled. “He would’ve been fine.”

“And that’s why I didn’t tell you,” Raven said. “We were having too much fun conquering stuff and I didn’t want you to get distracted and become all annoyed.”

“You know, Max,” Freya said, “we could sanctify my new temple by turning you into a living dead and having an unholy wedding.”

“Freya,” I said warningly.

“There are some benefits of being married in-game,” Jessica, the archer on Aaron’s team, said.

“Like what?” Jess asked.

“Simple stuff, like always knowing where the other one is in game, and lower cost teleportation between places of creation to get to each other,” Jessica explained. “I know it’s weird, but technically Nick and I got married so we could connect quickly if we got separated.”

“That would be nice,” Maxwell said. “What do you think, Zeke? It would make it so we could⁠—”

Several minutes later, Aaron sported multiple burns from eldritch fire, Marcus was missing an eye, Decker was still looking for his hammer, and Nick was trying to restring his bow.

“You quite done?” Aaron demanded, sitting on my back.

“You all are lucky I’m tired,” I growled. “I’m done.”

“So, no wedding?” Freya had watched the whole exchange with an amused smile. “I’m going back to my temple now.”

“Did she come out here just to mess with me?” I asked, watching her go.

“Probably,” Marcus said, working on regrowing his eye. “Having a wedding, unholy or not, to consecrate a temple wouldn’t make any kind of difference, unless there’s a big part of this whole thing I don’t know.”
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“We came here once our temple was secure,” Aaron said. “We were worried you would need our help since your general ended up fighting their general.”

“I appreciate it.” And I really did, taking no offense in them being worried about me. Tellkin had beat the paladin general, but he hadn’t come through unscathed. Though we had very powerful death magic with us, it wasn’t easy to heal every wound. The searing holy light used to carve off one of Tellkin’s legs did not make healing easy. The leg had been reattached, but it didn’t work right.

The giants continued to rampage through the city, wiping out the blood zombies wherever they came across them. Same was true for the grave guard and flesh horrors, nothing was left of the civilian population. That meant between the zombies and the blood zombies there was likely near 20,000 zombies.

It seemed like the numbers were dwindling. More and more often, entire sections would be cleared by grave guard with no blood zombies to be seen. They would gather up the mindless zombies and bring them to our new foothold at the former Olattee temple. When it had converted, the massive wave of divine energy that swept over the city had cleared a large chunk of it, bringing them all the mindless zombies to the temple.

“They’re gathering them inside of the altar of purity,” Raven said. She had been up on the very top of Freya’s new temple, trying to locate large groups of the blood zombies.

“They must be getting ready for some kind of siege,” I said. “We’ve taken out many of their strongest, but it hasn’t been without its costs.”

“I don’t know,” Aaron said. His team had been one of the few that had fully survived the encounter with the archbishop at their temple. They hadn’t brought any of the players under level 100 into that fight, but of the 300 players that entered the square, only 150 walked out. The archbishop had been some kind of war cleric specializing in devastating pinpoint attacks.

“Any news about how the friar’s doing?” I asked.

“No, but a group was sent to him, we should meet up someplace with all three leaders so we can make a plan,” Aaron said. “From what we saw, they were purging all zombies regardless of what kind. They also talked about seeing and hearing the side effects of the battle between the friar and the archbishop. We’re assuming he won since his forces haven’t panicked.”

“You guys get that set up, I will be there,” I said. Aaron and his group left after that, and I took some time to restore my tier 1 death energy reserves while channeling the power into my armor to repair it.

There was still fighting all across the city, but it was rapidly dying down. Players had their necromancers to control the mindless undead zombies in their zone of the city as I had done. And with the retreat of the blood zombies, most of the city was going to be under our control. I didn’t check the casualties. I knew they were high. Half the giants had fallen, but the only reason I knew that was because they were obvious. I pulled up my character sheet, having gained a whole bunch of levels.

Evidently, whatever determined when I got experience for battles was counting this lull as the end of the first battle. Between that and subduing Theonis, which counted for more than just killing him, I’d gone from level 138 to level 151. It gave me sixty-five stat points. I put thirty into spirit and, after thinking about it, thirty-five into agility. Being able to hit faster than others, so far had kept me ahead of enemies far stronger than me. I also absorbed another fifty death cores. No point in saving all of them now. I wouldn’t be able to use them all anyways.

Character Soul Level: 151

Name: Ezekiel Verniac

Race: Human Lich

Foreboding Gravitas: 35

Unspent Stat Points: 0

Spent Stat Point: 755

5 Stat Points per level

Health: 1839

Health Regeneration: 73/sec

Death Energy Tier 1: 4808

Death Energy Regeneration Tier 1: 95/sec

Death Energy Tier 2 Storage Capacity: 48/62

Mana: 3160

Mana Regeneration: 81/sec

Carrying lbs.: 3962

Stats:

Intelligence: 289 [multiplier: 1.311] [40 from gear]

Spirit: 232 [multiplier: 1.23]

Vitality: 119[multiplier: 1.15]

Resilience: 121 [multiplier: 1.15]

Death Core Tier 1: 373

Death Core Tier 2: 62 [multiplier: 1.21]

Agility: 181 [multiplier: 1.1]

Dexterity: 125 [multiplier: 1.21]

Experience: 11 of 185,551

I hoped barely making it to level 151 was a good omen. I also hoped it would be enough to keep me alive. The fact that Frier Brown had an even fight against the archbishop worried me. I’d gotten the impression in the past that someone at the strength of Theonis wasn’t a challenge for the frier. Then again, that might have been a bit of hero vision.

I was just getting ready to go and meet the friar when I felt it. My attention turned towards the altar of purity. Something had changed. There was a wrongness coming from that place now. The huge buildup of power that we had been sensing there was now being channeled someplace, into some kind of spell.

We didn’t have time to meet up and make a plan, whatever the church was trying to do, it was happening now. I knew the friar and hopefully some of the players would’ve sensed the change as well.

“Tellkin!” I yelled. “We have no time, we need to go now.”

Either he had sensed it, or the sudden change in tone of my words and body language warned him something had happened. “Infantry! Let’s move! Form up as you march.” His words echoed across the gathered army.

“I’m going to take my forces back to my temple. I will send the clerics and acolytes I can spare,” Freya’s was full of worry as she looked up towards the altar of purity. “We can be more helpful from there, hopefully Shad’ehki and Ekwin are paying attention.”

“Ekwin?” I asked in surprise, momentarily distracted. “The Order of Equinox is here?”

“Yes, who do you think took the third temple?” Freya asked.

Already the horde of undead was swarming forward. The juggernauts started moving a moment later leading the giants. We would need them to break into the fort. It was late afternoon, and the sky was cloudy. Except the clouds were swirling. Whatever the spell was at the center of the city, the power concentration was high enough to affect the clouds.

Maxwell, on the back of Snappy, started playing “Ain’t no Rest for the Wicked” by Cage the Elephant as we rushed forward, our momentum building.
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Only a single gate led to the altar of purity. I was building up power in Mercy, hoping to repeat the effect of blowing down the city gates. Only, the massive gates, tall enough the juggernauts could walk through, were already open.

A figure stood in the gate, facing the inside. A melee was taking place as other figures fought to hold the gate. They all wore robes that marked them as followers of Olattee.

The lone figure, swathed in black armor, almost single-handedly keeping the defenders at bay seemed familiar. We charged through the gate just as their line was about to break. The weight of the charging Dread Thirteen broke through the enemy lines and the juggernauts arrived moments later.

I wheeled around. “Thank you, whoever…” I trailed off when I saw the open visor. “Tyler?”

“One and the same,” Tyler said.

“You brought the zombies,” I stated.

“Indeed, I did.”

“Are you a death paladin now?” I asked and saw Friar Brown charging down the street, his cart blazing the way. “We need to move.”

Tyler saw where I was looking and nodded. “I’m not quite a death paladin. While Olattee is no longer who I’m sworn to I’m only partially sworn to a death god, Shad’ehki, with the understanding that I would follow the friar no matter what.”

“How does that work?” I asked. The question about how the clergy who had sided with the friar still had access to divine power bugged me. I understood some of them did simply because they had been strong enough, but many, including Tyler, weren’t at that level, or so I thought.

“Truth be told, I’m not certain,” Tyler said. “There is a note in my character sheet saying that part of my divine power is suppressed, but still there. I can access small amounts of purity type divine energy, but it’s like the source is limited.”

I wanted to ask more questions, but the friar arrived, and not far behind him the stronger players were rushing forward. The mounted grave guard were just beyond them. We did not have time for this discussion.

“I still hate you, even if you’re working with the friar,” Raven said from the back of Shadow.

Tyler did the smart thing, he didn’t respond. He simply bowed his head showing he accepted that. I turned Shadow back towards the fight and charged away. “Tyler, don’t stand around, we got some killing to do,” I called back.

I expected to face hordes of blood zombies, but they were being funneled up the steps of the massive altar. I then realized it looked an awful lot like a ziggurat. We clashed with the acolytes and clerics.

The friar did not follow the main road since we were already on it, circling around the compound to approach from a different angle. The players did the same, going the opposite direction.

When our momentum was spent, we dismounted, continuing to press forward. Behind us, grave guard spilled into the compound. Inside the massive walls of the altar of purity was a sprawling compound of different buildings that served one purpose or another for supporting the church. Everything from office buildings to ritual halls to barracks, I guessed this was where cells the clergy lived in resided.

The main road we were on led straight to the base of the altar at a steep white marble staircase. I could see clear to the top, where the final blood zombies were disappearing. The magic building there was immense.

Black lightning crackled out of my left hand as eldritch lightning flickered out of Mercy held in my right. The Dread Thirteen tore through the religious forces before us until we came to a line of paladins.

There was something different about them. They alternated, one would be glowing with blinding white light and the one next to him would be shrouded in darkness so absolute they look like a living shadow. I scanned one of the dark ones.

Knight Paladin of Olattee Divine Dark Elemental

Level: 120

Knight Paladins of Olattee have taken the second oath to the god of purity. They are only allowed to do this if they have walked a path he has approved of. They are now one step away from becoming a true paladin in service to the god.

The paladins of Olattee are powerful. The god of purity is very picky about who he elevates and allows to take the oath to become a paladin, first requiring them to spend years in service and have taken a prior oath to him. The result is their faith and power is amplified.

This servant of the god of purity has made the ultimate sacrifice in giving up his mortal form and soul to his god. In return they had been infused with immense divine power and transformed into a new creation.

Divine elementals are only ever seen when a follower of a god allows them to pour limitless divine power into them. Their existences are short, but their power is terrible. When the divine power fades, so does the body and soul of its host.

Immediately things went wrong. Despite being higher level than the divine elementals, we were stopped cold. Their attacks were punishing and terrible.

It was an advantage for us that half their number were less effective, but the light reaped a terrible toll. Samson was sent tumbling back, a smoking crater in his chest. Necromantic energy filled him a moment later, healing the wound, but it was still alarming.

In a moment of clarity and genius, I knew what to do. I stretched out my will to establish firm connections to all of the Dread Thirteen. Then into each of them I poured three points of tier 2 death energy. After all, this is why I had saved up the potent power.

The Dread Thirteen moved and struck with blinding power. Between the massive amplification from the powerful energy, which was a fair counter to divine, and all of the buffs they received from fighting together and fighting with me, we shifted the fight.

Expending that much second tier death energy all at once left me a bit shaken. I’d never done that before, and was surprised there was a physical feeling to it. I hadn’t realized the potency my body gained by just having it inside. It wasn’t a listed effect, but I felt stronger with the power in me.

Three points of tier 2 death energy was more than what their bodies needed. The excess energy filled their every attack, leaving behind streams of devastating power. Samson’s weapons, Abimelech’s blasts, Jepthen’s arrows, and even Othniel’s eldritch power were laced with second tier death energy. Every attack tore at the elementals.

The power had been enough to equalize the fight, but not win it. The necromancers arrived and filled the area with regeneration spells that further enhanced the Dread Thirteen, but the divine elementals felt no pain or fear.

Mercy formed into an eldritch plasma blade. I drove the eldritch blade into the side of an elemental who Gideon had just stunned. The eldritch power tore at the magical nature of the creature, but failed to penetrate the glowing armor of the paladin underneath. When I fell back to avoid being struck by a series of attacks, I noticed the elemental was leaking energy.

Othniel noticed as well. The two of us began to cast a spell, not needing to communicate the plan. A spell formed between the two of us. Normally my power was the main juice behind the spell with Othniel’s serving to support it. But with his power laced with the tier 2 death energy, I had my magic take a backseat to his. I laced my own magic with tier 1 death energy to further support his.

The tumbling ball of magic formed quickly, and we lobbed it up over the top of the divine elementals. It hovered there a second, then eldritch power blazed from the ball in an artificial aura that was directed downwards. A zombie that was caught in the spell burst into eldritch flame and was torn apart. I saw several grave guard having the same happen to them as they were also effected.

The effect was even worse on the divine elementals and their allies. Barriers around some of the clerics and acolytes flickered and held momentarily against the power. But the eldritch power from Othniel was laced with so much second tier death energy that it ripped apart those barriers and the victims burst into eldritch flames.

The elemental zombies arrived and began to pour power into me. I directed all but five of them to focus on Othniel. His eldritch power was so amped up right now, that it was better for him to have it. I could’ve done the same to myself, but I had a feeling I would be needing that later.

Then coming down from the top of the ziggurat I saw something I had hoped I had been wrong about and that we would not be seeing: tall figures with wings, strange vertical mouths, and whose bodies were half-white and half-black.

I told Abimelech to handle the rest. I could tell she wasn’t thrilled by it, but she understood. I needed to get onto the other side of the front line. As I turned, I saw exactly what I needed and smiled, exerting control over the special regiment, and the specter knight slapped a salute.
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I fell back until I found a small alley going between two buildings, the specter knight hot on my heels with the reapers flooding through the buildings alongside of us. Flesh golems squeezed into the narrow path behind them.

Raven flicked out of a shadow and cut down a cleric who had just stepped into the alley before us. The chaotic nature of the inner part of the compound gave her the perfect arena to make use of her strengths.

It didn’t take long for us to find a path leading back towards the altar. A large number of acolytes were waiting for me, having made sure this passage was protected. Explosions of eldritch magic from the juggernauts tore up the ground in front of us just before we poured out. They’d kept track of my movements to give me the opening I needed. The four massive figures landed with earthshaking force in the fading magic.

Out into the broken bodies and still crackling eldritch magic we charged. Small amounts of eldritch power tore at the specter knight, but it was strong enough to resist. The reapers were not even affected. We turned back towards the center. The reapers, unhindered by physical structures, tore through the field flanking the divine elementals, clerics, acolytes, and other clergy members holding the main path. The flesh horrors poured out one by one and began to wreak their own havoc.

A volley of eldritch blasts hammered into the temple and the front wave of the black-and-white creatures. Infuriatingly, they resisted any attempt on my behalf to scan them. These were clearly quite a bit more powerful. The barrage of eldritch cannons would’ve torn rags through the versions we’d faced before. Only ten of them went down.

I charged towards the stairs. The spectral force following me tearing apart the acolytes. The burning eldritch wounds they left behind were impressive. We reached the bottom of the stairs, and I ordered the flesh horrors to attack the divine elementals. Once the second tier death energy ran out for the Dread Thirteen, they would be done. One point left me ragged, I could only imagine what those two extra points would do.

Friar Brown charged up another set of stairs, and I had no doubt he’d faced his own divine elementals, but his fiery cart had no doubt plowed straight through them. Already he was engaging the terrible black-and-white creatures.

Raven appeared, her sickles glinting as she channeled dark magic into them. Unlike only having two wings like the creatures we faced before, these ones had four, two going up, and two going down. The bodies were also stronger looking, with well-defined muscles across their lanky forms.

The reapers reached them first. The claws of the creatures left slashes of either white or black magic. The attacks left the etheric forms of the reapers damaged. I’d hoped they wouldn’t be affected, but it wasn’t to be. At least their eldritch scythes were surprisingly effective.

These were magical creatures, of course, so even if their magic wasn’t of this universe, the eldritch power would still destabilize it. I paused my charge, reforming Mercy, splitting it in half and forming two shorter eldritch plasma blades. I even laced death energy into the spell blade.

A new song started from Maxwell, “Back in Black” from AC/DC played out across the entire compound. He’d gotten himself set up on top of a building at the foot of the altar. The spell amplified my strength and speed. My entire army surged forward.

The divine elementals were beginning to fall. Othniel was already collapsed to the ground, having expended the second tier death energy far quicker. The spell we had cast had done its job though. Not only had it decimated the defenses of the divine elementals, all of their supporting defenders had either fled or been killed.

Players took to another staircase.

The spectral knight had taken a beating, his attacks less effective against the creatures, but he had held them back. Now I took his place, giving a mental command for him to focus on cycling wounded reapers back.

As I reached the creatures, Raven darted forward diving into shadows. She targeted only the light side of the creatures since her dark weapons would do little against the dark side. My eldritch plasma blades ripped apart limbs and bodies, black-and-white alike.

My precognition kept me ahead, and the few attacks I took were ineffective. I avoided all of the white claw strikes, and didn’t bother avoiding the black ones. The defenses of my armor turned those attacks aside with contemptible ease.

Suddenly, two more people joined me, Rhea and Tyler.

“I had no idea he could sing like that,” Tyler said as he slammed a creature so hard it flew back and knocked over two more. “Does that guide not have a limit to his vocal range?”

It took me only a moment to get over the surprise of them being there. Rhea’s restoration spell, which was very familiar, repaired damage done to both me and my reapers. “I think it has to do with his bardic harmonic magic bullshit,” I said, continuing to push forward.

We charged up the stairs as fast as we could, coming onto a leveled section. All three of the staircases merged at a large open area. At the end of it was a second set of staircases. Three stairs initially together into a single larger one going all the way to the top of the altar.

The plateau was covered in the creatures. There was even some of the pure black-and-white ones that were their leaders. Explosions were already ringing out from both sides when we arrived, both the players and the friar had already made their way to the plateau. Behind me, my army was rushing up, the flesh golems leading the way. The juggernauts and giants climbed the side of the ziggurat instead of using the stairs. All of the Dread Thirteen were collapsed.

They had been pulled aside and the grave guard and bone guard wielding pikes had formed a spiky defensive perimeter around them. I wish I could help them, but my task was here.

Though we were the last to arrive, when the reapers were able to spread out their effect was the largest. They cut through the black-and-white creatures, ripping them apart with eldritch scythes. The specter knight, restored by Rhea, commanded and organized the reapers.

Raven went after the pure white commander types. Her sickles shredding them with ease as they clumsily tried to catch the werecat.

I began casting a spell, half of my first tier death energy went into it along with two points of second tier death energy. The spell spread out across the entire plateau and lower ziggurat. Activating it, necrotic energy swept across the battlefield.

Every fallen creature stirred and were up and moving under my control. It hadn’t been a quick spell to cast, and in that time the juggernauts and giants had torn into the ranks as the grave guard flooded up the stairs. Flights of arrows fell down among the ranks of the creatures. The archers in my army had stayed on a lower section of the ziggurat, their attacks coordinated by a spotter up on the plateau. I examined one of the zombies I had just created.

Tainted Twin Elemental Zombie

Level: 101

Created from a creature not native to this universe, this zombie will be very short-lived. In that short life it will expend all of the death energy and magic that has been pumped into it in a futile attempt to preserve its dwindling existence. The power of the former body was great enough that even in its zombified form its wrongness persists. This will not be tolerated in this universe, now that its power is no longer under the control of its soul, action will be taken by the powers that govern all.

This zombie had the twin elemental effects of dark and light in life, and it has retained those abilities in death.

That made me pause. I hadn’t expected to get more details. I had also not expected that kind of detail. The powers that govern had to be Altor, so he was letting me use their bodies for now. I wondered what happened to the corpses of the other creatures, obviously I hadn’t hung around long enough to see.

Maxwell had changed to another AC/DC song, “Thunderstruck,” and he was now making his way up the temple on the back of Snappy. The platform on the back of Snappy had been expanded by bone platforms, and I was impressed that it was stable. Tellkin walked in front of Snappy, his limp preventing him from joining the fight. The warrior was smart enough to know that protecting Maxwell was the best use of his current capacity.

A massive burst of energy drew my attention to the top of the altar of purity. A black-and-white figure stood there and was growing in size. It had six wings and one side emitted waves of white divine power and the other black divine. That had to be another elemental. Olattee was trying to defend his temple, defend whatever his prophet was doing at the top.

The form grew, and when it was the size of one of the giants, it moved. Both of his hands flashed out so fast I could not track them. What I could track were the waves of white and black energy that bore down. My giants had been targeted, which made sense, their physical strength was decimating the creatures on the plateau.

The juggernauts were smart enough to react, partially dodging or blocking with their weapons. The ten remaining zombie giants were not. One moment, they were standing there, the next they were falling sliced chunks. Beams of white and black power fired from the creature at the forces all over the plateau. The barrier flickered and died over where the friar was as he tried to block the attack.

When I tried to scan the creature, all I got was a prompt with basically no information. But the one tidbit it did have made me panic. I thought Olattee would be too distracted with what ever they were trying to accomplish.
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The prompt was all kinds of messed up. Clearly, I was supposed to know it was an avatar, but whatever these creatures were they were not part of what I could see. As panic descended across our forces, everything changed once again.

Three more massive surges of power rose right before the looming avatar was tackled by three figures half its size.

One of the figures arrived in a beam of black, which didn’t tell me much. But how the other two showed up did. The second black figure arrived in a blur and once its initial form was there, fast-moving flocks of ravens melded into its body, it was the avatar of Shad’ehki. The third figure, despite the distance, I recognized. Elias arrived as a bolt of gray lightning. He was a member of the Order of Equinox that had yelled at me about not reading their book.

Though all three of them were smaller then the avatar of Olattee, they managed to tackle it off the altar, and in a flash, they were gone. The sky filled with crackling bolts of power as the avatars clashed high above the clouds.

Our forces had time to rally just as the power at the top of the altar reached a critical point. Friar Brown noticed the same thing, or must’ve, because there was a burst of silver-white light and I saw a wave of black-and-white figures being tossed in the air as a torrent of power tore through them.

By this point, I was the strongest fighter we had. We needed to get to the top to stop whatever was happening.

Raven showed up just then. “Thoughts?”

I was about to tell her I didn’t know. There wasn’t a simple way to get to the other side. Seemingly understanding what I needed, Agreldo acted. He struck out with a divine eldritch smite that shook the entire plateau. The rocketing wave of energy tossed the black-and-white creatures aside if it didn’t outright kill them. I noticed that the wave wasn’t only eldritch divine power.

When I traced it back, I saw the Dread Thirteen had managed to make their way to where we were. All of them stood around the now exhausted juggernauts. They had given him their power as well.

I charged forward. Mercy was in its staff form, but I kept the eldritch plasma blade. It was too effective against these horrendous monsters to not use it. As I ran, I commanded the hordes of elemental zombies I had created to try and keep the path open. Volleys of eldritch blasts and arrows from my forces assisted me as the grave guard surged to try and widen the gap.

Not only did this provide me a pathway, but perhaps we could split up the horde of black-and-white creatures and destroy them. The friar reached the top of the altar before I reached the first set of stairs. Silver-white light clashed with alternating pure white and pure black as the friar battled with the Pure Heralds. But by the exchanges of power, Friar Brown was not doing well.

As I reached the platform where the three staircases met and merged into one, I saw players had broken through and were charging up as well. I was surprised by their numbers, more had survived than expected. I recognized a few figures, notably Icarus, Aaron, Ezra, and most of their teams.

When I reached the top, the friar’s cart was blasted to splinters, Gus was smashed against a pillar and lay unmoving, and the friar was looking rough. His brown robes were torn, his face marred with a burn, one eye hardly open. I activated the acceleration of my armor and channeled second tier death energy into my body.

Power scorched my body. I felt it tearing at the very essence of what I was, not even just my physical form but deeper. The power even reached through the connection to my phylactery where it burned. It wasn’t a conscious effort on their part, so the trap wouldn’t work. I released another point of second tier death energy. This one as a layer around me to try and protect me.

The two people fighting the friar were clearly brother and sister, there was a family resemblance in their faces, but outside of that they could not be more different.

Umbri’s hair was perfectly black and long, her eyes the same color. Her robes were also black, but with pure white runes etched across them. In her hand she held a scepter that seemed to tear the world whenever she moved it. Her skin was pale as if it had never seen the sun.

Blaze’s hair was perfectly white and cut short. His eyes burned with white light and his robes were pure white with pitch-black runes across them. His skin was tanned like spending too much time in the sun. He held a scepter that when he moved seemed to shift the entire spectrum of the world. I managed to get a scan of him as I charged.

Blaze Grail

Monarch of Olattee

Level: ???

The monarchs wield the absolute power of their gods. Any other lesser servant would be killed by channeling the power that they do. Able to express the true will of their gods in the mortal world, a monarch’s power is as near to that of a true god as you can get without ascending.

Monarchs are not created they are chosen by their gods at birth, and walk through life so embroiled in their gods power that it changes their fundamental natures.

Traits:

Monarch of Olattee: Olattee is a god that pursues purity at any cost. The nature of this means that the un-pure standing in the presence of this monarch will have their souls judged and their bodies purified.

Twined Power: Two children were born, and the god Olattee imbued each with one side of his power. This both intrinsically bound them to him forever and each other. When working together, their power is massively amplified and the intrinsic nature of their connection prevents their magical powers from conflicting like they normally would.

Divine Tools: To better serve their god, both their bodies had been changed to channel divine energy and they have been given tools made of solidified divine energy. Those tools will only respond to them, the power wielded as simply as a wizard or mage wields magic.

I knew some of the effect of their scepters had to do with the proximity to the power. Though they weren’t actually changing the world like it seemed, it was still intimidating. As I had run up the stairs, I reshaped Mercy into a long curved blade. I expected to be fighting people in robes, and that curved blade would slash through garments and leave behind terrible wounds.

I also knew that we were in trouble. Not only could they directly threaten my phylactery, there was nothing Vito could do about it. The fact that their level registered as a question mark wasn’t good, especially since there was two of them.

The friar was powerful, but even he admitted he was weakened. Regardless, I threw myself into the fray, even if the smart thing would’ve been for me to run. Raven was already leaping out of a shadow behind Blaze, her sickles reaching for him. Her attack had come by surprise, yet he reacted in time.

Raven barely dodged a searing bolt of light that hammered the spot she’d emerged from. Her distraction allowed me to attack. Mercy drove down, its blade infused with eldritch power. It struck a barrier that was barely above the robes and stopped dead like I had slammed into an impenetrable wall. The eldritch power tore at the barrier.

I spun to the side as a blast of white light seared the air. Friar Brown had not been idle, and silver light hammered into Blaze. The barriers around Blaze flickered, then Umbri stepped out of his shadow and her scepter released a beam of energy that exploded against the friar and sent him flying back. He slammed into a pillar and fell to the ground.

“So, this must be the Lich Theonis was complaining about,” Umbri said, stepping towards me, completely unfazed that I was trying to kill her. I stabbed Mercy straight towards her chest, but the tip was stopped dead by her scepter which she casually held in its path. “You are quite interesting. Never have I heard of a Lich working for the god of balance, that annoying holier than thou prick.”

“And what is your point?” I asked, falling back. I needed to buy time. “Why would you use blood magic?”

“I make no point.” Umbri smiled at me. “Though I guarantee you that death from us will stick. Theonis might’ve fallen for your trap, but even if we were foolish enough to do the same, no vampire will hold us.”

“As far as blood magic goes,” Blaze said, walking to the back edge and gesturing for me to follow. I did, because every moment I wasted, meant my allies could recover and get here. “Blood magic, we found, gives us access to a highly pure form of magic, which we needed for this.”

It took me a moment to realize what I was looking at. Beyond the edge of the platform was a pool held at the top of the temple full of blood. The only reason I could tell it was blood was from it dripping off the black-and-white creatures as they rose out of it. So intense was the power contained within, that it crackled through, making the blood appear transparent. Flares of white, black, and red energy constantly lit up the entire pool.

Occasionally one of the flares was bright enough that I could see several arches at the bottom of the pool where the creatures were coming out. But the worst part was the massive arch that was already slowly rising.

“Magnificent, is it not?” Blaze half whispered. “When that big arch is done, beings of immeasurable power will step through, and Olattee will take control of them. He will use their might to purify the world.”

“Imagine it, a perfect world,” Umbri said. “You can even join us. The friar is right in the purity of walking your path.”

“If the friar is right, then why is he your enemy?” I asked. I hope they didn’t notice Friar Brown quietly recovering or Raven lurking in a shadow.

“Because he was not willing to make the sacrifices necessary, we knew he would not, so we never even offered,” Blaze explained.

“You mean become blood magic practitioners?” I demanded. “I don’t blame him for passing, I don’t care if you call it pure, it’s just wrong.”

“That’s rich for you to judge,” Blaze sneered. “Do you think we do not know how you became a Lich?”

“Peace, brother.” Umbri surprised me by seemingly defending me. “It is part of his path. We also believe blood magic is vile, and neither of us would taint ourselves with its use personally, but it is a source of pure power.” She took on a seductive air. “We agreed, once we were done, blood magic will be purged. And these vile creatures we summoned will serve a greater good. We will right wrongs and make the world where both creatures of light and creatures of dark exist in their own unique purity.”

I was glad she was not a succubus, because for a moment her words rang true. Then I remembered how Mercy had been created. Yes, the weapon was wonderful, but if I had the power I would go back and ensure it was never created. It wasn’t the same as what they were doing, but it was similar. I could feel the second tier death energy reaching its end.

“You know, I do see what you’re saying,” I said. I struck with the eldritch blast from my gauntlet straight into Blaze’s face. “But I still think you’re steaming piles of garbage.”
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The eldritch blast from my gauntlet did absolutely nothing. It broke on the barrier around his face, not even causing it to flicker. But it did its work as a distraction. I had no doubt they were aware of the players arriving along with Brown and Raven. But my sudden attack caught them by surprise long enough that the blow landed.

At the same time, the players charged. A mixture of arrows and magical ranged attacks battered Blaze. Then people like Aaron activated abilities which allowed them to rapidly close the distance and beat on his barriers with powerful magical weapons. Umbri was completely ignored.

A silver bolt of lightning hammered out of Friar Brown’s staff as he rose to his feet. It was by far the most powerful attack and the barrier finally shattered. The bolt hammered Blaze, but with the barrier shattering, it released the kinetic wave of stored up magical and physical damage it had taken. The explosion sent Aaron flying off the top of the altar. Other players were sent tumbling, several being reduced to red mush.

My own barrier absorbed a large amount of the explosion, and I managed to grab a hold of the altar where they’d sacrificed people into the pool and braced myself. The explosion was powerful enough that even Umbri was affected.

“You ungrateful worm,” she snarled, whirling towards me.

I struck out with Mercy, power rippling through the air as I released a cutting wave of eldritch power towards Blaze. He was unprotected now and the power would tear him apart. Neither of the Pure Heralds were melee-focused, and though they were far stronger than I was, they did not have the physical strength to match their power. I was doubly thankful they did not use blood magic. If they did, it would’ve been nearly impossible to win this. It was already almost impossible.

Umbri blocked my attack with contemptuous ease. But before she could strike back, Friar Brown swooped in and she had to defend against him. The players recovered, and Umbri was forced to split her attention to defend her brother. Every blow was turned aside, and we could not reach Blaze no matter what we did. Umbri released a kinetic wave of dark magic that knocked me back. I slammed into a wall and fell, dazed, losing track of everyone else.

The next thing I knew Umbri stood over me, but my eyes were not on her. Raven dove towards the exposed Blaze. Whatever attack Frier Brown had used was powerful enough to keep him stunned. Umbri turned just a little too late, just in time to see Raven driving the ritual dagger into Blaze’s back. Her other hand wielded one of her sickles, thrumming with huge amounts of dark magic. When she ripped out his throat, that magic was pumped into his body.

A wordless scream escaped Umbri as she fired a beam of black energy straight into Raven. The power of the beam pushed Raven farther and farther away. When it cut off, Raven was far out over the top of the altar, below her, the battle against the black-and-white creatures still raged.

Raven was very much still alive and conscious when she fell, but I didn’t have time to let my worry about her slow me. The dagger in Blaze’s back was pushed out by a pulse of white magic that washed out of him. The dark magic inside of him was no doubt causing huge problems, but it was being overwhelmed. Proof shown in the horrendous wound in his throat closing. Another pulse of magic carried the dark power out with it as the wounds healed.

But the ritual dagger had done its job. The ritual within the dagger was a nasty piece of spell work. It was specifically targeted at religious type fighters. If she had managed to plunge it into Theonis, the fight would’ve ended before he trapped himself by trying to destroy my soul.

The ritual had been a pain, but once I understood the goal before us, I had worked with Othniel to figure it out. Agreldo had provided the power. Divine eldritch energy pulsed inside of Blaze. I doubted it would be enough to kill him, but as the power and ritual took hold it twisted the aspects of his body that allowed him to channel divine energy. The fact his entire body was that way contorted him like a pretzel. Bones snapped and he screamed.

“Blaze!” Umbri screamed, running to her brother. She stood next to him in stunned panic as she tried to figure out how to help. Unfortunately, she knew enough not to touch him. My guess was she could see the twisting divine power. She whirled on me. “What did your slut of a werecat do?”

“Hey,” I protested, once again glad to draw her attention. “Raven is not a slut. Sneaky, devious, and stabby, yeah, but not that. What I did, I don’t know if that matters now.”

I nodded towards her brother. She turned just in time to see Friar Brown flying through the air, bringing his simple wooden staff down like a pillar straight through Blaze’s head and contorted body. The staff glowed with silver-white light. Hoping I was right, I sprang forward and shoved Mercy right next to it, releasing a torrent of eldritch power. It mixed briefly with Friar Brown’s silver magic and then exploded outward, ripping Blaze to shreds.

The next thing I knew, an explosion of dark magic picked me up and threw me off the altar. Shields from my armor shattered, despite being nearly immune to dark based attacks. I crashed onto the stairs, tumbling down to the platform where the three stairs joined.

A whirling nova of dark energy consumed the top of the altar.

Players tried to retreat, only to be consumed and destroyed, their flesh dissolving into black mist along with their armor. Umbri dragged Friar Brown out to the top of the stairs where she glared down at me.

None of the players were alive, and I was glad Raven hadn’t been up there, though I didn’t know if she’d survived the fall.

Umbri shrieked at me, her voice shrill and mad. “His death will not stop anything!” She held the friar up, suspended by chains. “In fact, when I’m done, my brother will be back. It will be like nothing has changed. Olattee will summon his power and purge this entire world!”

“Run!” Friar Brown’s voice boomed out before black magic was poured into his mouth, silencing him.

“And once I’m done with this fat fuck, I’m coming for you,” Umbri she screamed. “As you made Theonis your bitch, I will do the same to you. But your existence will be tormented until one day, in my divine mercy, I decide to put you out of your suffering.”

I ran, but before I reached the bottom of the stairs, I stopped. Gus lay near the bottom. The second tier death energy ran out and I collapsed, staring at the oxen. It reminded me of a lot. I remembered running when I should’ve stayed, hiding when I should’ve stood up.

And I was doing it again.

Friar Brown may have told me to run, but that’s because he thought we had lost. Only a few might be able to outrun the coming purge. Hundreds of thousands would die. And I would live. If I went back, I would die, or would wish I was dead. I had no doubt Umbri had the ability and power to carry out her threat.

I suffused my body with my last eight points of tier 2 death energy and as much tier 1 death energy as I could. I refused to run anymore. This was my world. Summoning beings whose very power damaged this world just to purify it would result in nothing but true destruction. Possibly even destruction of souls, not just of lives. I would not run away, not again.

A simple spell formed around me, and I poured all of my power into it, activating a ring I rarely used. My spell amplification ring was a once-a-day use item that I often ended up not using. It was a bad habit, always figuring there would be a greater use or I’d wished I hadn’t used the amplification when I needed it for something else.

Well, there was nothing else I was going to need it for now. The power of the spell skyrocketed when I activated it.
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My body strengthened, my mind sped up, my legs moved in a blur as I raced up the stairs. One hand dug into my bag of holding, pulling out a bundle and discarding most of it until I clutched a small black skull. I didn’t have time to think. I entered the maelstrom that was expanding out from the top of the altar. Already it had consumed the platform where the three staircases met.

The barriers projected by my armor had briefly restored themselves as the excess death energy boiling out of my body rebuilt them. That shattered the second I entered the nova. Despite my near-immunity to dark magic, it tore at me. My armor was corroding, and I hoped the enhancements from it would last long enough for me to accomplish my goal.

The nova of death energy I was emitting helped some. It restored my armor and rebuilt my body even as it was destroyed by the divine dark power. Even though I was a creature of the dark, I did not belong in this place.

I reached the top of the stairs. Friar Brown was floating in the air above Umbri. Mercy fluidly formed into a spear with a massive cross guard and wicked barbs along its length, though it was not tipped by a regular tip. Some of the death energy swirling around me fed into Mercy.

I was moving so fast that even with Umbri being so much stronger than me she barely detected me entering her nova before I reached her. Her head was turning around, a sneer plastered across her face. I hit her at a full run. Right before impact, a beam of eldritch power only a handful of centimeters long flared out of Mercy. The eldritch power contained so much death energy, it was nearly black. It hit Umbri’s barrier and bore a hole straight through it. I had been right, divine energy was in the barrier.

I impaled Umbri, her magic faltering, letting go of the friar. Just that wouldn’t be enough. I continued to charge forward, passing underneath the friar even before he could begin to fall.

I leapt out into the air over the pool, the death energy encasing me trying to pour into Umbri. But I stopped it. Her soul clawed at mine, traveling down into my phylactery even as we fell. But my mind was focused elsewhere. For this to work, everything had to line up.

“No,” I thought I heard Friar Brown say. I looked behind just long enough to see him watching me fall.

“Run,” I said. It was quiet, but the pain in his eyes told me he heard me.

We hit the surface of the pool and I felt my doom coming. Within seconds, my phylactery would shatter. I clutched the black skull in my hand to the shaft of Mercy, the potent death energy funneling into and out of it. The nebulous power around me tore at the blood before it latched on to the blood magic contained within. The death energy within my body, now full of death magic, acted as a catalyst.

The careful balance between the light and dark divine energy and blood magic was disturbed as the blood magic and death magic went to war. The soul energy contained within the pool funneled into me as the powers compressed. I channeled it as best I could through Mercy and straight into Umbri.

Barely a few moments had passed since we hit the surface of the pool. Mercy became the focal point of the chaotic power, tearing apart the pool as it spread. The carefully woven magic came undone, all of it searching for a place to go. Something deep inside of me cracked, and Mercy turned into a pillar of uncontrolled, unbelievably destructive power.

In that same moment, I felt the doom that was Umbri shattering my phylactery as my world exploded and ended all in the same moment. I had accepted that was where I ended. My sister would hate me, but she had Maxwell now, the people of this world deserved to be saved, not fed to some mad god. They might not always like my version of saving, but that’s on them not me.

It took me several long minutes to realize that I wasn’t dead. I was floating above the pool. Looking down, the world was in grayscale. The blood in the pool had gone completely transparent, and I could see myself body being torn apart as Mercy burned brightly even in this grayscale world.

The pool was erupting all around and being funneled through Mercy exploding out the other side in an uncontrolled torrent. Surprisingly, Umbri’s body was still there, though I doubted she was alive. I could see where her torso had once been, and whatever power this mixture had created was destroying the rest of her. Her eyes were fixed on me with hate and some degree of satisfaction—after all she had killed me.

There was a clapping sound and Ekwin stood there. “This is the second time we’ve had a conversation in the middle of a battle. Well, I guess this battle’s over. You are going to die.”

“I know,” I said. “I accepted that fate when I turned around. I just regret that it’s going to tear my sister apart one more time.”

“It doesn’t have to,” Ekwin said. “For any other of my Order members you would be right, but you are a special case.”

“You’re going to divinely intervene and save me again?” I asked, not believing him.

“No, you’re still dead, deader than dead. I’m not even sure if Mercy will survive this. You’re so dead that the fossilized dinosaur this explosion is going to uncover is more alive than you,” Ekwin assured me unhelpfully. “But you’re a Lich, you’ll come back.”

“No, my phylactery shattered, I felt it. There is no coming back.”

“Oh, that’s right.” Ekwin smiled apologetically. “My apologies, I forgot that in frozen time you three-dimensional beings can’t really do anything. I made the changes a nano second before your phylactery went poof, or tried to go poof.”

The world flickered and a notification appeared, and honest to God notification, not the broken shit I’ve had this whole time.

Journey of Mortality

Tasks Complete

3 of 3

You are a trespasser in this world. Regardless if you were brought here on accident, or on purpose, you were brought here in error. Your soul does not belong here.

Task one, Redemption’s Cost, complete. You have found and accepted who and what you are in this world. The cost of acceptance is not simple to understand.

Task two, Vindication’s Path, complete. You have accepted that this world is your own and that you must take action in it and not be a passive observer.

Task three, Absolution’s Steps, complete. You have shown a willingness to sacrifice yourself for this world with no ulterior motives or hope. For this world that is yours, you were willing to give up everything.

Rewards: Through your actions, your soul has become part of this world, though I cannot give you the immortality like the other bound souls from Earth enjoy, I can give you something close.

Traits gained:

Inextinguishable Phylactery: Your phylactery is made out of materials so immutable and perfect, anything less than a direct act one of the three supreme deities cannot harm it. Even then, it is questionable if they can harm it without great effort.

System Patch: Your system interface has been patched to more closely resemble that which bound souls enjoy. This does not make it exactly the same, but close enough.

P.S. I do this out of respect for the creator of your universe in an attempt to follow the intent of our deal and not the letter of it. So don’t go thinking I did it for you.

—Altor

I read the prompt multiple times. “So… this means my phylactery cannot be destroyed, yes?”

“Exactly. Unless you somehow manage to piss off the big three, yes,” Ekwin agreed. “Unfortunately, if you die, you will still be stuck in it until you have the energy to resurrect, but it’s the best I could do.”

“Then… you’re Altor,” I said, confirming what was implied by the wording.

“One and the same,” Ekwin smiled. “This is one of the only ways I can directly interact with my creation. I am bound by rules and can only do certain things, but those things can be fun. Also, you know you can’t tell anyone.”

“I won’t,” I promised.

“No, I mean like, you actually can’t.” Ekwin shrugged. “If you try to tell anyone it will be like when you go to tell someone something but you can’t remember it.”

“I hate when that happens.” I glared at him. “You can do that?”

“Ekwin can’t.” He smiled. “And don’t worry about it. It’s not really messing with your memory, it’s more like a law of the universe. Anyways, I need to go, the excess power for the transformation should make it so you can resurrect. No waiting several hundred years this time.”

“Thank you,” I said, trying to convey my sincere gratitude.

“Whatever do you mean?” Ekwin winked and opened a door that had not been there until he reached for it. Stepping through into the gray light, the door closed, and he was gone.

The world unfroze. I did not do as expected and go straight to my phylactery. I found myself hovering above where I died, like players do. I decided to watch the show.

Friar Brown was already gone from the top of the altar. He would make sure everyone got out.

The magic took a few minutes to build, but when it finally erupted, Ekwin was right, it did dig down and find dinosaur skeletons. Unfortunately for Freya, she didn’t get to keep her temple. The explosion was so violent that it tore into the earth deep enough that it broke through an aquifer. As water streamed into the bottom of the crater, I selected to return to my phylactery.
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“And then what?” Marissa demanded as Ezekiel trailed off.

“Well…” Ezekiel smiled at her. “I guess you get to wait until you have gone through the process yourself to know what happens.”

“No! I want to know what happens with your friends,” Marissa protested.

“I know, I’ll tell you once you have gotten your phylactery made nearly indestructible.”

“That’s not fair. You’re a bastard,” Marissa snapped. They were sitting by a fire in the main hall of Ezekiel’s castle.

“Who is a bastard?” Raven asked, walking in followed by Matthew. “Zeke? Yea, he’s a total bastard.”

“He wouldn’t tell me what happened after the altar and city blew up,” Marissa said, then looked at Matthew. “Wait a second… Matthew, like, Theonis Matthew? Surely your oath has long since expired.”

Matthew winced as if remembering bad memories. “You of course are right, Ms. Carter. I have chosen to remain with my lord. Those times are a long passed in memory that I wish to never revisit.”

“Now who’s the asshole,” I said. “Tormenting poor Matthew.”

“I-I-I’m sorry,” Marissa stammered.

“There is nothing to forgive, you did not know,” Matthew responded as smoothly and properly as ever. He then looked at Ezekiel. “It is truly cruel of you to not tell her how the story ends.”

“You do understand the point of that last part, right? Of absolution’s steps,” Ezekiel asked pointedly. “Me telling you complicates things in a way, but if you hadn’t realized it required something like that to start with, then you weren’t paying attention.”

“No, I did,” Marissa said. “The trick will be what would even count. Causes like that don’t just show up to get caught up in all the time. Trying to force one would feel wrong.”

“And it would be wrong,” Ezekiel agreed. “In fact, there have been several people who have attempted that exact thing and ended up dying. It is not always as simple as a life-and-death sacrifice, every story a little different.”

“Since it doesn’t appear that Ezekiel is going to finish the story, I will for him.” Raven stepped in front of the fire and struck a pose.

“Hold up,” Ezekiel protested. “Let me add just a little bit before you start.” He sighed, knowing that he would be defeated. “When I opened my eyes, Vito was standing over me. I didn’t resurrect immediately, which gave him plenty of time to prepare. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him quite so angry.”

“What? When you accidentally destroyed the dead continent?” Vito asked, coming into the room. “I’m still mad about that one, so is Damien.”

“No, when I blew up the holy city of Olattee and resurrected,” I explained.

“Oh, that time. Quite so, I was pretty mad,” Vito agreed.
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“May we see the prisoner?” I asked Vito, my long, fluffy tail twitching at the tip.

Standing with me were Maxwell and Jess. She had finally gotten over being freaked out and worried and panicking—that part was really annoying. Everyone had thought Ezekiel was dead. The friar even said that the lady was going to ‘assuredly kill him.’ I of course knew better, as any great werecat would, and had not been the least bit surprised or worried in the slightest when word from Vito arrived that Ezekiel had resurrected at his phylactery.

We rushed back to check on him though. The annoying human, Tyler, insisted on coming with us. He seemed to be worried about Ezekiel. Rhea also came, which was nice, she gives good scratches.

“Yes, but you cannot distract him for too long, he has much studying to do,” Vito said, letting us through the door and into the complex.

Because I’m awesome, we didn’t need Vito’s directions to find our way through the mazelike complex. “Are you here to save me?” Ezekiel begged when he saw us. “Did you change your mind at last?”
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“I did not beg,” Ezekiel protested.

“Be quiet you. I didn’t interrupt your story,” she said, conveniently forgetting all of the times that she did in fact interrupt the story.
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“No, we have come here to deliver a message and a package to the ungrateful prisoner,” I said. “Kellnock says if you do that again, he will rebel and take the dungeon with him. He was also angry that you hurt his armor. He would like to know how you managed to destroy all of it.”

“Tell him I promise to do better,” Ezekiel sulked. “Did you find the thing I was looking for?”

“We did,” Jess said, handing over the small black skull. She’d been the one carrying it because the nasty power it gave off did not affect her like it did us.

“Good.” Ezekiel tucked the skull away, his eyes darting around fearfully. “Maybe Vito will let me go once I use it.”

“As if,” Vito’s voice echoed out of the caverns. My hair stood straight up, Vito had that effect sometimes. He’s a true predator. Even one as magnificent as myself knows when I was in the presence of a greater predator. “Once you can beat me, I might consider letting you go.”

“Be strong, Zeke,” Jess said, giving him a hug. “We’re rooting for you. The projections Vito puts up are quite entertaining, and the entire city comes out to watch them.”

“He what?” Zeke was of course surprised that Vito was recording and projecting his struggles. His instincts were far too dim to tell when he’s being watched.

“Right, it’s not that bad.” Maxwell shrugged. “Jessica and I watch most of the time from the inn. We got a projector for the room.”

“For the room?” Ezekiel demanded. “What do you mean room?”

Mercy split into its twin sickle form in Ezekiel’s hands as he shot towards Maxwell. Vito appeared in his dragon armor, bloodred sword already clashing with the sickles. “Visiting time is over,” Vito said, casually parrying every pathetic blow Ezekiel rained down.

“I’m going to hurt you when I get out, Max!” Ezekiel called as we made our way back out of the complex.

As we left, I made sure to knock over the vase of flowers Vito had next to the door. He might be a superior predator to me, but I could always show my overall superiority.

We passed Tellkin coming down the tunnel. He had been helping Vito with Ezekiel’s training. Behind him was Freya. I didn’t like that she got to spend time with Ezekiel when Vito kept kicking us out. But it was for the best. By the end of it, he would be far stronger.
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Four years later, Vito let me out. I was indeed far stronger. I had passed second soul compression, and tier 3 death energy was truly spectacular.

I couldn’t wait to show Max.
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Make sure to join our Discord

(https://discord.gg/5RccXhNgGb)

so you never miss a release!


THANK YOU FOR READING ABSOLUTION’S STEPS


We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Absolution’s Steps to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.

[image: ]


ALSO IN SERIES:

Lich Lord

Redemption’s Cost

Vindication’s Path

Absolution’s Steps
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting LitRPG Books: https://aethonbooks.com/litrpg-newsletter/ and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive up to five full books completely free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website
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Looking for more great LitRPG and Progression Fantasy?
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An action-packed new LitRPG Apocalypse Series featuring a Healer MC who isn’t afraid of a battle. Fight. Heal. Survive. The Integration didn’t just change the Earthen Union—it tore it apart. Monsters, mayhem, and madness turned civilization into a battlefield. Yet, while the world crumbled under the weight of despair, David felt something unexpected: he felt at home. Even after being forced into the [Cleric] Class, David refused to yield. He adapted, turning his unwanted gifts into tools of both healing and destruction, forging himself into a battle-hardened healer unlike any before. Don’t miss the start of this action-packed Apocalyptic LitRPG featuring a healer MC who isn’t afraid of a fight, slow-burn power progression, a detailed magic system, and more. Perfect for fans of Azarinth Healer, Primal Hunter, and Unexpected Healer.


GET APOCALYPSE HEALER NOW!
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An action-packed new progression fantasy from the bestselling authro of Armor and Deadman Walking. Locked away. Left to die. He'll master his powers to survive, then thrive. Betrayed by his former gang and thrown into the Rendhold Underprison, Dantes has spent the last five years scraping by. A bastard of human, orcish, and elvish blood, he's lived on the periphery of the periphery, lying, cheating, and stealing to survive. After a run of bad luck, he's made a powerful enemy who seeks his head. But that's where his rise to power begins. Thanks to an unexpected alliance with a fanged friend, the druidic powers locked within him come to life. He has all the tools he needs to turn things around, he just need to master them. Because you can never underestimate a Street Rat... Don't miss this progression fantasy series perfect for fans of Dishonored, The Blacktongue Thief, The Lies of Locke Lamora, and Baldur’s Gate!


GET DOWNTOWN DRUID NOW!
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A new Isekai LitRPG adventure from KamikazePotato, bestselling author of An Outcast in Another World. Sucked into a new realm. Granted a unique power. He can reshape the world. Penniless, luckless, and aimless, Adam is an art student recovering from a deep betrayal. He isn't even given the chance to lick his wounds before a mysterious force pulls him into a painting – and into a new, fantastical world. Adam doesn't mind much. He wasn't particularly fond of his old world anyway. Maybe this could be the fresh start he needs. Yet, nothing improves. Adam is attacked by monsters, imprisoned by guardsmen, and pressed into service by the resident nobility. Even here, he's taken advantage of. Even here, he's still powerless. Well...not entirely powerless. Upon first entering these lands, he gained a strange ability with the potential to turn the entire world into a canvas he can control. Deciding to take matters into his own hands, the fates of millions are sealed when Adam asks the local Lord one simple question: "May I paint your portrait?" Experience this brand new Isekai LitRPG adventure from KamikazePotato, the bestselling author of An Outcast in Another World, together with Rafael Kalleen. About the Series: Join Adam in this weak-to-strong progression fantasy where victories are difficult but earned. The plot has consistent forward momentum, and the story's cast of characters is fully fleshed-out, each with their own struggles. Fight scenes are high-octane brawls that involve creative applications of Adam's abilities.


GET SOUL CANVAS NOW!
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For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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GROUPS


Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!


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