
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: Redemption’s Cost]


REDEMPTION’S COST

©2024 Levi Werner

This book is protected under the copyright laws of the United States of America. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. Any reproduction or unauthorized use of the material or artwork contained herein is prohibited without the express written permission of the authors.

Aethon Books supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact editor@aethonbooks.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Aethon Books

www.aethonbooks.com

Print and eBook design and formatting by Josh Hayes.

Published by Aethon Books, LLC.

Aethon Books is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead is coincidental.

All rights reserved.


CONTENTS


Also in Series
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29

Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Chapter 37
Chapter 38
Chapter 39
Chapter 40
Chapter 41
Chapter 42
Chapter 43
Chapter 44
Chapter 45
Chapter 46
Chapter 47
Chapter 48
Chapter 49
Chapter 50
Chapter 51
Chapter 52
Chapter 53
Chapter 54
Chapter 55
Chapter 56
Chapter 57
Thank you for reading Redemption’s Cost
Groups
LitRPG



ALSO IN SERIES


Redemption’s Cost

Vindication’s Path

[image: ]
Check out the entire series here! (Tap or Scan)



1
[image: ]


Marissa Carter neared a looming castle in the fading light. It had taken her many weeks of travel to reach this place. An eerie purple glow emanated from the inner courtyard—a sign that dark magic was present.

The drawbridge was down, and when she stepped foot on its worn wood, the heavy portcullis started to slowly lift, granting her entry. Grinding chains echoed in the silence.

She found the courtyard lit by sconces with flickering purple flames. The eerie light urged the shadows to dance across the empty stone.

Marissa crossed the courtyard, heading straight for the keep. Its door swung open silently.

“Come in,” a voice whispered through the halls.

“Hello?” Marissa asked. There was no response to her question, and with growing trepidation, she crossed the threshold into the keep.

She was greeted by a tall, gaunt man with sunken eyes and pale skin. “The master has been expecting you,” he said in a thin voice. “Please, follow me, and do not wander. There are many dangers in this castle.”

“He is?” Marissa was taken aback by this. “How did he know I was coming?”

“We have had eyes on you for the past week.” The thin man turned and gave her a wan smile. “Not many make the trek to this place, much less make it in one piece.”

Marissa felt a chill down her spine. She began to question the wisdom of coming here. Swallowing her fear, she followed the man in silence. He soon led her up a flight of winding stairs to a lone door. He knocked thrice in quick succession.

“Come in,” a strong voice said from the other side.

Opening the door, the thin man spoke, “My lord, I have brought you Marissa, as requested.”

“Thank you, Matthew,” the voice said.

Marissa peered through the doorway. A man sat behind a desk made of bones. Matthew bowed and backed away.

“Please, join me.”

Marissa entered and asked quietly, “Are you Ezekiel?”

“Yes, yes I am.” Ezekiel rose to greet her. He was tall, with pale skin and dark hair, and eyes that veritably glowed with purple magic. “You’ve come a long way to see me, Marissa. I know why you’re here, but I am not sure how much help I can be. That being said, you’re welcome to stay, and I’ll provide protection until you are safe again.”

Marissa swallowed. “Thank you.” A burden lifted off her shoulders as the constant fear she’d been living with faded. She was officially under the protection of one of the most infamous players around. “Why are you willing to help me, though?”

“A couple of reasons.” Ezekiel pulled a chair out for her and gestured for her to sit. “The first is, unlike many others currently, this happened to you unintentionally, like me. Secondly, I like to monitor people like us, and I knew of your case almost immediately. I did some looking into you and realized you are a cut above the rest, so I want to help.”

“I see,” Marissa took her seat as Ezekiel returned to his.

“Now, how would you like to begin?” Ezekiel smiled at her.

“I would like to hear your story,” Marissa responded. “My hope is that I can gain some insight on what I need to do.”

“I am not sure how much help that can be.” Ezekiel steepled his fingers. “Each journey like this is unique to the individual. But we shall try. Just be warned, it is a long story.”

“It’s a good thing I brought this then.” Marissa pulled out a magical quill and notepad; an item set she had from before which would help easily convey her thoughts to the pages.

Marissa waited expectantly.

Ezekiel chuckled, his deep gravelly voice rumbling. “Well, I guess we can start now.”
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Standing at the top of my ziggurat, surrounded by my guild members and NPCs who’d joined our cause, we basked in the city smoldering below. This ziggurat had once been a temple to a god, and now it was ours.

The battle to take the city had proven fierce. Hordes of zombies and skeletons battered the walls. And as the fortifications fell, my army surged, sweeping over the city like a wave of death, killing all who got in its way.

Our attack was swift and brutal, wiping out the lesser cities before they even stood a chance.

That city was the last bastion of resistance against our armies—a nation of priests crumbling before us. The temple was defiled, turned to our own purposes, and the vessel meticulously prepared. The city itself had become bloated with the death energy of all of those slain. Now at the heart of our new undead nation, everything had been arranged for my final step.

With a brief effort of will, my blade-staff transformed back into a regular staff, and the blade humming with death magic vanished. This weapon was bound to me. A scaling weapon I found long ago that had grown in power with me. Now well past my second soul compression, the weapon was nigh unstoppable, and those who felt my blade would rise to serve me. Dare I say, I was a one-man army.

“Are you ready, my lord?” Vito asked, his strong voice drawing my attention away from the city below.

The vampire stood near the center of the ziggurat. Around him were the other NPCs who would be performing the ritual. Notably, there were no players involved. While my guild helped me reach this point, I didn’t trust any of them. They’d done so thinking it would be fun to create a nation of undeath.

We were all here for the same reasons; mostly to blow off steam. If that meant stabbing your friends in the back, people would not hesitate. Vito and the NPCs with him were my own personal retainers, and all had sworn undying loyalty to me.

“Yes, I think I am. It would be a shame to waste all this potent magic.”

“All of you, leave,” Vito snapped at the loitering players.

While my guildmates might be technically stronger, my loyal servants were still powerful. Good-natured grumblings and mutterings abounded, but they understood.

As Vito made sure the last of the players left, I made my way to the center of the ziggurat where the altar waited. On the altar sat a black vase covered in gold runes, a gem containing a powerful soul, and a dagger made of obsidian, laced with glowing purple runes. Standing before the altar, I took deep breaths to calm my nerves, reminding myself this was just a game. Sometimes it felt so real, it became easy to forget that.

“Let us begin,” I said.

Vito wordlessly helped me out of my battle robes, and I laid down on the altar next to the items. Projecting the spell into the world above, a spell diagram written in purple magic appeared rotating before me. Some of my retainers began to chant, pouring their own magic in. When the diagram swelled until it spread over the whole ziggurat, it began drawing magic from the city. The death magic swirled overhead, its growing power palpable.

When the spell reached its peak, Vito’s training took over. With an effort of will, I managed to push a sliver of my soul up into the diagram. My part was done. All I had to do was hold his concentration.

Vito approached out of the corner of my eye. He picked up the soul gem and the dagger. There was a crack as he drove the dagger into the gem, the weapon soaking in the pure, blue energy, and he met my gaze.

I bade him continue with a sharp nod, then braced myself for what would come next. This was the hardest part. There came a sharp pain as he used the knife now glowing with the etheric blue soul energy to cut into my chest. I used the pain to focus my will, driving my soul deeper into the magic. Vito worked diligently, removing organs and placing them into the jar. As he did, death magic from the spell above trickled into my body.

And the pain seemed to go on forever.

Once Vito was done, the burning pain in my chest faded as the death magic was restored. My sight was fuzzy. There was a flash of blue energy—Vito using the soul blade to cut the tether of my soul connecting me to the diagram. Leaving that piece I’d pushed into the spell behind. Suddenly, the strain of holding my sliver of a soul in the spell was gone and I relaxed. The hard part was done.

Vito set the vase containing my heart, lungs, and stomach onto my chest. The chanting increased and the spell diagram above began to spin. The diagram funneled the death magic of the entire city into a cyclone that descended to the vase, then traveled into me.

The magic created dark replications of my organs.

My heart was now a source of great death magic. It no longer beat, but pulsed with magic, and my lungs swelled with that same eminence. My stomach became a pit of death that would fuel my body. Those three organs worked in tandem, changing me.

The magic finished channeling into my body, and I set up. I felt better than ever and marveled at the phylactery in my hands.

The golden runes glowed subtly with purple magic, sealed at the top by an impenetrable blackness that swallowed the light. I stood and stretched, inspecting my arms and how the magic changed them. The change was subtle. They had degraded, only to grow back reinforced by the death magic that now fueled me.

Eagerly, I opened my character sheet and examined my trait list.

Character traits

Magically gifted:

You learn magic faster.

Lichdom:

Enhanced magical senses

Undead resilience

Innate undeath control

Mindless undead creatures are more easily controlled.

Body of death

Necromantic and death magic come to you innately, you have enhanced skill with dark magic.

You have a high resistance to necromantic and death magic, and an enhanced resistance to dark magic.

Soul magic

You have access to soul magic.

Phylactery

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

As a bound soul, this serves as a secondary respawn point.

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 magic. As the power of your core grows, so does your body.

True Undead

The undead have no need for strength or stamina any more. 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.

Obviously, the phylactery’s ability to bring me back was of less importance than it would be for an NPC. Still, the other benefits of being a Lich were great.

“How are you feeling, milord?” Vito asked.

“Fine, I think,” I answered cautiously, studying my phylactery with rapt fascination.

It was a strange feeling. Part of myself was in there, and felt more real than anything else I’d ever experienced in this game. With a smile, I swung my legs over the edge of the altar and stood.

A beeping started going off in my head.

“Dammit… I need to go, Vito. Take care of my body like you normally do.”

“Of course, milord.” Vito bowed. “Until next time. I will take your phylactery to the place we discussed and make sure no one else knows where it is.”

“Thank you, Vito,” I said, opening the game menu.
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The inside of my visor replaced the scene of death and magic. I let out a long-suffering sigh as I checked the clock—it was time for work.

With the time compression of WOM, World of Magic, I was able to get a little bit of game time in before work each day. The attack on that city had been mid-progress when I got on, and the eight or so hours of gameplay allowed me to finish my quest.

I took my visor off, slipped on oil-stained clothes and thick boots, then stumbled out of my room, heading for the front door. I drove to work with a smile, already excited to get home and play around with being a Lich.

Like normal, I was one of the first at the shop. That didn’t bug me, most of the people I worked with were jerks, and I was happier by myself. Admittedly that was a little odd for me since I was quite social. That place was just the most toxic workplace I had ever had the displeasure of being a part of.

My daily routine consisted of powering up machines, one after another, followed by tests to ensure everything was functional and working correctly.

As I worked, the rest of my ‘team’ trickled in for our early shift. Everyone started off quiet—though the insults and swearing didn’t take long to start. It was often good-natured, just wearing.

If you couldn’t tell, I hated that job and that place. Would have left long before then if that were possible. Between the economic downturns in North America from the formation of the North American Union and their subsequent leaving from the world economy, I was lucky to have a job. There were lots of people without.

That didn’t make being there any better. Probably the worst part was the boredom. Now, I’m not college-educated or anything. Never had the chance to be. But I’m bright and always looking for a challenge. Something that place never offered. And searching for new work was mostly hopeless. Everyone had been looking.

College was once in my radar. Would have gone too, if the economy hadn’t fallen apart when it did.

I was living with my older sister, Jessica, my only living relative. For a while, actually. Our combined incomes barely kept us afloat, so neither of us had the luxury to quit jobs we disliked. Well, for me anyway. My sister loved her job, she worked as a banker. She thrived in the financial aspects and challenges it provided.

The only thing that really got me through a day was the ability to blow off stress after a long day at work in WOM. My routine became pretty basic: wake up, eat food, play some, go to work, come home, get dinner, and go back in WOM. Luckily, I was physically active enough at my job to maintain this, despite it not being much of a life.

Exceptions from this routine were when I hung out with my sister. We often got out of the house and did fun things, be it minigolf or board games. But she’d gotten so busy, and her job kept her late. It also hadn’t helped she was a workaholic.

Once I slipped in my earbuds, flipping on my favorite game commentators, the day would just fade to a blur. The commentators did an excellent job bringing their characters’ stories to life and never failed to make my days pass far more quickly. Lox’s story was one of the main series I followed, and at the time had been spouting some rather interesting theories surrounding WOM. I’d mostly been excited to see what his crew would end up doing for their series end. Accomplishing their goals seemed almost hopeless. Still, they had yet to fail, so I kept the faith.
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Stretching in bed the next morning, I let out a contented sigh. The previous night had been a lot of fun. My new body as a Lich gave me so much.

From what I could tell, I was near indestructible. Thanks to the time compression of WOM, I was able to try out my new body and complete a number of quests. I even hit level 250.

Even though it was Saturday, and I was eager to hop right back into WOM, there were a few errands that neededto be done first. Mainly food. My sister was busy that weekend, so she wasn’t going to be around. All that meant was I had a necessity of supplies for a weekend marathon of gaming.

While picking out some hamburgers, a wave of nausea barreled into me. The lights in the store became painfully bright, and a blinding headache absorbed my mind. It was like someone set off a thunderclap inside my head. A vague awareness of falling came next. My world swallowed in blackness. Somehow, I knew I was dying.

Is this really how I die? Far as I could tell, my head never hit the floor.

I found myself floating in a void. There wasn’t an awareness of light or dark. It was just a strange kind of existence. No light to move toward, no voices calling me onward. Just a void, like I was waiting for something.

Then a pressure surrounded me. At first, it was a weak sensation, rapidly growing in strength until I found myself being pulled through this void. Not in any particular direction, just pulled, faster and faster.

The yanking forces were unrelenting. But it had a certain familiarity to it.

In this nothingness, I was pressed against an unseen barrier before suddenly bursting through. My vision returned, and what lay before me was both strange and beautiful.

A pristine orb of energy captivated my every sense. It was nestled on an island in the middle of a great lake, surrounded by rolling hills of waist-high grass. Vibrant blue rivers spread out from the lake like ribbons of stardust, all existing in an infinitely large plane.

This mesmerizing place of grandeur clawed at the edges of my sanity, tearing my mind apart.

But I couldn’t bring myself to look away, even as I knew something was wrong.

Flying over the lake and then the field, drawn by that unrelenting force, it occurred to me what was wrong. Time itself was visible in this place. How that’s even possible, I don’t know. Things I saw, I simply understood. From what was and what would be.

As I took in more of the sight, the more my mind began to unravel.

Speeding away over the hills, I tried to will myself to stop gazing, except I couldn’t.

Leaving the lake and its rivers, the differing planes rolled on. Occasionally I passed over other rivers and streams, but nothing as vibrant or as powerful as that initial wonder.

My destination soon loomed ahead. In a blink, I slammed into an orb made of a pale blue energy, though it was smaller than the one I’d come from. I sank into it, and the world changed again.

This place was oddly familiar. Though I didn’t know why. There was just something about it…

The force pulling me grew even more powerful, but instead of floating in disembodied nothingness, I found myself lying down. I had a body again. My eyes were closed. A sense of unease filled me. Opening my eyes, the sight that greeted me truly gave me pause.

A ceiling I’d only ever seen ingame was above me. Slowly sitting up, I looked around. I was where Vito stashed my phylactery. But… that was in WOM, and I’d never logged in.

Looking down, I jumped to my feet in alarm. My body was a skeleton—my bones black as tar. That by itself shouldn’t be alarming. After all, I’d become a Lich. Except for the fact I didn’t remember logging into WOM. On top of that, whenever I played WOM, I had a slight feeling of disconnect from my character body that always reminded me it was a game. That disconnect wasn’t there. This skeletal body felt as real as my real body.

With growing horror, I tried to access the game menu. I’d watched and read my fair share of stories about people transferred into another world to understand what could be happening. But while the stories were fun to fantasize about, very few people would actually find that good. As I gestured, trying to access the game menu, I got a very strange message.

Error, invalid access request. Game menu not available to NPCs.

Error, entity registered as a player.

Error, conflict, and reports.

Elevating…

Elevating…

Well, you have certainly found yourself in a pickle…

We knew this was a possibility, but we hadn’t expected it to happen so soon. Anyways, to get you on your feet, I’ll give you limited information.

You are in my universe. The game World of Magic is just a means of accessing my universe. You are no longer a player. In fact, you’re closer to an NPC than a player. This means if you die, you’re dead. Though you do have the advantage of having your phylactery. So, you can come back from death, assuming that it isn’t destroyed.

There is no way back, so don’t bother looking. Getting here has burned up all of your levels and then some. Technically, you shouldn’t have had the soul strength required to make the jump, but that weapon of yours is something special. It just barely gave you the boost to get here.

You will still have access to your character screen and base character traits, but access to the skill menu and other normal player things is gone. You made the transition away from the normal game systems to the more immersive system, so this will be less of a change for you than it could have been.

Well, that’s all I got for you.

Brad Rutherford, CEO of New Universal Frontiers

Altor, creator

I reread the message with a sinking heart. At this point, everyone on Earth knew who Brad Rutherford was. Altor I’d only heard from second-chance players. He was the supposed creator of WOM. The second-chancers—Immortals, as they call themselves—believe WOM was actually a real place. I don’t know the full story behind it. New Universal Frontiers was said to be the ones who brought them fully into the game. They were often people who had no future ahead of them due to, often, very tragic stories. They believe they were on a mission to bring intelligence, actual self-awareness, to this place.

“This can’t be happening,” I muttered as I opened my character sheet. Trying again, I attempted to open the gaming menu. This time, the menu popped right up as normal. A heavy groan escaped me as I read over it.

Character Soul Level: 0

Name: Ezekiel Verniac

Race: Human Lich

Unspent Stat Points: 0

Spent Stat Point: 0

5 Stat Points per level

Health: 68

Health Regeneration: 2.725/sec

Death Energy: 101

Death Energy Regeneration: 2.23/sec

Mana: 62

Mana Regeneration: 1.926/sec

Carrying lbs.: 106.15

Stats:

Intelligence: 6.55 [multiplier:.311]

Spirit: 6.15 [multiplier:.23]

Vitality: 5.75 [multiplier:.15]

Resilience: 5.75 [multiplier:.15]

Death Core: 10

Agility: 5.5 [multiplier:.1]

Dexterity: 6.05 [multiplier:.21]

Experience: 11 of 50

I was pleasantly surprised to see my multipliers were still in place. You got multipliers every time you completed a step of soul compression. Having them early on would be game-changing. I modified the settings some so it didn’t show those decimal places on the stat points. Now it would round down to the nearest whole number.

I reviewed the death core.

When I first became a Lich, I hadn’t taken the time to look more in depth at this new stat that replaced my strength and endurance. When I focused, it pulled up a small amount of information.

Death Core

The death core is a central aspect of many powerful undead creatures. It provides the source to fuel their undead body with death magic, giving them mighty strength and endurance. The death core also slightly increases the undead creature’s mana and health attributes.

What really surprised me was my character level of 0. Didn’t even think that was possible. From what I’d seen, every character started out level 1. And my starting attributes had just been applied fairly evenly across all stats. That 10 to my death core was a nice little bump, since it couldn’t be increased by stat points.

Moving to my character’s trait page, I ignored Lichdom and the increased magical learning trait, my old human starting trait. Two new traits caught my eye, and small text boxes came up when I focused on them.

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.

Time Warped Mindscape

Your mind has perceived something you should not have. Seeing time as dimensioned on the planes of eternity has forever changed your Mindscape. Entering your mindscape right now may be dangerous.

Taking a deep breath, I closed the menus and looked around the chamber. This was a place Vito and I had carefully prepared to provide me safety when I reincarnated. It could only be opened from the inside, a heavy steel door barring the way. Scattered throughout the chamber were supplies, gear, and books.

Checking for my soul-bound gear, and found the only item I had with me was my weapon. My rings of storage, my armor, and all my other magical items were gone.

In some ways, this was an even greater blow than losing my levels. That gear was powerful and had been hard to get. Though, upon reflection, I likely couldn’t have used it even if I still had it. Much of that gear had high stat and level requirements, and I most certainly did not meet those requirements now.

I picked my weapon up off the floor, glad it was here at least, and examined it.

Gone were the elaborate runes that once covered it. Gone was the powerful blade. Instead, this weapon was a simple black staff as tall as I was. The last half meter of the staff was a straight black blade with a rounded tip. Only one side of the blade was sharpened, and there was a small guard at its base. I opened its description.

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.

Despite no longer having all of its great power, this was still a good weapon. The sharp blade would prove lethal, and the noncircular handle provided me great control over the weapon. I spent some time rummaging through the room, looking for the gear Vito had stashed—simple robes and other items.

Before long, I found a simple set of what looked like monks’ robes, tied them around my waist with a rope, and a backpack which I stuffed with various supplies.

As I worked, a troubling thought occurred to me. My guildmates weren’t a great lot to be around, especially to NPCs. Most of us were here to vent our stress on this world. If I’m really an NPC, I should be careful about letting people know. Heck, I better get the hell out of the city! I wouldn’t trust any of them to believe me. I hardly believe what’s going on myself.

With those troubling thoughts swirling about, I finished looting the room and sat next to my phylactery. One thing was for sure, I couldn’t trust any of my old guildmates. Vito might be safe, along with a few of the other NPCs. They were more loyal and predictable than the players. But I couldn’t risk contacting them.

When I went to pick up my phylactery, I noticed something was off about it compared to the last time I’d seen it. Nothing had physically changed, but the aura of power it normally gave off was gone.

I recalled Vito mentioning this once before. He’d told me the phylactery would be charged up, and if I died, the charge would be spent in order to rebuild a body for me. However, once the charge was spent, it would take time for it to rebuild. If I died before the charge was rebuilt, Vito warned I would be trapped inside the phylactery until the power built back up. Because of that, I would be completely vulnerable to anyone who found it.

At the time I hadn’t given his warning much heed since I was a player. The functionality would inherently work differently for me than it would if I were an NPC.

Now I looked upon the depleted phylactery with dread.

At this point, my only option was to run, taking my phylactery with me, and find a new place to call home. I’m not a bad person, but I’d only ever played the bad guy. And now I am that character. What does that make me?

An undead monster?

Ezekiel from back on Earth? Just your regular guy no better or worse than anyone else.

One thing was certain, I didn’t want to be the bad guy.

Resolving myself, I gathered up my phylactery, tucking it away in my backpack, and headed for the door. All right, the first step: Get the hell out of here.

I pushed open the door and drew my hood down. This would take me to a set of stairs that led up into an alley. Sticking to the shadows, I made my way toward the main street. Stepping out, I set my eyes toward the city walls and trudged for the gates, leaning on my staff to help sell the image of an old, crippled man.

Glancing behind me, the ziggurat reached up into the skies. The place where I’d become a Lich.
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Despite being a city of the dead, the streets had a fair amount of traffic. Mostly skeletons and zombies who’d regained their self-awareness. In many ways, Dother functioned much like a regular city. Markets, taverns, and homes were prevalent, and it even had a guard force of sorts. Difference was, monsters existed here. Instead of oxen or horses pulling carts, undead monstrosities pulled them.

Every creature was far stronger than me. I had no ability to see levels, just a sense of how powerful the souls were around me. While the lowest level zombie was only a mere level 10, that was still infinitely more powerful than me. So, I kept my head down and made my way for the main gates leading to the north.

Wandering the streets, I saw people I recognized as players. They were picking up quests, bartering for armor and other necessities. Whenever they passed, I tried to make myself disappear, worried they would recognize me—however unlikely that may be. The last anyone knew of me I had flesh and was powerful. Now I was some weak level 0 skeleton.

There was even that one NPC who seemed to be in every city with a quest to clear out rats from her basement. The difference here being she was a skeleton with weird glowing hair, and the rats were undead rats.

Knowing I needed the levels, I approached the lady. It was a risk, but not as great a risk as remaining level 0. It was only a matter of time before someone sensed my level, and many of those would see me as an easy snack. Especially in this city.

At first, the NPC ignored me. After all, I was no longer a player.

“Excuse me,” I drew her attention. “I understand you have a problem with undead rats, may I help with them?”

It took the NPC several long moments to say anything. “Yes, yes of course you can help. As long as you can handle a few of these pesky creatures, I will reward you.”

I hefted my weapon. “I think I can handle them.”

“Oh, thank you, adventurer!” She gestured for me to enter the house behind her. “The stairs are over on the right. Please be careful.”

I tried not to roll my eyes at the corny lines. As well developed as this game was, I didn’t understand why they had this NPC. There are several other quests at this level with much more interesting characters. I guess at this point, quests like this were a trope and almost had to be included.

I headed for the stairs, gripping my blade-staff in both skeletal hands, lowering the tip. It was dark down there, but my undead eyes pierced the darkness. The first room at the bottom of the stairs had several crates and empty sacks. I stashed my backpack behind several of them, making sure it was out of sight, before turning to the next door. The last thing I wanted was to die and come back in the middle of a rat-infested room.

Using my blade-staff, I pushed the door open, ready for a fight. Entering, my weapon held in a low guard stance, blade near the ground, I honed in on the first zombie rat. Before it saw me, I lunged in a diving strike that drove my blade into the back of the cat-sized rat. The sharp blade sunk through it, and I held it pinned to the ground. As it squirmed, I yanked the blade back and whipped it to the side, mostly cutting the rat in half.

The undead creature had incredible resilience, but my attack had been critical, and it died. Scuttling sounds came from the shadows. I snapped my staff around just in time to intercept a leaping rat, cutting through the rotten flesh impaling itself on the blade, stopping at the small cross guard. The rat squirmed, teeth gnashing and claws slashing in a vain attempt to reach me. Whipping my staff to the side, cutting deep into its side, I sent the rat flying. The rat hit a wall and crumpled to the ground, unmoving.

A third rat, drawn by the commotion, stuck his head out from around a crate. It let out a squeal of rage and rushed me. I had just enough time to set my feet and lower my weapon. These were mindless creatures, and with a quick thrust, I dispatched the third one.

But not before its battle cry drew more.

Several rats streamed out from behind the crates, converging on me. I was thankful for the practice I had with this type of weapon. Though it was less powerful than it once was, Mercy had been my weapon for a long time. A series of thrusts and slashes kept the rats at bay as I slowly whittled them down. One by one, they all fell, and soon I was surrounded by six dead rats.

Opening my character sheet, I was pleased to see I’d received not one but two levels. I put the ten stat points into my vitality and resilience, five in each. I also noticed my death core gained two more points. I was impressed by how much stronger I felt. Thanks to my high level from before, I hadn’t noticed how much each point was worth.

Knowing how these quests typically worked, I began to explore the room. Yes, I’d cleared the initial quest, but I was certain there was a hidden one. They were almost always available in this type of quest. After several minutes of looking, I was rewarded. A hole in the wall led down into a dark tunnel. A little more confident with my increased strength, I knelt, and with my spear leading the way, crept forward.

The tunnel widened into a space just large enough for me to stand up in. Keeping my weapon in front, I continued on and found what I’d been expecting. A faint haze obscured my way. I press forward.

Undead Rat Warren

Dungeon Level: 1 – 7

You have found the source of the old lady’s rat infestation.

Smiling, I entered the dungeon. This might be a strange situation, and I was no doubt in grave danger, but there’s just something about dungeoneering that’s always fun.

On the other side of the haze, I was once again thankful for my ability to see through the darkness. Before me lay a series of tunnels wide enough for me to still use my blade-staff if I was careful. While Mercy was quite effective in keeping them back, if they flanked me, I could be in trouble.

Proceeding into the maze, I came across several of the large rats, a group of three. The dim creatures hadn’t noticed my approach, and I was able to dispatch one before the others even reacted. With a well-timed slash, I decapitated the second and blocked the attack of the third with the shaft of my weapon. Throwing the third rat against the wall, I followed through with a powerful blow, crushing its skull with the butt of my staff.

The fight had been quick and brutal, but it was over. Moving on, I came across several more groups, dispatching them with ease. A larger group of five rats proved to be the most trouble. I managed to bring two down with no issue, but the others flanked me. It was then I found out just how ineffective slashing attacks were against skeletons. Their teeth and claws shredded my robes, sure, but did almost no damage to my bones or my health.

With the revelation that I was able to absorb blows, I slayed the remaining three rats without much fuss. When it came to the next group of five rats, I decided to try something. I stretched out my hand and reached for the magic of my weakest spell: dark bolt.

The spell activated and dark magic gathered in my palm. Then a bolt of pure black energy launched forward. It slammed into the rat, blowing its head clean off. I glanced at my mana—that spell used 15 of the 62 mana I had. That made me wince. Couldn’t do that very often, much less more powerful spells.

It was interesting I still knew these spells. I guess it’s likely things I knew before making the transition. It had a strange way of implanting knowledge straight into my head. I’d been lucky enough to already have access to quite a bit of necromantic and dark magic. That knowledge gave me a lot of insight into how necromancy worked. Now I was just glad I still had my spells. Though I did wonder if using them made me a bad person. After all, they were death magic.

Deciding to worry about these quandaries later, I pressed on. For now, I just needed to survive. And survival requires utilizing every skill at my disposal, including magic which may or may not be evil.

The tunnel continued to widen, and the next enemies I came across were different. They stood on two, larger hind legs, and were chest high on me, with rotting flesh and large teeth.

I chuckled a little. “Rat-men, of course.”

My careless mutterings drew their attention, and one turned to face me. The first snarled something incoherent and, drawing a sword, advanced. The second rat-man was a little slower to react and turned a few moments later, brandishing a shield on one arm and an ax in the other hand.

Focusing on the second rat-man I stretched out my hand. Dark magic swirled around my skeletal fingers. Tendrils of dark energy shot from the floor and entangled the second rat-man’s feet. The spell used up almost half my mana, but it was worth it to allow me to engage one at a time.

The superior length of my blade-staff and its powerful slashing attacks gave me a huge advantage. The rat-man’s poor training somehow prevented my first blow from being lethal, deflecting it into its arm. The sharp blade cut through the rotting flesh to the bone with ease, and the creature snarled in pain. As my enemy staggered, I used the opening to land another attack, a downward strike cutting into its knee. The joint failed, and the rat-man collapsed, snarling in pain.

By the time the second enemy had broken through my ensnaring spell, I’d driven my blade deep into the first one’s chest, killing it. The dim brain of my next enemy comprehended how quickly I dispatched its friend and became more cautious in its approach, shield leading the way. It used the shield to keep my spear away while it tried to hit me with its ax. At first I was driven back, unable to get around his shield. Then I remembered Vito’s instructions on the use of blade-staff weapons. Feinting a high blow, I redirected my attack, cutting low.

My blade passed under his shield and bit into one of his legs, the sharp steel of my weapon cutting through shinbone, and the rat-man collapsed to his knees. It wasn’t an honorable attack, but I didn’t care. In a fight, there were only two people: the one who lived and the one who died. Now crippled, the rat-man stood no chance against me, and after several quick blows, I dispatched my opponent.

Checking my character sheet, I tried to smile but had forgotten I was a skeleton. Instead, I ended up opening my mouth in a boney, toothy grin. I’d gained another level. After putting the five new stat points into vitality, I proceeded to rummage through the belongings of my defeated foes. I didn’t find much of value. Their weapons were of crude quality. Each only had a few copper coins, but nonetheless, I pocketed the money and examined the shield. Several deep gashes marred it from where he’d blocked my attacks, but due to the size difference, the shield was more of a buckler for me.

Removing the shield from the rat-man’s arm, the rotting flesh broke away. I struggled with the shield, adjusting the straps until I was able to slip my arm through. I secured the shield in place on my forearm, leaving my hand free. It wasn’t a great defense, but it was bound to be helpful.

And I was right. My buckler proved useful almost right away. The next pair of rat-men were made up of a shield wielder and one with a bow. Repeating my efforts with the first one of the shields, I crippled it and managed to block an incoming arrow with my buckler. Reacting before he could loose another arrow, I returned fire with a bolt of dark magic, shattering the creature’s bow but not killing it.

Now with his primary weapon broken, the bow-wielding rat-man drew a dagger and rushed in. Ignoring the crippled rat for now, I focused on the incoming enemy. As unprotected as he was, a heavy downward blow was enough to cut his torso almost clean in half. Ripping my blade free, I used the momentum to whip around and drive my blade through the shield rat-man.

I was breathing hard, which was awfully strange. I wasn’t supposed to breathe anymore—I was undead. So why did I feel winded? Must be my own psyche remembering what having a living body was like. Gathering myself, I headed deeper and came across a few more pairs of rats and gained another level. This time the stat points went into my resilience.

Coming into a larger chamber revealed a new type of enemy—a hulking rat-man almost taller than I was. The beast used its massive forearms to support itself as much asit could on its small legs.

“Never skip leg day,” I chuckled.

Blazing eyes turned to me. The muscles bunched, and I barely managed to dive aside as the monster lunged. From experience, I knew this was something called a rat-ogre. Very strong enemies, but not very smart. They would mostly use the same attack over and over again until they managed to land a blow. And when they landed those blows, they were truly punishing.

As the rat-ogre stood there, a little confused that I disappeared, I slashed down with the blade-staff, cutting deep into one of its arms.

Roaring, the beast whirled, and I dove aside before it could bull me over. I lashed back, scoring a long gash along its putrid flesh. Coming to my feet, I saw the wound weeping black blood and smiled. If I could just keep this up, I’ll eventually wear the creature down.

The fight continued the same patterns as before: me diving out of the way, landing a blow while the rat-ogre tried over and over again to smash me into the ground. I did find that the rat-ogre could adapt, much to my surprise. In one of my dives, the ogre lashed out with his back leg, kicking me in the chest, and sending me tumbling across the room.

The bludgeoning blow cracked a few of my ribs, and I was sure I’d cough up blood if I still had any. Instead, I learned just how effective bludgeoning attacks worked on skeletons. The blow removed almost a quarter of my health, and it took me a moment to get up. The rat-ogre proved relentless, already charging me. My back against the wall, I couldn’t dodge, not in time anyway.

Bracing the butt of my spear into a crevasse in the floor, I met the rat-ogre’s charge. As it hit, I tried to dive out of the way, and was partially successful. Something tugged on my leg.

The lifeless rat-ogre was impaled on my blade-staff when I looked back. The gore-covered staff was sticking out of its back. That tug on my leg had been it reaching out after me with a grasping claw. I shudder to think what would’ve happened if I’d not killed it just then.

It took some effort to extract my weapon, but I found something interesting in the process. It was an orb of black magic. I felt a sense of familiarity to it, and a moment later, a prompt appeared.

Lich created Death Core

Level: 1

Usable in crafting or enchanting, these cores provide a pure source of death energy.

Since you are a creature with a compatible core, you can absorb this. Do you wish to absorb it?

Y/N

“Wonder where this came from…”

I’ve only ever seen really powerful creatures drop stuff like this. Normally, magical cores and creatures were found at higher levels. Pondering this, I selected yes. I focused and a new text box appeared.

Lich created Death Core

Lichs, like many other powerful elemental creatures, can create cores of their respective magics when defeating enemies. The power of these cores is based on the compatibility of the slain enemy and its overall strength. The Lich is unique in that they can turn all living creatures into death cores, assuming they are strong enough enemies.

The death core dissolved in my hand and infused my body. A new prompt appeared.

You have absorbed a death core. Your death core has grown in strength.

+1 Death Core level

Note: Increasing the level of your death core becomes harder as time passes.

My body grew stronger. Quite the rewarding feeling. The death energy strengthened more than when I just gained levels of death core by leveling up. Checking over my stats, it looked like Lichs could become very strong warriors, along with powerful casters. No wonder they were so feared.

Casting a spell I’d only ever cast on my minions, I repaired my body with more death magic. Once restored, I waited for my mana to recover before pressing on. It didn’t take long for the next fight. Entering a long room, another rat-ogre loomed, along with a pair of rat-man archers. They blocked a large door, and no doubt, behind that door the boss waited.

The chamber was long enough that the archers didn’t immediately engage when the rat-ogre started to lumber forward. Using the opportunity, this gave me a chance to blast one of the archers with a bolt of dark energy. I targeted his bow, shattering the weapon. This provoked the fight, and the rat-ogre started to close in faster. The now disarmed rat-man archer drew a dagger and followed while the other archer took cover.

The last thing I needed was two melee opponents trying to pin me down.

I managed to get off another dark energy bolt, bringing down the disarmed rat-man. The bolt of magic caved in its chest, dropping it. My death core’s ability to enhance my death and dark spells was showing its worth. With that in mind, I cast another spell, using up the rest of my mana. A dark haze surrounded the head of the rat-ogre—it was magical darkness, so even the undead’s eyes couldn’t see through.

Using the time this gave me, I ran past the rat-ogre, heading for the other archer. I blocked the archer’s arrow with my shield and was upon it before it could draw another. Using my blade-staff like a scythe, I lopped the creature’s head off and turned back to the rat-ogre. The big, dumb creature had heard me rush past and was turning toward me even as the magic faded.

Now it was just a one-on-one fight, and I’d learned my lesson from last time. I cracked my neck and lowered my spear, ready for the fight to come.

The beast charged. I dodged to the side. This time, I focused on crippling one of his arms first. If I could even slightly hinder its mobility, I would have a huge advantage. After a series of cuts, I landed a deep blow, slicing almost clean through the elbow of his right arm. As the rat-ogre lunged, placing weight on that arm to propel himself forward, it buckled and snapped, causing the monster to careen sideways.

Now severely wounded, the rat-ogre fell into a defensive posture. Both my greater reach and magic meant it stood no chance. As I hacked away, the rat-ogre became desperate. It grabbed the body of one of the other rat-men with its good arm and tried to throw it at me. I was able to knock the body aside with the shaft of my weapon, and proceed to finish crippling the beast’s other arm. Not wanting the creature to suffer any more than it had to, my next blow cleaved through its neck.

With the final monster slain, I took the time to search for another death core. I found one, but when I absorbed it, there wasn’t an increase of my own death core. This was likely a percentage-based thing. Percentage says I absorbed more cores, and each subsequent level would require increasing amounts of death cores. Heading for the large door, I pushed it open and stepped into the chamber beyond, ready for a fight.

The boss appeared to be some kind of brood mother. She was the size of at least two rat-ogres, and her body was covered in tiny hairless, squirming rats. They appeared to be suckling on—I hesitate to call them nipples, but that’s likely what they were. Slaying this creature would be a service to all sides. Regardless if you’re a good or bad person.

Interestingly enough, it appeared as if the brood mother wasn’t undead like the rest of the rat creatures I’d come across. She hadn’t seen me as of yet, too focused on her offspring.

I took the time to line up a shot and blasted it square in the snout with a bolt of dark energy. Reeling back, the boss let out a warbling war cry. As if in a flood, her disgusting offspring detached from her and swarmed toward me.

Being caught by this disgusting flood would spell my death, so I began to kite around them, staying at the edge of the room. I used the bladed end of my staff to cut down many small creatures, but there were hundreds of them. I glanced back at the boss—she was covered in many sores that seeped a strange, necrotic fluid. As I retreated, I fired another blast, the dark magic eating away at her flesh.

The sores covering the boss swelled and burst, and another wave of the vile offspring poured out. If I still had a stomach, there was no doubt in my mind I’d be feeling quite queasy, and I was glad I didn’t have a nose.

Cutting through the pursuing wave of disgusting creatures, I occasionally fired a blast of magic at the brood mother. When I ran into another group of the offspring coming from the other direction, I started running out of options.

Time to change tactics.

Rushing the mother, I cast a spell of darkness on the floor behind me. Grasping tentacles reached up and ensnared dozens of her horrific offspring.

She was mostly immobile, her large bulk keeping her in place, because her tiny legs weren’t up to the efforts of moving her.

Letting out a wordless battle cry, I lunged and drove my razor-sharp blade deep into her body, sinking it at least a full meter. Bracing my legs against her bulk, I pushed off before she could reach me with her weak arms. Pulling my weapon free, I twisted and slashed, widening the wound.

Keeping an eye on the swarming offspring, I circled the brood mother, the now gaping wound leaking dark red blood. There was a buildup of death magic in her mouth. At first, I thought to dodge, but then it occurred to me—I’m a Lich. Death magic can’t hurt me.

Smiling, I waited for the magic to build, and right as she released her blast, I stabbed forward, driving my blade deep into her mouth. The sudden attack caused a backlash of magic, and even as the death energy washed over me, it poured back down her throat and into her body.

While the brood mother might be able to work death magic and likely had some resistances to it, she was no undead. Death magic was just as dangerous to her as any other living creature. She spasmed once, twice, and finally a third time before falling back, a putrid stream of black fluid running from her mouth. I involuntarily shuddered, again thankful I lacked a nose.

Whirling to face the swarm of offspring, I was surprised to find them no longer moving in synchronicity. They wandered aimlessly, without any kind of urgency or coordination. Individually these pathetic creatures were far weaker than even the weakest rats I’d faced. Setting to work, I dispatched them quickly.

With my grizzly task done, I turned back to the corpse of the boss. In days past, I would’ve turned this creature into some kind of undead monstrosity and released it on some unsuspecting NPCs. Not only did I currently lack the power to do that, I also lacked the will.

Instead, I reached into the boss and fished around until I found not one, but two death cores. Examining them showed they were both level 1. This confused me a little because I expected to get at least a level 2 core. Since this had been a much stronger creature afterall. I shrugged. Getting two is probably better than just getting one. I absorbed the cores and received the gratifying feeling of gaining more points into my death core. Opening my character sheet, I saw the fight had also gained me another level.

Rummaging through the room, I wasn’t really expecting much, though was pleasantly surprised. In a stone chest against the wall was a handful of copper coins, a knowledge book for raising the dead, and a simple black buckler. Tossing my battered shield aside, I clicked the new buckler in place and headed back out of the dungeon.

That weak create undead spell seemed rather interesting. I technically knew the low-level spell, and after focusing on it I could even feel the magic. But I was curious if using this book would give me a burst of knowledge. It was well-known that NPCs functioned differently than regular players. What exactly did that mean for skill books like this one? For players pre-level 20, these books could convey huge amounts of knowledge. However, players lost that ability after level 20 if they chose to make the transition.

Transition was an option all players received at level twenty. It would allow them to integrate with the game more deeply, making the disconnect that was normally felt less. In exchange some of the more game-like aspects faded away.

As I made my way out of the dungeon, I began to read the book. It was a simple spell, relatively speaking. The undead it raised would barely last a few minutes and were nothing more than mindless creations.

Then it hit me. I wasn’t having the memories pushed into my mind like before—I was actually reading the book. Except it was more than just reading, because I was understanding the words at a level I’d never experienced before. Sort of someplace between the player base skill system and reading a textbook. The book was short, and I finished it before returning to the basement.

As I was crossing the basement, I noticed the rats I’d slain before. On a hunch, I cut one open one of them and began looking through its guts. It was gross. After a few moments, I found what I was expecting: another death core. Pulling it free, I inspected it.

Death Core

Level: 0

This is a fragment of a death core, not even a full death core. The energy can still be absorbed, but it will take many of these to gain the effect of even a simple level one death core.

I shrugged and absorbed the core. As expected, it did nothing, but was still worth it. Gathering the other death cores from the rats, I absorbed them as I went. There was no sense bothering to go back down to the dungeon looking for any others I may have missed.

Leaving the basement, I found my backpack where I stashed it. Swinging it onto my back, I headed back up to tell the skeletal lady I was done.

For completing the quest and the hidden quest, I received five silvers. As far as rewards went, it wasn’t very big, but quests like these are more about the experience. Having a few more levels can make all the difference in the world in staying alive.

Thanking the odd skeleton, I continued down the street, feeling more confident. Being a Lich was a powerful race. Even for a mere level 5 character, my stats were quite impressive.
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A pulse of energy washed over the world. Well, wash wasn’t quite the right word, as it felt more instantaneous than that. One moment it wasn’t there, the next, energy hit me. My magical eyes allowed me to see it not only hitting me, but everyone else in the same instant. I had a moment before the energy faded to recognize it: soul energy.

The energy disappeared as quickly as it had come, and that small piece of soul energy wormed itself into me. It was overwhelmed and absorbed by my own soul energy, so I wasn’t worried. But a being that could reach so many in an instant was strange. I thought nothing more of it—that certainly wasn’t my problem—and moved on.

Continuing through the city, I began to notice things. At first it wasn’t anything major. Here and there NPCs acted strangely. They would stop and stare out at the world as if not comprehending what was going on or where they were. Many seemed to come to some realization and returned to what they’d been doing. Others began to wail and run around.

Chaos spread. While most appeared okay, those few who weren’t, were causing quite the problem. Guards started appearing, dispatched by the city officials. I was sure a number of the guards had subjected to the same effects, but enough remained to help quell the unrest.

I was ultimately thankful for the chaos. It allowed me to move more stealthily.

After that, my trip was mostly uneventful. Taking a chance, I stopped at the market. Even in the chaos, vendors were still selling their stuff. You never know when things like string, cable, or other such items would come be useful, so a portion of my money went into procuring such things. A larger chunk went into getting a better backpack. There is no way I could afford a true storage item, but I could afford a better backpack.

Leaving through the gates of the city, thinking I was in the clear, a voice called out. “Halt, where are you going?”

“Away from this city,” I responded.

“I see,” the zombie guard sneered. “You must be a spy. We’ve been told to watch for your kind.”

I internally groaned. I’d forgotten we’d set the guards to be super suspicious. The kingdom to the north was some kind of Holy Empire, and my guild had known they would likely see the undead city as a threat. So, the gate guards, especially on the gates leading north, were set to be highly paranoid. The last thing we wanted were spies reporting us to the Empire.

“I’m no spy. I’m just going out for a couple of days.”

“Huh, I doubt that.” The guard glared at me. “Stay where you are. One of our mages will validate the truth of your words.”

The guy gestured and a skeleton in a dark purple robe approached: a psionic mage. I wasn’t planning on ever coming back to the city, and this mage would quickly find that out. My only hope was that he would realize I didn’t mean them harm. Squaring my shoulders, knowing this could kill me, I met the mage’s eyes.

There may have been a flare of amusement across the skeleton’s eyes, but it passed. The eerie color of psionic magic began to surround him. As the magic reached out to me, his presence neared. Except something was wrong. The mage pushed into my mind, and his magical eyes flared wide in alarm. His mental panic was laid bare to me as he tried to extract himself. Then the skeleton collapsed.

In the moment where the guard and I both stood in shock, I bolted. Cries of alarm and the guard shouting for help roared behind me. I just ran. There was a light cavalry unit that was likely to soon pursue me, so the second I saw the opportunity, I dove into the thick trees. Pushing my way through, I stumbled, snagged my robes, and only after several hours of running, did I stop.

Listening intently, I couldn’t hear the sounds of pursuit. I breathed a sigh of relief, having come within inches of dying back there. I hunkered down in some bushes, just in case someone proved extra sneaky, and opened the notification that had appeared at the start of my flight.

Warning Message

To protect the time continuity of this world, your mindscape has been closed off by a barrier. The time damage done to your mindscape runs the risk of harming this universe. To prevent this, and any other NPCs or players from being harmed, your mindscape has been locked away. You can still enter your mindscape. Just be warned: it is a dangerous place now.

I read the message twice.

Despite the dangers, I really needed to get into my mindscape to know what’s going on in there.

I spent a few minutes finding a better place to hide, making sure I was good and secure before starting the meditation process to enter the mindscape.

[image: ]



The mindscape, in a way, represents how you think. The appearance and size of the mindscape varies between different types of people. Given time and work, you could even change its appearance.

My mindscape had never been anything spectacular. It started as not much more than large rolling hills with some deep crevasses. It’d grown into something special, with hamlets and groves of trees scattered throughout.

Where I currently stood was the center of my mindscape, where a small castle resided. My last line of defense if the mindscape was ever invaded. From atop the ramparts, I looked out over my mindscape, and beheld an unrecognizable landscape. Gone were the rolling hills. In their place, islands floated—upside down, sideways, some even spun gently—and each appeared to have its own gravity.

On one upside down island, at least to my perspective, was a man coming out of a house. He walked on the underside of the island like it wasn’t upside down.

The ground underneath the islands was also strange and twisted. There were odd shapes, like the stone had been spun into creatures that moved on their own.

“Ezekiel.” Damien stood behind me. “It is good to see you. I was worried.”

“What happened here?” I asked, still eyeing the man standing on the underside of an island.

“Do you remember that place you saw?” Damien leaned on the ramparts, looking out at the chaos. “That strange place where time wasn’t time.”

“I do.”

“Well, as you gazed upon that strange place, it began to tear apart your mind. I did my best to preserve what I could, hence why your castle still stands. But I wasn’t able to save much.”

Damien was my primary assistant in the mindscape. In his former life, he’d been a powerful necromancer and had been a great aid in teaching me about necromancy, along with protecting my mindscape.

“I received messages about it being damaged, and then one about it being walled off,” I explained. “A psionic mage attacked me, and I think this place drove him mad.”

Damien nodded. “That makes sense. I saw him at first. He was looking around, but then he started screaming and just… vanished.”

“I guess it’s good to know the mindscape is still secured.” I gave a helpless shrug. “What do we do to fix this place? It can’t be good for you to leave it like this.”

“It’s not,” Damien agreed. “I don’t think we’ll ever be able to restore your mindscape to what it was, let alone something even similar to what it was. Too much has been changed. We can restore order, and hopefully, given time, get control of the strange things happening here.”

“Stranger than floating islands of their own gravity?” I eyed the strange creatures below us. “And whatever those are.”

“Yes, much stranger,” Damien agreed. “There’s some warping of time we must sort out.”

“Well, where do we start?”

“I already have.” Damien gestured for me to follow.

We left the rampart and headed down to the courtyard of the castle. Denizens and creatures from my mindscape were there. Some were my own conscious creations, while others were denizens and creatures my mindscape had created on its own; my subconscious.

“During the events of what was going on, I did my best to gather as many as I could. The castle is a bastion of your mind and provided a good place for us to hold up and weather the storm.”

People greeted me as I moved through the courtyard. It was a little weird when I thought about it. I was essentially being greeted by my own consciousness. Still, it was nice. Even though my mindscape was in shambles, it was good to know that at least something of my former life had held.

Being here was a relief, and oh so comforting after being so scared out in the real world and—Was it the real world? The thought shook me, but I let it pass after a moment,

Trying to put that quandary aside, I moved on. Reconciling how I felt about being in WOM as an NPC was something I would deal with later. “Damien, what are those odd creatures out there?”

“I am not a hundred percent sure. The best I can tell is they’re a combination of your own thoughts, but warped by time.” Damien paused, drawing my gaze. “They are dangerous. I came across one that, I think, was the compilation of all your feelings of happiness that you will have throughout all of time.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad.” I chuckled a little. “How bad could a creature made of happy thoughts be?”

“Terrifying.” Damien didn’t even blink. “Terrifying is how it can be. I don’t know much, but I do know that should never happen. The creature almost killed me. Have you noticed anything strange about yourself? A lack of emotions…” Damien seemed to become lost for words. “Or, such. I understand you were just ripped from your world, but you seem very—” he gestured at me “—in control of yourself, emotion wise.”

I didn’t respond right away, taking the time to process his words. I thought about my reactions since waking up in this body and… he was right. I should be freaking out. I was a monster, not just playing one.

I left my sister behind. It hadn’t even occurred to me what she’d be going through right now.

Standing there, I just blinked, unable to react any more than that. And even that was wrong. I looked at my hands—I’m a skeleton. I’ve never been a skeleton here before… Then again, my avatar in my mindscape had never been a perfect representation of what I was.

I met Damien’s gaze. “I think, I see what you mean. Also, why am I a skeleton?”

“Yeah, I was expecting more of this kind of reaction. I would guess you’re a skeleton here because of what happened. I don’t think it’s a reflection of your body out in the real world, I think it’s a reflection of your personality.” Damien shook his head. “No, that’s not quite right. It’s more like, the skeleton represents your stripped-down emotions.”

“That means, as I get my emotions back, I’ll become fleshy?” I didn’t like that image.

“Maybe?” Damien laughed. “That’s why clothes were invented, yes? For now, it’s best that you leave this place. There’s nothing you can do and you’re in danger both here and in the physical world. While you’re gone, I’ll finish consolidating what we have left, and next time you come back we’ll make a game plan for fixing your mindscape.”


6
[image: ]


Returning from the mindscape, I found myself hidden away in the hollow where I’d been meditating. Listening carefully, I picked up the rustling of something pushing through the dense trees. It was growing closer. I scrambled out of the hollow and continued my flight through the forest. The guards from the city were no doubt using a tracking spell, and without my own counter spell, there was no way I could evade them by hiding.

I fled deeper and deeper into the forest. Eventually, the sound pursuit faded, but this time I didn’t stop. The forest seemed to stretch on forever, and I was thankful for that. The recent destruction of the city had tainted this land with death magic, and all the regular creatures had either fled or died. There certainly hadn’t been enough time for a new biome to grow. So now there was no threat of large predatory creatures, which was quite the relief considering I was a weak Lich at the moment.

I came across a road traveling through the trees, and pulled out a map of the region I’d acquired. Staring at it for several long seconds, I found the very road I’d stumbled across. It looked like it wound its way through a mountain pass and to the north. Since that direction was the shortest route out of this undead kingdom, I decided to follow it.

It didn’t take long for the winding road to meet the edge of the forest. It straightened and led out onto a series of small plains, dotted with gnarled trees and scrub bushes. The once golden grass that covered this land was now a dull gray, which was rather surprising. I had no idea the death magic from Dother had reached so far.

As I crossed the plains, I came across my first undead, natural occurring, creature.

The body of a field mouse lay next to the road. I thought nothing of it, only just noting it as an odd occurrence. But just as I passed, the corpse stirred. Kneeling to watch, in rapt fascination, the corpse got to its feet. The undead field mouse shook itself, then looked up at me.

Its eyes held a slight glow of necromantic energy. The creature studied me for a moment, then darted into the grass. As I continued on my way, using my staff as a walking stick, I thought on that. What would that strange undead creature eat—how would eat it? Undeath biomes existed elsewhere, but it didn’t make sense to me. How could death live off more death?

It was likely similar to how I increased my death core. Larger undead creatures would likely eat that mouse, adding that death energy to its own. This would likely allow the predator to reproduce or grow stronger.

I wished I could stay and watch, certain it would be fascinating to watch a biome based off predation come to life. However, I couldn’t stay. They would be looking for me. Especially since they saw me heading north. They probably thought I was a spy for Valdor, the kingdom to the north. While it wasn’t a theocracy, there was a powerful church there known as Olattee. The church technically had no political power, but they held both an immensely powerful presence in the population and often whispered in the ear of the king.

My guild was sure they’d taken note of the conquering of Dother and were no doubt on high alert. Due to the power and presence of Olattee, it was rumored they were likely preparing to attack. I didn’t know if that strange pulse of soul energy would change anything, but there was no way Olattee would tolerate the presence of an undead city on their borders.

Moving on, I combed through the spells I had access to. There were a number of spells I’d retained. Likely because knowledge of spells wasn’t tied to my soul, instead it was tied to my mindscape. Which while currently in ruins, still contained everything I’d done.

The vast majority of my spells were far beyond my ability to cast, and I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to cast many of them. After all, I wasn’t sure how I felt about who I’d been.

It took me a while to find the right spell—one I learned but never had a use for. Looking at the mana cost I winced. Even with my discounts for casting dark magic, this was still outside my ability to cast. Fortunately, it wasn’t too far outside my ability. I just need to add a few stat points to my intelligence.

Several hours later, as I approached the mountains, the road became surrounded by lightly wooded fur forest. The trees closer to the plains had an ominous look to them, with pale green needles and gnarled, twisted bark. Following the road, it began to climb. The mountains weren’t big, as far as mountains went, but they rose rather abruptly. As I climbed the switchbacks, I noticed it was here that the trees became healthier looking.

By the time I left the timberline, the trees were almost normal. The ground beyond the trees was covered in hearty tough foliage that could survive the colder temperatures. These mountains were known for getting a lot of snow. They acted as a storm wall standing against many of the powerful winter storms that blew in off the Crystal Gulf.

At the top of the first pass, I opened my map. There were several valleys and lesser passes I needed to travel through before I left these mountains. Near the middle of the mountain range was a fortress, beyond that the details became less exact.

Getting past that fortress would be the hardest part of my journey. I doubt a kingdom with such a heavy religious influence would look kindly on a Lich down on his luck.

Taking another look at the spell I hope it would get me past the fortress. All I needed were a few more levels. In mountains like this, that shouldn’t be hard. So long as I didn’t pick a fight with something I couldn’t beat.
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The cries of battle reached me before I saw it. Stashing my phylactery away in a small crevice, I followed alongside a stream of crystal-clear water that wound through the steep mountains. It let out to a small valley full of tall trees and light undergrowth. The screams grew in strength ahead, sounding more and more like a group of travelers in trouble.

Deciding it was worth the risk, I followed the cries. It didn’t take long to come upon the fight. A group of four people was being attacked by a small, undead troll. One of them was a priest, making me hesitate. Then one of his companions went down. The troll reared back to land a killing blow and I acted.

Almost out of instinct, my arm snapped back and I catapulted my spear forward like a javelin. My weapon wasn’t meant to be thrown, but I’d practiced with it for situations just like this. My aim was true, and the sharp blade pierced the troll’s rotten flesh. I pulled the hood of my robes down over my face as I rushed forward, hoping no one would see my skeletal nature.

Leaping forward as the troll staggered from the surprise attack, I gripped my blade-staff and ripped it free, twisting it to widen the wound. My attack was far from enough to kill the troll—these beasts were notoriously hard to kill. My attack was enough to buy time for the priest to cast a healing spell on his friend.

Holding my blade-staff in a guard position, I quickly looked over the group.

The felled man was likely the party’s tank, and the other two members were a pair of rangers. The troll had multiple large arrows sticking out of its body. This was likely a group of players. Hopefully, they were friendly.

With a series of stabs and cuts that shred its long arms, I manageed to keep the troll at bay.

It was far stronger than anything I should have been able to fight, but with the help of the players, I was able to keep ahead of it until the tank rejoined the fight. He rushed in, using a shield rush to bash the troll. The tank gave a nod of acknowledgment in my direction, and we began to systematically whittle the powerful monster down.

The fight was a close one, but in the end, we prevailed. As the troll died, I opened my character sheet, hoping to have gained a level. Seeing that I had, I put all of the stat points into intelligence and closed the character sheet.

I immediately cast my illusion spell. Dark magic briefly rolled around me and then I appeared as a human.
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“Thank you, friend,” the tank said, still breathing heavy. “I would have been a goner if you hadn’t interfered.”

Startled they hadn’t noticed the flash of dark magic, I resisted double checking my illusion. My robes hung loosely, though the dark spell was supposed to give the illusion a certain amount of substance.

“I was hunting through the pass when I heard the fight and decided to investigate what was going on,” I explained. “Didn’t expect to find an undead troll up here.”

“We’re adventurers from the fortress of High Pass,” one of the rangers said, a female with soft skin and kind eyes.

“Is that what that fortress is called?” I asked. “Someone doesn’t have an inventive bone in their body.”

The other ranger, a male, chuckled with a shake of his head. “Yea, sure. We got an odd one here, don’t we.” He was clearly addressing the others in his group.

“I mean, aren’t all NPCs a little whack right now?” the priest pointed out, then to me, “What’s your name? Do you require any healing?”

I’d forgotten they wouldn’t see me as a player. What I didn’t know was why they pegged me as an NPC so quickly. Magic started to swirl around the priest’s hands and I spoke quickly—perhaps a little too quickly. “No! I’m fine. Not a scratch on me. My name is Ezekiel.”

The magic faded from the priest and he eyed me. “What are you doing traveling up here by yourself? This pass is dangerous, especially with the fall of the lands on the other side.”

“I’m fleeing that place. I’m the only one left alive in my family. I had to escape before the darkness claimed me as well.” This was a story I’d thought up on the way here, knowing I would probably need one at some point. A simple story about escaping the death of my family was the easiest.

“I am so sorry for your loss.” The tank patted me on the back. “My name is Aaron. We received a warning that there was an undead creature in this area, so we came out here to investigate and found this troll.”

Even though I didn’t have a stomach, a sinking feeling clutched me right in the gut when he said they were looking for an undead creature. Thankfully the troll had been here. I also wanted to retrieve the death core I hoped was there, but that would raise too many questions.

“It’s all right. I’m just trying to be thankful that I’m still alive,” I said.

“We can help you get to the fortress,” the female ranger said. “Oh! And my name is Jessica, this is my brother, Nick.” She gestured at the other ranger.

“You may call me Marcus,” the priest said in a pretentious tone that immediately made me want to punch him in the face. “I think my friends are being a bit too trusting. I hear the guild who took over that city has been sending spies in our direction. How do we know you aren’t one of them?”

“Lay off, Marcus,” Aaron said. “Why would a spy have come down this valley, let alone help us?”

“Perhaps to earn our trust so we help them to the fortress?” Marcus glared at me. “He could’ve even created the troll so we would need his help.”

“He lost his family, and is trying to escape that horrid place,” Jessica said compassionately.

Marcus snorted and shook his head. He was right to mistrust me, just not for the reasons he thought. If they knew I was once among the leadership of the guild who destroyed the city, they would no doubt kill me on the spot.

“I really was just doing some hunting. But now I see it’s far too dangerous for me to hunt in this place. I’d hoped to be far enough away from all the death that there wouldn’t be as many undead, and might even be able to get something to eat.”

I don’t actually need to eat, though it was a good cover story.

“Here, you can have this.” Aaron produced half a loaf of bread and handed it to me. “I doubt you’ll find anything worth eating on the side of the pass.”

I took the bread, and ravenously tore into it, doing my best to sell the impression that I was a starving NPC escaping the fallen land.

“We can get you to the fortress, but we can’t help you down the other side,” Aaron said. “Our job right now is to guard the pass.”

“That’s fine with me,” I said between mouthfuls of bread. “I just need to retrieve my pack. I stashed it not far away so it wouldn’t slow me down in a fight.”

“If he’s a spy, that’s on you,” Marcus huffed and headed back down the valley.

“Don’t mind him,” Jessica assured me. “He’s a member of the Church of Olattee. While they aren’t a lot of fun, they are useful to have around.”

“You’re quite good with that weapon,” Aaron said as the rest the group turned to follow Marcus.

I gave him a winning smile, taking in the area. You could really appreciate just how beautiful it was with the water tumbling down from high cliffs into the small clearing. I let out a sigh. “I learned how to use it from training with my father. He’d been a royal guard a long time ago.”

“Is it his weapon?” Aaron asked.

Letting out a soft chuckle, I said, “No, I don’t have it anymore.”

I practically heard the quest radar for the party go off around me.

“You know what happened to your father’s weapon?” Aaron asked.

Trying not to let my mirth show, I spun them a tale about how the weapon was lost while we walked back along the lake. “The gist is, several years ago, my father was lured out in the wilds and betrayed by his friends. They left him to fight the great bear by himself, you see. My guess is that weapon is now in an undead bear’s den.”

A smile split Aaron’s face. “Hey guys, I just got a quest to retrieve his weapon.”

I stumbled in shock. He what? I just made that up! Part of me started to wonder what would happen if they tried to complete it. Would I get labeled as a liar? I mean, it would likely be fun either way.

We retrieved my bag and headed up the pass toward the fortress. We still had a ways to travel, and worked our way over the top of several lesser passes before we started up the final rise.

High Pass Fortress was an impressive piece of fortification. It was built across what was likely one of the only passable brakes in the solid line of snowcapped mountains at the center of this mountain range. It was nestled between two peaks, it’s thick walls spanning the pass in its entirety.

The fortress walls were multilayered, built to take advantage of the height of the mountain. Each layer had the vantage to fire down toward the empty field spread out before it. Guards hailed the group as they approached the first wall. They presented a pass and were let through. In total, there were three different walls, each higher and thicker than the one before. The final ascent led across barren rock to a compound built at the back. There, a massive keep rose, and behind it a wall of barracks.

I expected the fortress to be blisteringly cold this high up. To my surprise, the stones seemed to radiate heat.

“Why do the stones give off warmth?” I asked.

“It is the holy power of Olattee that gives us warmth,” Marcus said pretentiously. “The great one personally blessed this fortress, so that the cold would not harm his servants.”

“Interesting,” I said, making a mental note not to touch the stones. I figured if I started to smoke when touching the stone, it might give them a signal that I wasn’t exactly who I was claiming to be.

They led me into the barracks but I stopped outside the door. “I thank you for bringing me this far,” I said. “But there’s still light in the sky and I want to get as far away from that place as I can.” Mostly, I didn’t want to go into a barracks made out of holy stones.

“No,” Marcus said firmly. “I’d be remiss in my duties if I just let a relative stranger walk away. You could be a spy—in fact, I think you are.”

“Marcus, we owe him,” Aaron said.

“No, you owe him. It was your life he saved.” Marcus practically sneered. “Besides, it’s not like you could’ve really died.”

“You know what, you’re a pompous little prick.” Aaron got right in Marcu’s face, and before long, the two of them were yelling at each other.

Jessica shook her head in dismay, shooing me off. It struck me that Aaron had likely started the fight to give me the chance to escape without Marcus seeing me go. Taking the opportunity, I headed off. The guards saw me enter with adventurers, so they didn’t question me as I headed toward the back of the compound.

“You don’t have much daylight left, you sure you want to head out?” A guard watching the back of the fort asked when he saw me pass.

“I’ll be fine,” I assured him.

The night didn’t bug me, and the darkness in many ways would prove to be my ally. I was likely much more at risk staying in this holy fortress, so I headed off, putting it all behind me.

Night fell as I crossed down the top of the pass and began working my way across the first valley. Being able to see in the dark and having a practically tireless body, meant making great progress through the night.

Once or twice, I felt like I was being followed by something. When I turned, I never saw anything. Fortunately, nothing ever seemed to take a great interest in me, so I was able to continue unhindered.

The sight of creatures stalking me did unnerve me a little, and I made a note not to travel at night any more than I had to.

With that in mind, I found a secluded spot hidden between several large boulders and settled in for the rest of the evening. I fell into a trance-like state that wasn’t quite sleep, but still rejuvenated my mind and body.

By the time day broke, I was ready to move. The road soon turned into a large valley that wound its way out of the mountains. At the bottom, homes started to emerge, along with the telltale sign of smoke rising above trees showing cooking fires and places of warmth.

The kingdom of Valdor was built on the Crystal Gulf, surrounded on all sides by mountain ranges. One of the first things I did was trade my map of the undead lands for one of the region. The shopkeeper was eager to have it, certain my old map would be of great value to someone. After acquiring the map, I did my best to avoid any settlements larger than small villages.

I was worried my spell wouldn’t be good enough to fool everyone. Even when I visited smaller villages, I came in at twilight when the shadows assisted in hiding my true nature.

The village I was heading for, Omark, was the most remote village I could find on the map to lay low. It was nestled deep in the western foothills within one of the more difficult and unpopulated areas compared to the rest of the kingdom. Its jagged terrain, made it unsuitable for large-scale farming. From what I gathered, wool from sheep capable of navigating the foothills with ease was its biggest export.

I didn’t dare buy a horse, though I had the money for one. So far, the only people I’d seen riding horses were either military or priests of some kind. I did occasionally see players. The fact this area is so desolate made it quite the popular zone for new players to learn the game as they made their way to the kingdom. And those players who posed a threat to me, that were drawn south to fight with the undead lands encroaching on this holy kingdom, were likely to leave regions like I was heading toward alone.

All I had to do was keep my head low and avoid being spotted until I figured out what to do.
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The land became steadily more developed the farther away from the mountains I traveled. Before long, I came across Ciltus, a large trading city. Smaller routes connected to Ciltus spread out across the land, forming a vast network to its smaller hamlets and villages.

Like previously, instead of taking the much quicker road and cutting straight through, I decided to skirt around it along one of the smaller roads. My illusion spell was powerful, but there were equally capable clerics in this kingdom, and it was best to avoid potential run-ins, despite the time longer journey around the city would take.

It was about mid-day when I came upon a crossroads. Just down the road, a single wagon drawn by a draft horse neared, the wagon’s rider a stout man in brown robes. He looked an awful lot like Friar Tuck from the old Robin Hood movies.

He waved, a broad smile splitting his face. “Good afternoon, stranger!”

I was little taken aback. Most people didn’t call out to random strangers like that. Examining him, I first thought he might be a dwarf. He certainly had the beard to match one and was as stout as any dwarf I'd ever seen. However, when he pulled his cart up beside me, it became apparent he was too tall to be a dwarf.

“Good afternoon to you as well,” I responded cautiously.

“Avoiding the city, traveler?”

“Is it so obvious?”

“You’re not the only one,” the big man said. “Like the other big cities, Ciltus is rather chaotic presently. I only visited to gather supplies from the temple.”

I let out a small sigh of relief. “Yes, chaotic isn’t exactly a place I wish to be right now.”

“Ain’t that the truth, traveler. Ain’t that the truth! It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, I’m Friar Brown.”

“Ah, and you as well, I’m Ezekiel.” Alarms went off in my mind. “Is a friar like a priest?”

“We’re more like the priests who still know how to have a good time,” Brown explained. “Is that a problem?”

“Of course not, why would it be a problem?” I chuckled nervously while internally screaming at myself for being an idiot.

Friar Brown gave me a long look and nodded. “Where you traveling to?”

“A small town called Omark, out in the western mountains. I figured it’d be a good place to get away from all the chaos until it settles down.”

“I haven’t been to Omark in a long time. Pretty place,” Brown said thoughtfully. “And quite fortuitous! My route just so happens to lead directly toward Omark for a while. Any chance you’d care to have a traveling companion?”

“Do you always offer random strangers on the road to travel with you?” I asked suspiciously. “Seems a bit dangerous. How do you know I’m not some monster?”

Friar Brown chuckled and shook his head. “The world may be chaos right now, but I know you’re not a monster.”

Although this man clearly didn’t know any better, I could see the benefit of traveling with a friar. It would give me some protection from prying eyes, just so long as this friar remained naïve. “Why not, we can keep each other company. I spend too much time alone in my thoughts as it is.”

“Wonderful! Hop on up.” Friar Brown moved over and patted the spot next to him. I sprang up onto the bench, and he cracked the reigns to urge the horse onward, the cart now steadily rolling down the road.

“So, friars are like traveling priests, right?”

“Yes, and Olattee friars and priests share similar roles and authority levels in the church,” Friar Brown explained. “Overall, it’s harder to become a friar than a priest. The church likes to keep an eye on its clergy to make sure they don’t stray from the path, so those who want to become friars really have to prove themselves.” He let out a snort of laughter. “Or at least make the church believe you proved yourself.”

“You don’t seem very priestly,” I said.

Brown shrugged. “Most friars don’t. The clergy running Olattee sometimes forget what it means to live a life of service, and get so caught up in the religion, they forget what it means to live.”
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Traveling with Friar Brown turned out to be quite pleasant. He was a kind man and happily explained more about Olattee. I’d always seen Olattee as a religion focused solely on purity, though that wasn’t its only focus. In many ways it was a very standard religion with tenants who cared for the less fortunate and were genuinely trying to make the world a better place.

“Ya see, this is why I became a friar,” Brown said. “Yes, I was tired of the stuffy temples, but I felt I served the people better by visiting places and ministering on the individual level.”

“Is that why you picked me up?”

“Yes and no.” Friar Brown flashed me one of his wide smiles. “You seem like someone looking for a path, and I would be remiss in my duties if I did not attempt to give you guidance.”

I tried to stop myself, but a little snort escaped me. “No way I’ll ever be joining Olattee. I don’t think you’d want me.”

Friar Brown gave me a long look. “What I want isn’t necessarily for you to join my religion, I know there are many other religions in the world. I just want to help you find a path through this life that leads you to a place that gives you some form of peace.”

I was taken aback by his sincerity and the earnestness in which he spoke. “The way you talk about Olattee, it doesn’t all seem like purity.”

“Olattee shows an example of what a sanctified and pure life could look like,” Friar Brown explained. “But we also know there are other ways to live a pure life. Purity can simply come in one’s purpose. Some would call me heretical for saying this, but would you say absolute darkness in and of itself is not pure in the sense that it is absolutely dark?”

“I can see how that could get you in trouble. Statements like that are bound to get you burned at the stake.”

“That hasn’t happened in a long time,” he chuckled. “I’m not saying the church encourages us on a path of pure darkness, my only point is that purity can come in many different forms. I just used darkness to exemplify the point.”

“How does one determine the purity of anything then?” I asked. “What if your purity is a dedication to a goal or path that is neither fully light nor fully dark?”

“That, my friend, is a question many have been asking for a long time.” Friar Brown let out a long sigh. “In the past there’s been wars fought internally within Olattee, between priests who believe different approaches to that very question. The current regime believes that isn’t what Olattee wants, but the old faction believed purity could be found in those places.”

“And what do you believe?”

“I believe we live in a world where there are both light and dark gods, and good and evil gods. So in a world where deities exist through all spectrums, what is truly right?”

“What about the creator of this universe?” Based off of watching Lox’s streams, I was aware of there being a supreme creator, I just didn’t know how the gods and clergy of this world saw him or if they even knew of his existence.

“If there is some supreme being, I do not know of it.” Brown shrugged. “If they exist, then they have not made themselves known, so how would we know what they want? I would still choose to follow my own path. The supreme being created this universe with gods, and has clearly set up a system that they’re not involved in, so why would I follow them?”

I didn’t have an answer. Clearly this friar had put much thought into these questions. “I honestly have no idea what I would do… I just want to survive.”

There was a long silence as we both lost ourselves in this potential revelation, when the friar let out another laugh. “You know, these are thoughts I’ve always had, but until recently, I hadn’t truly comprehended what they meant. In many ways I understand you. I too am just trying to find my way, keeping my mind open to ever-increasing possibilities. Maybe we can find a path together.”

“Maybe we can,” I agreed. “But let’s first get away from the chaos of the cities.”
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We’d been traveling for several days, Ciltus well-behind us now. Over the last day, we stopped in a small hamlet where Friar Brown ministered to the people. Mainly by gifting supplies they desperately needed, handing out everything from tools to food. I hadn’t realized at the time, but his wagon was equipped with several large, expensive spatial storage crates. A fairly uncommon thing, NPCs owning storage items, so I found it rather interesting that this wandering friar did.

We turned off the main road to avoid another small city and began traveling out into the country, when we came across a tree lying across the road. Immediately, suspicion gripped me, and was justified moments later when I noticed where the stump of the tree had been cut. Several men stepped out from behind its full branches, brandishing spears and clubs.

These were clearly bandits. Mercy lay in the cart behind me, and I braced myself to lunge back and grab it. Friar Brown’s hand squeezed my leg, the illusion spell giving him substance to feel.

“Easy now. Don’t spring to action too quickly.”

“Give us all your goods,” the leader of this group of bandits demanded. “We got archers trained on you, and at my signal, will shoot you dead.”

“I am but a humble traveling friar,” Brown said gently. “All I have is simple trade goods that I’m using to support the villages in these hard times.”

Hesitation entered the lead bandit’s eyes, but that hesitation quickly fled, replaced by a steely gaze. “I’m sorry, Friar, but that don’t change my demand.”

“Try not to kill them,” Friar Brown whispered to me, barely moving his lips.

Getting up, I made like I was heading to the back of the cart.

“See, your friend here understands the situation,” the lead bandit said.

Bending down, I noted another pair of bandits standing not far off. My hand closed around Mercy. Best to deal with them first. I leapt off the cart, making sure to keep my blade-staff as a simple staff, since none of these bandits appeared to be high level. My quick attack surprised the poorly hidden bandits, and I was able to knock one of them hard across the head with my staff. A resounding crack sounded out and the man crumpled to a heap, unconscious.

Spinning Mercy, I intercepted the second bandit’s club, deflecting it to the side. Before the man could react, I slammed the other end of my staff into the side of his right knee. With a sickening crunch, the knee bent in a direction it wasn’t meant to bend. The man collapsed with a cry of pain.

Shouting filled the forest path as more bandits rushed out of the woods, some headed straight for the friar. To my surprise, there was a flash of light, and a pulse of kinetic force sent several bandits tumbling back from him. None got up from where they fell.

I rushed around to the front of the cart in pursuit of the lead bandit. He was surrounded by a group of four other bandits, all armed with axes. They looked stronger than the rest of their party.

The axes, while a far more deadly weapon with their bladed edges, were actually safer for my skeletal form to engage in over the heavy clubs. Not even bothering to slow, I attacked their legs with the goal of disabling them rather than killing them.

Unfortunately, it was five against one, and the friar was preoccupied by other bandits. I had to handle this alone. I used Mercy to cut short and block as many blows as possible, all while landing heavy attacks to the sides of knees and ankles. Every once in a while, I would attack their bodies and arms, but that was mostly for distraction.

A few blades bit into my cloak despite my harried dance, scoring the hard bones beneath. The blows hurt, but not as much as they could have.

I had no effective way of blocking a particularly heavy incoming blow, so I chose to attack.

Rolling my body to absorb the blow with my shoulder, I struck out at the man’s legs and dealt the most powerful blow yet. Even as his ax drove me to the ground, throwing off my aim, Mercy struck true, the bones in his shin breaking. There was a scream of pain and the man collapsed.

I’d not escaped undamaged. The joint in my shoulder grated, refusing to work correctly. Fortunately, I was undead, and though the wound hurt, it wasn’t a crippling pain like it would’ve been if I were still human.

The fight continued, and I absorbed several more heavy blows, always managing to cripple one of the combatants in the process. Before long, it was just me and the leader. My cloak was in tatters, but I was still standing.

Noticing I wasn’t bleeding despite having taken multiple blows, the leader snarled and brandished his spear. “What kind of monster are you?”

“No more a monster than you are.” I smiled right back. “This good man is out here helping people in these hard times, and you’re being a right asshole, depriving others of the help they need.” I let my illusion flicker across my face for just a second, revealing my inky-black skeletal visage. “You are more of a monster than me.”

His startled, scared look gave me a sense of satisfaction as I brought my staff down on his head, ending the fight.

When I looked behind me, I was surprised to see unconscious bandits all around the wagon. There were dozens! I’d been so focused on the leader, I hadn’t realized just how many attacked the friar. Yet, Friar Brown sat there completely unfazed. I was pretty certain he hadn’t even moved from his seat on the wooden bench.

“I see you handled the rest,” I said, limping toward the wagon. I hadn’t realized I was hurt so bad.

“You’re wounded, let me heal you.” Magic began to build around Friar Brown.

“No! Wait!” I held out my hands, gesturing for him to stop.

“It will be fine,” Friar Brown assured me, casting his spell.

I winced, bracing myself, but when the magic reached me, instead of the burn of holy magic, there was only soothing healing. That was surprising. I was undead, and life magic should hurt me. It took me a little bit to realize he hadn’t used life magic, but something more akin to a mending spell. My body restored itself, and though it wasn’t the same as healing myself with death magic, it eased the pain and restored my cloak.

As the magic faded, I couldn’t disguise my surprise.

“See, I told you it would be fine.” He gave me a knowing smile.

This didn’t make any sense. There is no way he knew. Because if he did, he would try to kill me. I remained rooted to the spot as Friar Brown got off his wagon and began to cast healing spells on the unconscious bandits. The magic didn’t wake them, so he was likely adding something to the spell to keep them asleep. But the fact he was using regular healing magic on the bandits further confused me.

When he was done, he went to the back of his wagon and pulled out a big bag that he began to load food and other supplies into, then he set it beside the wagon. “Well, are you coming?” Friar Brown asked, getting back in his seat and gesturing for me to join him.

The fight played out in my head over and over again. Did he know I was undead? Had he seen my idiotic stunt with the leader? I didn’t know what to do.

The bag next to the wagon drew my eye.

“Why are you leaving them supplies?”

“These men are just villagers, no doubt from somewhere nearby,” Friar Brown said. “In hard times like this, the cities are dangerous, but it’s the villages that suffer the most. They rely on trade goods coming from the cities and other villages to support them. And with the cities in such a state of chaos, they’re not receiving the supplies they so desperately need. These men are likely trying to get what they need to support their families and keep them alive for just a little bit longer.”

What he said made sense. Moving to the wagon, I climbed up, still wary but also wanting to help this good Samaritan in his task. Maybe the spell he cast on me had simply been a more effective healing spell. At least, that was the rationale I told myself.

“How bad is it out here in the country?”

“It varies,” Friar Brown said sadly. “Villages whose primary industry was mining or logging are in desperate straits, while villages who produce food are generally better off, as at least they can still eat.”

I remember reading about things like this in the Middle Ages when Europe was torn apart by war. I just hadn’t made the connection that something similar would happen in a world so full of magic. It showed that there were still a lot of similarities between Earth and this place.

People were still people after all, and the world was still full of suffering no matter where you were.
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The second village we visited in as many days, we could tell almost right away something was wrong. Normally, town villagers would come out and greet Friar Brown. By all accounts, he was fairly well-known in the region, and people have been consistently excited to see him, especially now in these trying times.

This village was located in a forest and its primary industry was logging. There were a few small fields of vegetables and root crops grown in the poor soil, but it was far from enough to support them.

“What is going on here?” I asked, looking around the abandoned streets.

“I do not know.” Concern filled Friar Brown’s voice. “Let’s split up to see if we can find anyone.”

I grabbed Mercy and jumped off the wagon. Friar Brown continued on the main street while I began to look through the buildings. One had a broken-down door. Cautiously entering, broken furniture and scattered belongings riddled the space. Clearly some sort of altercation had taken place.

Leaving the house, I went up to a door that was still intact, but to my surprise, it pushed open as I knocked. Much the same scene as before lay within. This house was trashed. A bad feeling about what was going on grew worse with every house investigated. It was the same scene over and over again.

In a small house nestled against a local tavern alarmed me even more. The stench of blood and rot permeated the air. Toward the back room, the rank became stronger, and there I found the body of a stout man lying in a pool of his own blood. Rolling him over to see if I could identify how he was killed, revealed a trapdoor under his body.

I carefully opened the trapdoor, not knowing what I would find. As the door creaked open, I leapt back a moment before a bolt shot out and hit the ceiling.

“I’m a friend!” I said. “I came here with Friar Brown. We’re trying to figure out what happened.”

“How do we know this,” a distraught female voice called out.

“I guess you don’t, but I can go get the friar if that would help.” When she didn’t reply, I began to worry, and just as I was about to reassure her, shuffling sounded from below.

“I guess it doesn’t matter now. You know where we are.”

A slender woman climbed out, leading a child. The young boy kept his face in the woman’s side, and her hand gripped around his shoulder, her bloodshot eyes staring straight ahead, unable to look at the body. She was likely the wife of the poor man. He’d no doubt protected his family by hiding them down there, his own body ensuring their attackers would look no further. Fortunately, he succeeded.

“My name is Ezekiel,” I said softly.

“Liz.” She gestured at the small boy. “This is my son, Simon…” Her eyes flicked to the body and grew pained. “Can we…?”

I gave a tight nod and left the room, the woman following.

“Can you tell me what happened?” I asked.

She looked suspiciously at me. “If you came with the friar, take me to him.”

Leading the way out of the house, I headed for the main square, where Friar Brown was coming out of what looked to have once been the main building of the town.

Simon let out a cry of joy and charged Friar Brown.

“Simon,” the friar said, happiness clear in his tone. “My poor boy, it will be all right.” Simon began wailing as Friar Brown pulled him into a hug.

“I found them in a cellar under the house next to the tavern.”

“Jacob… he died making sure we were hidden…” Liz said.

“He was a good man,” Brown said. “The town hall is full of bodies. What… what happened here?” He furrowed his brow. “Wait, you are no doubt hungry. Let me get you some food and drink, answers can wait.”

After pulling the wagon away from the town hall, I climbed in, now familiar with the contents of each of the crates, and produced bread, cured meat, and wine. Undoing the latches to the tailgate created a makeshift table. Simon hadn’t detached himself from Brown this whole time. The child, who I guessed to be around ten, had clearly been through more than he could handle.

“It all started about a week ago,” Liz said quietly. “For a long time, a cult has taken root in this village. We knew who some of the members were, but for the most part they seemed harmless. Then suddenly… they were acting strange, and doing things they’d never done before. They talked about having waited too long, how their god would be angry.”

Listening to her story, I realized what likely happened. The NPCs that started acting strange were no doubt part of some quest related to their cult. Problem was, players either never found the quest or hadn’t bothered to complete it. Now that all the NPCs were waking up and becoming self-aware, the members of the cult had nothing holding them back. They’d proceeded with their missions, without players triggering them.

Other survivors began to appear, no doubt believing it was safe thanks to Friar Brown’s presence. There weren’t many. Though some of the villagers had fled into the woods when the cultists started attacking, hopefully, more would return.

“When they attacked,” one man began, “it was clear they weren’t trying to kill everyone. Those sickos were taking them captive and leading them off down the road. I tried to follow… They… they took my family! But I was almost spotted, and I-I was too afraid to—I was unable to stop them…”

The anguish on the man’s face was painful to witness. I can only imagine what he was going through.
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Having ensured the survivors had enough food and supplies to begin rebuilding, Friar Brown and I left the village behind, following the direction the villagers indicated as to where the cultists were headed.

“In some ways, the chaos of the cities is better than this,” I said.

“Fortunately, this is not common,” Friar Brown said. “I don’t know why some villages are like this, unfortunate things happening out of the blue, but it is far less common than the chaos and suffering in the cities.”

It made sense that he’d seen something like this before. In the small isolated places, you would find strange things like cults, unusual monsters, and other oddities. Villages like the ones we visited were often destinations for quests, and that isolation almost ensured many would go uncompleted.

The trail led us to another village half a day away, deeper into the forest. We found it in much the same shape as the last one. There were a few survivors, and Friar Brown helped as much as he could before again following the road the cultists had taken.

With the next village too far away to reach before nightfall, we camped in the forest. The thick trees and dense underbrush were so quiet, not even the insects made noise.

“Something is very wrong in this area,” Friar Brown said.

“The creatures here are probably too afraid of drawing the attention of some monstrosity.” I was apprehensive about what we would find at the end of this questline. I didn’t think it was something I wanted to see.

Midmorning the next day, we made it to the third village. Evidently word had reached the townsfolk ahead of the cultists, and they’d formulated some form of defense. Unfortunately, there was one great flaw in their defenses. They hadn’t taken into account there might be members of the cult within their midst. There were many burning buildings and people dead in the streets—slain from wounds in the back.

There were no survivors.

These NPCs we were following weren’t warriors. They were people trying to protect their families, caught up in events that were never supposed to happen. At least not like this. It occurred to me that in a world making the transition from the inhabitants being mindless creatures controlled by what amounted to strings of code, to becoming self-aware, was no doubt resulting in catastrophes like this all across the world.

After some searching, we found tracks leading away, though they did not follow the main road. In fact, there was no main road leaving this village, just a trail leading off into the forest.

Friar Brown unhooked his large horse from the wagon, and we hid the cart under a pile of straw in one of the stables.

It wasn’t hard to see where the people had gone. All of the undergrowth was flattened by the passage of hundreds of feet headed deeper into the forest. The farther we traveled, the gloomier it became, the dark bark of the trees adding to the effect, the entire area still shrouded in that eerie silence. It reminded me of a place where you would find monsters like werewolves and other creatures of the night. The trees were large, their canopies all but blotting out the sky, and I soon found myself on edge.

Friar Brown walked with a staff that had a black metal circle with a white starburst mounted at the top, about the size of my hand. The longer I was around the man, the more I began to think he was likely more than just a simple friar.

We came across what looked to be ruins, the trail leading straight to them.

“We should find a way around,” I said. “I have no doubt there will be enemies in there. If this is our destination, we’ll need to know if the trail continues on the other side or not.”

“I would rather march in there and smite them all,” Friar Brown grumbled.

“We can do that later. For now, we need to pursue the villagers that were taken captive, and we don’t know how long they have.” I hadn’t seen the friar so worked up before. Despite the grim situation, seeing him in his righteous anger brought me a sense of satisfaction. That even someone who seemed as holy as him could still have rage.

Avoiding the ruins, we headed around the side, but our path was blocked by steep cliffs and old fortifications. They were truly ancient, and though riddled with ages of neglect, they still stood tall.

We found the same on the other side of the ruins and determined we would have to pass through them.

Approaching what had been the main gate, both of us ready for whatever we would find, I began to notice this had once been a fortification of immense strength. The broken walls were thick and made of solid stone. Intricate carvings of runes were chiseled across many of the stones, indicating this place had once been heavily enchanted.

As we entered what had once been some kind of courtyard, I heard a voice. “Who might you be?” The tone was disdainful, with a snide edge that reminded me of someone used to looking down on others.

“I am Friar Brown, and this is my friend Ezekiel.” He spoke in a deceptively calm tone. “Can you tell me where all of the villagers have gone?”

“Friar Brown!” the man sneered. “You fat old fuck, what are you doing here?”

I was taken aback. So far, every person we’d met had loved the big friar.

“Ah, Silas, that makes sense. Why have you led your flock this way? They trusted you.”

I saw the man now. He was lean, with a hawkish nose, and dressed in blood red robes. “Lead? I am not the leader. Though it makes sense a fool like you would think so.”

“Just tell us where the villagers are,” I said, irritation dripping off every word. This man was pissing me off.

“Easy, they’re farther up the mountain.” Silas shrugged. “You will join them soon enough; the boss always wants more sacrifices.”

Several other men appeared from behind the ruins around Silas. They didn’t wear any elaborate clothes, most appearing to be the villagers we’d been after. The only unifying detail, was that each of their cloaks or shirts had a red handprint on it.

“Do I have to not kill them this time?” I whispered to Friar Brown.

“No.” Friar Brown’s voice was like hardened steel. Something I didn’t think the jolly old man had in him. “Kill them all.”

With a thought, I transformed Mercy from a staff into a curved, bladed weapon, ideal for slashing. “Awfully bloodthirsty for a friar who claims to follow Olattee,” I said.

“What you don’t know about Olattee could fill every book in the world,” Friar Brown growled, the symbol at the end of his staff beginning to glow with pure white light.

His magic burned away at my spell. I rushed away from him before my true nature was exposed, and disappeared into the ruins. Several of the cultists followed me. The first wielded a woodcutter’s ax, and was clearly skilled with handling it. I blocked his first swing with the shaft of Mercy, connecting with the handle of his ax.

Pushing his weapon aside, I brought the bladed end of Mercy down in a savage arc, opening his chest from shoulder to hip. These cultists weren’t powerful, their only strength coming from their numbers.

Utilizing the chaotic terrain of the ruins, I was able to keep the cultists split up. It worked well, but there were just too many.

Magic emanated from where Friar Brown fought with Silas. Something told me that, even though I couldn’t see the fight, Silas was no match for Friar Brown. After bringing down several more of the cultists, I found myself in a larger area clear of rubble. The enemy took advantage of the change in terrain and surrounded me.

I spun Mercy, shortening the blade so only the tip was sharpened. The longershaftof the weapon would provide a greater defensive ability. Vito’s training with the blade-staff and spears had saved me more than once, and was about to prove its worth again.

I fell into a defensive posture and beckoned my assailants on. At first, they attacked in unison, but I was able to fend them off, keeping Mercy moving. One of the villagers-turned-cultist recoiled from my parry, creating an opening and I lunged. My blade-staff drove into the man’s chest as easily as punching through tissue paper.

The lunge left me exposed, and I rolled to the side, avoiding an incoming attack. A club smashed the ground where I’d been, and as I leapt to my feet, I ripped Mercy out of the cultist’s chest and slashed it around. The tip of the blade scored the club wielder’s face, and one of his eyes burst, sliced in half. The man fell back with a cry of pain, clutching at his lacerated eye.

With two of the cultists now either slain or distracted, the fight became a two versus one, and my skills with Mercy were more than enough. Dispatching the uninjured cultists was quick and deadly. The second one even tried to flee, but with a precise throw, Mercy sailed like a javelin and pinned him to a wall.

Retrieving my weapon, I approached the man whose face I’d slashed. He scrambled back, gazing up at me with one eye filled with terror. Picturing the bloodied, desolate rooms in the villages, I smiled, reshaping Mercy, and lopped his head off with one clean blow.
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Friar Brown remained where I’d left him, and though he’d hardly moved, charred corpses surrounded him. I examined the corpse that had once been Silas. I assumed, at any rate, since that was where he’d stood. Nothing remained to distinguish this blackened form from the others. Friar Brown’s spell looked to have been a beam of energy which consumed the man. I wondered how quickly the fight had been over, and was beginning to think Friar Brown might be more powerful than I thought.

“I see everything went well,” I said, approaching cautiously in case his magic still filled the area.

“Yes,” Friar Brown said with a nod. “It’s safe for you to approach. Sorry for any harm I caused… I wasn’t thinking.”

“No worries, no real harm done.”

“Do you need healing?” Friar Brown asked.

“I would greatly appreciate it.” Though I was far more skilled than the cultists, I’d still taken a few blows.

Friar Brown cast his restoration spell, and the few cracked bones I’d endured bound themselves back together.

We headed on up the mountain, following a trail leading out of the ruins. Before long, we broke through the trees into a clearing where a small ziggurat rose. Surprisingly, only a few cultists were around, but as we approached, more appeared at the top of the thick-stepped structure.

Even from where we stood, desiccated corpses littering the top of the ziggurat were visible. We didn’t even try and talk to them. I could tell Friar Brown was quite enraged.

“I’ll avoid using spells that hurt you so we can work together this time,” Friar Brown said.

I nodded, a growing suspicion that Friar Brown knew a lot more about me than he was letting on settling in my mind. But the cultists were already rushing toward us, and it wasn’t the time to ask about it.

Standing in front of Friar Brown, I reshaped Mercy into the long, curved blade like last time, extending the form to over half the staff. There were a few more cultists this time, and some wore armor, likely the guards for the villages.

“If you can handle those in armor, the unarmored ones will be easier for me,” I said.

There were probably a dozen cultists, and truth be told, only four were armored. I ignored them, trusting Friar Brown. When fighting outnumbered like we were, the best strategy is to keep moving and limit the number of people who can engage you at once.

I didn’t focus on killing. My goal was to disable. With a blade as sharp as Mercy, it was rather easy to cut off limbs. I rolled under the first wave of wild swings and lashed out, slicing through a man’s knee. He fell screaming in pain. I parried another blow that would’ve sent me sprawling, focused on the cultists bearing blunt weapons, since they were the most dangerous to me.

One of the armored cultists came toward me, but a blast of light from Friar Brown sent him stumbling. Glancing back, I saw that the other three armored cultists were pursuing Friar Brown—he was clearly seen as the greater threat. I trusted he could handle whatever the cultists threw at him, judging by the number he’d wiped out on his own.

My momentary distraction gave an opening to a cultist with a sword, and he stabbed it into me. The blade punched through my illusion and my cloak, but did little else.

I kneed the man in the groin and he doubled over in pain. Then, I brought the butt of my blade-staff into his face as I spun away. I ignored the slight pain of the sword scraping along my bones and slashed another cultist.

In my wake, I left behind cultists with missing legs or arms, each grasping at the stumps as their bodies went into shock, effectively pulling them from the fight.

By the time I incapacitated the last cultist, I’d ended up near the foot of the ziggurat, quite a ways away from Friar Brown. The field was covered in the dead and dying. I reshaped Mercy into something similar to a halberd and proceeded to finish off those still clinging to life. Friar Brown waited patiently for me to finish the grisly task, a hard look on his face. Around him lay the charred corpses of the guards. Whatever power he’d used, it was clear it was quite effective.

“You are surprisingly okay with this,” I said as I lopped the last cultist’s head off. “I get that these people are evil, but…”

“I serve a god of purity,” Friar Brown said. “Not only are these people impure, they chose to turn on their fellow man out of some misguided attempt to garner the favor of a despicable god.”

Not even knowing where to begin, I didn’t press any further on the topic.

We climbed the ziggurat, and I was once again thankful for my lack of a stomach. The top was covered in hundreds of corpses, all appearing to have been drained of blood. I saw a large bowl with a drain in the bottom that still had the red remnants of being filled. No doubt the blood of all these villagers had been funneled down into the ziggurat.

What surprised me was that a spiral staircase led into the depths. Normally, entrances to ziggurats weren’t at the top. Taking the lead, I reshaped Mercy into a broad-tipped spear to stop the charge of any unseen foes. The spiral staircase extended far deeper than expected. I was certain we were below ground level, and yet the ziggurat continued on.

Too late did it occur to me that I hadn’t acted like I couldn’t see. My undead eyes were impervious to darkness, but Friar Brown never said anything. He himself was making his way just fine, probably using a spell or some skill that allowed him to see in low light.

We moved slowly, trying not to make a sound. After fifteen minutes of constant descent, a flickering of light became visible, along with a mumble of voices. I looked back and Friar Brown nodded for me to continue.

Our greatest advantage was that we could both move in utter darkness and hadn’t given away our approach by carrying a torch. The voices grew louder.

“I swear I heard something,” a female voice said. “I think something happened above.”

“Well, I’m not going to check,” a male voice said. “Our orders are to protect this entrance.”

“Isn’t part of protecting it checking on what’s going on above?” the female asked.

“If something was wrong, someone would’ve come down,” the male confidently said.

We’d approach as close as we could without turning the final corner. The stairs leveled out here, and I braced myself, raising my spear, and rushed around the corner.

“Consider this your message,” I said.

I caught them both by surprise, driving the thick spear tip of Mercy straight into the man’s chest before either could react. He gasped, and the woman began to cry out in alarm. There was a crunch—Friar Brown had slammed the ornate symbol of his staff into her head. The symbol came away covered in blood, undamaged.

I ripped my blade free and stabbed the man again, ensuring his quick death. Stepping over to the woman, I made sure she was well on her way to the undertaker. With the standing guards dead, we faced the door they’d been protecting. It was a heavy metal door, covered in some form of runes. This was a magic language, though not one I was familiar with. If it had been death magic based, I could have read it, but I wouldn’t have been able to explain how I knew how to read death runes. That would no doubt raise a lot of questions.

Friar Brown stepped forward and examined the door. “This is a blood runic. It’s a locking spell that can only be opened by a blood sacrifice.”

I glanced at the two bodies.

“Don’t worry, they will be fine,” Friar Brown said, placing his hand on the door and closing his eyes. A glow of magic started to channel from him into the door, and a moment later, the door fell to dust.

I looked between the pile of dust and Friar Brown. “What was that? You can just… disintegrate doors?”

“Not quite. I just purged the magic out. It was an old door, so that process caused it to fall apart.”

There was a short passage behind the door that ended in a shimmering barrier. We’d found a dungeon entrance. I let out a long sigh. Dungeons could really suck, though they were a good source of experience. I wished I’d tucked my phylactery away from the friar’s cart before we headed up the mountain. If I died here, I don’t think he would take me coming back in his cart very well.

“Ah, a dungeon,” Friar Brown nodded. “That makes sense.”

There were different kinds of dungeons in World of Magic, and they were an integrated part of the world. Dungeons that respawned creatures were very uncommon. Normally, there was only one per area the size of the kingdom, while dungeons like this were more common.

I stepped forward and put my hand on the barrier, a prompt appeared.

Dungeon of the Blood Smith

Do you wish to enter?

Y/N

“Onward?” I glanced back at Friar Brown who nodded. I selected ‘yes’ and we stepped through the glimmering dungeon entrance.

Coming through the other side, I took in my surroundings. I’d expected dilapidated ruins, but what greeted me instead was a well-lit corridor made of hewn stone. The lighting was eerie, casting the space in a red glow emitted from crystals mounted into the wall.

“This place should not exist,” Friar Brown said somberly. “When Olattee came to this area, we purged the kingdom that had been here before us. Evidently, we missed some of the followers of the old god. They must’ve been maintaining this temple all these centuries.”

“Who was this old god?” The structure was quite impressive. Every so often, there was an arch of stone breaking up the hallway.

“His name has been lost to time, but he was a blood god, obviously,” Friar Brown explained. “The kingdom that followed him was known as Slatar, comprised of primarily humans and dwarves. It was a very wicked kingdom. They would raid nearby lands and bring back hordes of slaves to be sacrificed on their great ziggurats. From those great rituals they would form weapons of incredible power they would then use to expand their power.”

“How did this kingdom come to take over such a place?” I asked.

“We came in from the Crystal Gulf,” Friar Brown said, almost as if he’d been there. “Our navy crushed theirs and we landed. The attack was coordinated by all of the kingdom’s surrounding this one—they’d long been a plague and had run out of allies. The followers of Olattee were a member of a theocracy across the ocean. The theocracy was not ruled by a single god though, it was a Pantheon. There was a falling out between Olattee and the rest of the Pantheon, and we were politely asked to leave.”

“So, you came here and picked a fight with another god?” I asked in surprise.

Friar Brown chuckled. “Essentially, we were told we could have this land if we helped to drive out Slatar. Olattee was a powerful faction in the old theocracy, our high priests and other clergy were more than a match for the blood kingdom. Not that it was an easy fight, we lost a lot of people, but in the end, we won.”
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“You think what appeared to be a small ziggurat is actually one of the large ones that was buried?” I asked Friar Brown as we continued into the dungeon.

“I hope not. However, my gut tells me it’s likely.” Friar Brown peered into an empty alcove.

“How bad is it if that’s what it is?”

“Really bad,” Friar Brown answered. “The great ziggurats were focus points of immense power. They would slowly gather power from everything that bled around them, even passively. This led to a culture of bloodletting, and even sitting out in the wilderness like this, the ziggurat would’ve gathered quite a bit of power over the time that has passed. Even amateur cultists and smiths could very easily turn that power into weapons and artifacts of immense destruction. Likely, human sacrifices they performed at the top for the ritual were needed to activate the dormant power of the ziggurat.”

I swallowed hard. “Just how powerful are these artifacts and weapons?”

“Powerful enough that when Slatar fell, the few remaining artifacts and weapons were either locked away by the church or stolen by rival empires. You said you came from the kingdom to the south.” He eyed my staff. “Their weapons have been lost to time, though they were similar to what you have—the blades could be reshaped. Yours is likely a replica based off of that. If you had the actual weapon, it would be immensely more powerful.”

“If only.” I let out a chuckle.

“Don’t wish that,” Friar Brown scolded. “If you wielded such a weapon, I would have no choice but to take it from you whether you wanted me to or not.”

“Noted,” I said, hoping my nervousness didn’t show. I’d found Mercy at the end of a very long quest that dealt with the past of that kingdom. There was a very real chance my blade-staff was the weapon he spoke of, though I was certain it had gone through too many changes since its creation to be recongnized.

“The funny story about that weapon, in particular,” Friar Brown continued, not seeming to have picked up on anything, “is that it was one of the few weapons not looted when the kingdom fell. It had been given as a gift to the last ally of Slatar a long time ago, long before we invaded. When Slatar and the kingdom to the south were embroiled in a nasty Civil War, it was what gave us the opportunity to strike. By the time the dust settled and Slatar was destroyed, there was nothing left for the kingdom to the south to ally with.”

His explanation soothed my consciousness a little. A kingdom evil enough to ally with a civilization that thrived off of the sacrifice of innocence and bloodletting couldn’t have been that good of a kingdom.

The complex we were exploring was beautiful and horrifying in its own right. Many of the alcoves were full of statues depicting either horrific scenes or noble-looking figures. The dungeon was oddly empty otherwise, but that was only because we were still in the beginning of it.

Turning a corner, we came across our first foes. They looked and moved like zombies, but were different.

“These are animated husks,” Friar Brown whispered as we got our first look at the shambling figures. “They are often powered by the power of the ziggurat themselves and rise from sacrifices made on the altars.”

Though I couldn’t tell their levels, I knew we could handle them, and the hallways were wide enough for me to effectively use Mercy. I once again shaped the blade into a long, curved weapon. Taking the lead, I charged the small group of animated husks.

Slashing, I was surprised by how much resistance their bodies provided against my sharp blade.

Leaving a deep gash in the torso of one of the husks, I dodged to the side to avoid reaching hands, and slashed out at another husk’s knees. Again, my blade was stopped, and while it cut deep, it failed to sever the joint. I ripped Mercy free, but not before a fist slammed into my back and sent me tumbling away.

The blow was powerful, cracking some of my ribs. “These things are tough,” I said, my lack of lungs ensuring I didn’t have to catch my breath, otherwise, such a blow would’ve no doubt knocked it out of me.

“Slashing weapons don’t work well against them,.” Friar Brown smashed one aside with his staff with incredible strength. “Think of them more like fighting small trees or skeletons.”

“That would’ve been useful a few moments ago,” I grumbled. Reshaping Mercy took a moment to turn it into something more useful—a weapon similar to a halberd.

“It builds character,” Friar Brown chuckled.

As Mercy reformed, a holy light came from Friar Brown and suffused the blade. I winced away from it out of instinct.

“Don’t worry, it won’t affect you,” Friar Brown assured me.

His words caught me by surprise, and I looked at him in confusion. But the moment passed as my attention was drawn back to the animated husks closing in on us.

Stepping in front of Friar Brown to give him time to cast, I attacked our aggressors. The halberd wasn’t a weapon for close combat, but the shaft did provide me with a lot of defensive options, and the reach allowed me to land powerful blows.

When we’d initially attacked the animated husks, only a few had been engaged, but the noise had drawn the attention of the rest, and now a half dozen were barreling toward us. A pulse from Friar Brown sent the front-most staggering back, and I used the opportunity to cleave open one of their chests. My blade wasn’t as sharp in this configuration, but the magic Friar Brown had suffused into it ate into the animated husk.

The powerful holy magic rapidly expanded the massive wound in the husk’s chest. I made a quick note to keep the blade very far away from me.

My next attack brought down another husk, but four more closed in, forcing me to fall into a defensive position to keep them from swarming Friar Brown and me. Occasionally I was still able to strike out, cleaving off limbs, but none were lethal blows. When I felt I was about to be overwhelmed, a storm of small projectiles exploded out from Friar Brown and ripped through the remaining husks.

The last husk fell and magic from Friar Brown’s restoration spell filled me. My fractured bones repaired themselves, and the dull pain they emitted faded.

We continued on until we came to a courtyard with a fountain glowing with red liquid. “Is that blood?”

“Probably not,” Friar Brown said. “The cult is just very obsessed with red colors. It’s likely water infused with blood magic. They would never waste actual blood in such a way.”

“Seems a little vain to me.” I shook my head. “Why waste the magic and resources on something that very few people ever see.”

Then something changed. We’d been crossing the courtyard towards the pool when the fountain quit running and the liquid seemed to search.

Friar Brown groaned. “Slime.”

The water congealed into a semitransparent red blob taller than I was. I too, sighed. Slimes were the worst.
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“Why won’t this thing just fucking die!” I said half an hour later. The slime refused to give up. Even with enchantments from Friar Brown enhancing Mercy, and the constant bombardment of spells from the friar, the stupid slime wouldn’t die.

Every time it seemed like we’d finally killed it, the irritating creature would surge back together, renew its attack. Twice I had been sucked into it, only to have Friar Brown pull me out, each time finding myself covered in disgusting, oozing red slime.

In my frustration, I did something maybe I shouldn’t have. I’d grown enough levels at this point that I had a little extra death magic. So, when Friar Brown’s spell ran out on Mercy, and before he recast it, I channeled a small amount of death magic into my blade just as I plunged it deep into the slime. My hope was that the death magic might counter some of its regeneration. To my alarm, it left behind a dark stain in the center of the slime.

Ripping Mercy out in a savage arc, I hoped Friar Brown wouldn’t notice. He didn’t say anything as he re-enchanted my weapon and the fight continued. Fortunately, it seemed my guess had been right, the slime shuddered as the death magic ate away at it. Though blood magic had its similarities to death magic, everything was still weak to death.

The rot at the center of the slime finally gave us the edge we needed. After several more minutes of slashing, stabbing, and blasting, the slime collapsed into a wave of disgusting red goop that swept out and over our feet.

“Why was that thing so hard to kill?” I grumbled. “Slimes can be tricky, but that was ridiculous.”

“Blood elemental slimes tend to be that way,” Friar Brown explained. “They are made with the left-over blood of the sacrifices after it has been used in a ritual. The blood magic gives them incredible vitality.”

“Is there a hard counter to them?” I asked, before realizing terminology like that might be strange to Friar Brown.

“Not that I am aware of. Blood magic is powerful in that sense. While living things are always weak to death, blood slimes have a higher level of resistance to death magic than most creatures.”

Notably, he made no comment about my use of death magic, I just assumed he hadn’t noticed.

The fountain courtyard became eerily quiet now that the slime was dead. There was only one exit, leading in the direction we’d been heading. Around the edges of the courtyard were mosaics depicting horrific scenes. Often with a heroic-looking figure wielding a remarkable looking weapon as they mowed down hundreds of people.

We encountered a couple more slimes and dozens of husks as we continued deeper into the dungeon. We didn’t encounter any living cultists until we reached the first dungeon boss. The room he was in was as wide as the slime’s courtyard and quite long. Spaced evenly down the length of the room, about ten meters apart, were beautifully carved pillars of stone reaching up to the ceiling high above us. It was quite the elaborate room.

A cultist sneered when we entered. “Friar Brown, I see you are here causing problems again.”

The man sat on a chair at the far end of the elongated room. He looked fragile; his cultist robes draped over his frame like he wasn’t much more than a skeleton. The actual boss was the monstrous form sitting next to him. It may have once been a bear, but now it reminded me of something between that and the rat-ogres I’d fought before.

“Ah, Nicholas, you make sense,” Friar Brown said, completely unphased by the hulking creature unfolding itself next to the cultist. “You always had such a twisted sense of right and wrong, which I suppose answers quite a lot. I should have listened to the citizens of your village… Now, before we begin with the unpleasantness, who is in charge of this place?”
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Nicholas let out a cruel laugh. “You will meet him eventually. Well, at least parts of you will!”

I groaned and looked at Friar Brown. “Are all cultists so melodramatic?”

“Apparently,” he grumbled.

The hulking boss beside Nicholas stood, its muscular frame covered in dark red skin that seemed to be stretched too tight. It had a snarling face, with long, vicious black teeth and tusks made out of black bone. Probably best to avoid those if at all possible.

Nicholas climbed into a saddle onto its back, pulling out a halberd from the other side of his mount. Not saying another word, he charged down the hall straight for us.

Friar Brown dashed to the side and took cover in the pillars. There was no way I could face the charge head on, the hulking creature was bigger than a bull and moving surprisingly fast for its bulk.

Reshaping Mercy into a long, curved blade, I sidestepped Nicholas’s charge, his halberd crashing down too close to dodge. At the last moment, I deflected part of the blow with the shaft of Mercy, but the heavy blade still slammed into my leg. The bone cracked, proving I couldn’t take another blow like that. The only thing that kept me going was the resistance my skeletal body had to bladed weapons.

As Nicholas rushed past me, I slashed at the hindquarters of his mount, scoring a deep cut. The wound didn’t even appear to slow the powerful creature. But thankfully the warmth of Friar Brown’s magic suffused to my weapon.

I lowered into a defensive position as Nicholas rounded the corner and came charging back. When I dashed to the side again, the creature snagged me with one of its tusks. The sharp bone punched through my robes, and while it tore free, the tug was enough to throw me off-balance. This wasn’t just a mindless beast then—it had anticipated my move.

Within those precious seconds, Nicholas also landed a blow, flaring pain across my shoulder. Before I could recover, he sped past me out of range. I was pretty sure his attack to my shoulder had nearly broken the bone. Again, I was saved by my resistance to bladed weapons. Except Nichola’s blows were heavy, and I got the sense he was a much higher level than I was.

The third charge was when things started to change. Friar Brown was busy preparing a spell—Nicholas having clearly forgotten about him. Right as Nicholas was about to reach me, a bolt of light slammed into the monstrous mount.

The monster staggered, jostling Nicholas and giving me the opening I needed. Stepping to the side, I plunged Mercy deep into the side of the mount. Its own momentum and my staff’s incredibly sharp blade resulted in a deep gash running along the left side of the beast, from its chest clear out past its hip.

The creature let out a cry of pain, and when it turned, it moved much more slowly. This angered Nicholas. He yelled and beat the beast with the shaft of his weapon to urge it into another charge.

Friar Brown and I repeated the attack, though the beast was a bit more aware of the tactic, again showing it was much smarter than it seemed. As Mercy opened up its right side, it struck out with its right rear leg, hitting me in the chest and sending me sprawling backward before I could maim its rear leg.

Nicholas wasn’t nearly as adaptive as the beast he rode, unable to strike with his halberd after being staggered by Friar Brown’s attack. However, he did seem to realize the damage his mount had taken and did not charge again so recklessly. Instead, red magic flared from his halberd; a gem set in the head of the weapon glowing brightly.

Magic flowed from the weapon into Nicholas and his mount, healing some of the wounds we’d inflicted. And because his mount was not like a horse—it had forearms that could be used to strike out against foes—he changed his strategy.

This wasn’t a fight I could easily handle. I tried to fall back, but the mount was faster. They caught me before I could get fully behind a pillar, pressing me hard.

Mercy really showed its value in situations like this. As a rule, a quarter staff was a powerful defensive weapon that lacked offensive capabilities. Mercy’s ability to be reshaped to fit the situation alleviated much of that weakness. As I had fallen back, I’d shortened the blade and lengthened the staff. This gave me more flexibility to defend myself. Deflecting blows from Nicholas above on his mount and strikes from the powerful limbs of the mount below tested my abilities.

Nicholas’s attacks weren’t nearly as powerful as his mount’s, but they were still more than I could block directly. I was forced to redirect blows before they could land. I was only partially successful. His mount’s attacks were all but unstoppable. My only hope was to dodge, which often left me in vulnerable positions for attacks from Nicholas.

I took several glancing blows, and even without a health bar, I knew I was in trouble. This dungeon was meant for people much stronger than I was.

When a beam blasted out from the other side of the room and slammed into the rear of Nicholas and his mount, the fight changed momentum. Friar Brown had worked his way around and built quite the powerful spell.

They both staggered under the attack, giving me an opening. Mercy had a short, fat blade meant for hacking. I spun from a kneeling position, extending Mercy and slamming it into the mount’s left knee. The attack was powerful, but not powerful enough to cut through. Instead, my blade became wedged halfway through the joint, and as the pair surged away, trying to escape the beam, Mercy was yanked out of my hand.

I knew better than to keep hold of it. Chances were that I’d just get pulled along with the weapon. Nicholas retreated to the far end of the room and Friar Brown rushed over to me. Magic surrounded him and he cast his restoration spell on me, my fractured and broken bones knitting back together. I gave him a thankful nod.

Nicholas’s mount grabbed my blade and ripped it out of its leg. This, as it turns out, was a mistake. While the blade had been stuck in the joint and was no doubt painful, it also served to hold the joint together.

As the mount took its first tentative step on its injured knee, it buckled, the supporting tendons and cartilage unable to withstand the weight. There was a crack as the leg gave way, and the mount attempted to catch itself. Due to the previous extensive damage to its back left leg, it staggered and collapsed to the side, sending Nicholas tumbling.

Friar Brown and I both charged—our opportunity to finish this couldn’t have been better. I led the way and scooped up Mercy as I rushed past it. Nicholas waved his halberd, red light beginning to glow.

Friar Brown muttered, “Oh no you don’t.”

He cast the spell far quicker than I realized he could, and a bolt of gray light slammed into Nicholas, sending him tumbling and his halberd flying out of his hand. I reformed Mercy from the thick blade and to a slender, almost needlelike blade. As I approached the lame mount, I leapt into the air, its hate-filled eyes following me as it tried to block with its one remaining front arm.

Trusting in Mercy, I didn’t even try to avoid its arm and plunged the tip through the forearm. With my weight behind it, the tip burst through and drove straight into the wounded beast. Thankfully, I’d caught the forearm in a position where it didn’t have much strength. I released Mercy, leaving it impaled where the tip dug deep, nearly out the back of the beast. It didn’t have the leverage to pull the weapon straight out, and whenever it moved its arm, the tip slashed back and forth inside its body.

Even though I was now weaponless, Nicholas ignored me. He dropped his halberd, backpedaling away from the friar.

“P-please,” Nicholas babbled as Friar Brown closed in on him. “I didn’t mean it.”

I went for the cultist’s halberd and moved to the side of the maimed and disabled beast. Just then, Nicholas began to scream. Using the halberd like an ax, I lopped the head off the mount with several heavy blows, and by the time I was done, all that was left of Nicholas was a pile of ash.

The hulking mount’s headless form spewed blood, and a large pool quickly formed under it. I pulled Mercy out of the beast, then gestured to the halberd. “You want that?” I asked Friar Brown. “I really have no need for it.”

“We can retrieve it on our way out. I shall take it to the temple to have it destroyed.”

Behind the seat Nicholas had been sitting on was a door that led to a spiraling staircase of large, stone slabs jutting out of the wall. This was the first staircase we’d come across since entering the dungeon itself. Before this, we’d been walking down what felt like a large spiral path, with a constant downward angle through every room and hall.

Peering down the center of this spiral staircase, I could see a bright red glow, brighter than the room we fought Nicholas in, emanating from the bottom.

“This feels like we’re descending into hell,” I said.

“Considering what will find down there, in a way, we are,” Friar Brown said.
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When we reached the bottom of the stairs, not only was the light more oppressive, there was a smell. A pungent stench of blood filled the entire zone. There was also a barely audible rhythmic clanging in the distance. We were still observing our new surroundings when the first attack came.

Four cultists, wearing robes of black and red, and wielding blades made of red metal, surprised us.

They were faster than me, and I found myself being pressed back by two of the cultists while the other two pressed Friar Brown. I needed to somehow protect the friar to give him time to cast, but my opponents were almost more than I could handle. I kept Mercy moving, constantly blocking attacks and slashing in retaliation.

Occasionally I would score a cut, but the robes were somewhat resistant to being cut and often turned aside Mercy’s sharp blade. On the other hand, I couldn’t block every attack, and my robes were soon torn to shreds.

“Why don’t you bleed?” one of the cultists hissed as his blade withdrew from my rib cage. I was pretty certain he just barely missed the powerful death core at my center.

“Why don’t you have a conscience?” I demanded. “What type of deranged lunatic worships a blood god?”

The man snarled and continued to attack. I was driven away from Friar Brown, and found the wall at my back. A glance in the friar’s direction filled me with surprise—one of the cultists lay on the ground, and the friar’s staff had a smear of blood on it. The second cultist was trying to get to him, but a barrier of gray energy repelled his every attempt.

My momentary distraction enabled the cultists I was fighting to strike undeterred. If I had been a living being, this would’ve killed me, but fortunately I was not. Their particular swords were closer to rapiers, and the light blades lacked the striking power to cause true damage against my skeletal form.

Still, as they drove their blades through my rib cage, and I hissed in pain as the sharp edges cut into my ribs, it was made painfully apparent that I wasn’t immortal. If they managed to destroy the core at my center, I would die and come back in my phylactery stashed in Friar Brown’s cart. That would complicate things. Fortunately, they missed.

They were surprised when I didn’t die and brought Mercy down on them. Their arms were too close for me to target, so I went for their legs in a sweeping blow. Mercy bit into the leg of the cultist on my right. I didn’t have the leverage to cut all the way through, but the blade sliced through flesh and bit into the bone.

The cultist screamed in pain as he yanked his blade free and fell back, limping. The other cultist reacted quickly and withdrew his blade, putting distance between us.

“You call us monsters. What must you be to survive that, undead?” the cultist who had spoken before sneered.

“I guess you’ll never know,” I said.

I pressed the wounded cultist the hardest, only defending against the other one. I had to take advantage of his wound before he recovered. Taking a risk, I exposed my back to the unwounded cultist and plunged Mercy into the chest of the wounded one. The sharp blade punched through his robe and out his back. The man gasped and slumped. I let him slide off the blade even as I felt a stabbing pain in my back as the second cultist slashed me.

To my horror, he managed to cut through one of my ribs, and the black bone clattered to the ground, no longer affected by my illusion.

The cultists leapt back. “You’re a skeleton!”

I whirled and capitalized on his shock. I let the illusion fade around my head and sneered at him.

“I am no mere skeleton. I’m a Lich.” I hissed the last part, enjoying the horror spreading across his face. I struck quickly and removed his head from his shoulders before he could recover.

I reestablished my illusion and turned to help Friar Brown, but the cultists he’d been fighting were already dead. He was giving me an appraising look, and I wondered how long he’d been watching.

“These are a lot tougher, aren’t they?” he asked.

I tried not to let my relief show when that was all he asked. “They sure are. I’m stealing one of these robes, they seem to offer some pretty good resistance to slashing.”

“Good call. Your travel robes don’t seem to be in great shape anymore.” Friar Brown chuckled.

I retrieved a robe, and as I did, a restoration spell from Friar Brown repaired the small amounts of damage I’d taken, even my broken rib was restored. We piled the weapons near the stairs, promising ourselves to retrieve them on our way back.

“Is there something special about these?” I asked.

“They are lesser blood weapons,” Friar Brown explained. “The one Nicholas wielded was a step above these.”

“How many grades of blood weapons are there?” I’d assumed there were only the ones he’d spoken of.

“There are four grades,” Friar Brown began to explain as we headed down the corridor leading out of the room. “The lesser ones, like these fools wielded, are the most common. Many of the lieutenants and low-ranked officers within the armies we fought wielded them. The next grade is common, what Nicholas had. Only captains and above ever wielded them in the military, and they often can have abilities like you saw Nicholas use.

“Superior is the third grade, and is significantly more powerful. Such strength was normally only used by their special operations forces. The weapons could be designed for specific purposes and had very powerful abilities. There are technically many more steps between the superior grade and the next, but that is a subjective argument, so we just called everything more powerful than a third grade, fourth grade. And while generals wielded fourth grade weapons, the difference between one in the hands of a general and that of a monarch, was vast.”

“What was the fourth grade called?” I asked.

“True blood. The weapons themselves could affect the users and change them due to the presence of powerful soul magic in the weapon. This is more common with less powerful fourth grade weapons because of the unrefined nature of the magic contained within them. Some say there should be a separate tier for the weapons wielded by monarchs, a fifth grade, as those weapons could devastate entire battlefields under such potential.”

“Here’s to hoping we don’t ever come across a true blood weapon,” I said.

The corridor was flat, a nice change from the constant slopes above. The red light filled the space with haunting shadows cast by the grotesque statues lining the way.

“If we come across a true blood weapon, we will be in trouble,” Friar Brown agreed. “Even a superior blood weapon will be difficult to deal with.”

As we moved, the distant pounding tone became louder. “That sound is making me uneasy.”

“With good reason,” Friar Brown agreed. “With the sacrifices, they likely have the power to create a true blood weapon, assuming the smith knows how.”

His words gave us urgency to move faster.

We came to a room with two exits, and were met by four more cultists. I tried to place myself between Friar Brown and the cultists.

“Any thoughts about how we can improve this time?” I asked.

“I have a spell that can help. Just buy me enough time for me to cast it.”

“Will do.” Three of the cultists wielded the rapier-like weapons, while the fourth, much to my chagrin, held a mace. Though, if I didn’t miss my guess, they were all still first-grade weapons.

The mace was the greatest threat, so I focused on him. The robes I’d stolen made their slashing weapons all but useless against me. They still stung when they landed a solid blow, but I was able to pay them less attention. The mace on the other hand was about the perfect weapon for fighting a skeleton.

He was a skilled fighter, and often danced outside the reach of my blade. Occasionally, one of the cultists would try and slip past me, but I always managed to trip them up and draw their attention back to me.

Friar Brown was chanting something behind me, and it didn’t take long for him to finish the spell. Though in that time, the mace wielder managed to land a solid blow, staggering me back. Gray light filled me and my body grew in strength. Friar Brown had cast an enhancement spell, and by the feel of it, a very powerful one. I was impressed he knew such a powerful spell, though I was beginning to accept there were things about the friar that just didn’t add up.

One of the disadvantages of enhancement spells was their increased ability beyond theirnatural capacity. For many, this meant they suddenly had strength they did not before, and unfortunately didn’t know how to use to its full potential. I did not struggle with that. My previous experience with far more powerful bodies helped me to maximize the effect of his spell.

I caught myself and rushed the mace-wielding cultist, reshaping Mercy into a long straight blade. This was ideal for stabbing, and I quickly perforated his chest, then ripped through his side, opening a gaping, bloody wound. The fabric of his robe resisted being cut enough that I still had to pull Mercy back before moving on.

Leaving the mortally wounded cultist to die, I pounced on the others. They hadn’t been idle as I filled their friend full of holes, but my enhanced speed enabled me to deflect many of their blows. That, combined with my skeletal form and cloak, meant I took on very little damage.

Two of the cultists attacked me, while the third moved in on Friar Brown.

They realized too late how ineffective their rapiers were. I let attacks land that I otherwise should’ve blocked, giving myself openings. I was able to disembowel one, before running my blade through the neck of the other. Slashing my blade to the side, I all but decapitated him. Then I mercifully killed the man whose intestines had spilled onto the floor.

Friar Brown had promptly smashed in the skull of the cultist who attacked him. His spell faded away, and a few seconds later the world returned to normal. I hadn’t even realized just how smooth the transition had been. Most of the time, enhancement spells generated a moment of disorientation as your perception and body sped up. Friar Brown’s hadn’t been that way.

“That’s quite the spell,” I said. “Any reason we haven’t used it before?”

Friar Brown took on a sheepish look. “Any chance you would believe me if I said I forgot about it?”

I snorted. “Not really.” Something about the friar was increasingly out of place, but this wasn’t the time to ask him. His knowledge about what happened in the past seemed too accurate for it to be of something he merely read.

Once again, we gathered up their weapons before deciding in which direction to head. Listening for the sound of pounding, we picked the tunnel to the right and continued deeper.

We came across a couple more groups of cultists, the fights going much the same way. The hardest resistance was when the cultists wielded maces. Theirpunishingblows had driven me to my knees before Friar Brown completed his spell. I’d taken extensive damage and wasn’t able to move to my full potential. Fortunately, Friar Brown had been able to cast a restoration spell in the middle of the fight, bringing me back to full strength.

The final room had an elaborate door at its back, and the pounding had grown into a clang of metal filling the entire circular area. Runes were carved into the floor, and statues of horrific scenes were spaced around it. Three cultists, two men and a woman, stood in the middle, each wielding powerful second grade weapons with a glowing gem mounted into them. The men wielded heavy axes, while the woman in the middle held a long sword.

“Friar Brown, too good of you to join us,” the woman purred.

“Why, Julia?” Friar Brown pleaded. “You had a good life. You had children who loved you and a husband who was well-respected—and you gave it up for this.” He gestured around.

Julia smirked. “Who do you think is the smith? Soon, he will forge a weapon that will allow us to retake our place as the rightful rulers of this land. As for my children, they are the key ingredient in building the weapon of our salvation.”

It took a second for her words to sink in. “You… sacrificed your own children?”

“Of course I did.” Julia let out a cruel laugh. “Why else would I have gone through eighteen months of torture for those brats?”

I just stood in shock. Even though this had once been a game, this was a seriously fucked up storyline.

Friar Brown let out a long sigh, magic building around him. “I will make sure their souls are at rest.” He completed his spell far quicker than he had before, and my body began to speed up.

I rushed at the cultists as Friar Brown began to build another spell. I let the rage consume me. What this woman had done was beyond monstrous—it was nothing but pure evil. Mercy landed a deep cut into the shoulder of one of the ax-wielding cultists, eliciting a groan of pain.

Using Mercy’s shaft, I redirected a blow from the second ax-wielding cultist, just as Julia made a beeline for Friar Brown. I jumped back and fell into a defensive position. I guessed my strength and speed were about equivalent to their own thanks to Friar Brown’s spell. The biggest difference came down to their numbers versus my training.

One of the axes glowed, and I interposed Mercy between me and the incoming attack. My teeth chattered against the weight of the heavy blade. When the shaft of my blade-staff held, his surprised reaction gave me an opening to drive my blade through his stomach.

The man growled as I yanked Mercy free, twisting it. The robes they wore were different from the ones the other cultists’ wore. Not only did they seem harder to puncture, but the wound left behind only bled for a second before the robe bound it on its own.

I danced between the two fighters, landing blows where I could, but each time I wounded them, the robe would do its best to repair the damage. As the fight continued, I risked a glance to Friar Brown. Julia’s long sword was crossed against his staff, a glowing red light surrounding her as a pure white light came from Friar Brown.

The robes around the cultists grew tighter—there was a limit to how much they could heal. Question was, would they reach that limit before my spell ran out? I had to act quickly. The enhancement spell, while powerful, did not last for long, and Friar Brown was clearly too occupied to help me.

Diving between two blows, I let one land on my side, cracking my rib cage. Thanks to that painful sacrifice, I was able to drive Mercy straight through the heart of the cultist who landed the blow. He gasped and clutched at the shaft of my weapon. I spun away, leaving him impaled and slumping to the ground.

I was now weaponless and fell back before the remaining cultist. I tried to circle back to Mercy, but it was clear he knew what I was trying to do. I glanced at Friar Brown—Julia was on a knee before him pushing back against a pillar of white magic.

He was still too focused on his own fight to help me. I reached out toward Mercy and was surprised when I felt it. I’d done this out of instinct, seeking an ability I once had. With a yank, I brought Mercy flying into my hand and relished in the cultist’s disbelief at the sudden reappearance of my weapon.

As Mercy returned to me, the enhancement spell faded. Fighting these cultists on my own would’ve been hard, and even though I was now much weaker, I was still a match for the cultist thanks to my skill with the blade-staff. I stabbed, cut, and deflected his heavy blows.

He tried to use his special attack several times, but each one I stopped cold with Mercy. After a thousand cuts, he finally died. Looking back at Friar Brown, he was now watching me. Julia was no more. I didn’t even see remnants of her.

Friar Brown and I needed to have a long talk when wer were done here.
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I pushed the heavy doors open into a room of sweltering heat, their groaning hinges stilling the clanking. In the center sat an anvil, and on tall spikes to either side of it were the impaled bodies of two children. They hung limply, the spikes jutting out of the top of their heads. The smith was nowhere in sight, the weapon he’d been working on left abandoned. It was a wicked ax blade with a handle made of bone.

The horrific scene made me pause. I’d seen and done terrible things, but nothing came close to this twisted kind of evil, to sacrifice one’s own kids was a different level altogether.

Drawing my attention away from the anvil, I examined the rest of the room. The ceiling had rows of meat hooks hanging from it. At the far end was a massive furnace whose mouth looked like that of a gaping skull, full of crimson flames. All around the walls were tools that could have belonged in a torturer’s basement.

Embedded into the floor in small rivulets were troughs full of steaming blood. They spread out from the anvil forming some runic design. There was a clanking sound, drawing my attention to an armored figure coming out from behind the furnace.

“You monster,” I snarled.

His armor was bloodred, and he wielded a black hammer carved with runes and a massive ruby mounted in the middle.

“Friar Brown,” the smith said.

I wasn’t about to listen to a melodramatic speech from this monster. I rushed him.

Reshaping Mercy into a needle-sharp blade, I attacked with reckless abandon. It was almost my doom. He reached the anvil before I did, and brushing aside the unfinished ax, he slammed his war hammer onto the black anvil. A kinetic wave exploded outward and threw me back across the room. I crashed into the far wall with immense force, my bones cracking.

“As I was saying,” the smith continued. “I shall enjoy killing you, Friar Brown, and your little undead pet.”

His words stunned me. I lay against the wall baffled both by the impact and by what he said. I looked to Friar Brown.

“He may be undead,” Friar Brown said, “but he is not evil. David, he is an evil creature choosing to be good, while you are a good creature choosing to be evil. Which is worse?”

I got to my feet, no longer able to keep my expression neutral. “How long have you known?”

“Since we very first met.” Friar Brown chuckled. “Later, we shall discuss this at length. For now, we have work to do.”

I gave him a weak smile that turned hungry as something occurred to me, my gaze falling on David. “I guess I don’t need this then.” I let the illusion fall away as I discarded my robe, it would only slow me down, transforming from an average-looking human into a black skeleton.

“Who would have ever thought a priest of purity would work with such a monster,” David sneered.

“I may be a monster,” I sneered right back, “and I may have done terrible things, but I’ve never done something so heinous as this.” I gestured to the unfortunate fate of his children. “If there is a hell, you don’t deserve to go there. You deserve someplace far worse.”

Friar Brown cast his enhancement spell and my body sped up, strengthening. David drew back his hammer in a wide arc aimed at the anvil. Before he could strike, I released a bolt of death magic straight into his chest, which exploded, knocking him back. Though his armor negated most of the damage, when he looked at me, I saw anger.

“You aren’t just a skeleton.”

“Not even close,” I chuckled.

I hurled Mercy at him, but the needle-sharp blade failed to find purchase and bounced off to the side. Reaching out, I summoned my weapon back to me as I dodged around a mighty swing of the war hammer. That hammer had a decent chance of killing me if he managed to land a solid blow. Still, I needed to buy Friar Brown time. There was no way I could beat this man, but keeping him occupied was absolutely doable.

“Careful with that weapon,” David taunted. “One of my special abilities with this hammer is destruction of weapons. That seems like a real nice one. Would be such a shame if something happened to it. All it would take is one good blow.”

He was clearly trying to make me hesitate in order to protect Mercy. But what he didn’t know is just how much faith I had in the weapon. I doubted his hammer could actually harm it. Mercy was easily in the mythical weapons category, likely where the fourth grade, true blood weapons were ranked.

Friar Brown began to audibly build his spell as I circled David. When his attention shifted toward the friar, I struck like a coiled viper. Extending myself, I drove Mercy into the shoulder joint of his bloodred plate armor.

David’s attention snapped back to me as he hissed in pain, leaping back from the blow. Mercy’s tip came out covered in bright red blood, except the wound did not bleed. I was certain his armor held a similar property of healing as those cultist’s robes.

He reeled back and, slamming his hammer into the ground, unleashed a shockwave. The red wave of kinetic energy picked me up and tossed me back. Thankfully it wasn’t nearly as powerful as when he’d hit the anvil.

Managing to tumble and roll up onto my feet, I had just enough time to catch David charging me. I dodged aside as his powerful swing created a crater in the ground where I’d been standing. At that moment, I realized he was likely over level 100, and there was little I could actually do to him. I wasn’t even to level 20 yet! That thought also made me wonder just how powerful Friar Brown actually was. With the ease he’d displayed in taking out these overpowered foes, it was clear he was more than I thought at first.

He’d clearly been deceiving me, for what reason I did not know. If he was so powerful and knew I was undead, why did he not smite me? The errant thoughts caused me to stumble and David capitalized on the blunder. I barely managed to deflect the blow, and instead of crushing my leg, he smashed my foot, shattering most of the bones into black shards.

“Mother fucker!” I yelled and I leapt back.

Fortunately, I was still able to walk on the foot, even though over half of it was gone. It hurt like a son of a bitch, but the pain was less than what I expected. Or maybe I was in shock… Hard to say, really.

I inspected Mercy as I skated away from David. His comments about his hammer being designed to destroy the weapons of his foes did worry me a little. But there wasn’t a scrape on my blade-staff.

“Worried about your precious weapon?” David teased.

“Na. I was just seeing if your boasts were full of shit. Looks like they were.”

David snarled. “We’ll see about that.” He continued to press me. If it wasn’t for Friar Brown’s enhancement spell, I would have been long dead.

As we fought, I mixed in magical attacks to keep his guard up, and enhanced my weapon’s blade with death magic. When I did manage to leave wounds, I was leaving behind traces of death magic that would continue to eat away at his flesh unless directly countered. While the effect wasn’t great, it would at least hurt, and that was my goal.

Whatever Friar Brown was casting was sure taking a while, but I was certain it would be worth it.

David was faster than me thanks to the ability he had to rush forward in a red blur, no doubt granted by his hammer. The first time he did it caught me unawares, and he almost obliterated my skull. Through sheer force of will, I managed to deflect the attack and he instead hit my shoulder. When the bones broke, I cried out in pain, one of my arms now utterly useless.

This marked a change in the fight. With only one arm I couldn’t effectively deflect anything he threw my way. It was time to change my strategy, and I attempted to keep my distance while casting magic. I had a wide array of death magic knowledge, but little mana to work with. Even with my illusion spell down, there was only a small repertoire of spells at my disposal.

David moved near the anvil and I got ready for another one of the powerful blows. Hardly thinking about it, I cast a spell. The bodies of his two children came to life and began to grapple for him, though one flailed uselessly, unable to reach him. This was a short-lived undead animation spell that traded longevity for power.

The corpse closest to David grabbed him, keeping him from the anvil. The sight was horrific and I regretted casting such a spell, but it bought me the time I needed. Casting the most powerful undead healing spell I could, death magic flooded my body. I focused it all into my shoulder. While my foot wound did hurt my mobility some, it wasn’t nearly as debilitating.

David roared with rage, and I looked to see him struggling against the undead that had once been his child. His eyes, filled with real hatred, fixed onto the dim purple orbs that were my eyes. With a surge of strength, he yanked himself free and slammed his hammer onto the anvil.

I couldn’t dodge the kinetic blow, but this one was weaker than his initial blow. The two zombies on the spikes, which were now hostile to him, were shredded by the proximity to the blow, turning into flaming chunks. I was knocked back and tumbled trying to catch myself.

Rolling and getting back to my feet, I used Mercy to brace myself as I continued to slide across the floor. I would’ve succeeded too, but my bad foot caught on a groove in the floor and gave way. I fell back and hit my head hard on the floor, stunning me for a moment.

Lifting my head, I barely saw David blurring across the room straight for me. I brought Mercy above me and caught his descending war hammer just above my chest. There was an explosion of force as the two weapons collided, but my faith in Mercy was justified. It held, the impact staggering David back.

Before I could get to my feet, he reeled and struck again, eliciting another explosion of force.

He stood above me, sneering down as he put all of his weight into his hammer. My arm was beginning to buckle under the strain, but Mercy didn’t even bend.

“Not possible,” David hissed. “In the past, this weapon has destroyed true blood weapons!”

“Maybe it isn’t a lack of ability of the weapon, but of you,” I sneered up at him. “Or maybe my weapon’s superior to yours.”

He growled in anger and I tried to push him off me, but couldn’t. At that moment, Friar Brown’s enhancement spell ended and my arms visibly shook under the strain. Before they could collapse, a torrent of gray and white light slammed into David. It picked him up and tossed him across the room. He caught himself on the anvil, bracing himself, and began to push back against the beam. I got to my feet and saw Friar Brown pointing his staff at David and channeling a tree trunk sized beam of magic across the room.

A red Nimbus of energy started to surround David the longer he resisted the friar’s magic. He tilted his hammer into the beam, and the energy began to extend itself toward Friar Brown. I thought I saw a smirk on the friar’s face. He looked at me and nodded, clearly wanting me to continue the fight.

I skirted the room. David was far too focused on his struggle against Friar Brown to notice me. The beam had reached the halfway point between Friar Brown and David, coming to a complete stop, suspended in dual annihilation between them. It was like Friar Brown let it get there before putting forth the effort needed to stop it.

Stepping in front of the mouth of the skull-shaped furnace, I could feel the blistering heat and even the foul magic contained within. Moving toward David, I cast a dark magic spell that quieted my movements, then poured as much death magic into my blade as I could.

I examined the back of his armor, searching for weakness as I slightly modified Mercy’s blade. Both his head and chest were too well protected by thick red metal for me to get at, but it wasn’t completely impervious. It would still take a strong thrust to penetrate, but I could do it, even without Friar Brown’s enhancement spell.

Stopping behind David at the optimal distance, I readied my attack. At the last moment, he seemed to realize he’d lost track of me, beginning to look behind him as I thrust. The needle-sharp tip of Mercy struck the flexible armor around his neck and cut through. His head was halfway around as my blade drove through his neck.

A gasp escaped David’s lips. Unfortunately for him, I’d missed his spine, so the blow wasn’t instantly lethal. He dropped his hammer and Friar Brown’s beam slammed into him, driving him against the large anvil. He grasped at Mercy and tried to pull it free as the beam ate into his body. But as he pulled, the slight modification I’d created on the blade-staff showed its worth. I’d added barbs along the blade’s length, so once it was in, it would be hard to pull out.

David began to scream in pain as his flesh tugged, and the barbs hooked the red metal of his armor, Mercy remaining firmly in place. The death magic inside the blade filled his neck, and as his hate-filled eyes looked at me, tendrils of inky-black magic worked their way up David’s face.

Before the magic could kill him, his armor began to fight back. Red vitality trickled down to counter the death magic and I was certain they would win. Although, my magic wasn’t the only magic at work here—Friar Brown’s spell finally ate through the armor.

David opened his mouth and let out a garbled scream as Friar Brown’s magic annihilated his body. I was honestly impressed he could scream around the blade impaled through his windpipe. It didn’t take long for our combined attacks to finish off the evil smith, his charred corpse laying against his anvil.
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With David dead, I extracted Mercy, forced to push the weapon the rest of the way through his neck. A far easier task than trying to pull it out thanks to the barbs.

I tried to smile at Friar Brown, only to remember I was a skeleton and all I was doing was grimacing with a jawbone.

Friar Brown winced. “Maybe bring your illusion spell back.”

“I need more mana first, but I will cast it as soon as I can.”

“That’s right, you aren’t a very powerful Lich,” he said.

“Thanks,” I said dryly.

“Not what I meant. I can merely tell.” Friar Brown shrugged. “I must be honest with you; I don’t know much about Lichs. You’re the first I’ve met that hasn’t been actively trying to kill me.”

I decided it was best not to explain how I became a Lich, and how said process meant I was actually a fairly powerful Lich, even if I was currently low level.

Once I had the mana, I cast my illusion spell.

Looking at the furnace, an idea began to brew based off of something Friar Brown had said earlier. “If you’re okay with a little corpse mutilation, I think I have a way we can destroy this.”

“These people don’t deserve our respect, feel free.” Friar Brown was inspecting the chamber, flashes of white and gray magic burning different symbols into the walls and floor around the room.

Using Mercy, I cut off David’s armor and rooted around in his body until I found what I was looking for. I pulled free a death core and could tell it was fairly powerful. Even though I’d only been partially responsible for his death, my magic had still had an effect.

I moved to the previous chamber and retrieved the death cores from the bodies there. All except for Julia’s. Not only had she not been killed by me, her body was just gone. The death cores from the other cultists were quite a bit weaker than David’s, but still fairly powerful. I wandered back through the dungeon, collecting as many of the cores from the lower level as I could. A trail of corpses was left behind me, their chests cut open.

When I made it back to the smithy, Friar Brown was still carving symbols into the walls and floor. “What are you doing?”

“These symbols,” he gestured at the things he was carving with a beam of white light, “will disrupt the blood magic in this area and make it unusable.”

I stood at the anvil, staring at the partially finished ax. I reached for it.

“I wouldn’t do that,” Friar Brown cautioned. “True blood weapons contain soul magic, and even though it is not finished, there is a chance it could harm you.”

“I’ll be fine,” I assured him. “A touch of lore about Lichs, is that we’re one of the few creatures who can use soul magic innately. I try not to do it because it just feels… wrong. But it makes me immune to stuff like this.”

Friar Brown frowned. “Like soul weavers? That is quite an alarming ability.”

“We’re not nearly as adept as soul weavers are. To be honest, it’s the ability I wish didn’t come with this form. Far too easy to accidentally cross unseen lines with it.”

“Yes, indeed it would be.” Friar Brown gave me a very serious look, and I nodded in understanding at what he was silently telling me.

If I misused it there would be consequences.

Picking up the ax to toss into the fire, I could feel two souls within, which was rather alarming. From what Friar Brown had said, I’d expected the weapon to contain soul energy, not actual souls.

“Friar, I was going to destroy this, but… I can’t. I think the souls of those two children are in here, not just soul energy. If I destroy the weapon, I’m not sure what happens to their souls.”

Friar Brown nodded. “I had feared as much. Leave it be for now. There is a soul weaver at the grand temple who should be able to free them.”

The blade was actively trying to affect me, but it was in an incomplete state and lacked the power to overcome my own soul. Using a little bit of my own soul energy, I wrapped the weapon just enough to pacify the malignant effects. “It should be safe to touch now. I’m no expert in the use of soul energy, but I added a little of my own to make it safe.”

I lay the weapon back down on the anvil and walked to the mouth of the furnace, pulling out the gathered death cores. “I’m going to toss these in,” I told Friar Brown who was picking up the ax. “Are you ready to go? This could cause a bad reaction.”

Friar Brown let out a snort. “That might be an understatement. Those are pure death magic, putting them in anything would cause a bad reaction. But yes, I am ready to go.”

I shrugged and tossed the cores into the mouth of the furnace. “Let’s be off then.”

We left the smithy, and when we were about halfway through the bottom floor of the dungeon, nothing had happened to indicate the cores were destroyed. “Well, what do you say, either the reaction wasn’t very big or there wasn’t enough magic to affect anything.”

“Olattee will take care of this place later,” Friar Brown assured me. “It was worth a try.”

About that time, the first death core was likely broken down by the flames. The effect of that core coming apart caused a cascading series of events that would result in the rest of the cores all coming apart within seconds. I suppose that didn’t inherently mean there would be a visible reaction.

Then wailing echoes, like some great creature woke up, rose through the bottom floor of the dungeon.

“Was the furnace alive?” I asked.

“Alive is a stretch,” Friar Brown said. “Their furnaces are constructs of blood magic, which often results in things containing something that resembles life, more like a false life.”

Rumbling vibrated through the floor.

“Maybe we should pick up the pace.”

The rumbling and shaking worsened as we started to run. Friar Brown actually cast his enhancement spell on me and we both sped away, the friar showing greater speed than he ever had before. We reached the first staircase leading up and sprinted up the stairs. We barely made it out of the circular shaft before an explosion rocked the lower floor.

A wave of red and black energy exploded up the shaft. It washed over us, and though the death magic had no effect on me, the blood magic caused me to gasp in pain. Friar Brown was also affected, but simply shrugged it off like it was nothing, casting a restoration spell on me.

With the shaking worsening, part of me thought the entire ziggurat was going to come down. I later realized that was ridiculous.

When we reached the top of the ziggurat, the shaking had died.

“You think we destroyed the furnace?” I asked.

“At the very least we severely damaged it,” Friar Brown said. “Olattee will still come and purge this place completely.”
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With the blood cult destroyed, we headed back to the village and assured the villagers that everything would be okay. Once they were calmed, we took the friar’s cart and headed out of town. His destination was back to the ziggurat. Friar Brown had paid one of the villagers to deliver a note to the nearest temple on his behalf. He needed to stay and guard the area. Going back with him was out of my way, but I felt we needed to talk.

“Well, I need to keep moving,” I said as we rode in his cart. “Assuming, that is, that you’re going to let me leave.”

“Why would I not let you leave?” Friar Brown asked.

“Well… because I’m a Lich.” I shrugged. “And you are a priest of purity.”

“We saw today what true evil is,” Friar Brown said. “When I met you, I thought it was strange that such a weak Lich was wandering around this kingdom. I had considered destroying you out of hand, but I saw goodness. I don’t know your story, but I do know you are walking the path. As we talked about before, so long as you stay true to that path, Olattee has no issue with it.”

“Since we’re being honest…” I said. “Just how powerful are you? Were you here when Slatar was destroyed?”

Friar Brown chuckled. “Did you ever wonder why you didn’t grow in power as you fought alongside me?”

I had wondered that. It was one of the things that led me to the suspicion that Friar Brown was leagues more powerful than he let on. Fighting with someone of a much higher level often led to either no or very little experience.

“To put it simply, I’m at least twice as powerful as David was. When we invaded, I was about at your strength level, but have continued to grow since then.”

That meant he was likely over level 200. He probably could have beaten me even at the height of my power. “So, why do you hold back?”

“I wanted to see your resolve,” Friar Brown explained. “Only someone with great resolve can walk the path set before you. People will judge you, and falling into evil will be a constant temptation. But I have seen you face death and keep fighting, multiple times. Even once you began to suspect me and knew that death would result in you being stuck in your phylactery under my control.”

“Yea… My story is both complicated and simple. I was once human and, in a way, I accidentally became a Lich. Now I’m stuck in this body of a monster, while I don’t think I truly am one. I hope, at least.”

“That makes a degree of sense.” Friar Brown handed me the reigns, and then pulled out a piece of paper and begin to write. “I’m not sure how one accidentally becomes a Lich, but I can see you are telling me the truth. At least, something close enough to it that it doesn’t matter.”

He wrote in silence for several moments while I directed his cart around several trees on our way up the mountain. “How long will it take for Olattee to respond?”

Friar Brown signed the paper. “Oh, they will be here quickly. Places like this represent a direct threat to their power.” He handed me the note. “This is a letter of introduction to Rhea Caffrey. She should still be head of the temple in Omark. She is a good person and will treat you well, assuming you do the same to her.”

“Thank you.” I took the letter and folded it up, putting it in my pack.

We traveled up to the ziggurat together, and once there, it was time for me to continue my journey. “I hope I get to see you again.”

“If I am ever in Omark, I will seek you out.” Friar Brown shook my hand, and as I walked away, he said, “Remember to be true to the person who you want to be, and keep walking the path one foot in front of the other.”

I laughed. “How else does one walk a path?” I waved, heading into the forest and back down toward the village.
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The village of Omark was built at the head of a mountain lake where the valley was flat enough for a few small fields of crops. The forests around Omark were primarily cedar, with a mixture of a few other hardwoods dotted around.

I stood on a low rise outside the village. Smoke rose from chimneys rising out of thatch roofs. It was a sleepy little town. Hopefully a place I could survive in.

In the center of town was a large stone building, with a holy symbol of Olattee carved at the peak of its steeple—a circle with a four-pointed star in the middle. I headed down the rise, checking that my spell to hide my true nature was still in place.

I gained a few more levels during my long travel, enabling me to devote more mana to the spell. Now it masked almost all aspects of what I was. Even my projected death aura. This came at the cost of using close to ninety percent of my mana. A small price to ensure my safety. If people ever found out what I was, that would be the end.

Trusting the power of the spell, I let my hood fall back as I neared the village. Entering as a mysterious cloaked figure, while romantic in its own right, was a good way to garner unwanted attention. My clothes were simple, and it was common for travelers to carry weapons, so my blade-staff, while an odd weapon, shouldn’t draw more than a few raised eyebrows. Most of the inhabitants of this region lived out in homesteads. The only people in the town proper were the garrison, merchants, and the clergy.

One of the first shops I came to held what looked to be adventuring supplies. There were bags, rope, simple weapons, and tools. A robust man greeted me. “Don’t right recognize you—must be new to the area. What are you looking for, stranger?”

“I just got into town,” I responded. “I’m hoping to find a home here and need to purchase a map of the local area to find a place to settle down.”

“Ah, I see.” The shopkeeper shuffled through a few shelves at the back of the store, producing a map. The map was highly detailed, and covered enough of the area to prove useful. “If your goal truly is to settle, you’ll need to talk with the governor. And it wouldn’t be a bad idea to stop by the temple too, they often assist new settlers.”

“Thank you.” I stretched out my hand on instinct. “My name is Ezekiel, but you can call me Zeke.” I gave him a warm smile. Being the buddy of merchants was always a good thing.

“Name’s Charlie.” As his big hand closed around mine, I had a moment of panic, having forgotten I was a skeleton. Thankfully, the power of my illusion spell provided a certain added substance to my hand, and when his smile didn’t change, I knew he’d not detected anything amiss. “A pleasure to meet you, Zeke. The map will be five gold.”

I winced a little internally. When taking another look over the map, I noted not only its incredible detail, but it also had many notes and markers for different things of interest in the area. I handed over the gold and got directions to the governor’s office.

Visiting the governor was more of a tedious process than anything. Amounting to nothing more than waiting around for his secretary to draw up papers giving me the rights to build a house on any unclaimed property within a minimum and maximum range of the village. They also provided me with markers to indicate that the land had been claimed. The value would be determined afterward. In the event I couldn’t afford to outright buy the land, a payment option would be offered. I never actually met the governor—he was evidently out on important business.

I soon found myself standing outside of the temple, not wanting to enter. Worry over whether or not my spell would hold up plagued me. While it was a powerful illusion spell, I was still relatively weak, and this was a place of holy magic. If anywhere was going to be able to see through my magic, it would be a place like this.

“We don’t bite.” A kind voice reached my ears, and I turned to see a woman with fiery red hair dressed in priestly garbs approaching me.

I let out a soft chuckle to hide my nervousness. “It’s not that. I just don’t feel like I’m worthy to enter.” I figured sticking as close to the truth as possible was for the best.

“What nonsense. Please, come with me,” she said sternly.

“No,” I said firmly, though quietly. “You cannot be the judge of whether or not I am worthy. You do not know the path I’ve walked.”

The priestess looked at me for a long time, and I began to worry—then she nodded. “Though there is truth in what you say, know that Olattee is for those who need healing and restoration. What is your name? Mine is Rhea Caffrey.”

“Ezekiel.” I refrained from holding out my hand, figuring shaking hands with a priestess wasn’t a great idea. Instead, I handed her the note from Friar Brown.

“You are friends with the friar?” she asked after reading the note.

“Yes, ma’am. We went on a little adventure together.”

“I must say, it’s always good to have a friend of the friar. What brings you to Omark?” Rhea asked.

“I’m looking for a new place to call home,” I explained. “A place away from all the business and chaos of the bigger cities.”

Rhea gave me another appraising look. “You will be a good fit for the area. Let me know if you need any help. And, you seem a capable fighter—are you willing to investigate some places for me?”

I was a little surprised to be getting a quest from an NPC who no doubt saw me as an NPC. Then again, with all the chaos that’s been going on with NPCs, I couldn’t see why it was impossible. “Of course, what seems to be the matter?”

“It’s nothing major, at least not yet,” Rhea said, concern crossing her face. “There has been an increase of monsters coming out of the mountains to the west. Can you find the source for me, and if it’s within your ability, deal with it?”

I nodded and accepted the quest. Even though the quest prompt didn’t appear, I was sure I just received one. “May I ask why you don’t have the local garrison or adventurers deal with it?”

Rhea let out a small laugh. “We have no local adventurers to speak of, much less an adventurers’ guild. My temple normally serves as a place for the few adventurers that come through to pick up jobs. As for the garrison, none of them are well-equipped for scouting the mountains. The few scouts they do have periodically go deep into the mountains to scout the neighboring kingdom on the other side.”

“I guess that makes sense. Maybe once I get my home established, I can make it my job to create a kind of bounty board for jobs like this.”

“That would be quite useful,” Rhea agreed. “Come find me when you’ve found where we are going to build your home. The church likes to help new homesteaders in the area establish themselves.”

“I’ll do that.” I gave her a genuine smile—the first one I’d had in a long time. Even if it was just the illusion smiling. Something about her made me want to like her, and if my situation were different, I’m sure things would go much differently.

I used my newly purchased map to navigate farther up the valley. The lake’s edges extended right against the steep mountains on either side. Only passable by way of a narrow trail on one side that I would have likely missed had it not been marked on the map.

The quest Rhea gave me had shown up on my user map, one of the few features that remained somewhat operational. I added the information from Charlie’s map to that and used the waypoint to give me directions as I headed deeper into the mountains away from the village.

Before long, the narrow trail opened up into another valley leading off into even more mountains. The lake did not continue up the valley, it came up to a pebbly shore where a small dock had been built. Leading away from the dock was a small trail extending to a house with a large storage building near it. The floor of the valley flattened out into tilled fields of corn and other crops I hadn’t recognized at a glance. A few people worked out in the field, and they waved as I approached. A strongly built woman broke off from the group, warily walking up to me.

“I am on a mission from the temple,” I called out in an attempt to assure her of my intentions. “I’m also looking for a place to settle down, though I can see this spot is taken.”

My assurances that I was working for the temple changed her demeanor, and she smiled. “If you keep following the trail, you’ll find a stream that feeds into the lake. If I remember correctly, that should be a decent spot to settle down. My name is Helen Worthens.”

“Thank you,” I called back. “My name is Ezekiel, but my friends call me Zeke. Maybe we’ll end up as neighbors.”

Following her instructions, I continued the hard trek. I’d left the town proper around noon, and the sun was starting to wane by the time I reached my destination. It seemed like a long way, but in reality, it wasn’t. Standing at the edge of the lake where the indicated stream crossed, the glow of the village at the other end was visible.

I decided to make camp for the night. Even though I could keep going in the dark, I preferred not to.

I used the sharp blade of my Mercy to cut a small clearing in the tall grass and bushes that covered the area. No need to set up a tent; the sky was clear, and my undead body didn’t mind the cold. I did make a campfire, not because I need to cook food, but because something about fires was nice. Sitting next to the warm flames, looking out on the lake and the faraway village, it was quite the picturesque area—the steep mountains leading down into the clear lake framing it all.

Not a breath of wind disturbed the water. Its mirrorlike smoothness reflected the stars above so perfectly, it was hard to tell the difference. I didn’t know what the lake’s name was, but I hoped it was something that reflected the beauty of this place.
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I awoke the next morning to the sound of insects and other wildlife. While nothing had disturbed me through the night, in retrospect it was a little reckless resting out in the open like I had. Either way, I got up and got moving, making sure the coals in my fire were well and truly out before continuing up the valley.

The stream I followed wound lazily through the widening valley. It was a large stream, almost a river. Many tributaries fed into it, and I came upon one that led off in the general direction I needed to go.

It let out of the wide valley and I found myself climbing up a steep hillside. It was a tiring climb, taxing even on my undead endurance. Reaching the top, I came across my first monster. A lone wolf waited, as if expecting me to come up the trail. It snarled, and I froze. This wasn’t just a wolf; it was a dire wolf.

They were significantly bigger and meaner than regular wolves. They also had arge patrol areas. Which is no doubt why the temple had heard of them. Fortunately, it looked to be a weaker one.

It lunged, but I was able to roll to the side, its claws just barely scratching me.

Scrambling to my feet, I lashed out with my blade-staff to buy myself time. The tip caught the wolf and it yelped in pain, jumping back.

Now on my feet, a simple beast-creature like this stood no chance against me. The wolf predictably lunged again.

Meeting the charging lone wolf with my blade, it impaled itself, the razor-sharp blade driving deep into his chest. Twisting my blade, I ripped it to the side and stepped back. As the wolf recoiled in pain, the slash I opened in its side spilled its guts, and the creek ran red with blood. The wolf didn’t live long after that, bleeding out. Like I said, it stood no chance.

I investigated its dead body, and was gratified to find a death core, which I absorbed.

Taking one calculating look at the wolf, I made a decision. Dropping my illusion, I used a different spell. Necrotic energy swirled around my hand and then infused with the wolf. The corpse twitched and got back to his feet. I winced when the guts remained hanging out of its side. I’d forgotten how much these low-level undead spells sucked. At higher levels, the damage done by killing the creature would often be somewhat restored.

I gave the undead dire wolf an order to follow me and headed toward where the quest was leading me. If I was right, I was going to need his help. We came across another pair of wolves, and with the help of my undead minion, they fell with little trouble. They did not stay down long, as I brought them back to assist me.

This was the power of a necromancer. Once we started killing and bringing creatures back, our power amplified.

The path brought us to a cave guarded by five dire wolves.

Charging out of the woods, I sent my undead minions in while I held back and targeted one wolf with a barrage of necrotic magical blasts. I ran out of mana before I could bring it down, but the point had been to weaken it. My undead wolves lacked the strength of their living counterparts, but their ability to ignore pain and damage meant they fought at a similar level.

When I joined the fray with my blade-staff, I carefully brought down the already wounded wolves, a mana potion allowing me to raise them in the middle of the fight to join me. By the time the skirmish was done, I’d lost two of my wolves, but gained five more.

Casting magic to heal the undead minions, I glanced at the two fallen ones and shook my head. It was too bad I couldn’t raise them again—with this weak spell, anyways.

The cave was deeper than I expected. And before long, it also proved stronger. The dire wolves grew in power and size the deeper we traversed. That being said, the dungeon was fairly easy, and I reached what I thought was the boss in no time at all, a massive alpha dire wolf.

At this point I had a small horde of dire wolves I’d slain and raised. Many of my thralls fell throughout the battles getting here, but enough survived for me to still use them as cannon fodder.

Giving a mental order, my undead dire wolves lurched, rushing at the boss. The alpha let out a vicious snarl. The dire wolf pounced on the first undead dire wolf to come within range, ripping it in half with a shake of his mighty head.

I’d gained another level, which opened access to a spell I had learned a long time ago—an undead enhancement I would normally cast on my minions. It provided an incredible buff to their speed and strength, and for the first time, I cast it on myself. Being concentrated on me, the effects were greatly amplified. It was also a mana hungry spell, using up most of my mana bar.

Lichs could truly become quite powerful if they were able to utilize spells like this on themselves more often.

As my minions distracted the boss, I rushed into the room, vaulting into the air with my blade-staff leading the way. I landed a deep cut in the boss’s side, cutting through some of its ribs. Upon landing, I whirled, extending my weapon and cutting deeply into its haunches.

My minions were falling fast before the powerful dire wolf, but that was okay. Their sacrifice enabled me to land deepcuts.

I’ve grown in strength along with my weapon, and one of the abilities it had gained was to leave behind festering wounds. These wounds wouldn’t do a lot of extra damage, but they hurt, and the pain distracted the boss. My minions began to pull it down, and before long, they were dog piling on top of it. Restrained, the boss succumbed to his foes, and a well-placed blow between his eyes put him down.

Waiting for my mana to recover, I was happy to see I’d gained another level and that the boss dropped a powerful death core. I didn’t absorb the powerful core right away, instead adding it to my stash. After absorbing the first dozen, I decided to save them.

The new level put me at level 20. This was incredibly important. When I initially made the transition from being a regular player to the more fully immersive experience, I did my best to not procure experience after level 19 while searching for as much knowledge on necromancy as I could. Skill books in particular. My guild had helped me, despite being filled with a general bunch of assholes. Our goal was to make each other as powerful as possible so we could be assholes to other people. Through that common ground, they helped me acquire a powerful necromantic tome of knowledge of mythic level rarity.

It had been an amazing find, but came at a big cost. Most of the knowledge I gained from that skill book hadn’t been useful until after level 150. Disappointing at the time, I’d still gained a lot of knowledge, especially after making the transition, that enabled me to understand more in my current situation.

Being level twenty meant I just barely made the requirements to cast a very powerful spell. The catch was I didn’t have the mana. This is why I’d been saving the death cores, hoping to find a way to use them to help provide the power for the spell. In the past, it allowed me to create unique and powerful undead creatures to serve me from an early level.

Selecting the spell, I read its description.

Undead Construct

This is a scaling spell that allows the caster to create an undead construct based on the materials available. Materials must be things that were once alive, not including plants.

I fished in my bag and pulled out the rest of my death cores and gave my dire wolves a command to go out and collect all of the bodies of the other dire wolves left behind. As they did, I began to draw a spell diagram.

I could cast the spell without a drawn-out diagram, but I found if I had the time, working with a spell diagram increased the spell’s effectiveness. The floor of the boss’s room was relatively smooth, providing a good workplace to draw on. The knowledge of how to draw a diagram was something I gained from transition, and as I worked, I placed death cores in strategic places around it. The idea was that the death cores would provide the extra magic needed to create a truly powerful undead creature.

Normally when using the spell, it’s ideal to custom design the creature before casting. Since I was unsure about how much mana I would have available, I needed to make it more adaptable. By the time the wolves dragged in the last body, I had completed the diagram, which formed a doubled-banded circle around the dead. I ordered my remaining dire wolves into the circle, where I pulled the magic out of them and returned them to corpses.

I was impressed by the size of the pile of bodies in the center of the room, having lost track of how many wolves were felled on the way in. Including the ones from outside, I figured there were at least fifty dire wolves.

Stepping back, I began to cast the spell.

Dark magic flowed out of me, flooding into the diagram. The circles, made entirely of dark energy, rose up out of the ground. Simply activating the spell had taken a large portion of my mana, and as I hoped, the death cores began to bleed, filling the spell with dark energy.

I began to sculpt the magic.

First, I separated all of my material. Aided by the magic, the dire wolves’ bodies were pulled apart. It was a grisly task. Soon I had four orbs floating before me. One was a collection of bones and teeth, another of flesh, the third contained skin wrapped around itself, and the final was an orb of congealed organs and blood.

The mana provided by the death cores was enough for me to work with ease. First, I focused on the bones, creating the skeletal structure of my new creature.

My creation was going to be a true monster. I’d created something similar to it before, when I was a much higher level.

Once the skeletal structure was completed, I moved on to the orb of organs and blood. Blood drained from the organs until they were nothing more than desiccated husks that littered the floor. Infusing the blood with dark magic, its red sheen turned black and started wrapping through the skeletal structure. This would serve as the power conduit to make the undead creature work. The remaining blood was compacted into a dark orb centered in the middle of the creature, condensed until it became almost solid.

Then it was time to wrap the monstrous creature’s body in flesh, filling it out and giving it its final form. I was running low on mana, and had just enough to finish suffusing the flesh with as much mana as I could, turning it dark.

Lastly, I wrapped my creation in dark skin, adding extra layers to defend both the core and its vulnerable places.

A splitting headache was pounding in my temples, blurring my vision as I neared the end of the spell. Though the death cores I’d used allowed me to create this monster, it was far more than I should have been able to do.

Working quickly, I ended the spell, solidifying my undead creature. I collapsed to the ground gasping for breath, even though I no longer breathed. As my vision cleared, I smiled. Standing before me was something that looked like the merging of a Cerberus and a centaur.

Extending out of the chest, rather than a neck, was a section reminiscent of a scimitar. Two powerful arms extended off the base, and above that were the three heads of the Cerberus, complete with razor-sharp teeth and glowing eyes. The arms ended in wicked hands with long black claws that leaked dark energy.

I couldn’t see the level, but I could tell it was powerful. Even more powerful than I was. And since it was my creation, it would always be under my control. If I created a regular undead more powerful than me, it would be harder to control.

Undead constructs were always loyal.
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With my creature created I left the dungeon to retrieve my phylactery, and in the short time I was gone, the undead construct hadn’t moved. With a mental command, it knelt before me, and I held my phylactery out to it. I imprinted a powerful task to protect this phylactery no matter what. As I looked into my creation’s eyes, forcing my will upon it, a glimmer of what I would call intelligence sparked within it.

It wasn’t much, far from that of even an NPC before all the madness, but it was enough to be certain that there was more to this creature.

A momentary worry about leaving my phylactery with something that had intelligence swept over me. What if it betrayed me? Then I remembered it was my construct. Without me it would die. I no longer needed to directly fuel it with mana, it would do that on its own and hunt creatures as needed, but if I died, the part of it that was tied to me would come undone and it would likely come apart.

Leaving the cave, I felt supremely secure in the fact that this creature would protect my phylactery. I spent a certain amount of time around the entrance, killing as many creatures as I could and raising them as undead before sending them inside. They would either prove to be assets to my construct or serve it.

Satisfied I’d done enough, I headed back down the steep slope that led up into this secluded valley.

I promised myself this would be the last bit of death magic I would work. Guilt filled me about using it, and I told myself if I was going to redeem my soul, I needed to do better. The rational part of my brain said this was to protect myself in case something happened. Although, I struggled with the concept of whether or not I was worth protecting. Resolving myself to truly stick to my principles, I began to build a new spell.

It was the illusion spell I’d been using, except this time I used up every scrap of mana I had. Enough that I’d be in a constant state of mana deprivation to both mask my presence and deprive me of mana. The spell was just powerful enough to completely drain all my mana at the same rate I gained it. So as long as the spell was active, my mana bar would never refill.

I winced as a headache filled my mind. The pulsating grind was excruciating, especially as it didn’t fade. But I ground my teeth and pushed on back down the valley.

To my surprise, after several hours of hiking down to the lake, the headache was reduced to a dull throb. I was pretty sure that was never going to go away, but at least it wasn’t the debilitating pain it had been.

I looked around the place where the stream fed into the lake and nodded. This would be my home. I marked the area with the markers Rhea had given me.

It took most of the day to clear the cave and make my way back, but I decided to head into town anyway. The fading light didn’t bother my eyesight any, even when the sun set.

I approached the temple, where Rhea was just leaving, no longer dressed in her priestly garb.

“Ezekiel,” Rhea greeted. “You’re getting back late. I didn’t see you around today.”

“Ms. Caffrey,” I said. “I spent the day clearing the wolf problem you told me about and finding a place to settle down.”

“I am glad to hear that. You must have excellent night sight to make it back in the dark.” She turned back to the temple. “Let me go grab your reward.”

I kept my face straight, not commenting on just how good my night vision was. When she returned, I smiled. “Thank you, I didn’t mean to interrupt your journey home.”

“It is no problem,” Rhea assured me as she handed me a bag of coins. “Did you find a place to settle down?”

“I did.” I gestured at the lake. “I’m going to build a home on the other lake where a stream that feeds it flows in.”

“A ways away from him then,” she said.

“It is. But I value my privacy. I will be sure to build a dock though. It’ll make the trip much shorter once I have a good boat.”

“Come back to the temple tomorrow, I may have an old canoe around here somewhere you can borrow for a bit.”

“That would be great. I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

As we parted ways, I headed toward the only inn I’d seen. To help avoid suspicion, I ordered food to be brought to my room. Though I couldn’t eat it, not ordering something would be strange. All it meant was that I would have to carefully dispose of the food someplace where no one would notice. That completed, I made myself comfortable for the night.

I once again found the meditative sleep of the undead relatively quick and my consciousness drifted off. Visiting the mindscape would be nice, but I decided that would be something better left for when my privacy could be assured.

The next day I headed back to the temple. I’d gotten up early and expected to arrive at the temple before Rhea, but to my surprise she’d beaten me there. She was already dressed in her priestly garb and greeted me near the steps.

“You can come in,” Rhea assured me, gesturing to the open doors.

“I would rather not,” I said with a smile. “You mentioned last night there was a small canoe I could borrow?”

“Yes, it’s around back. I don’t think anyone will need it for a while, so you can hang onto it until you no longer need it.”

“I appreciate it,” I said. “I’m sure it will make the trip up and down the lake much easier.”

“If you would be willing, I have more jobs for you as well,” Rhea said. “I picked out ones in the mountains near where you’ve chosen to settle. Nothing is as dangerous as the monster cave, but they are tasks that would be helpful to the temple.”

“Sure, I’ll take a look and see what I can do.” A genuine smile touched my illusioned lips, even simple gathering quests could be nice.

Rhea handed me a paper, and written on it were several different quests with a few notes about each. “The temple appreciates your service.” She gave me a meaningful look, one that also held a sternness. “That being said, I do understand you are uncomfortable entering our temple, but that does not excuse you from following the dictates of Olattee. Please keep that in mind.”

I nodded in understanding. “I hear you, Sister Caffrey.” By using her title, at least what could be assumed was her title, I hoped to convey that I also respected her. I was just glad she seemed so easygoing. While this wasn’t a theocracy, the church’s power was wide-reaching, and it was more or less expected that all would fall in line, regardless if they attended temple or not.

Rhea led me around behind the temple where the canoe she told me about waited. It was old, the weathered wood showing its age, but appeared sound enough. “I hope it will help you. I will also send somebody up to check on you eventually.”

“Thank you for your help,” I said. “I’m going to leave it here for now. Just need to get a few things in town before I head back.”

I visited Charlie’s shop first, but after looking around for a bit, Charlie confirmed I wasn’t going to find what I needed in his wares. “Don’t have much of that stuff, unfortunately. You should visit Derek’s shop, he’s a woodworker and most certainly has much of what you need.”

Thanking him, I then followed his instructions over to a different shop. This one was more open aired. A fire burned in the middle, and there were wood shavings scattered around blades and other woodworking items. This was a rather advanced woodworking shop for such a backwater town.

“How may I help you?” a thin man asked as he approached.

“Are you Derek?” I asked. “Charlie sent me over and said you’re likely to have what I need. I will admit, this is much more of a setup than I expected anyone to have out here.”

“I am indeed Derek,” he said with a laugh. “I’m not surprised you hadn’t expected much. Truth be told, I used to live in a large city and had quite the successful business there. But I got crosswise of a local mobster and needed to flee. Came here and set up shop, and have slowly rebuilt all of my equipment.”

That explained a few things. This town was far enough out of the way, it’d be a good place to disappear.

“What you need?” Derek asked.

“I’m looking to build a home at the other end of the lake. Ideally, tools to help with that. A good ax, nails of some kind, and probably a saw.”

Derek nodded. “I think I can help you with that. Though if you’re building a permanent home, you’ll need a few more items than just that.”

Buying the tools used up most of my remaining money, but I was satisfied with the purchases, certain they would be all I needed. After loading them into a bag, I went back to the temple to retrieve the canoe and headed for the lake. The strength I had for my undead body was quite impressive. There was no way I could carry this much stuff in the real world.

As I situated myself in the canoe, along with my gear, I saw Rhea walking down the dock toward me. “May I give you a blessing for your journey and work ahead?”

I blanched. “I’m okay. I really must be going.” Trying not to act hastily, I pushed away from the dock.

“Well, regardless, I will keep you in my prayers.”

I looked back and saw a frown on Rhea’s face.

“I’m not sure any good god will help me…” I muttered.

“What was that about the good gods?” Rhea called out.

“Nothing,” I assured her, and started to paddle away.
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The canoe made the trip back up the mountain lake much easier, and the view was doubly enjoyable. Steep mountainsides, covered in trees and bushes, hugged the crystal-clear water. Fish swam along just under the surface, though the bottom was too deep to see.

As I approached the far shore, the lake became shallower, and I had no issue in landing. I made sure to pull the boat up onto the gravelly beach so there was no risk of it floating away.

I began to explore the area, searching for the perfect spot to build a cabin. The beach gave way to a small rocky rise. It was a short cliff, only a couple meters tall, that bordered this side of the lake. The small knoll was covered in a thick grove of cedar trees. It seemed a shame to cut them down, but it was such a beautiful spot. Besides, I’d be needing the lumber anyway.

Having picked out the spot to build my home, I looked for a place nearby to make a temporary camp. Building my sanctuary was not going to be a quick process, so I needed a place to live until then. A little farther up the stream was a grove of trees clustered around a large boulder with a natural overhang. Retrieving my equipment, I stacked it under the overhang, claiming this hideaway for my camp.

The overhang was big enough that it almost created a small cave, and I was confident my gear would stay dry. I retrieved my new ax, a solid lumber jacking ax with a thick blade and a sharp edge, that I purchased from Derek. I carried it and my blade-staff with me to the site of my new home. While I could use my weapon to clear away some brush, cutting anything thicker than my arm was going to be problematic. I wasn’t in any risk of breaking the blade, but an ax gave weight and power in cutting through tough material.

I used Mercy to cutaway brush and low hanging bows. There was a small grove of, what I thought was lodgepole pine, and I began to cutaway at the small trees with the ax. Each tree was no bigger around than what I could wrap my hands around, and they fell quickly.

Having stacked up enough trees, I began cutting them in half and removing their limbs. It took several trips to bring the material back to my campsite, again thankful for my undead endurance and strength. Using the shovel Derek insisted I needed, I dug holes and planted the posts. By the time the sun was going down, I’d made myself a small enclave surrounded by a wall made of the lodgepole pine.

The remaining logs and longer limbs that had been previously cutaway were used to form a roof. It wasn’t going to be weatherproof, but after getting some animal hides, it would make for a solid roof. Satisfied with my work, I made myself a makeshift bed out of moss and smaller limbs from the cedar trees. Tossing a blanket over it, I tentatively lay down. It was surprisingly comfortable.

Though my undead body didn’t get tired, I was mentally exhausted. Closing my eyes, I attempted to sleep, even though that luxury would evade me. The meditative mental rest that I slipped into just wasn’t the same as actual sleep. As I lay there, I decided I should probably visit my mindscape. While right now might not be the perfect time, I needed to go there—I’d been avoiding it for far too long.

Forcing myself into deeper and deeper meditation through my practiced techniques, I found myself standing in my mindscape. The madness that was my current mindscape was more or less how I remembered it: floating, upside-down islands and strange misshapen objects scattered around.

An explosion bombarded my senses, and I looked around in alarm. Damien was fighting something on the underside of an island. At least from my perspective. That couldn’t be good. If it was meant to be there, Damien wouldn’t be in conflict with it. I rushed to his aid.

My mental training while in the game had taught me how to move through the mindscape, and I rocketed away. My flight path swerved, and suddenly my inner ear alerted me that the world had flipped upside down, and Damien was now right side up. I’d partly been expecting this effect, but it was still rather alarming on how sudden the gravity was skewed.

Ignoring the strange effects, I summoned a weapon—a version of my staff with a long powerful spearhead. The strange creature didn’t even know I was there until it was too late. I hit it like a meteorite falling from the sky, impaling it to the ground. I rolled away to safety and stood.

“Good timing, boss,” Damien said.

“What is this thing?” I asked.

Just looking at it hurt my mind. It didn’t seem like something that should even exist. Overall, it was shaped like a blob of flesh, or more accurately, a steaming pile of garbage. Parts of its body fuzzed in and out, changing in texture from rocklike substances to gross fleshy things that oozed. Appendages whipped out into the air, leaving behind strange distortions.

“I have no idea,” Damien said. “The best I can tell is it’s some creation of your twisted mindscape, somehow warped by time.”

The creature began to move toward us. The fleshy glob molding itself around the weapon until it was free.

“How do we kill it?”

“I don’t know,” Damien said with a shrug. “If we beat on it enough, it will eventually disappear, but they always show back up.”

“What are they after?” I stretched out my hand and summoned my weapon back to me, willing the blades shape to change from that of a broad headed spear, to a long, curved slashing blade.

“They’re trying to consume the few denizens of your mindscape that remained,” Damien said in disgust. “It’s a good thing I started gathering the survivors into one place. It’s made it easier to defend them. The strangest thing about these creatures is when you do eventually drive them off, when they show back up, it’s like nothing had ever happened to them.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, stepping back from the creature.

“I have fought this particular one probably a dozen times.” Damien met my gaze. “I know it’s the same one, because each of them looks and feels different. It’s… hard to explain. I hit this particular one a while ago with a very powerful death spell that left a visible mark. It remained for the entire fight, but when the creature disappeared and showed back up again, that mark was gone.”

“Let’s worry about that later,” I said. “For now, we just need to drive this thing off.”

Damien grunted in agreement and we attacked the blob in unison. The creature wasn’t particularly hard to beat, it was merely persistent. It took an incredible amount of punishment. Both Damien and I carved off chunks of fleshy substance that dissolved into a strange hypnotic glowing light. When it finally disappeared, both of us were tired.

“I’m glad you came,” Damien said. “I think I have an idea of what we can do to fix your mindscape.”

“What’s the plan?” I asked.

“Well, your mind has been warped by seeing through time, in some capacity or another, so I figured if we summoned another mental assistant that was a time wizard, they might have some insight in how to fix it.”

“Time wizards are a thing?” I asked in surprise.

“Not time manipulation like you’re thinking,” Damien clarified. “They can’t move through time, but do have limited control to manipulate the flow of time around them. Mostly they can speed things up and slow things down to varying degrees of effectiveness.”

“Is there some limit to the number of mental assistants I can have?” I asked. “I was under the impression I could only have one.”

“No, you can have as many as you want,” Damien said. “But the cost of getting them is exponentially more after your first. Most of the time such mental energy is best spent elsewhere.”

“Okay, guess that makes sense.” Pushing off the ground, I began to fly toward the center of my mindscape, Damien following close behind. “What must I do to summon him?”

“It will be just like summoning me,” Damien explained. “We just need to sell off some of your constructs so we have the mental energy to spare. I will start doing that if you want to start looking through the list of assistants.”

“It shouldn’t take me that long to find one.” There was bound to be a search feature I could use. “How much of my mental constructs survived so we can even sell them off?”

“More or less all of them,” Damien answered. “The reworking of your mindscape didn’t so much destroy things, as it rearranged things. All the constructs are either in odd places or lost. For example, the place where you spend your focus points, I have no idea where it is.”

“Well, that’s annoying…” I was planning on visiting there during this delve. “Finding that should become one of our top priorities then.”

“I disagree,” Damien said. “Spending your focus points can wait. We need to get your mindscape stabilized before anything else.”

“I guess I see your point,” I said, landing on the central platform of my castle.

Damien landed beside me and headed over to a building I didn’t recognize. “Then let’s get to work—we don’t need this. It was a barracks, and there’s no threat of being attacked right now.”

That was not the barracks we designed. They had been large, multi-story buildings with a courtyard in the middle. This was more like a house that wouldn’t be out of place in modern America.

I grunted in agreement, and Damien placed his hand on the building. It began to dissolve, the effect spreading out and consuming the whole structure.

I was fascinated by the display of the outer walls disappearing. The structure was much thicker than what made sense, and layered in ways that shouldn’t have even been possible. We likely would have needed to destroy the building anyway. I doubted it was still of use.

“We should also target the defensive buildings,” Damien said.

“I agree. With the barrier Altor placed around my mindscape, nothing can threaten us.”

We flew off together, looking for different things that had once been defensive structures.

The central area of my mindscape in which I spawned was no longer connected to the ground, having also been warped into a floating island. In fact, thousands of islands floated all around me. Far below were barren stretches of the outer mindscape. In some places, obscure ripples marred the area. Damien directed me away from them, explaining that those were distortions that twisted everything around them into strange versions of themselves.

My mindscape was oddly beautiful and terrifying. Filled with creatures that should never have existed. One second, they would have a thousand eyes covering their bodies, and the next they’d all be gone. Creatures moved through the air, propelled by wings or simply drifting. The most disturbing ones were those that didn’t have any indication of movement, they just… moved. Almost as if they remained rooted to the spot and the world twisted around them. It was a strange thing to witness.

Then we came upon something truly disturbing. I shuddered just glancing at it, wishing I could scrape the memory of its twisted form from my mind.

“We should avoid that,” Damien said. “We’re not ready to deal with it—it’s one of your core emotions.”
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“Do you have enough?” Damien asked as the last structure disappeared, having sold off any defensive structure too warped to be of use.

“Yeah. Took me longer than I thought it would to find the right assistant. Her name is Ilore, a high elf time wizard.”

“Let’s wait to summon her until we get back to your central area,” Damien suggested, looking up toward the central island. “It’s not all that safe out here, so it’s best to do it someplace we’re secure.”

I couldn’t help but agree. Too many monsters wandered this broken place, and most had been terrifying. We’d fought several of the shifting garbage creatures, and avoided far worse horrors. We also found several denizens of the mindscape that escaped being warped and sent them back to safety.

When we touched down in the central clearing, those we found were being comforted by the rest of the survivors with quiet words. They were just portions of my subconscious, but as I watched them, it really felt like a village with the different parts of my subconscious supporting each other.

Opening the menu, I scrolled to the time wizard and used the gathered psionic energy to summon her. As I selected yes, a single note played out across the mindscape. Like a great brass bell had been struck. A door of gray light appeared before me and opened. Through it stepped a beautiful high elf, with fair skin and blonde hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. She was dressed in robes decorated with clock faces. Her eyes were violet, and even there, a clock face could be seen, the hands moving across her irises at a slow but inevitable pace.

She blinked, coming into awareness as the door disappeared behind her.

“Welcome,” I said, stretching out my hand for her to shake.

She recoiled. “How dare you summon me! I will not serve an abomination such as yourself.”

I was stunned by her reaction, having assumed she would be on my side. “Um… I summoned you because I need your help.”

“Why would I help an abomination?” Ilore snapped. “I can tell what your nature is. Your avatar is even skeletal in your mindscape.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but Damien beat me to it. “He is not all as he appears to be. Yes, he is a Lich, but take a second to look around.”

Ilore glared at Damien. “A necromancer is…” Her words trailed off, her eyes finally taking in the state of the mindscape. “What happened—how is this even possible?”

“When his soul was brought into this universe, it perceived something it should not have,” Damien explained.

“There was this place where time seemed to be as variable as any other dimension,” I said in a haunted voice, remembering the infinite planes I’d seen. “If I were to exist in that place, I could have moved through time, as easily as I could sit up or lay down.”

“As he looked on that place, it warped his mind,” Damien explained. “I have been trying to contain the beasts that resulted from that, but I don’t even know how to handle the stronger ones. He is skeletal because that’s all that is left of his avatar. His primary emotions were warped and are no longer truly a part of him.”

“I see why you summoned me,” Ilore said. “You were hoping that my understanding of time magic would help deal with the warping of your mindscape.”

“Indeed, that is the case.” I breathed a sigh of relief, as she no longer appeared angry. “Once we’ve fixed it, if you no longer wish to remain with me, I will let you go, but I need your help.”

Ilore let out a long sigh. “I will help you. This will be quite the puzzle to solve, and will likely teach me more about time magic in the process. Never before have I seen its effects on a mindscape. This goes far beyond any time magic I’d ever seen. It’s almost like—” She shuddered, catching sight of something in the distance. “You didn’t just see time, parts of your mindscape moved in time separate from the rest of you. I will need to investigate more to be certain of that.”

“Thank you.” I looked to Damien, sharing in his relief, then turned back to Ilore. “Let me know how I can help.”

“For now, I just need to investigate,” Ilore said.

“Let me show you around,” Damien offered. “Ezekiel, you can return to the real world. It will be a bit before we need you again.”

[image: ]


I came back to consciousness in my newly built shelter. The sky was lightening overhead—hadn’t realized I’d been in the mindscape so long. Sitting up, I took a look around to reorient myself. My shelter wasn’t great, but it would last. Focusing on the roof, I decided my goal for that day should be making it watertight. While I am a Lich, I don’t want to get drenched in every rainstorm that rolls through.

Leaving my camp behind, I explore the valley, coming across a stand of birch trees. That gave me an idea. Using animal skins for the roof of my shelter was probably not the greatest solution, but with birch trees, I just might have a better one. Using a small knife I’d purchased, I cut a line in the trunk of one of the trees, and with a little work, was able to peel the bark off. Fortunately, it was early enough in the summer that the bark would grow back, and no long-term harm would be done to the tree.

I spent several hours cutting away strips of bark. By the time I was done, I had quite a large bundle, each piece a meter tall and a meter wide. Several of the trees had been big enough that I got two pieces off. Picking up the bundle, I headed back to my camp.

Once back, I used a couple of small saplings, a few nails, and my ax to create a makeshift ladder to reach the top of my temporary structure. Overlapping the bark ensured any water would run off and onto the ground around the hut. Come winter, if I was still living in this, I would need to reinforce the roof to hold the weight of the snow. Happy with the progress, I decide to inspect the spot for my future cabin.

After marking the spot to build my cabin, I set to work. With precise, sharp swings of my ax, coupled with my increased strength, dexterity, and endurance, trees were felled at a rapid pace. I limbed and cut them into usable lengths, my superhuman strength enabling me to stack them into neat piles. It was quite satisfying work, and by the end of the day, I was pleased of how much work had gotten done.

Several days later, I’d cleared enough lumber to build my cabin.

Next I tackled setting the foundation—the initial dimensions would be a simple square, ten meters on each side. Having a good footing to build on was important, so I was very careful in my selection on where to break ground. I’d picked the spot because there were no large trees that would’ve left stumps behind requiring removal.

Having dug out the site, I used a long level and the straightest log I could find, double and triple checking that the four corners of my foundation were level to each other. The whole process was frustrating, as I had to keep adjusting the corners. The material for the corners of the foundation was several large, flat rocks I found not far away. Carrying them to the site would’ve been impossible without my incredible strength.

Once the foundation was as level as I could make it, it was time move on to the next task. Using a drawknife, a blade with two handles on either side, I began to skin the logs. Once I had a number skinned, I built a fire using the discarded branches from the trees and severely charred the logs to make them more resistant to rot. Cedar was already quite resistant to decay, and I hoped charring the undersides, would make them even more resistant.
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“Ezekiel, how is your cabin coming?” Rhea asked when she saw me in town.

It had been several weeks now, I made frequent visits to town when I needed something or just wanted some company. “It’s going well—slow, but well. Got the first few layers of logs down now. Hopefully I’ll have the walls completed within a couple weeks.”

“That is wonderful to hear. What brings you to town on this fine day?” Rhea asked.

“I need some planks from Derek,” I explained. “I plan to get the actual dock built, but I can’t do that with rough logs. I guess I could cut them myself, but that’s more work than I want to do.”

“I heard you helped out the Worthens,” Rhea said. “They’re very appreciative of it.”

“It was nothing,” I assured her. “That beast would’ve been a problem for me as well.” A cave bear had wandered down into my neighbor’s valley, and I had slayed it for them.

“Nonetheless, they are very thankful. And, I have a task for you before you leave.”

“What is it?” I asked. Every time I came to town, Rhea had a job for me. I didn’t always like them, but helping Olattee out seemed like a path that might help me redeem myself.

“I received a request from a nearby city’s temple for flame blade,” Rhea said. “I would like you to gather me some. If I remember correctly, it grows in the valley where you’re building.”

I internally groaned at her request—though it wasn’t exactly a request. While Rhea was nice, she had an authoritative streak. Several jobs she offered came off as a requests, but weren’t. In some ways it felt like when your mom ‘asked’ you to clean your room. She meant well, and ultimately the things she had me do either helped the community or Olattee, so I normally didn’t mind. But I hated herb gathering quests.

“I’ll do it,” I grumbled. “Next time I come to town, I’ll have your herbs.”

Leaving Rhea at the temple, I headed for Derek’s shop. He saw me coming and greeted me at the door. “I have your planks ready.”

“Good,” I muttered. “It’ll be nice to have an actual dock.”

“Is something wrong?” Derek asked.

“Rhea just gave me a job I couldn’t say no to; wants me to pick plants for a temple in a nearby city,” I said sourly.

“That’s not so bad. Hasn’t she had you clearing out monster dens?” Derek raised an eyebrow at me. “I’d say picking some plants would be easier.”

“Easier maybe, but boring as all hell.” I pulled out the money for the planks and handed it to him.

“It’s for a good cause, don’t let it get you down.” Derek waved for me to follow him and we moved around to the back of his shop. Two heavy planks, each almost a half meter wide. He’d cut them out of a massive tree I’d floated across the lake, curing the wood rather quickly in his facilities using a magical kiln. “You’re going to need to make sure you pull your dock down in the winter before the lake freezes, otherwise the ice will rip it apart.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” I stepped over to the planks and picked up one end. It lifted easily, my superhuman strength showing its uses once more.

“I’ll help you get these to the lake,” Derek said as he picked up the other end. “I’m assuming you plan to float them up?”

“Yeah, easier than carrying these the whole way.”

The two of us managed to get the planks through the town and out on to the small dock the town maintained. We slipped them into the water, securing one end with a rope to the canoe I was still borrowing. Satisfied they weren’t going anywhere, I began to work my way back up the lake. Pulling the planks made the journey harder, but I still made steady progress and it was indeed much easier than trying to carry them along the winding path. The sun had all but set by the time I returned home and dragged the planks up to shore.

The next morning, I drove a pair of heavy logs into the gravelly soil at the bottom of the lake ten meters out from shore. Then the planks were secured together with several crossbeams on the other side, using straight, smaller logs I’d cut from the area. That done, I secured the combined planks to the two posts waiting in the water. The dock wasn’t anything spectacular, but with the speed the water dropped off, it gave me a good place to tie up my canoe and land materials.

Constructing the dock took most of the afternoon, and I decided to use the rest of the day to complete Rhea’s quest to gather herbs. The description of the plants was quite detailed, and it was one I recognized. It wasn’t at the end of the valley where I was building, but I’d seen some growing farther up the valley. Blade-staff in hand, I headed in that direction.

As I had grown in levels, so too did my weapon. It proved an interesting phenomenon. When I’d received it before, I was already quite powerful and so was the weapon. We’d started from scratch together this time around, and the weapon undoubtably had just as much growth potential as I did. One of the first upgrades I’d taken was one I hadn’t bothered with before—an automatic sheathing effect. At will, I summoned or dismissed a sheath over the long blade. The sheath was designed to blend in with the rest of the staff, and when in place, it was hard to tell it was a weapon.

Passing where a second stream joined my own, which was near the cave my phylactery was stored, I continued up to the main valley. I’d only noticed the plant before because of its uniqueness, but seeing as I had no use for it, they went ignored. In some ways it reminded me of a pineapple plant. Its leaves were thick, strong, and sharp. In the middle, a stock rose up, growing anywhere from a dozen centimeters tall to over a meter.

At the top of the stock was a flower that greatly resembled a flame. Upon closer inspection, I noticed it was actually several hundred smaller flowers bunched into a cone shape. The bottom was dark red and got progressively brighter to the tip, which was a vibrant yellow. Several of the flowers looked about ready to die off. The beautiful petals were falling away to reveal seedpods. Thankfully my quest wasn’t calling for the flowers, they needed the stalks of the flowers.

If these plants were valuable enough for a temple in another city to send a request for them, I decided I should find a way to cultivate them, it could become quite the business.

Harvesting the required herbs made me thankful of my skeletal nature, as the sharp leaves tore at my clothes. I tried to focus on harvesting the plants with ripe seeds, and leave behind the flowers just beginning their lifecycle.

It occurred to me the plants grew on a hillside that got full sun. This area was also barren of trees. I made note of that. They would need the right growing conditions if I were to turn it into a crop.

When I had enough, I headed home, not arriving until well after dark. I bundled up the stalks and set them aside. The seeds I laid out so they could dry and be planted later.

The next day I returned to work on my cabin. The walls were coming up quickly. The slowest part was cutting out a groove in the bottom of each log so they nested together as I stacked them. Already the cabin walls were taller than me, and I was happy to build makeshift scaffolding to continue my work. The main building was going to have a second floor, and required a lot more work. Considering I was planning on being here for a long time, it seemed like a good idea.

The next month passed quickly. I learned that the fiery flowers, flame blades, were valuable because nobody had figured out how to grow them. My guess was that they tried to grow them in regular agricultural settings. I doubted that would work. From what Rhea told me, they sounded like huckleberries from back on Earth, which required specific conditions to grow and had resisted all attempts to grow them commercially.

I decided that once the plants were done growing this year, I would work on their hillside and develop it into a kind of farm. I wagered they would grow quite happily in a known environment over one that was crafted. Plus, it wasn’t too far from my cabin.

Construction of my new home was near completion by summer’s end. Planks from Derek for the floor on both levels would finish out the inside.

A lucky find of a nearby clay deposit, along with stones, gave the space much needed warmth via a fireplace and chimney. That had taken up the most time, but I was thankful for it. My neighbors, the Worthens, agreed to help with the roof thatch to keep it well insulated for winter. So layers of clay made sure that the wood and thatching around the chimney wouldn’t be at risk of burning.

On the first night I was able to build a proper fire in my cabin’s fireplace, a solid roof over me, I found myself mesmerized by the flames. Building the cabin had been surprisingly therapeutic.

And though I should probably be more stressed out about being in this world, building the cabin allowed me to own part of it. The damage to my mindscape was also affecting my viewpoints and emotions, so it was hard to tell if I was actually coping.

With the crackle of a warm fire at my front, I started slipping into a deep meditative trance, and decided now was a good time to visit my mindscape.
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“Good timing,” Damien said. “I was just thinking that we could use your help.”

“What’s going on?” I asked, taking stock of the situation.

The middle of my mindscape was now spinning normally, and things were starting to return to normal. At least in this small space. Several buildings were no longer twisted and warped.

“We think we found the lair of one of your emotions,” Ilore said, stepping out of one of the buildings. “If we can subdue it, I can work to untwist the damage that has been done and return it to you.”

“What are the dangers?” I asked.

“We will need to fight our way there,” Damien explained. “And once we’ve subdued it, it will take time to be fixed.”

“What if we fail?” I asked. Death in the mindscape was a real risk.

“For you there isn’t much danger. Even if this avatar of yours is slain by the emotion, it will merely take time for you to be reconstituted,” Damien said. “It’s not like being killed by an invader. The emotion is part of you and should not be able to permanently harm you. As for us, we are less sure. They possess a warping effect on things they attack, and we might not come back the same if we’re slain.”

I nodded slowly. “So we’ll be careful and not take extra risks. If it comes to it, you run while I hold it back.”

“That was more or less what my thoughts were as well,” Damien agreed.

One of the blob creatures Damien had been fighting warbled on the central island we were heading for. Of all the floating islands, this was one of the bigger ones. It was more like a mountain than an island.

“Will we be fighting many of those creatures?” I asked.

“Yes,” Ilore said. “From what we’ve been able to tell, each of your primary emotions generates a particular kind of monster. This one creates these blob things. Being the closest to the center of your mindscape is why we see more of these blobs than anything else. We hope to subdue this creature and fix it. The other blobs should disappear after that.”

“What do you think the primary emotion will be like?” I asked. “A giant blob?”

“I have no idea, but I’m sure it’s just as annoyingly hard to kill.” Damien shrugged. “But the giant blob idea does make sense. Ilore helps a bunch. Evidently, the reason why I’ve been struggling with them is that part of them is out of sync with time. Ilore stabilizes that affect, making them much easier to kill.”

“That doesn’t seem like it should even be possible,” I said.

“It shouldn’t be,” Ilore agreed. “However, I have learned more about time magic here than I did in my past life. Even if I have to work with a necromancer Lich, this opportunity is more than worth it.”

“Maybe we can be friends.” Damien shot Ilore a smile, and she blushed.

“We’ll see about that,” Ilore tried to say haughtily, but it didn’t quite hit the mark.

We touched down on the island, casting a barrage of spells into the first blob. Beams of dark energy lanced out from both me and Damien, while an orb of grayish light shot from Ilore’s hand. When the orb hit the blob, just before our beams, it seemed to solidify. Aspects of its shifting form lining up. Our beams cut into it, and a second round of attacks finished the creature off. It began to dissipate into strangely glowing particles of pinks and reds.

“I see what you mean. That was a lot easier than the last time I was here,” I said. “I’m glad we have you.” I smiled at Ilore.

Exploring the floating mountain was difficult. Gravity shifted around us, and was incredibly disorienting. At one point we’d be walking across the twisted ground, and the next we’d be moving across what had appeared to be a wall or ceiling a few moments ago.

We ran into several of the blob creatures, and by working together, they fell quickly. Coming upon a cave mouth, I snorted at how obvious it was. “What do you want to bet it’s in there?”

Damien pointed at a pile of bones. “Nothing. It’s a shame how many denizens of your mindscape have been killed by this thing.” He shot me a smile. “But I think we can make use of this.”

In the mindscape, my power wasn’t necromantic, though I did retain many of my dark magic abilities. Damien told me it was possible to be a necromancer in the mindscape, but that wasn’t the most effective use of my abilities. He assured me he could take care of any of the necromantic things we needed done.

Dark energy flowed out of Damien and into the pile of bones. Sometimes, I forget just how powerful of a necromancer Damien had once been. He was much weaker now though, as his power is based off of the development of my mindscape. But he was still an impressively powerful necromancer. The bones assembled themselves into a large creature, and before long, a bone golem stood before us.

Ilore remained silent through the display, looking at it in a kind of fascination and horror. “It doesn’t disturb you twisting the dead to your service?”

“Not in the slightest,” Damien shrugged. “Things are different here in the mindscape, but even back in the real world the dead have no use for their bodies, so why shouldn’t I give them purpose?”

Ilore shook her head. “I do see that you have a point. It just… seems so wrong.”

“For now, we work with what we have,” Damien said. “The moral dilemma around using the dead is of little consequence compared to what we’re dealing with here.”

“Fair enough,” Ilore agreed. “If you could… direct it, to hold out its fist, I shall give it an enchantment that should help.”

Damien directed his bone golem to lower a fist to Ilore. She touched it, closing her eyes and focusing. A gray glow suffused the hand, gradually fading, and she reopened her eyes. “This will create a temporary stabilizing effect on anything it hits.”

“Can you give that enchantment to my weapon?” I held out my blade-staff.

“I could, but even here I can tell how heavily enchanted that weapon is. I hesitate to add more. Besides, for the most part, it would be less effective than me casting spells that coincided with your attacks.”

“Well, let us continue then,” I said, taking in the dark mouth of the cave. “Ilore, can you see in the dark?”

Turns out she could. She had a spell that allowed her to see in a different spectrum, working similar to dark vision. Damien directed his massive bone golem to lead the way down the tunnel. The first room we came to had five blobs. Up until now, we hadn’t seen more than solitary ones. Triggered by us entering, each blob surged, fixating on the golem.

The golem smashed its mighty fist into one, eliciting ripples of time magic that traveled through the blob as it was sent sailing backward. A pulse washed out from Ilore, with similar ripples of magic traveling to all the blobs. Instead of using magic, I lunged with my blade-staff. Ranged attacks for me in the mindscape were the least effective way to fight. Since I was the avatar, I received incredible abilities, and had focused those abilities on training me as a physical warrior here.

Before the rippling magic faded off of one of the blobs, I drove my blade-staff deep into it, twisting and slashing up. When the rippling time magic faded, the blob was almost cut in half, and each side of the gray goop slopped back and forth trying to reconnect. Damien had blasted a hole straight through one, and he also sent the bone golem on a rampage. It was smashing over and over again into a single blob while three others grabbed at it.

The blobs we’d cut weren’t able to reconnect themselves, the time magic having interfered with their regenerative abilities. The bone golem served as a tank, distracting the warped blobs. Ilore supported us by accelerating our spells or casting time magic to freeze the demons in place. It took us a while to kill them, but we’d figured out an effective strategy.

Before we pushed deeper, Damien and I used our magic to restore the damage done to the bone golem.

The winding tunnels opened up into different chambers, each containing more and more blobs. The greatest threat we faced wasn’t accrued damage, it was exhaustion. They were a strong foe in the fact that they were hard to kill. Without Ilore increasing our ability to deal damage, this wouldn’t have been possible.

Ilore also had another skill that came to be of great use to us. Her time magic, while it did not allow her to travel through time or stuff like that, could increase the rate at which we recovered. She explained it was temporarily affecting the flow of our own time in order to keep us pushing on. A boon we would pay a toll for later.

None of us were surprised when we came to the final chamber and a massive blob greeted us. It was mostly transparent, with shifting colors of the rainbow coursing through its undulating flesh. In its center was a suspended figure with violet glowing eyes.

“I’m guessing that’s a representation of whatever emotion this is,” Damien said.

“Which one do you think it is?” I asked as we withdrew to make a plan.

“If we’re using color as indicator,” Ilore said, “I would guess this is one of love or happiness.”

“That makes sense,” I agreed. “I wonder what it will mean to have a singular emotion returned without the rest of them.”

“I would wager it will be annoying,” Damien said. “We’ll have to find a way to regulate its effects, but you will likely want to spend some time by yourself before you go around other people.”

“Fortunately, where I’m building my home is quite secluded. All right, how do we want to tackle this?”

The bone golem rushed around the corner, and before the boss could even react, it jumped and slammed itself into the boss’s gelatinous surface. The construct was glowing with an eerie light that I had grown to recognize as time magic. As it sunk into the surface of the massive blob, the eerie light affected the material around it, its state shifting at random.

While the bone golem was absorbed into the boss, Damien and I cast a spell. Dark magic surrounded us before it suddenly vanished and appeared on the bone golem, detonating. With the construct sunk deep into the boss, the explosion ripped a crater along the shifting surface. Bone shrapnel penetrated the blob, causing the material around them to ripple.

The boss surged toward us, firing a barrage of hardened projectiles. Ilore cast a barrier that acted as a shear, disassembling the projectiles as they hit.

The hole left in the boss by the exploding bone golem hadn’t quite reached the figure in the middle, but it was deep enough to give us an opening. One that was rapidly closing as more of the gelatinous slime filled in the hole. At least the edges of the crater where the time magic had affected it the most remained semisolid. Damien released a torrent of dark projectiles, my blade-staff leading the way, that slammed into the hole.

We were guessing that if we removed the figure from the middle, it would defeat the creature.

Ilore enhanced me with her time magic, and I slashed at the creature in an attempt to cut the suspended figure free. I staggered, one of my feet getting caught in something—a portion of slime had latched onto me and was now working its way up my leg. I tried to pull it free and shake the disgusting stuff off, but it wouldn’t budge. Then it started to burn.

A barrage of blasts from Damien flew at me and slammed into the slime at my feet, the dark energy searing away much of it. Ceasing my attacks, I focused, and a dark nova of energy washed out from me, burning away all of the slime around me. The effect of the dark energy was far more effective up close.

“Damien, get in here!” I yelled.

It was dangerous for Damien to enter the slime like I had. Since I could come back, we determined it was a risk worth taking for me to enter. Except Damien was a far more powerful necromancer in the mindscape. If he could do the same spell, it would be truly devastating. Damien rushed in without question, no doubt understanding what I was thinking. The eerie gray light of Ilore’s magic surrounded Damien and he sped even faster. When he reached me, he focused, and the magic began to build.

Swiping left and right, my blade-staff kept the slime at bay. Next thing I know, a powerful nova of death magic exploded out of Damien, carrying part of Ilore’s magic with it. The effect was better than anticipated. Much of the blob had been burned away from the figure in the middle, the crater having grown in size. Thanks to the slashes I’d imparted, Damien’s magic had avenues to burn deeper.

A ball of tumbling bands of gray magic rocketed out from Ilore and slammed into the figure in the center. The slime froze in place, and I used the opportunity to desperately cut. Damien fell back, casting another barrage of dark missiles toward the center of the slime even as I cut.

With a final slash, the figure came free. The massive body of slime that was still left, rippled and pulsed, seeking to reclaim its central figure. I grabbed the figure still encased in a layer of slime, and using my incredible speed, rushed away. When I glanced back, the slime was flowing around the parts that had been made solid to try and catch me, but I was outpacing it.

The body of slime the furthest away from me began to evaporate into a strange vapor, and by the time I reached Damien and Ilore, nothing was left except for what encased the figure. Peering through the distortion of slime, I saw that the figure was a beautiful woman.

“Help me free her,” I said.

“We should leave this place first,” Damien advised. “We don’t know if what was affecting her was this place or herself. It’s best to at least eliminate one option.”

While I carried her back out of the dungeon, Ilore cast time magic on her, weaving a more intricate spell to prevent the slime from spreading. That turned out to be a good thing. Occasionally spots of the gelatinous fluid would move, only to be frozen in place by Ilore’s magic.

We left the island and headed back to the center of my mindscape. Once there, Damien and I used our death magic to burn away the slime. The woman did not wake up. In fact, the slime seemed to reappear under her skin.

“This will take some time,” Ilore said as she sat down next to the woman in the meditative pose. “Now that I can see her, I understand what has happened, but it will take great effort on my part to undo the damage.”

“What’s happened to her?” I asked.

“She is not a her,” Ilore said sternly. “She is a thing, an important thing, not a person like you are thinking. She represents your base emotion of love, I think so anyways. From what I can tell, it looks like she experienced all of the love you felt and will ever feel in one instance and it warped who she was. I need to undo the tangle that it left in her, and separate out the time that things are supposed to take place in. This will be hard, but once I figure it out, it should be a method I can use on the other emotions.”

Damien and I stepped away as gray magic surrounded the emotion, and Ilore closed her eyes, concentrating.
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“I see you’ve brought the herbs I requested,” Rhea said, indicating the bundle I carried.

“I have. Fortunately, there are quite a few that grow near where I built my home,” I said as I set the bundle down. “In fact, I think once I have my home fully set up, I will try and cultivate them on the mountains.”

“That would be wonderful,” Rhea said. “Flame blade is quite the valuable herb. It would be a great benefit to the town if we had a steady supply. Unfortunately, no one has ever been able to figure out a way to effectively raise them as a crop.”

“My plan isn’t to change where they’re growing, it’s to develop those places they’re already at into more effective environments. My guess is there’s something about the areas they thrive that’s special—one that hasn’t been able to be replicated.”

“Well, you appear to have a solid plan in motion,” Rhea said, taking on a more serious tone. “Ezekiel, I have been meaning to ask… Why are you here? A man of your skills could make a much better living in a more populated area.”

I shrugged. “Maybe I just don’t like people. The same can be said for Derek. He’s quite the talented woodworker, so why is he here in this small, middle of nowhere town?”

“I know Derek’s reasons, and he has very good ones,” Rhea said. “But you I can’t figure out—and it’s certainly not because you don’t like people. You’re running from something.”

“So, what if I am.” I met her gaze unflinchingly. I liked Rhea and didn’t want her opinion of me to change, but I also wasn’t going to tell her why I was here. A truth like that would certainly change her opinion.

She let out a long sigh. “Fair enough. Just know I’m always here if you need to talk, Ezekiel.”

“Thank you—and please, call me Zeke.” I smiled and turned to head back to my boat.

“Wait, Zeke, I do have another job for you,” Rhea said.

I resisted groaning. She always had jobs for me.

“If you complete it, you will be rewarded. And by more than just my gratitude this time.”

I chuckled. “What is it?”

“I have detected the presence of an evil shrine in the mountains beyond your house,” Rhea said. “I don’t know where it came from, all I know is that Olattee let me know it was there. I would like you to investigate. Hopefully you will be able to remove the shrine and figure out where it came from.”

“I can do that.” Now this type of job was much more up my alley. “How deep into the mountains was it?”

“Here,” Rhea held out a compass. “This will point you in the right direction. It felt like it was deep into the mountains, potentially several days.”

I eyed the needle of the compass; it wasn’t pointing north. “It will take me a few days to prepare for the journey, but I’ll investigate this for you.”

“Thank you, Zeke,” she smiled. “I had been planning on visiting your home in the next few days, though it can wait until you get back.”

“I’ll look forward to your visit. I’ll put a torch out on my dock to indicate when the job is done so that you know when I’m back.” The lake was just long enough that my dock wasn’t quite visible, but a flame posted above it would be visible.
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I hoisted my backpack on my shoulders—it wasn’t full of food or water, since I didn’t require sustenance. Instead, it was filled with supplies that would make camping more pleasant.

Using my staff as a walking stick, I began my journey up the valley where I’d built my house. The hike was hard, but thanks to my undead endurance, I was barely winded by time I reached the head of a stream that poured out of a small lake nestled at the top of the mountain.

The crisp, clear water, brimming with plump fish made me wish I could taste. Catching a mountain trout and cooking it over a fire sounded amazing. Alas, it was not something I could do. That is to say, I could do it, but there would be no point without being able to enjoy the taste. The lack of taste was one of the biggest things I missed. But hope was not all lost. A powerful enough Lich could taste. All I had to do was reach that precipice of strength.

The compass had led me to the north side of the mountain, where I followed a goat trail along the edge of a ridge. The vantage gave me a spectacular view of the mountains. Tall and jagged, they were covered in trees down into the valleys, their gray rocky mountain peaks rising out of the tree lines.

I made camp in a small grove of birch growing along the stream. Hanging a hammock I’d made; I laid down to meditate. The gentle rocking soothed me into a familiar trance. The next day I woke and continued my journey.

The stream I was now following flowed deeper into the mountain range away from my home. It didn’t take long before it led to a small lake nestled between the mountains. At the far end of the lake, smoke rose from a small village. I had no idea there were settlements deeper into the mountains. I carefully made my way until I was able to see the village in more detail.

Goblins lived here. I did my best to remain hidden while scouting the village. It looked to be new, only recently set up. No road led out of it, though there was likely a tunnel leading deep under the mountains. Goblins were cave dwellers. This was likely an outpost set up by some goblin nation that lived around here.

And there, amongst the goblin village, was the shrine Rhea had sent me to find.

The shrine was a gruesome thing. A bowl sat in the middle full of a red liquid—most likely blood. At the four corners around it, were white stacks of what looked like skulls.

The village would quickly grow out of control if it was left alone. I decided to wait for nightfall despite the goblins also being night creatures—I had more advantages at night than they did.

When night gripped the mountains, I snuck into the village using the small dark magic I had available to cloak myself in shadows. Though I would likely need to destroy this village, I wanted to see what the shrine was first.

A thumping began to sound from within the village. Peeking around a squat building, I saw a ritual taking place. Above the bowl, a platform had been erected, and a goblin in feathered robes stood above it, chanting. At his feet lay a bound, rough looking man. Too late did I realize what was about to happen.

The chanting cut off and before I could react, the shaman slit the man’s throat. He gasped and struggled, but was held in place by his bonds. His blood flowed down to the bowl, and within seconds the man quit moving. The chanting began again with renewed vigor.

Despite not having a stomach, I felt sick to mine.

Two larger goblins dragged a cage forward with some kind of animal inside.

I’d seen enough. With a roar of rage, I stepped out of the shadows and hurled my blade-staff like a javelin at the shaman. Caught by surprise, all the shaman had time to do was look up, mouth open in surprise, before my blade impaled its chest. Cries of alarm rang out. In the chaos, I rushed forward, leapt over the bowl, and grabbed the shaft of my weapon.

I ripped my blade-staff upward and all but cut the goblin in half, the sharp blade splitting it like a ripe melon. Its own blood joined the bowl it had been so eager to spill innocent life into.

“You want to fill this bowl with blood?” I yelled. “Then come to me and I will fill it with yours.”

All around me, goblins snarled in rage. One rushed me, claws outstretched. I cut it in half, and one part of his body splashed into the bowl of blood. Triggered, the entire village swarmed.

Spinning my weapon, I mowed them down, goblin after goblin falling before me. The altar was soon covered in pieces of goblin. The village wasn’t large, but they kept coming, and their numbers were a bit concerning. Their blind fury would be their downfall. The guards proved to be more challenging, but the superior reach of my weapon gave me an edge, and their blood joined to the growing pool sloshing at my feet.

Despite how quickly I was taking them out, I was beginning to get overwhelmed. In desperation, I did something I’d sworn never to do. I released the spell that made me look human and reverted into a skeleton. The goblins gasped and stepped back. Before they could recover, I channeled my returned magic into one of the piles of skulls. Lifting into the air, they began to rocket toward my attackers like missiles.

Many missed, but those that hit it exploded in miniature blasts of death magic, leaving behind necrotic flesh and dead goblins. I whirled just in time to catch a heavy blow from a great sword wielding goblin. By his armor and the small circuit on his head I guessed he was the chieftain. Amidst a pile of bodies, we dueled.

It was fairly one-sided. My superior training and weapon allowed me to secure the upper hand. Whirling behind, I cut at the back of his legs, severing his hamstrings.

“You wanted blood?” I hissed from behind it. “Then let whatever god you serve have yours!”

The chieftain had just begun to turn his head when I rammed my blade through the back of his neck and cut to one side. A spray of blood shot out, merging with the veritable red marsh below us.

In retrospect, that probably wasn’t a very smart move. The eerie silence that followed was chilling. Every goblin was scattered around me, hacked to pieces. My wickedly sharp blade had severed arms and legs like tissue paper.

One look at the bowl full of blood, and I realized my mistake. I should not have fought the goblins here. The blood swirled into a whirlpool, and I activated my ability to see magic, unveiling the divine energies swirling around it. It was a powerful ritualistic magic, one I couldn’t stop.

And while I lack such power, maybe I could disrupt it.

There were symbols that represented a god of blood, an entity some goblins served. I scrambled over, and using the tip of my blade, scratched it out. The magic roiled going out of control, threatening to unleash an even worse effect than letting the original spell take place. I scratched in a new symbol—that of a death god I’d served when I was a player. It had all been role-play at the time, and I never thought anything of it.

Now I knew that serving a dark god wasn’t necessarily a great idea. But the knowledge was useful.

I went around the circle, removing every other symbol and replacing it with my own. My hope was that the two gods would fight each other for the sacrifice. Reexamining the building magic unveiled my gamble to be correct. The divine magics were clashing.

Which meant it was likely not a good idea to remain here. I turned to run, but the cage the goblins had been dragging forward caught my eye. A lynx was trapped, and even though it took me a little extra time, I dashed over and cut the lock away.

The lynx burst free, and after a pointed stare at me, dashed away. I followed his example.

The release of magical power was palpable. Two beings appeared. One was a blood elemental. The other was a spectral figure of dark magic with swirling etheric blue and green throughout. The two creatures clashed in a tumbling fight, and quickly demolished the few huts that used to be the goblin village. Creatures like this couldn’t survive for long on this plane. Though the winner would be greatly weakened, I did not remain to watch the fight.

The clashing elementals roared, their sky cracking clash soon becoming dampened by the mountains the farther I went. The power of the elementals was alarming. I was glad I’d interrupted whatever ritual that was, even if it wasn’t in the smartest way.

Making my way in the dark, I traversed back up the mountain to the lake that led into my valley. It took me a large portion of the night to reach that spot, but once I was inside my own piece of this remote land, I felt much safer and decided to rest.

I didn’t bother to set up my campsite, I just sat down and leaned my back against a tree, and rested my blade-staff in my arms. A rustling caught my attention not long after. Something moved in the brush. A few moments later, the lynx I’d saved stepped out. It looked at me with big feline eyes, then sat down, beginning to clean itself.

“Hello, are you following me?” I asked with a chuckle.

The lynx was a beautiful creature, with shady gray fur with streaks of brown and pointed tufts of fur on its ears. I carefully reached out to it and saw my hand was skeletal. Pulling it back, I cast my cloaking illusion spell to look like a human. Though the lynx hadn’t seemed alarmed by my undead nature, it was best to stay cloaked at all times.

Holding my hand out once more, I waited for the creature to make the next move. After staring at me a moment, the lynx got up and pushed his head into my hand. Encouraged, I scratched it behind the ears. Lynx, unlike their bigger brethren, were able to purr, and after a moment of scratching, my new friend purred. It was a deep sound. Much deeper than any cat I’d known before.

The next day I continued down the valley and the lynx stayed with me. It would prowl in the brush and occasionally I thought it was stalking something. When we arrived back at my clearing, the lynx began to investigate. Satisfied the area was secure, it curled up in a beam of sun and promptly fell asleep.

Seems I had a new friend.

After putting a torch out on the end of the dock for the village to see, I set to work around the clearing.

I still needed to put the finishing touches on my roof and dig out a basement. My long-term plans involved adding multiple wings and rooms, transforming it into more of a home.

I’d previously arranged with Derek to install a temporary sawmill powered by the creek to cut the planks for my roof. He had a small one that he kept on hand for helping people build houses away from town, when it would be too much effort to supply them with planks from his bigger mill.

I spent the day preparing the area where we would be setting up the mill.
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The next day, as I was working on my cabin, a canoe drifted up the lake. I headed to my dock to greet them, the lynx getting up to follow me. Part of me expected her to leave overnight, but so far she appeared content to stay.

Before long, I waved to Rhea, and helped her out of her canoe. “I take it you successfully dealt with the evil shrine?”

She had a look in her eye and I swallowed, even though I didn’t actually need to swallow.

“Yeah, totally. Shrine is gone now.” I nodded maybe a little too emphatically. “The goblin village it was built in is also gone.”

“A goblin village?” she asked in surprise. “I had detected something evil happening, but then the effect faded. It’s alarming that there was a goblin village nearby.”

“They were sacrificing humans and animals into some kind of blood ritual,” I explained.

“There are rumors of a goblin kingdom hidden under these mountains,” she said. “No one has ever seen them, mind you, or if they have, they have been relatively peaceful. For goblins, anyways.”

Growling rose behind me, and I turned to see the lynx’s hair standing on end, its deep grows pointed at Rhea.

“Hey, now, she’s a friend.” The lynx looked at me in question, then relaxed.

“Who is this?” Rhea asked, kneeling and holding out a hand much like I’d done the night before.

I was impressed that she was so comfortable with the wild creature. “She was in a cage at the goblin village. They were going to sacrifice her, but I interrupted the ritual and freed her. She decided to follow me back home.”

“What’s her name?” Rhea asked as the lynx inched closer to her and sniffed her hand.

“Name? I guess I hadn’t thought about that.”

Rhea scratched the lynx’s ears. She ran her hand along a black stripe that I hadn’t noticed before, that flowed down the lynx’s back. She pulled her hand away, looking at the lynx in surprise more than alarm. “She has been touched by death. It must’ve happened after you freed her.” Rhea saw my look of alarm. “It’s okay, she is not in any danger. My guess is some stray magic from whatever was happening ended up on her, and then she came in contact with either a death creature or something dead.”

“Is it… alarming that there’s potentially a death creature in the mountains?”

“No, it was more likely she came across something that’s already passed on and was just unlucky. The chances for crossing paths with a powerful enough death creature to change the ambient magic attached to her is highly improbable. I for one would know if such a creature was in the area,” Rhea assured me, not seeming to notice my growing panic. “Either way, I think you should call her Raven. Ravens are often near death so it is a fitting name.”

“You’re surprisingly okay with this,” I pointed out.

“While death is sad, we are taught that death is part of life,” Rhea explained. “Olattee seeks to restore and preserve, but also understands that without death, there would be no point.”

“That is a rather enlightened view,” I said, then blanched. My comment could be taken as very rude. “Sorry if that came off harsh, not my intention.”

Rhea let out a soft chuckle and stood. “It’s okay. I don’t expect you to know the tenets of Olattee.”

“Can’t say I’m very religious at all.” I gestured for her to follow and we made our way to shore. “I don’t have much in the way of hospitality right now, but I can show you around.”

Rhea frowned at my temporary home. “I’m not sure this will keep you warm in the winter.”

“I handle the cold pretty well,” I told her. My undead nature meant I could all but ignore the cold. “With the help of the sawmill from Derek, I should easily have a roof on my cabin before the snow comes. I might even have the time to dig out my basement.”

Then I showed her the construction of my cabin.

“You are making fast progress,” she said. “You must be quite strong, though you don’t look it.”

“I’ll try not to take that like it sounded,” I chuckled. “I am quite strong though. Perks of living a life of adventure I suppose.”

Rhea blushed a little, which surprised me. With a start it occurred to me that she was quite cute, but yet I felt nothing. Likely due to my emotions being all messed up in my mindscape.

“I did not mean it that way,” Rhea assured me. “So, you were on an adventure? Where, might I ask?”

Deciding it couldn’t hurt to tell her at least some of the truth, I answered, “The nation to the south of this one, over the mountains.”

She blanched a little. “You mean the one that was overrun by the undead?”

“That very one. I just barely made it out ahead of the hordes.”

“The things you must’ve seen escaping that place,” she shook her head.

“And the things I did,” I said in a quietly haunted voice.

“I think I understand more why you’re hesitant to talk about your resistance to Olattee.” She put a hand on my shoulder. “Just know the door is always open.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said with a smile.

“Now, will you at least let me lay some wards around this area to keep wild animals at bay so they won’t bother your home.” She looked at me expectantly. “Don’t worry, it won’t affect Raven.”

“That would be helpful,” I agreed. Truly, I did not fear any of the wild animals, but it would be nice to know a wandering bear wasn’t going to come along and ransack my home while I was away.

I followed her up the valley a little way, where she then began to carve small symbols into the bark of trees, chanting a simple chant. The symbol glowed briefly before the bark regrew, absorbing the magic. At first, I was hesitant, worrying that the magic would affect me. After a while, it became apparent that the low-level holy magic didn’t have any obvious effect on me. My guess was that Lichs were a bit more powerful of an undead creature than this magic was meant to handle.

“These trees will now serve as a kind of barrier to prevent monsters from coming down the valley,” Rhea told me. “Be warned though, it won’t prevent very powerful creatures from entering.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I assured her.

Rhea and I didn’t stick around much longer after setting up the wards. The purpose of her trip was mostly to see where my home was and to check-in about the quest. Later that afternoon, Derek showed up on the trail alongside the lake, leading a pack mule carrying supplies.

“You have a spot for this?” he called out when he saw me.

“Yeah, bring it on over,” I said.

With Derek’s help, we set up the water powered sawmill. It was a simple contraption with a small waterwheel being turned by the stream, which twisted a set of gears, that drove a blade up and down. The blade was span between two sturdy pieces of wood and very sharp. The hardest part was getting the cutting platform level and the wedges in place to help me keep the thickness of my planks consistent.

By the time we finished, the sun was set, and we began working on cutting planks by torchlight. Raven had been watching us intently, but left to hunt.

“Let me take you back to town in my boat, saves you the trip tomorrow.”

“You good crossing the lake in the dark?” Derek asked.

“Yeah, I have great night sight,” I assured him. “In some ways, I’m more comfortable in the darkness.”

“You do understand how ominous that sounds, right?” Derek gave me an odd look.

“Oh, don’t be melodramatic.” I probably shouldn’t have said I was more comfortable in the darkness, but it slipped out in trying to assure him I’d be fine.

As we crossed the lake, both set to rowing, we chatted quietly, our voices carrying far over the water. “Cutting green logs into planks has some issues, you’ll likely get splitting after a time.”

“I was worried about that,” I agreed. “Unfortunately, I can’t think of a way to cure the logs fast enough. There’s no way I can build a kiln.”

“I have some tar you can use to coat your roof to help prevent it,” Derek said. “That will only last for a short time. My recommendation would be to cut enough planks for your roof now, and get some trees cut down and set in a pile. In a few years they should be cured. The tar should help your roof last that long, especially with that good layer of thatch you have on it.”

“I’ll be sure to do that, thank you. Will the logs cure faster if I debark them first?”

“Yes,” Derek agreed. “Just make sure your pile is kept off the ground to help keep them free of insects.”

I dropped Derek off at the town docks and headed back up the lake. The moon had come up, reflecting perfectly with the stars above in the still water. It was a peaceful night.

Maybe… all this would work out in the end.
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I opened my eyes in the mindscape to see Damien waiting for me. Order was seemingly being restored to at least the central area. The buildings were no longer covered in strange plants, and a sturdy compound was being constructed around me. Smooth gray stones formed buildings and walls, blocking this area from the horrors of the rest of my mindscape.

Several denizens moved around, and though they were more militaristic in nature, part of me recognized this is what the hamlets scattered throughout my mindscape used to be like. Each of the denizens could represent numerous different things. Everything from a memory, to reflections of my subconscious. Like me, none of them could truly be killed, but I guess things were likely different with how my mindscape had been warped by time.

“Good to see you,” Damien greeted.

“Any progress?” I asked. “Where’s Ilore?”

“She is working with the emotion we captured,” Damien explained. “She said she’s making progress but it is a slow thing.”

“Where are they now?” I asked.

“This way.” Damien walked away and I followed after him.

He led me to a set of stairs attached to a larger building. On the second floor, we found Ilore sitting beside the emotion of love avatar. Chains of magical energy, imbued with the gray color of Ilore’s time magic, were wrapped around the avatar. Both of their eyes were closed.

Ilore was unraveling the emotion, slowly restoring it to what it once had been.

“It’s best not to disturb them,” Damien said quietly, gesturing for us to step out. “I just wanted you to see.”

We left the building and Damien showed me around the compound. Many denizens manned the surrounding thick wall of gray stone, wielding bows and spears. Outside the walls, a clearing had been formed, creating an open firing field for the archers. In the distance, beyond this central island, the foliage gave way to the void.

“This seems very secure,” I noted to Damien. “Good work.”

“As Ilore has been focused on the emotion I’ve been focusing my energies on defense. There are also spells I worked in that will summon undead minions to defend the walls. Any enemies that fall will soon rise to serve us, at least temporarily.”

“We have a plan for how to go about reasserting control over the rest of my mindscape?” I asked.

“Yes. In fact, we’ll eventually rebuild to fully reconnect with the rest the world.” Damien nodded. “As I was building this compound, I received a message from Altor stating that we’re starting to make noticeable progress in repairing your mindscape, and that when completed, the barrier would be lowered and the connection reestablished.”

A notification appeared in my vision stating pretty much what he said. It was a percentage counter showing different marks at twenty-five percent, fifty percent, seventy-five percent, and one hundred percent completion. I blinked through the notification, and instead of disappearing, the progress tracker moved into the top corner of my vision. It showed us at barely over one percent. We have a lot of work to do.

“I think we should get this main island fully secured first,” I said. “How do we do that, just clear out all of the monsters and chaos around us?”

“That is the most straightforward way to do it,” Damien agreed.

A smaller floating island crested over the edge of the main island, and an idea came to me. “Damien, you think we could control the flight path of one of the islands?”

Damien saw where I was looking and nodded thoughtfully. “I don’t see why not. Though I’m hesitant to try on some of the larger ones. It would require too much energy. But one that size or smaller should be doable. What are you thinking?”

“It’s simple,” I began to explain. “What if instead of focusing on clearing out the islands one at a time, we turned one of the smaller islands into a bastion. We could mount powerful magical cannons and weapons on it to fight off creatures and clear islands from the air.”

“I like that idea. Though we will still need to land on them, and it would be best if not all of our efforts are destructive. We could work with Ilore to create a time magic that might help to stabilize the islands, utilizing the floating island as a platform for moving that affect around.”

“That’s a good plan.” I had been worried about causing extensive damage to my mindscape. The hope was that we could restore the balance without everything being ripped apart in the process. Bombarding every island that showed resistance seem like a good way to do permanent damage.

“I’m sure we could also use the island as a platform for raising undead on places we’re trying to clear,” Damien said. “They would be less damaging than bombardment spells.”

“Let’s do that, but first we need to see if the idea is even feasible.”

Damien and I flew up to the island. It was around twenty to thirty meters in diameter, and only ten thick. At first it seemed barren, but when we got closer, a few small creatures were visible, along with stubborn plants clinging to life.

The moment we touched down, the small creatures turned hostile, but they were no threat to us. The small demon-like rats threw themselves at us, and between Damien’s magic and my skill with the blade-staff, we quickly cut them all down. After thoroughly exploring the island, making sure there were no hidden surprises, Damien looked pleased.

“I definitely think we can make this work,” Damien said. “You can feel it moving near the edges, so creating something to make it move as we want it to should be easy.”

“Well, let’s get it anchored to the island below so it doesn’t float away while we’re working on it.”
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Several days later, I reentered my mindscape. I’d been spending a lot of time in here as of late working with Damien and Ilore in preparing the island. Damien didn’t greet me where I spawned. He was probably up on our tethered island. I flew up to it, following the heavy chain that anchored it to the main island.

Construction in the mindscape was a fast thing, and already things were looking radically different. We reshaped it on one side and mounted large spell diagrams facing away from the designated front to act like thrusters when fed mana. We also installed several other smaller diagrams of the same nature around its circumference to provide breaking and steering capabilities.

The top of the island was now covered in fortifications and stone buildings that provided housing for the troops that would be residing here.

Damien was floating below the island working on a construct.

“Is that one of the main cannons?” I asked as I approached him.

“It is,” Damien said. “Once operational, all we’ll need is to feed mana into it. Getting it to work how you wanted was tricky, but I think I got it.”

“Good,” I said happily. I’d asked Damien if he could make cannons that would launch projectiles to both kill things and raise any nearby corpses to fight on our side. It was something I remember seeing Lox do with his ship. I’d been worried that we would need magical cores to fire the cannons, but Damien assured me that since we were in the mindscape some of the rules could be bent.

“Fortunately, once we get this first cannon figured out, the others should come quickly,” Damien explained. “Ilore is taking a break from working on the emotion avatar and is working on a cannon of her own. From what I understand, it’s a kind of stasis cannon that we can use to target more powerful monsters that resist these cannons.”

“That sounds useful,” I said. “Where is she?”

“Up above,” Damien gestured. “It’s going to be a front facing cannon—said something about needing more room to build it.”

“I’ll go see if she needs anything.” I flew away from Damien and headed to the other side of the island. I really should be calling it a battleship now since that’s what it was resembling more and more. I found Ilore working near the front. “Damien said you’re working on a stasis weapon.”

“That is a crude explanation of what this cannon will do,” Ilore sniffed in derision.

“Either way, you need any help?”

“I could use an extra hand,” she agreed. “This is quite the complex weapon. If you can focus on smoothing the mana lines, that would be greatly useful.”

“I can do that.” I smiled and got to work.

It took longer than expected to turn the island into a flying battleship, but after several weeks of work, we accomplished it. I of course couldn’t spend my whole time in the mindscape. I was coming and going as the construction process proceeded.

The final result was quite the impressive ship, the island had been completely transformed. The bottom bristled with magical weapons, and the top looked like a flying fortress, complete with walls with turrets mounted on them. We cut the chain away connecting the battleship to the main island to practice using the engines to keep in place, and now the ship gently circled the large main island propelled under its own power.

We were in the process of ferrying crew up; it wasn’t a large space, but held a surprising number of people. The presence of the denizens aboard provided multiple things, but most important was a source of magical power. They would also be the ones manning the weapons. Putting in artificial intelligence to fire the weapons was far beyond our abilities.

I carried a pair of denizens up to the battleship and set them down. Instead of heading back to get another pair, I moved to the highest part of the battleship and looked around.

What my mindscape looked like now still amazed me. The floating islands were truly spectacular in their own right.

In the distance, something caught my attention. An island I’d been wondering where it had gone just became visible, and the gap was closing quickly. It was arguably one the most important things the mindscape contained outside the library.

“Damien!” I called down, pointing to the island. “I think I found her first target.”

Damien followed my gesture. “I think you’re right. It would be good to have that back under our control.”

“Once we finish loading the crew we should head out.” I had plenty of time to spend in the mindscape—certainly more than enough to conquer that distant island.
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The pyramid where my skills were stored loomed before us. The island it was contained in wasn’t much bigger than the structure itself, but I hadn’t realized just how deep the building went into the ground. How could something so large remain out of sight for so long?

Inside this impressive structure were the focus tables to improve my abilities. Truly one of the most important things in the mindscape.

Not having access to it definitely slowed my progress, so I was determined that we retake this place. But it was also covered in monsters.

“Shall we begin?” I asked Damien and Ilore.

“Open fire!” Damien yelled back at the crew.

The battleship rocked as a barrage of magical projectiles were launched from the cannons on the underside. A moment later, two larger cannons mounted on the top of the island fired, utilizing traditional explosives.

The projectiles from the heavy cannons on top were faster, and they slammed into the ground first, a wash of fire sweeping out in growing circles from their impact points. Before the flames died out, the barrage of death cannons hit, peppering the area in waves of death magic across a small section of the massive pyramid.

Figures that had been rendered immobile by the heavy cannons, were beginning to move again.

A surge of motion on the pyramid drew my eye, and hundreds of creatures leapt off into the air—some lacking wings grew them as they tumbled in the air. The turrets mounted along the walls of the battleship were unleashed. Lines of small, fast-moving projectiles ripped through the air, cutting apart many of the incoming monsters.

“Damien, when this is done,” I said calmly, never taking my eye off the incoming attack, “remind me that we need to create some true flack weapons. I hadn’t thought about flying monsters.”

“Will do, boss,” Damien said.

A net exploded from Ilore’s cannon’s barrel. The net was made of her gray time magic and spread out wide before the island. Flying through the air, it encompassed many of the incoming monsters. Upon touching them, parts of their body would freeze in place. Several wings snapped under the unexpected strain and the monsters cried out in pain, tumbling from the sky.

Nothing would be enough to stop all of them, but we’d kept the potential of the battleship being boarded in mind as we designed it.

I remained exposed in a clearing near the front. The idea was that the monsters would be drawn to me, and the crew hidden in bunkers could shred them with bows and arrows. We even mounted a few of the heavy turrets to point down into this area.

I could potentially take some friendly fire, but I was willing to take the risk. No permanent damage could be done to me inside my own mindscape, at least not truly permanent. If my avatar died, I would simply come back. Except if that happened, it would leave my mindscape very exposed.

I whirled my blade and cut the first monster that landed before me in half. Here in the mindscape, my power with my blade-staff was even greater. Thanks to the increased physical ability, I was a maelstrom of death.

Damien was in the back, protected within a small bunker. But he was still just as deadly. His necromantic abilities reached the battlefield, and as the bodies piled up, a few of them stirred with renewed life, turning against their former allies.

A particularly large monster landed. It had two short legs, a long muscular body covered in black fur. Big jagged teeth barred in menace. It had two powerful arms with wings attached to them that stirred in the air. It was just lunging for me when a spell from Ilore struck and froze it in place. I used the opening that gave me to lop off one of its big forearms. When the creature unfroze, it was off-balance and screaming in pain. I drove my blade deep into it, twisting to widen the wound.

The more monsters that came, the more they rose to help us under the influence of Damien’s necromantic power. By the time the flying monsters were finished off, we had a veritable horde on our side. Not all of them could still fly, but enough could so that wewere able to launch a counterattack.

Thanks to the cannons continuously firing on the pyramid, a swarm of directionless undead wandered around directly below the battleship. Damien and I leapt off the battleship for the pyramid. The moment we touched ground, Damien started taking control of the directionless undead. Ilore followed a moment later, her time magic too valuable to leave aboard.

I led the charge up the pyramid, our undead army now growing at a faster rate. The guns from the battleship served to support us as they hammered the front lines of the enemies before we got to them. Damien was in a constant state of building a more powerful necromantic control spell, and almost before the bodies even hit the ground, they were rising to join us.

We reached the top of the pyramid and were greeted by a group of massive monsters. They were a cross between an ogre and a dragon with scaly skin and wicked talons on massive lumbering bodies. Their heads were that of an ogre, but with an elongated snout full of razor-sharp teeth. Wisps of smoke rose from their noses just before torrents of flame erupted out.

I managed to dodge, the flames that engulfed a few of the undead that had taken my spot. The horde rushed past me, the undead not caring if these monsters would tear them apart, seeking only to serve. The carnage was unbelievable. A dozen of these dragon-ogres tore apart our undead. The battleship began to bombard the top of the island, before a beam of gray light shot out and hit a pair of them.

Chains of gray magic wrapped around the two and faded, freezing the dragon-ogres in place. Undead swarmed over them, ripping at them with teeth and claws. An ogre waded toward me like a man pushing through shallow water, each swipe of its massive claws dismembering undead all around it. I prepared myself to face it.

It swiped at me and I dove aside, lashing out with my blade, slicing through the scales with ease. The dragon-ogre roared in pain and lunged anew. It would’ve had me, but a well-timed blast of time magic from Ilore temporarily slowed it down. Enough that it looked like it was stuck in molasses.

The effect was temporary and I rushed into action, circling around behind it to slash at it with my blade-staff.

I opened deep rents in its flesh until I finally hit something important, severing its spine just before Ilore’s spell ended. The ogre collapsed, its legs no longer working, roaring in rage and pain as it thrashed about on the ground. With it all but prone, it was no match for me as I drove my blade through its head.

Dark magic suffused it, and Damien approached. The ogre rose again, but instead of remaining as a dragon-ogre, more undead were drawn to it, fusing into it. Soon it grew in size—doubling, then tripling, and continuing on until it was ten times its original size.

The massive undead creature roared and turned on the remaining dragon-ogres.

The powerful monsters had managed to wipe out most of our horde, and their attention honed in on the massive undead stalking toward them. Bouts of flame burned away at the creature, but with a mighty fist, it pulverized two of the dragon-ogres into mush.

The power of necromancers was frightening. I’d been able to do similar things before I was killed. People often thought of necromancers as back line support, and sometimes they were, but when they chose to take the battlefield, the proximity to so much death greatly enhanced their powers.

That being said, these monstrous dragon-ogres were something else. Despite the power of Damien’s undead giant, the dragon-ogres were winning. Ilore and I joined the fight, tackling one beast at a time.

There was an explosion behind our foes. Followed by another, and another. A gap briefly opened between the dragon-ogres, showing me something I hadn’t expected.

One of my guardians, created by Damien and I to protect my mindscape, was ripping through the back ranks of the dragon-ogres. My guess was this guardian had elected to defend the pyramid and had been inside the focus chamber protecting it from the monsters.

This particular guardian was a fast-moving, bony construct. Each blow it landed resulted in an explosion of death magic. It wasn’t the strongest creature physically, but its offensive capabilities were massive. The dragon-ogres, in an unexpected turn of events, broke and ran.

We chased the fleeing monsters down, but when they reached the edge of the top of the pyramid, they leapt into the air, sprouted wings, and flew off into the distance.

“Why would they do that?” I looked at Damien and Ilore. “What do you think is going on?”

“If I had to guess,” Damien said slowly, “I would say they serve one of the emotions. We should track them to see where they go. Maybe they’ll lead us back to the emotion.”

“That’s a good plan,” I agreed. “But first I want to check out the focus chamber.”

I moved toward the chamber, but my guardian appeared before me, blocking my progress. I ordered it out of the way with a mental command, but it stubbornly refused to move.

Damien stepped forward, a frown on his face as he began to build up a control spell.

Ilore spoke up, “Wait, Ezekiel, you should not enter there.” Her face was pale. “Something is terribly wrong in there. I will go look. If it’s time related, I should be fine.” She was gone only a moment before she stepped back out. “You cannot enter there, not if you wish to remain sane.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“It’s hard to explain… Your focus tables are very different now, and show things they should not. It will take time for me to repair the damage so that you can enter. For now, we should focus on hunting down the emotions.”
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Damien remained behind to secure the pyramid. With his ability to raise more troops, it would be an easy task for him now that the stronger monsters had fled. Ilore and I returned to the battleship and followed the fleeing dragon-ogres.

They wound around several floating islands and mountains before they approached a larger one looming above us. This one baffled me. It looked like an upside-down volcano in the process of erupting. Lava spewed out of the bottom and was pulled, from our perspective, upward, to then land on the island forming pools and rivers of lava. The dragon-ogres entered the mouth of a large cave near the base of the volcano.

“Should we investigate?” I asked.

“We should,” Ilore agreed. “It would be a good idea to get a feel for what kind of monster we’ll be fighting. Though I don’t think we should go near that cave. Let’s land as far away from it as possible and see what monsters confront us.”

I agreed with her sentiment. Without Damien and a solid plan for engaging what was quite possibly a cave full of dragon-ogres, that would be a deadly encounter. We flew the battleship to the edge of the island, the hellish landscape floating above us. Unfortunately, it was impossible for our cannons mounted on the bottom of our converted island to target it, and the heavy fire based cannons mounted on top of the battleship would likely be ineffective.

Ilore and I flew up to the island. When we were about halfway between the battleship and the island, gravity changed—we suddenly found ourselves falling, and the battleship was now undoubtably above us. Fortunately, we had time to correct our flight paths, landing softly on the ashen soil.

The island was blisteringly hot, almost unbearable, and the air was dry. I was glad to be a skeleton. Ilore had taken a deep breath of air only to start coughing uncontrollably from the bone-dry air hitting her lungs.

The volcano at the center of the island was an imposing place.

“I don’t remember there being a volcano in my mindscape before,” I pointed out. “How is it here now?” Different things appearing in the mindscape often represented different attributes of a person’s psyche. So, a new feature such as a volcano was rather strange. Then again, I did have floating islands.

“It is strange,” Ilore agreed. “I’ve never heard of a mindscape having an active volcano. My guess is somewhere in your far future you will develop it. I can’t even begin to determine what it represents. For now, all I know is that it’s a problem. This is clearly the home of one of the corrupted emotions… and, I’m getting a feeling it is a much more powerful one.”

“What happened to love being the most powerful emotion?” I asked jokingly.

“Whoever said that did not understand emotions,” Ilore said. “By that argument, hate is just as powerful as love. It all depends on the person though. Some people are full of rage, some have a deep seething anger—everything here will be represented differently depending on the person.”

“I can see how that makes sense,” I agreed, spotting a figure approaching.

It was a small flying lizard with blazing eyes, and it attacked without hesitation, unleashing a gout of blisteringly hot flames sprung from its small mouth. The attack wasn’t particularly powerful, and I was able to dodge aside and rush in, cutting the lizard in half with a downward blow.

We continued to explore the area, coming across several other types of creatures.

“I gotta be honest,” I said, pushing an imp I’d impaled off my blade. “These creatures may be more dangerous, but I much prefer fighting them than those annoying blobs.”

“I agree,” Ilore said. Her magic ensured easy kills with each beast we came across. Especially the faster creatures like this imp.

We found that as we pushed closer to the volcano, the creatures were rapidly becoming more powerful.

“I think we should head back to the pyramid now.” I glanced to the battleship. “We learned what we needed to, and we should make adjustments to our battleship before we return. It would be nice for the cannons to be facing upward more to help fight these fiery devils.”

“That indeed would be nice,” Ilore agreed. “Though they won’t be able to help when we enter the cave.”

By the time we made it back to the pyramid, it was covered in undead under the control of Damien. They’d also begun construction of a small fortification at the top of the pyramid.

“What’d you find?” he asked.

“A big, active volcano covered in firebase creatures,” I said. “Is everything secure here?”

“Mostly,” Damien said. “I just need to create an undead controller minion to keep the rest of the undead in line. With the number we have here, there should be very few things that can threaten it now. Tell me more about this volcano, you think an emotion is there?”

“Yeah, Ilore thinks it’s a pretty strong one,” I said. “We need to refit the battleship some so a few of our cannons point upward though. The island is above us, which makes it hard to fire down at it. In all honestly, this is something we should have thought about.”

“You’re right,” Damien agreed. “We’ll have to redistribute the cannons so some are facing up and some are facing down. It’s strange we can’t find a place where gravity isn’t all messed up.”

“Just imagine if we ever reconnect the mindscape and somebody tries to invade,” I chuckled. “They would be so baffled about what was going on, I don’t think we’d have any issues.”

“There is some truth to what you say,” Damien agreed with a chuckle of his own. “Though we will want to make sure defenses are rebuilt before that happens. Even if it is strange, it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

“I’m going to go down and work on your focus room for a little bit,” Ilore said. “I should be focusing my attention on reestablishing your emotions, but since we’re here, I can see what I can do to stabilize it some. If I can improve any of the focus tables, which would you prefer?”

“Skills related to my staff,” I said. “I’m not really using magic right now, so boosting those skills is important.” Due to the way focus tables worked, sacrificing long-term gains by prioritizing magic or weapon skills over the other isn’t an issue. “Considering where I’m at outside of the mindscape, my skills with Mercy are far more important.”

“I will keep that in mind,” Ilore promised before shrouding herself in a magical veil and heading down to the pyramid.

I worked with Damien on the pyramid’s defenses for a while before returning to the real world. Opening my eyes brought me back to my cabin. The room was dark, night having fallen. I now had some simple furniture I purchased from Derek. While I could’ve made my own, it would’ve been much rougher. Raven was curled up next to me, happily sleeping.

Things were looking up for my secluded little sanctuary.


30
[image: ]


Ezekiel paused in his story, taking in Marissa’s rapt attention, her quill scratching across the pages of her notebook. “What kind of shape is your mindscape in?”

“It’s confusing,” Marissa said quietly, quill stilling. “Instead of a series of floating islands, it’s a twisted labyrinth.”

“I cannot recommend enough someone like Ilore,” Ezekiel told her. “She was instrumental in restoring my mindscape. Without her, I don’t think I would’ve ever been able to reconnect it.”

“I will do that next time I go,” Marissa said with a smile. “My mental assistant is a long dead Lich. She’s been helping me explore the labyrinth and defend my center from the monsters that roam it.”

“You really have a Lich as a mental assistant?” Ezekiel asked in surprise.

“I do. I had always planned on becoming a Lich—it seemed like fun. I’d just meant to undo it before I died on Earth.” She heaved a great sigh. “I guess I didn’t get the chance. Life’s like that sometimes. You’re going along and then the next moment you’re just… dead.”

“I can drink to that,” Ezekiel chuckled.

“What’s the point when we can’t taste anything?” Marissa asked sourly.

“Who said we can’t taste anything?” Ezekiel asked, raising an eyebrow.

“You said you couldn’t taste anything,” she said.

“You must have missed a detail. That was back then,” Ezekiel said. “Trust me, we can still taste things. For it to happen naturally, you either need to figure that out on your own or wait until I get into it in more detail about it in my story. For now—” He handed her a pitch black potion, trusting him she drank it. A black miasma appeared around Marissa’s head. It happened so quick that she had no time to recoil.

“What was that?” She asked, getting up and glaring at Ezekiel.

“Relax,” Ezekiel said, standing. “I promised I would not harm you and that you would be under my protection. That spell will simply allow you to taste for a short time period.” He headed for the only door. “Follow me.”

Striding confidently down the hall, Ezekiel did not wait for Marissa to follow. It took Marissa a moment to gather her wits and run to catch up.

The sun had risen over the mountains as Ezekiel spun his tale. Marissa didn’t feel tired, one of the benefits of being undead, and was able to get a true appreciation for the fortress Ezekiel had made his home. They crossed the courtyard, covered in elaborate stone carvings. In the middle, a tree with black flowers bloomed, though they were beginning to close as the sun shone down.

All around, elaborate stone carvings covered the arched hallways flanking the courtyard. Ezekiel led her into another room, where he gestured for her to take a seat. He pulled out a bottle of wine.

“This wine has been enhanced by holy magic.” The look of alarm on her face made him smile. “Relax, without the enhancement the alcohol would have no effect on us. After all, alcohol is poison and we’re all but immune to poison. It needs the holy aspect to make it effective.”

“How did you get a priest to bless wine for you?” Marissa asked.

Ezekiel just smiled, opening the bottle and filling two glasses. “Tell me, Marissa, what do you plan to do for immortality?”

Marissa was a little taken aback by the change of subject. “I’m not sure… If I can become a player again, I guess I’ll be a true Immortal. Haven’t put much thought beyond surviving, actually.”

“Did you have anything you loved to do before you died?” Ezekiel asked.

“I used to be a reporter,” Marissa said. “I worked for a news agency back on Earth. I loved that job, even though it was what got me killed in the end. Digging up stories and recording them, sharing them with others, that was something special.”

“You could pursue that,” Ezekiel said. “I can see it now, Marissa. The recorder of all of history—the teller of stories.”

“That seems a bit much,” Marissa said as she tentatively took a sip of the wine.

She let out a long sigh of satisfaction. Wine had been one of her passions. One she’d missed since losing her sense of taste. Having it temporarily restored was blissful in a way she didn’t know was even possible.

Ezekiel smiled in understanding. When his spell faded, she would go back to the bland, tasteless life he’d lived for so long. It was good she had this moment to enjoy the sensation. He could tell her how to overcome it, but some things were best learned on their own. Though he guessed she would pick out how it was done by listening to his tale. Eventually, anyway.

“Do you wish for me to continue?” Ezekiel asked after several minutes of companionable silence.

“Yes, of course.” Marissa pulled out her notepad again. “I guess if I’m going to become a recorder of history, your story can be my first.”

“It would be my honor,” Ezekiel said. “I’ll be honest, I’m going to skip over the winter. Not much happened during that cold, cold winter.”

Marissa thought she saw a shadow of something pass behind Ezekiel’s eyes. She said nothing, letting him keep his secrets. He was being more than gracious with her. There was no need to prod for more than he was willing to share.
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The winter had been cold. Though with my undead nature, it didn’t affect me as much. I kept the warm fire burning most nights, and when a knock rapped on my door, I tossed a piece of wood on the coals. I looked out the window, peering at the snow-covered valley and frozen lake. Snowshoe tracks led across the lake and up to my house.

Opening the door, a man dressed in a burqa, a large brimmed hat, and a lute strapped to his back gave a nod. “Greetings. Beautiful morning,” he said in a cheerful voice.

“Please, come inside.” I stepped out of the doorway, closing the outside cold away once he was inside. “Though they say winter is over, it’s still awfully cold out there. I was just getting my fire going this morning.”

“Thank you.” The man had an easy smile that twinkled into his bright green eyes. He had pale skin, and when he took off his hat, a head of messy red hair was revealed. “My name’s Maxwell, Maxwell Cromwell.” He gave a small bow. “You must be Ezekiel. Rhea told me to come talk to you.”

A surge of happiness swept through me at hearing Rhea’s name. It took a moment to tamp it down. Ilore had recently repaired the emotion in my mindscape and I was still dealing with the effects of having it returned to me. There was a strained imbalance from the lack of other emotions, forcing me to do my best to completely suppress it. Fortunately, it was a skill I was good at—suppressing how I felt—my old job hadn’t been a nurturing place. You learned quick to keep emotions tamped down.

“Maxwell, it’s nice to meet you. What does the priestess want?”

“She said that even in the cold of winter you can be of great help to the temple and are quite familiar with the mountains,” Maxwell said, glancing at the smoldering fire. He produced a flute. “Here, I’ll get that going.” He played a quick upbeat tone, and a streak of fire flew from the end of the flute into the wood.

“Impressive. You’re a bard, then?” I asked. It made sense, what with the lute and all.

Maxwell shot me a questioning look before shrugging, and muttered, “NPCs really up in weird of late… Yes, I’m a bard.”

“Why exactly do you need my help exploring mountains?”

“Rhea said she detected an evil living somewhere in these passes—not like the one she said you dealt with before—but an evil monster who’s taken up residence,” Maxwell said.

I hoped my look of alarm didn’t show, wondering if she detected my phylactery. “I can help you look for it. You know where to begin?”

“Vaguely,” Maxwell shrugged. “She said it was located a few valleys over from here.”

I let out a soft breath of relief. That likely meant it wasn’t my phylactery, though there was a chance it was related. “Of course I can help. I’m always happy to help Olattee.”

Maxwell snorted. “Olattee is overrated.”

I chuckled. “Don’t let Rhea hear you say that. She’ll tan your hide.”

“So I’ve heard,” Maxwell said, holding his hands out to the fire. “How soon can you leave?”

The door pushed open, and Raven walked in, eyeing Maxwell. “I can go anytime,” I said, then to Raven, “You good to hold down the fort for a while?”

Raven stretched and yawned before hopping up on my bed. She met my gaze and blinked slowly, her indication of yes.

“Is that a lynx?” Maxwell asked in surprise.

“Yes, it is. Her name is Raven. I saved her from a bad situation and she followed me home.”

“That’s super cool,” Maxwell said, cautiously reaching out to pet Raven. She regarded him, and after a moment, started purring.

“Let me just grab my snowshoes.” I’d purchased them during the first snow at Rhea’s suggestion, and I was glad for it. In the dead of winter, the snow had gotten really deep, and had been almost impossible to move around without them.

When both Maxwell and I were ready, we bundled up our gear and wrapped ourselves in thick burqas before heading out into the cold.

“Will Raven be fine by herself?” Maxwell asked.

“Don’t worry,” I assured him. “She knows how to get the door open on her own, and I’ve even seen her feed the fire when it gets low.”

“Smart cat,” Maxwell said.

Following Maxwell’s lead, we trudged up the valley. I was worried when he stopped briefly and looked up toward the small branching valley where my phylactery was hidden. After consulting a map, he shook his head and we continued up the main valley. Trudging through the deep snow, we chatted quietly. Maxwell was a pleasant man, and we quickly became friends.

“How long have you been playing?” I asked, not really thinking about the implications of such a question.

Maxwell stopped and gave me an odd look. “What do you mean, playing?”

“You know, how long have you been a player of World of Magic?” I gestured to the pristine, snow-covered valley. “The world we’re in.”

Maxwell was quite baffled by my question. It was no wonder why—he thought I was an NPC.

Before I could open mouth to further clarify, Maxwell shrugged with a laugh. “I know NPCs have gone wild as of late, but you’re seriously something else.”

“And what if I told you I wasn’t an NPC?” I asked carefully.

“What, like you’re a player?” Maxwell gestured for us to continue on, the soft snow crunching underfoot once more. “Choosing to spend your time in game homesteading? That doesn’t seem likely.”

“I’m not quite a player,” I said, coming up beside him.

“Ohh, are saying you’re a second-chancer then? That’s a little more believable. Though I haven’t heard of any of the Immortals choosing to live by themselves, so I’m not sure I can fully believe you. I think it’s more likely you’re an NPC who’s just messing with me.”

“I’m not a second-chancer.”

“What are you saying you are then? If you aren’t a player or a second-chance player,” Maxwell met my eyes, “then you must be an NPC.”

“What I’m trying to say is, I was a regular player, and somehow when I died back on Earth, I ended up here.”

Maxwell stopped in his tracks, staring hard at me. “Now that’s hard to believe. How would that even be possible?”

“From what I understand, I bound part of my soul here somehow.” I let out a sigh. “I know how ridiculous that sounds.”

“You’re right, that does sound ridiculous. That would imply this place is real like the Immortals claim. I’ll be honest, I think you’re full of shit. I don’t know what’s been going on with you NPCs these last few months, but your story is just too ridiculous.”

“How can I convince you that it’s true?” I asked as we hiked.

“That’s a hard one,” Maxwell chuckled. “Could you tell me about where you’re supposedly from on Earth?”

As we continued to hike, following the frozen, snow-covered stream, I told Maxwell about my old life. It was weird to talk about, lacking emotions like I did. Almost like a dispassionate narration of what my life had been. The only emotion I felt was remembering how much I cared for and missed my sister. I guess that was due to the fact that the emotion of love had been returned. Except, without the context of what else I’d been feeling at the time, it didn’t seem right.

Maxwell asked all sorts of questions. It was pretty clear he was probing to see if he believed me or not. Eventually we came out of the main valley and up where the mountains made a low shoulder, heading in the opposite direction I’d gone to find the goblins. The snow at the top of the pass was deep, and our snowshoes kept us from falling through. The valley on the other side was much higher than the one we left, as we only had to transverse a little way down before coming to its floor.

We cleared the valley and hiked up the other side, crossing over another high pass. The valley on the other side was much bigger than the previous one. We worked our way down, and nearer the bottom the snow became less deep and the tops of bushes poked through.

The sun had started to set, so we decided to camp there. We looked around for a place that would shelter us from the cold and came across a small alcove created by a large rock in the cliff wall. The alcove was full of snow, but it was nothing a bit of digging couldn’t alleviate to provide a decent shelter.

Maxwell and I had both brought short shovels on the probability we’d have to do this, and we set to work. Once the snow was strategically piled around the alcove, we compacted it to make walls. By the time we were done, we’d crafted a cozy little spot tucked behind the boulder against the cliff. It wasn’t large, but that was for the better. It would take less heat to keep it warm.

As Maxwell continued to pile snow around our shelter, I foraged for wood to start a fire. Though the snow had covered everything, I was able to find several, buried fallen trees, their shapes creating white mountains in the smooth covering. I dug one out and used a hatchet to cut it into pieces, giving us a decent amount of wood that I carried back to our shelter.

It wasn’t dry, obviously, but one of the advantages of being in a world that had magic, was that starting fires in the cold wasn’t as hard. I worried Maxwell would freeze in the still brutally cold nights, so I headed back out to gather more.

When I returned with another armful of wood, Maxwell had gotten a fire going and was warning his hands. I made to leave to get a third load when he stopped me.

“I’ll go get it,” he said. “I shouldn’t just be sitting here taking all the warmth.”

While I appreciated his gesture, the sun had set, casting the valley in an ever growing darkness. “It’s fine. I have excellent night sight.”

I headed back out. As I worked on getting the third armful of wood, a roar echoed in the valley. It was loud and intimidating. I looked in the direction it came from and saw nothing. Quickly gathering my load of wood, I headed back to our camp.

“Did you hear that?” Maxwell asked.

“I did. You think it’s our quarry?” I asked, using a waterproof blanket to cover the entrance and trap the heat.

“Must be. Without something disturbing the creature, why would it be out wandering with snow still on the ground like this?” Maxwell said.

“What exactly are we hunting?” I asked.

“Rhea said a scout had spotted a massive bear, larger than any bear should be, wandering in this area,” Maxwell said. “Said the bear had a strange glow in its eyes. It’d cornered him, and he’d only escaped because he wedged himself between two boulders.”

Even in the winter, military scouts were stationed throughout the mountains, watching for anything out of place. I didn’t blame them in a world full of magic. It was good to have people watching for dangers before they grew out of control.
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“That’s a big fucking bear,” Maxwell whispered. Our target was currently stomping around the valley below us.

“Why is it even awake right now?” I asked. “Bears don’t wake up for a while yet, normally.”

“Maybe whatever changed it from a regular bear to this monster woke it up?” Maxwell suggested.

I studied the bear, getting a feel for its power compared to my recent growth to level 45. It was stronger.

“What level are you?” I could tell Max was around my level, but I wasn’t sure if that was a few stronger or weaker.

Maxwell gave me a now familiar look, still not convinced I wasn’t an NPC. “I’m level fifty-one.”

“Good,” I said. “Individually, we don’t stand a chance against that monster, but together we should be fine.” Even if I wasn’t handicapping myself by not using my magic, I still wouldn’t have been able to fight the monstrous creature on my own.

“I’m a ranged fighter and buffer,” Maxwell said. “Can you handle the up-front fighting?”

“I can do that.” I held out my staff and dismissed the sheath around the blade, revealing it.

“Neat trick,” Maxwell said.

“Oh, it can do a lot more than that.” I smiled. Not only could the blade leave behind festering wounds, I was now able to also shift the shape into different configurations with greater ease. I was still limited by the amount of material required for each different type of blade, but it gave me a lot of utility.

I shifted the blade from being long and slender, to a heavy boar spear that was designed for these very types of engagements, and would be much more effective at keeping the large monster at bay.

“That’s a useful weapon,” Maxwell said.

“It’s soul-bound to me, and grows as my level does.” I let him examine the weapon.

“How did you find such a weapon?” Maxwell asked.

“That is a very long story.” I ducked behind a nearby boulder and took off my snowshoes. The snow here wasn’t as deep as it was farther up the mountain. Trying to fight the bear in deep snow would’ve been problematic to say the least.

I approached cautiously, trying to get as close as I could before it sensed me. Maxwell followed in my tracks, the strange instrument he used in combat at the ready. When he first showed it to me, I was rather confused by its design. It looked like somebody had haphazardly slapped together a dozen different kinds of instruments. He’d assured me it was quite effective.

The bear sniffed the air and began huffing and snorting in anger. I stopped and waved a hand at Maxwell to cease the march. I’d also quit breathing—such a pain remembering to do that around the living. The advantage was that I made no sound and didn’t exhale a pungent odor from my mouth.

I was less than twenty meters away, and waited for the bear to look away from my position before I dashed forward. I hurled my spear, hoping to score a critical hit in the side of its chest. My spear dug deep upon impact, the massive creature letting out an ear-shattering roar.

Though now embedded in the side of the bear, it hadn’t penetrated deep enough to reach vital organs. The bear turned toward me and I sprinted in just as a musical note sounded behind me, and my body sped up. As the bear swiped one massive paw, I dove and grabbed my spear.

Wrenching the weapon free, I whirled and stabbed again. The attack again failed to cut deep enough to do major damage. I leapt back, barely avoiding another sweeping claw. Seeing how ineffective the weapon was, I reshaped it into a narrower spear point with a sharp blade on both sides. The narrower shape might have an easier time at finding a way between the bones and deeper into the bear.

A rhythmic thumping sounded, like that of a bass drum. With each pulse, I was again briefly speeding up. And floating in the air nearby was a small dot, pulsing in time with the beat. The distraction from seeing the strange item made me miss an incoming attack, and the bear sent me tumbling across the field and slamming into a tree, where I lay slumped and dazed.

As the bear charged, another sound joined the initial beat, this time resembling a snare drum. Reinvigorated, I dove to the side before the bear’s massive jaw swallowed me whole. Instead, it ripped a chunk out of the side of the tree as if it was made of butter.

I slashed with my staff, cutting deep into one of its arms, and layered music joined the fight. More of the dots appeared in differing colors, all of them emitting a different sound. The beat was coming together, reminding me of an older rock song from back on Earth. I soon found myself timing my attacks and dodges with the rhythm.

There were no words to go with the music, the instruments taking the places of the vocals. With each passing minute, the song grew in power. Some of the dots occasionally faded, only to be replaced by another filling its spot. Now I was singing along, though I didn’t know the song well and missed many of the lyrics.

The music strengthened me while simultaneously debuffing the bear. Maxwell even started to mix in other sounds that were often direct attacks. Between the enhancements his song provided and his well-placed attacks, the two of us quickly wore down the massive bear.

The bear lunged in one final attack. Instead of diving out of the way, I planted the butt of my staff in the ground and let the bear’s own weight impale it on the weapon. I leapt back the moment after the spear connected with the bear as its weight crashed down. Without a cross guard, the sharp weapon rammed clear through its body. The bear gave one last grunt before its body quivered and stopped moving.

“That was fun,” I chuckled, giving Maxwell a wave—he stood at the edge of the clearing. “Brings a whole new meaning to the rhythm of a fight.”

“Thanks,” Maxwell said. “It’s this instrument. I got lucky and found it in an old ruin. Gave me a skill set I don’t think any other bards I know of have ever used. It’s called sound nodes; those are the dots you kept seeing.”

“How many songs do you know?” I asked.

“Not many,” Maxwell admitted. “I have to be pretty familiar with the song to create it, though each one has a different effect, so I’m constantly trying to learn new stuff. The better I know them, the more effective I can create them.”

“I’m surprised you’re not in some adventuring group,” I said. “You would be hugely popular.”

Maxwell sighed. “Eh, I was, but we had to part ways.”

“Well, I’m sure glad you’re here. I guess we can loot this thing.”

Part of my brain was screaming to turn it into an undead minion. Wasn’t often to have such powerful creatures available to raise. But I promised myself not to use dark magic for such things.

Maxwell and I worked together to skin the bear. The hide was bigger than anticipated, but we were able to roll it into a bundle that I strapped to my back, while Maxwell held onto my pack. Then began the process of cutting into it in search of any valuable items hidden inside. It was gruesome work, but we’d played the game enough to know this was just part of the world. That being said, I missed my desiccate spell that allowed me to efficiently loot creatures.I was careful to absorb the deathcore before Maxwell saw it.

We found a gem of some kind near the center of the bear. It gave off a crimson glow, though it wasn’t like a magical core found in some monsters—seemed more like a natural gem. I hoped Rhea would be able to explain what it was.

We headed back the way we’d come. My snowshoes sunk deeper into the snow with the heavy hide on my back, but my high strength as an undead allowed me to bear the weight without issue.

“I’ll tell you what, Ezekiel,” Maxwell said. “I’ll look you up when I log off next time.”

“I appreciate it,” I said. Part of me hoped I could someday get a message to my sister. At the same time, I didn’t even know what to say. I could barely imagine the heartache it would cause her to find out I’m here; if she even believed it was me. “When do you need to get off?”

“Not for a while of ingame time,” Maxwell assured me. “It’s summer break for my college right now, so I plan on spending most of it in game.”

“I can’t blame you,” I chuckled. “Where are you going to school?”

Maxwell and I had a pleasant chat, and by the time we made our way back to my cabin, it was getting late. Raven was sitting out on a stump that the snow had melted off. She watched us intently as we walked into the clearing.

“We should go into town. It’s not too late yet, and I don’t want to have to warm up the cabin,” I said.

Maxwell agreed and we headed out across the frozen lake, Raven following behind. I guess she liked the idea of a warm room as well. It was truly getting dark by the time we tromped into town. Before we entered the single tavern, I secured the bundled hide in a stable.

Opening the tavern’s door, the warm glow of a fire spread out into the street. We entered, and the snow that clung to our feet immediately began to melt. We paid for meals and warm drinks. Though I didn’t need to eat, nor could I taste, it was still nice to share a meal with someone. Raven curled up around my feet and ate a plate of provided scraps.

I was a little surprised to see Rhea come in a little later. She chatted with the barkeep, and when she turned to leave, saw Maxwell and I. She smiled and came over to join us. “Were you able to find that creature?”

“Found and killed,” Maxwell smiled.

“It had a strange gem in it,” I said, producing the red crystal.

Rhea eyed it suspiciously. “I think I know what this is, but I will need to do some checking before I say anything for certain. Stop by the temple tomorrow before you leave town and I’ll have an answer, and potentially another job.”

“We’ll do that,” Maxwell assured her.

Rhea chatted with us for a bit longer, asking about the trip and anything of interest we saw. We didn’t have a lot to report, but she listened intently. After she left, Maxwell and I decided to rent rooms and spend the night there. Well, to be more precise, that was Maxwell’s plan, and I decided to forgo trudging back across the lake.

The next day came and we went to the temple to meet up with Rhea. “That gem of yours made for a long night,” Rhea complained when she saw us.

“Why, what is it?” I asked.

“I’ve only ever read about these,” Rhea began. “They’re used by certain demon clans to the west of us to enhance creatures to serve them.”

“Demons?” Maxwell asked in surprise.

“They aren’t demons like you’re thinking,” Rhea quickly assured him. “Technically, these are demonlings, descendants of demons from the lower planes and mortal races.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” I said.

“My guess is that a demonling clan has either come up from under the mountains or crossed from the nation to the west,” Rhea said. “Regardless, I have a new job for you. I need you to use this compass—” she produced a silver item that had the red crystal mounted on the bottom, with a needle that pointed off into the distance “—to find wherever the demons are located and wipe them out. We cannot afford to have such a presence build in our region.”

Having demon goblins building a city in the mountains certainly didn’t sound like a great idea.

“I can work on that,” I assured her.

“Will we have support from the Church of Olattee?” Maxwell asked.

Rhea gave Maxwell an apologetic look. “No. I am being replaced here, as I was offered a position at a temple in a larger city. My replacement is less inclined to overlook your transgressions, Mr. Cromwell.”

“It was just a joke,” Maxwell complained.

“Maybe next time don’t make the butt of your joke the high priest of Olattee in the city you are in?” she scolded.

“But he made himself such an easy target,” Maxwell protested.

Rhea glared at him. “Your little chant caught on and spread to multiple cities. The high priest has retired into seclusion for the foreseeable future.”

I snorted, barely keeping a laugh back. “Too bad it didn’t work like that back on Earth. I can think of a lot of politicians we could’ve done without.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Maxwell snickered.

“You two are going to get yourselves in so much trouble,” Rhea sighed. “My replacement isn’t nearly as lenient. That being said, I will task people with watching over your cabin while you’re gone.” She knelt and scratched Raven’s ears, immediately making her purr. “We can’t leave Raven all by herself.”

“You expecting it to take us a while?” Maxwell asked.

“Based on the initial reading after creating the compass, the concentration of demons is deeper within the mountains. It will probably take you a week of hiking to even get there,” Rhea explained.

“I wish we could wait until the snow was gone,” I mused.

“You can,” Rhea assured me. “The snow melts quickly here once the spring truly gets going, because of warm rains that blow in. There is a reason why we don’t build right next to the water.”

“That would cause a lot of flooding,” I pointed out, recalling evidence of the lakes level greatly rising and falling.

“A lot of the water goes underground and disappears into tunnels,” Rhea said. “Though there is the occasional flash flood that will wipe out a road or two.”

“We’ll keep that in mind.” I looked to Maxwell. “Come to my cabin when the snow is mostly melted and we can head out.”

“Sounds good to me,” Maxwell agreed. “I’ll take a quick break to do a few things around my apartment.”

A break for Maxwell meant he would be gone for quite a while, so it worked out well.

After Maxwell left, Rhea and I continued to chat. I was going to miss her. She tried to assure me that she didn’t think there was anything I needed to redeem about myself. And even if there was, all the good work I’d done through the winter for Olattee and the village more than made up for whatever it was.

I still refused to enter her temple though. The last thing I wanted was for her impression of me to be marred by being revealed as a Lich.
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It was two weeks before the snow thawed enough for the journey to be tenable. Rhea had left the previous week, though her replacement wasn’t here yet. Maxwell found me out in the field around my house clearing up debris from winter. It amazed me how many random twigs and boulders appeared in the snow.

“So, uh… you weren’t kidding about being from Earth,” Maxwell said carefully when he saw me.

“I take it you found info on me?” I asked. There were no surges of emotion, and for that I was thankful. Though that did remind me I needed to get back into the mindscape. I’d spent some time there in the last two weeks, and we thought we were close to being able to tackle the emotion in the volcano.

“Yeah…” Maxwell gave me an apologetic look. “I found your obituary. Evidently you dropped dead from a massive brain aneurysm in the middle of the store.”

“That makes sense,” I said, straining my back. “The last thing I remember was shopping for groceries.”

“You seem to be taking all of this… really well. If it were me, I would be freaking out. I know time moves differently here, but you’ve only been dead for a few months,” Maxwell said.

“Yeah, I tend to agree with you,” I shrugged. “I should be freaking out, but my mindscape got majorly messed up on my way here. Something broke inside here—” I tapped on my head. “I’m still working on fixing it.”

“I bet,” Maxwell shook his head. “I got to be honest, Ezekiel, when I found out, I almost didn’t come back. The Immortals are always going on and on about how they believe this world is real, but nobody really believes them. You, being here, changes things. It’s almost undeniable proof that this place is real. Hell, it’s even proof that souls are real. How else could you get here?”

And yet, Maxwell had returned, despite what no doubt shook him more than he was letting on, and I found myself asking, “What brought you back?”

“In all honesty, it was you, Ezekiel.” Maxwell gave me a long look. “This world being real means our actions have real consequences… That being said, I can only imagine being stuck here by yourself.”

“Thank you,” I said, not knowing quite how to feel—though there was likely more to it than he was saying. “You also realize just how much this will change things when it gets out. People won’t quit playing, and if you’re hanging out with a player as unique as me, your content could be very valuable.”

Maxwell gave me a guilty smile. “There is truth in what you say. But not as much as you think. Many of the Immortals have started following Lox’s example and are allowing their content to be sold to support their families. Heck, one even has a film crew that follows him around now.”

That wasn’t an entirely unheard-of thing. I’d even come across chatter about it taking place before I died. Things could change very quickly in the entertainment industry though. “If I were you, Maxwell, I would be sinking my money into any stocks related to those live streams. When it becomes public that this place is real, they’re going to blow up.”

“That’s a good point,” Maxwell agreed. “But I’m not gonna do that right now. Let’s go find that village of demons.”

After wrapping up what I was doing, we left Raven behind at the cabin. I didn’t want to risk her in a fight that might be deadly. Once we were farther up the valley, Maxwell shot me a glance. “You know I learned a little bit about you and the character you used to play. Are you really a Lich?”

I stopped and pinned him with a serious look. “You cannot tell anyone.”

“Trust me, I won’t,” Maxwell said. “The bit about your phylactery is what got me thinking about your soul being what brought you here. You weren’t in your headset when you died, so there’s no way it was a conscious transfer like from an isekai. The phylactery is the only thing I could think of. I saw video of you getting turned—that was pretty hard-core.”

I continued on, shaking my head. “You really did your research.”

“What I can’t figure out is why you’re such a low level now,” Maxwell said, catching up beside me. “What happened to your incredible magic and that bad ass weapon?”

“I still have the weapon.” I twirled my staff. “What happened to it is the same thing that happened to me. Whatever pulled me in here burned up all of my levels and the levels of my weapon to fuel the crossing. It’s hard to explain. As for magic, I don’t use it other than to disguise what I am. I… did some horrible things to this world… I’m a monster now. I…”

“You’re looking for a way to redeem yourself?” Maxwell asked as much as he stated it. “You really were the villain you played?”

“Yea… This game was a place I blew off steam,” I explained. “When I found myself here as a level 0 Lich, I knew I needed to change what I was doing. I won’t be a real villain, it’s not who I am. Some psychopaths from that guild of mine would revel in an opportunity like this. I… I just want to live.”

“Well, if it’s any consolation, I don’t think you’re a bad guy. You’ve been helping out this little backwater village and everything.”

“Maybe,” I shrugged. “All I know is that I have a long path ahead of me and I’m no longer a true player. If someone kills me and destroys my phylactery, I’m gone for good.”

“We’ll make sure that doesn’t happen,” Maxwell said.

We continued up the valley, the flooded stream had swelled to more than three times its size. Rhea had been right. The snow had melted quickly with that warm rain coming off the ocean. The streams were all swelling and flooding, and the crystal-clear water of the lake was now muddy with runoff. But with the snow gone, it made our trip easier.

We followed the compass, which is a tricky thing to do in the mountains. Following the valleys created an ease of travel, but the compass didn’t always point in those directions. By the end of the first day, we found ourselves camping on an exposed mountain ridge. We hiked up there to get a sense of where the compass was indicating, and the view it provided was spectacular.

Fortunately, now that Maxwell understood what I was, he was the only one who needed shelter and warmth for the night. I simply wrapped myself in a blanket and sat down on the hard stone. Maxwell had turned part of the bear hide into a warm sleeping bag, and left the remaining hide for me back at my place, though I still didn’t know what to do with it.

I let myself meditate for the night, resisting entering the mindscape with Maxwell here. The last thing I needed was to get lost in there while on our trip. In the intervening weeks when Maxwell had been attending to things back on Earth, I spent time in the mindscape, excited with the progress Damien and Ilore were making.

The sun rose early from this high up in the mountains, the first rays breaking the horizon and lighting the few clouds up with golden light. Nothing had bothered us on the ridge, which was one of the reasons we’d chosen the spot. While it was exposed, most monsters would leave areas like this alone. There was a risk of wyvern, but I’d never heard of any in the area, so I didn’t worry about it.

We spent the day following goat trails. In some ways traveling up here was easier so long as it was leading us in the right direction. Eventually we had to cross back down into a valley. We camped near another overflowing stream.

As I sat outside Maxwell’s tent in my meditative trance that served as sleep for me, I heard guttural voices whispering in the dark. It took a moment to come back to myself, but the sounds were unmistakable. The campfire we’d built had died down, allowing my night vision to pierce through the darkness like it wasn’t even there. Making no sudden moves, I pushed the butt of my staff through the tent flap and jostled Maxwell with it—this was one of the agreed-upon signs if I saw something.

Maxwell began to stir just as I saw the first goblin. The creature thought it was hiding behind a bush, but a slight movement from it had drawn my attention. More goblins murmured—we were surrounded.

It was more likely that they were a roving raiding group from under the mountains than from the village we were sent to deal with. I wondered where they’d been headed, but decided that wasn’t worth worrying about.

I acted like I hadn’t noticed anything, keeping a careful eye on a goblin that crept closer. When he was within striking distance, I dismissed the sheath of my weapon and struck out in a blinding blur, lopping the goblin’s head off in a single blow.

As the goblin’s body collapsed, a warbling war cry filled the darkness, and the rest of the raiding group rushed in.

An ominous metallic sound, like someone striking a triangle, played out. I recognize the song almost immediately and smiled. I truly appreciated Maxwell’s taste in music. The tune became more complex, and the goblins petered to a crawl, then stopped, almost mesmerized by the sound. Then an electric guitar and drum set played out, just as Maxwell stepped out of the tent flaps with several sound nodes on his shoulders.

As the music grew, I attacked, and chuckled when Maxwell’s voice resounded with the first words of the song, as he matched the band’s sound almost perfectly.

“Nightmare!” he sang into the night and the fight truly began.

The ominous song was perfect for the setting. The goblins had good night vision, but I possessed better. Max’s music kept me moving fast, striking out at lone goblins and either stunning them or outright killing them. There were about twenty goblins in all. As they organized, their true strength started to become apparent and they were likely stronger than we could take. We had one option—we needed to scare them.

Rushing at the gathering goblins, twirling my staff, I let my robes fall back and my illusion fade. I went from being a man with a weapon, to a black skeleton wielding a scythe.

“Come to me and die!” I roared at the very moment I cut into the first goblin, its blood painting the ground.

Fear overtook every set of eyes intent on me. They broke and ran. I let out a cackling laugh, really working to sell my story. When the last of the goblins were gone, Maxwell’s music ended.

“You might not claim to be a bad guy, but you sure do play the part well,” Maxwell said, chuckling.

“So do you,” I said, going over to one of the dead goblins. “‘Nightmare’ by Avenged Sevenfold?”

“Well, it is the middle of the night,” Maxwell protested. “And you gotta admit, it fit really well with you going all skeletal on them.”

“You didn’t know I was going to do that,” I pointed out.

“So what? It worked out.” Maxwell inspected another of the fallen goblins. “T’ch, these goblins have nothing useful on them.”

“What did you expect, they’re goblins. Though… since you know what I am now, I might as well retrieve something.” I proceeded to cut into the goblin and remove the death core that was created when I killed it. When we killed the bear, I’d been careful to absorb the death core before Maxwell saw. Here, I let him inspect it.

“What is this?” Maxwell asked when I handed him the death core.

“Something that I started creating once I became a Lich,” I explained. “I can absorb them to grow my own death core and become more powerful.”

“Interesting. Are there other uses? I know magical cores can have uses in enchantments.”

“Yes, I can also use them in spells. Although I’ve been stockpiling them. The death core replaced many of my base stats, and these things help increase its power.”

“What do you do with the rest of your stat points then?” Maxwell asked. “Do you just have fewer stats you can increase?”

“Fewer stats. The death core replaced my endurance and strength, and enhances several of the others.”

“Wow, you can just boost the other stats to higher levels without worry then,” Maxwell said. “I see why Lichs are so powerful.”

“You have no idea. The things I could do if I embraced my own nature are both amazing and horrifying.”

“For the record,” Maxwell said, “while I understand your reluctance, I think you’re overthinking being a Lich. You can be a powerful, evil creature—” he made air quotes “—and still do good. I think you should absorb all of your cores and be as powerful as you can be.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” I snorted.

“Maybe,” Maxwell acknowledged. “But I personally think who you are isn’t related to what you are. So, I say be the most powerful you can be. Besides, you can’t redeem yourself if you’re too weak to protect yourself.”

We continued to follow the compass deeper into the mountains, coming across many strange creatures. At one mountain pass, I was pretty sure I’d spotted a large flying creature in the distance. It wasn’t until the end of the fourth day of hiking that we saw smoke rising from our target. I was impressed by how far away Rhea had been able to detect the village.

We carefully approached the village under the cover of darkness, hiding on a mountainside above. Similar to where I lived, this village had been built around a small lake, with a stream running to the west leading away. Studying the twisted creatures that lived there, from their stature in size alone, they were likely not goblin descendants, which meant they’d probably come from the west.

There was a nation that way I knew very little about. It housed a mix of races—everything from orcs to high elves lived in that nation, and seemingly in unity. Seemed a nice enough place, though I didn’t expect them to be okay with the undead.

Maxwell and I spent the day studying the village from afar, making a plan. It didn’t appear to be well defended, which was a good thing. There were only two of us after all.

The village, nestled against the lake, consisted of a dozen buildings, with one larger central building. Made of timber, it had clearly been there through the winter. There was a pavilion they kept a fire burning in the middle of. My guess was they’d taken up residence sometime last summer, and it had only recently grown in strength enough for Rhea to detect.

From what I understood about demons and their offspring, it would be best for the region if this village was removed. The power that created demonlings affected the world around them, and the presence of this population would gradually corrupt the surrounding area.

Or so I’d been told.
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We attacked just as dawn was breaking. Maxwell got things rolling with an ominous song echoing into the valley. I struck quickly and quietly. The guard posted to watch the main street died before they even knew I was there. As they fell, another of the demonlings spotted me as he was moving between his house and a shed attached to it.

Not wanting to lose our element of surprise, I threw my spear like a javelin, pinning the demon to the house. He let out a strangled gasp as one final breath escaped his lungs. Stretching out my hand, I called my blade-staff back, the connection I had to Mercy was much stronger now, making it far easier to do. That was a new ability I’d gained only recently, and was one I greatly missed.

Keeping the end of my staff as an incredibly sharp, long and slender blade, I moved with haste, attacking all who I crossed while Maxwell’s song grew in power. It had taken Maxwell a while to set up to ensure his song would have a wide area of effect. It was why we waited until dawn to buy him time.

A group of demons came around the corner carrying lumber axes, clearly heading out to work. There was a moment of silence during which they were surprised to see me and I had not expected to run into a group.

My incredible speed and agility gave me an edge and I acted first. Charging in, my blade rammed into the chest of one up front. Whipping my blade upward in the savage arc, I split his head in half like a watermelon. Spinning my staff, I caught a down swinging ax on the shaft, deflecting it to the side and savagely maiming the one who attacked me. I spun the blade, lopping off outstretched arms swinging axes in a whirlwind of blood.

Those not taken down outright screamed in pain, alerting the village. I attacked without remorse, my blade felling demon after demon.

The demonlings were quite monstrous. This close, they appeared to be descended of orcs, as many possessed the familiar orc characteristics. However, their orc features were amplified by the corrupting effect, giving them smoldering eyes, large horns, and mouths full of jagged teeth.

That was only a passing thought, for the battle truly began under the tolling sounds of death.

Maxwell’s initial song completed, its powerful buffing and suppression effect fading. While the music was something I could hear clearly, the residents would have had only have a faint ringing in the back of their minds. I’d been faster under the influence of the bard’s melodyand my opponents’ minds had been slowed. Their slow thoughts had given me a huge advantage at every starting engagement.

Once the group of axe-wielding demons was finished off, I moved toward the next gathering group. Blade-staff spinning around me, I kept my senses alert for more powerful foes, but detected none.

In the open, the blade-staff was a naturally powerful weapon. Its long reach allowed me to attack many foes at once, while its shaft gave me a solid defensive tool.

There were a few differences among the demons, mainly in their eyes between men and women, but those fell to the wayside as the carnage continued.

When exhaustion started to wear on my resolve, a new song started up from Maxwell, this time closer. A thumping melody that had me moving to the beat. Simultaneously, the demons were pushed away from me. Now having more room, I quit focusing on slaying individual foes and began disabling as many as possible. While a crueler strategy, it was a far more effective way to fight large groups.

The residents surrounded me and rushed to put me down. In a break in the crowd, I saw more villagers streaming out of houses—I’d drawn the attention of the entire village. That hadn’t been my intention, but it did fit into one of our contingency plans.

Before the fight, Maxwell explained one of his abilities was a harmonic resonance affect. It was quite powerful, but took time and the right situation to set up. And this was the right situation. I was merely a distraction. I felt the change in music before I even heard it. It was no longer a recognizable song, instead it was a din of different notes. Not tied together into a song, just pure notes.

The first of Maxwell’s music notes appeared above the crowd. I continued to fight even as more notes built above, the music growing louder and more disharmonious. Some of the demons grasped at their ears, trying to dampen the horrendous sound.

Suddenly, there was a cacophony of sound, and my entire body shuddered under the released shockwave.

In a flash, the villagers clustered around me were flattened to the ground, as one explosive shockwave released in a cone over my head, then another, and another. The first wave knocked the villagers down, the second bounced their bodies off the ground, and the third wave slammed them down, pulverizing them.

Maxwell had been careful of his set up. I only briefly felt the effects of the wave despite being in the eye of the bard’s musical tempest. The few demons close enough to me to have survived, remained stunned. I recovered quickly and finished them off.

A deafening silence and a ring of gore and blood was all that remained. If I had a stomach, I would’ve been sick. These people hadn’t been warriors… Nothing about this fight had been fair.

Maxwell stood stock-still in the street, an ashen look on his face. One I was sure mirrored my own.

“I’m not sure how I feel about this…” Maxwell said.

“I know, but they were demonlings descended from orcs,” I shrugged. It was generally agreed that orcs were typically evil. Being combined with demons just made them more evil.

“Yea… yea… It just felt wrong,” Maxwell said.

I wholeheartedly agreed, but at the same time, players were doing far worse things in the name of good in this world.

“Best not to dwell on it… We should make sure the job is done.”

There was nothing to loot in the village, and going house to house confirmed they were all empty. The one exception was a small house a little farther out from the village. When I approached the door, I heard movement from the inside.

I looked at Maxwell to see if he’d noticed—he had. With my blade-staff in one hand, I pushed the door open. The cabin was dark, but that was no hinderance to me. There was a family, two larger demons standing in front of three smaller ones. They were afraid. I found myself unable to move. I was supposed to kill them, but every fiber of my being screamed it was wrong.

Shaking my head, I stepped back. “I can’t do it, Max, I might damn myself to hell in this world, but I can’t do it.”

“Guess if you’re bound for hell for not killing a family, I’m going with you.”

We left the village. Looking back, I saw the male demon watching us. I felt sick. This place had been full of families like that and we’d exterminated them. I understood the demons would harm the land and were a threat to the village I called home, but surely there could’ve been a different way.
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Marissa watched Ezekiel intently as he recalled that village. It was clearly heavy on his mind. “I’m sorry to have brought up such bad memories.”

“No, it is okay,” Ezekiel said. “This part of the journey is likely the most important for you to understand what it takes to become a true Immortal.”

“Why is that?” Marissa asked.

“Just keep listening,” Ezekiel said. “You’re smart. I’m sure you’ll put it together on your own.”
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Maxwell and I left that valley and hiked up into the mountains on our way home.

That first day we traveled mostly in silence. Too much on both of our minds to talk about it. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw the broken bodies of the smaller demons within the horde.

I remember deciding right then and there, if the price of redeeming my soul was to continue doing that, then it was a price I wasn’t willing to pay. That shift in perspective changed more than I realized at the time. What I did know was I was no longer willing to blindly follow what Olattee, or its followers, told me to do.

“So, Max,” I said that night over the fire. “You plan on staying in Omark?”

“I don’t know, Zeke,” he said thoughtfully, poking at the burning logs. “I like you, and I know you’re here as a form of penance, same for me, though mine was forced on me by Olattee… I just… I wonder if it’s worth it.”

“What other choice do you have?” I asked.

“I could try and leave, but I like it here,” Maxwell said. “Even if the stuffy church is a pain in my ass, I don’t really want to leave.”

He was shaken up by what happened in the village, much as I was. But with him being a player, he’d pull through. It was more or less widely accepted now that the game soothed much of the trauma players endured. When this had first been discovered there were outcries of anger.

Then it began to be seen as a good thing. Stories started coming out of people who suffered trauma in the real world being healed in the game, and when people really thought about it, no one wanted the traumatic memories of combat to haunt them. They wanted the adrenaline rush and the fun to be what they remembered, not the horror.

Even the Immortals benefited from that system, though to a lesser degree. Unfortunately for me, I no longer did by any stretch of the imagination. I wasn’t a player.

“Well, I appreciate having you around,” I said. “It’s nice to have somebody who knows what I am.”

Maxwell smiled. “That’s the other reason why I stay. I want to make sure you’re okay. I can only imagine what your life is like right now… Speaking of that, do you want me to reach out to your sister?”

“I don’t know…” I’d been thinking about that for a while. Letting her know I was still alive but stuck in the game could be tricky. “What if she didn’t accept it and thought you were lying to her? What if she did accept it and came here? Ignoring the repercussions my existence would have, what would seeing me like this be like for her? I need to think about this more.”

“Understandable,” Maxwell nodded. “Let me know what you decide.” He stretched and yawned.

While it might seem weird that players need to sleep in the game since so little time was passing in comparison, it was an important part for the mental break.

As Maxwell fell asleep, I focused on my meditation, though I kept myself aware of my surroundings. When Max woke to take watch, I let myself slip into deeper meditation and entered my mindscape. I decided it was probably a good time to visit. I just had to keep in mind I couldn’t be in there long.
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I appeared in the middle of the mindscape, the compound having grown with Damien and Ilore working on it.

“Are you okay?” Damien asked when he saw me.

“Yeah, that village just shook me up,” I assured him.

“Well, there was some good to come out of it,” Damien said. “The way your mind reacted caused the stronger emotions tied to what you saw to act up. None are core emotions, but they did reveal their locations to us.”

“I don’t have a lot of time, but we should go try and capture a couple of them,” I suggested.

We’d discovered that the core emotions were often hidden inside strongholds or dungeons. While lesser emotions, things like envy or success, were more often than not monsters wandering around my broken mindscape. They were much easier to deal with, even if they were individually more powerful than the bosses.

From what Ilore said, it seemed like the core emotions in the strongholds distributed their power to minions. It made them harder to deal with, but weakened the emotion’s avatar. The power of the emotions wandering around the mindscape varied greatly. The weaker ones, Damien said, were emotions I didn’t feel strongly, while the stronger ones were those that affected me more.

“I think we should go after regret,” Damien said. “Before all of this, it wasn’t something you felt very often, which was quite remarkable considering how much you didn’t like where you wound up in life. With this fight at the village, you immediately regretted your actions, while that gave it more power than normal, it also made it easier to find.”

“Shall we use the battleship?” I asked, trusting Damien’s guidance. “If we do capture it though, let’s not fix it right away. I feel like regret is a dangerous emotion to have when I don’t have other emotions to balance it. I struggle enough with love and not being a weirdo.”

“That’s fair,” Damien chuckled. “You really annoyed Raven there for a few days.”

I snorted at the memory. When that primary emotion was first returned, I’d been incredibly clingy with the lynx. To the point she started hissing at me whenever I came near. That being said, her presence helped me get a handle on reigning in that emotion. I was just glad Rhea hadn’t visited during that time period.

Our battleship moved through my mindscape, soaring past dozens of islands. “You think the floating islands will remain when this is all done?” I asked. “Part of me will be sad to see them go.”

“I actually think they will,” Ilore said. “Even as we stabilize different regions, they haven’t quit floating. Though we have gained a certain amount of control over how they float, and have been able to stop them from colliding with each other.”

“That’s good.” I hadn’t seen any islands collide, but I can imagine how that would be an issue. “Maybe we can turn more of my mental defenses into these battleships. Instead of having fixed in place defenses, we’ll have a fleet of ships to attack anyone who dares come here.”

“That would be a novel defense,” Damien said. “I don’t know how well that would work outside your mindscape, but they would be powerful.”

“I would guess without serious measures taken they won’t fly outside your mindscape,” Ilore said. “Though it might be possible to make work. Either way, your mindscape is likely going to be one of the hardest for anyone to ever assault, even without a defensive force.”

“Why is that?” An island that had a waterfall looping around its base and back up to its top floated past, making me smile.

“Because, any invasion force sent here will be affected by the strange gravitational forces as soon as they enter,” Damien answered. “Formations won’t matter and abilities would be harder to use. We can innately use abilities here because we’re natives, but others will have a very hard time gauging how their abilities are affected.”

“This is very true,” Ilore agreed. “When I first got here, it took me a bit to adjust my powers to work in this place. Though some of that had to do with the time distortion effects.”

“Ilore, I’ve been meaning to ask…” I gave her a hopeful look. “Can you teach me time magic?”

She didn’t answer. Just looked at me for a long time. I now wore black robes to hide my skeletal body. When we’d gotten one of the emotions back, some of my organs had reappeared, and I was quite disturbing to look at.

“You know, when I first met you, I thought you were just a monster,” Ilore finally said. “I had never heard of a Lich who wasn’t one. But watching you over these past months has made me realize that you’re different.”

“Of course, he’s different,” Damien practically shouted. “I tried to explain that to you. He didn’t necessarily choose to be a Lich. He saw this world very differently— just a place to blow off steam—he didn’t know it was real.”

“So you say,” Ilore said. “Still, to become a Lich, especially one of your power, means you had to do horrible things in this world. A world I care about.”

“You’re not wrong,” I said somberly. “Though I disagree with the whole power thing. I’m quite weak if you haven’t noticed.”

“The power of a Lich is not solely dependent on their level,” Ilore said. “A lot of it has to come from the power of the ritual that turned them. According to Damien, you sacrificed the entire city. And not just any city, a capital city. You have the potential to be one of the most powerful Lichs ever created. However, despite the atrocities you committed to create yourself, I am beginning to understand what Damien means… I will think about teaching you time magic.”

“Thank you, Ilore,” I said sincerely.

We continued through my mindscape until we came to a larger island, which we began to circle.

“It’s here somewhere,” Damien said.

It didn’t take us very long to find the emotion. It was a robed figure covered in a dark blue robe. It seemed to glide along the ground at a slow rate. We tried firing our cannons at it, but the big weapons of the battleship continuously missed, deflected by some unseen force.

“We’re going to have to fight on the ground,” Ilore said. “But first let me try something.”

Ilore took control of her cannon, powering it up. The spell flared, and the twisting gray magic flashed down toward the creature. A dome appeared just before the beam struck the creature. Many of the grey tendrils of magic spent themselves against the dome, but it wasn’t a total loss. A pair managed to punch through.

The creature staggered when the time magic slammed into it.

“Go now!” Ilore said, rushing to the ship’s edge and jumping off.

Damien and I followed, accelerating until we passed her, and slammed into the ground before the dome could reestablish itself. We were inside the emotions protective dome, and the grey time magic remained wrapped around the robed creature, constricting it. I rushed forward. Dark magic flowed from Damien, bringing forth a bone golem that ran beside me.

The emotion was bigger than it initially appeared—twice the size of the bone golem—but that didn’t intimidate me. This was my mindscape.

The creature raised a robed arm, and a twisting beam of blue energy arced out toward me. I kept my pace, leveling my staff, and let my blade meet the attack. The beam split and shot to either side of me.

Despite having countered the attack, the beam itself emitted a strange sound filled with disembodied voices, wailing and whimpering. They eerily resembled my voice. Especially one that sounded like regretful sobbing. I did not want to know what would’ve happened if that beam had struck me.

In the next instant, I was upon the emotion, and slashed deep into the creature, leaving a massive rent in its robe. Beneath the robe, was a skeletal body surrounded by a miasma of swirling blue energy. The creature roared in anger, unleashing another ball of blue energy.

I dodge to the side, and the bone golem leapt into the fray. Damien timed his own attacks to assist his minion in a barrage of dark bolts that ripped into the robed figure. A moment later, great tendrils of magic from Ilore reached out and amplified her magic already slowing it down.

There was a surge of energy and the bone golem was tossed back. Blue energy left behind blue flames that dissolved its bones. Before the bone golem hit the ground, it had been burned to nothing. I swiped at the creature with my blade-staff, scoring another deep tear that let more of the blue miasma free.

Ilore and Damien continued their barrage, and the creature turned its focus on them.

My job was to buy them time and not let enemies close in on them. As the robed figure made to attack, I drove my blade-staff down, stabbing through its robe and pinning it to the ground. Before the creature could free itself, I quickly twisted the staff, balling the fabric around it and making it harder to rip away.

The creature struggled, ripping the rents wider. As more energy escaped, I got an idea. I continued to twist my staff as fast as I could, twisting the fabric more and more, the rents grew wider and the creature turned desperate, unable to escape Ilore in Damien’s hammering attacks.

When I thought I had enough of the fabric wrapped around my blade to prevent it from cutting through, I yanked, receiving a satisfying ripping sound. My strength here was immense, and was why I focused on melee fighting and not magic in here. The creature shrieked and a wave of blue energy washed over me. My own clothes smoldered against blue flames, but I refused to let up, pulling all the more.

The creature decided to follow me instead of letting its robes rip any further, and the tension slackened. Damien and Ilore caught on to what I was doing, and a rope made of black and gray magic wrapped around the creature, pulling it in the other direction.

All thought of offense fled the creature, and it thrashed about madly, but we did not relent.

Something gave. A loud ripping could be heard over its cries, and almost half the robe on the lower half was torn away, revealing the skeletal body underneath. The miasma of blue energy went wild, and I leapt back just as it expanded into an angry blue cloud. Blue flames coated the ground around it, dissolving all they touched.

Damien and Ilore shifted their rope, and it became a burning noose that tore into the creature. I changed my grip on my blade-staff and hurled it like a javelin, aiming for the creature’s head. It punched through, stopping halfway—the blade gleaming on one side, shaft on the other.

I shifted over to magic, and the three of us poured attack spells into the creature as fast as we could. The blue cloud around the lower part of the emotion remained, keeping us at a distance, but it soon began to fade, burning away under our spells.

With a shriek, the creature exploded into a gaseous mist that quickly faded.

Left behind in a crater was a skeleton, and already there was a miasma energy building around it. Ilore acted fast, despite how tired she appeared. This was too great an opportunity to let up now. Binding spell after binding spell fell upon the creature, covering it in constricting chains of gray magic. Blue energy continued to build around the chains, so we layered in our own dark magic to suppress it.

By the time we subdued the emotion completely, we were all exhausted.

“Good call on ripping off the robe,” Damien said. “This fight would’ve taken a while without that.”

Once I was certain the skeleton was fully subdued, I extracted my blade-staff from its head. “I’m just glad it worked. That blue magic is dangerous.”

Damien looked at the smooth crater we were standing in. “No kidding.”

“Now that this is done, I really should be going. Max is bound to be waking me up soon.”

“Of course,” Ilore said. “We will track down where the other emotions that flared up are and be ready to hunt them down later.”

“Sounds good to me.” I waved as I focused on leaving the mindscape.

The world faded and I slipped into something similar to a deep, dreamless sleep. My last thoughts were satisfaction. Despite not feeling great about what I’d done in the physical world, I was truly making progress in repairing who I’d been.
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It took Max and I several days of travel to make our way back to my cabin. Though the ice on the lake had been thick, it was mostly thawed. Again, proof that Rhea had been right about how quickly the warm rains melted the snow.

It was late, so we decided to wait in my cabin until the next day. Raven was curled up in my bed and raised her head sleepily when we walked in. She huffed at us as if to say, “That took you a while.”

Maxwell logged out to grab some food in the real world. With time compression, that gave him about two hours before needing to log back in. I spent the night trying to settle my mind. The scenes and events from the fight in the village still haunted me.

The next day, we launched my canoe and paddled down the lake. There were still chunks of ice floating in the frigid water, so we had to be careful not to hit any. The jagged ice would easily tear a hole through the thin skin of my canoe.

We got to town as the sun was rising in the east, shining down the length of the valley. The sleepy little village of Omark was quite picturesque in the early rays of sunlight.

I headed for the temple first, Maxwell following. The new head priest for the village should be here by now. Maxwell went inside while I waited outside. It took him a while before he returned, followed by a priest I didn’t recognize in heavily embroidered robes.

“You know, it’s a real pain that you won’t come into the temple. Making me leave my office just to come see you.” The unknown priest greeted me with a scornful tone. “Rhea did inform me you have been useful, so I guess I’ll make an exception.”

“Father Mathis,” Maxwell said in a tight voice, it was clear he wasn’t a fan of this new priest. “This is Ezekiel. Like I said inside, we’re here to report on the demon village in the mountains that Rhea sent us to take care of.”

“Ah, yes,” Father Mathis nodded. “I had a note about that. She should be ashamed it took her so long to notice such an evil presence in the area.”

“I wouldn’t necessarily call it in the area,” I contradicted him. “It took almost four days of travel for us to make it there.”

“So?” Mathis shot me an annoyed look. “Any diligent priest of Olattee should have noticed it right away.”

I ground my teeth—Maxwell did the same. Rhea had been kind to us, and it was hard to hear this self-important man criticize her. I studied him closely. He had pale skin and little beady eyes—though I do admit that could be me being biased. He carried himself with an air that made it seem like he thought he was better than everyone around him.

“Either way, the village has been—” I paused, not wanting to be crass. “Removed.” Maxwell and I had already decided not to say anything about the single-family that survived.

“You mean you killed all the residents?” Mathis smiled—that smile made me sick. “Good. If you will write down instructions on how to get there, I’ll send a group of my priests to make sure the areas consecrated so their foul magic does not corrupt the region. Even in death, demons are a problem.”

Having reported the completion of our mission, I received a prompt confirming it was done. After accepting, I left. “Maxwell, come to my house later, I feel like drinking.”

“I did not say you could go,” Father Mathis called.

“And I don’t recall asking your permission.” I continued without stopping.

“I’ll find you later,” Maxwell assured me.

He remained to talk to Father Mathis, and I wondered how the bard could stand the bloated priest. Maybe he was making a new insulting jingle to go along with Mathis. Returning home, I entertained myself by imagining what that jingle could be.
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I spent the day setting my dock back up and using some holy water Rhea had given me as a quest reward to mix a brew. Being undead meant I was immune to poison, as you know, so mixing in holy water was my only option to make it effective. I still couldn’t taste, so even if it was the nastiest drink in the world, it wouldn’t matter. As long as it was strong, I didn’t care.

To that end, I had the local brewery distill a keg of mead until it was almost pure ethanol—it was something like 151 proof. I mixed the half-and-half with the holy water and buoyed it in the frigid lake water to chill. While I couldn’t taste, I still noticed temperatures. After that was done, I spent the rest the day fishing. Might not have a need for the food, but I enjoyed fishing.

As it turned out, the fish were still waking up from winter, and I didn’t get a single bite. Maxwell showed up in the late afternoon. He’d purchased a canoe for traveling up the lake, and in it was a keg of mead.

“Mathis really doesn’t like you,” he said, tying his canoe to the dock and lifting the keg out. “It’s almost like he can detect what you are.”

I shot Maxwell an alarmed look.

“I’m kidding!” Maxwell assured me. “There’s no way he’s a powerful enough priest to be able to tell.”

I shook my head. “If I had a heart, you would’ve just given me a heart attack.”

“I could tell. That illusion is quite effective at showing how you would actually react—Now, where can I put this down?”

I gestured to a stump near a campfire I’d already gotten going, and Maxwell set the keg there. “I figured it’s a nice enough night that with a fire we’ll be fine.”

“Maybe for you,” Maxwell said doubtfully. “You can’t even feel the cold.” Maxwell poured himself a cup of his mead, and settled in, taking a large swallow. “What are you going to drink?”

“Don’t worry, I have something.” I smiled mischievously, getting a cup of my concoction and holding it out to him.

“Oh my gosh!” Maxwell dry heaved the second the liquid touched his tongue, and he pushed it back at me. “That has got to be the worst thing I’ve ever tasted.”

“It can’t be that bad,” I laughed, taking a long drink and settling in.

We were enjoying our libations, and I could definitely feel the alcohol affecting me. It was a strange effect. Part of my illusion spell held things I consumed inside my body until I could dispose of it. But even if I wasn’t using the illusion, the presence of the holy water with the alcohol meant that even in my skeletal form, drinking it would affect me. Making a massive mess in the process.

“How would you know?” Maxwell said, rinsing his mouth out with his own mead. “You can’t taste anything. I’d like to give that to my worst enemy.”

“Maybe we should.” I took another long drink. “A new form of torture: really bad alcohol.”

“I’m pretty sure that would be considered a war crime,” Maxwell said.

“Even better,” I toasted him and knocked back what remained in my cup.

Maxwell laughed and matched my toast, refilling his cup. “You know, I really believe you and the Immortals about this world being real. The NPCs have become too self-aware for it to be anything else. Father Mathis feels like any holier than thou priest you might meet back on Earth. He acts like one, talks like one, and poses like one. Before, it was clear that NPCs like him were scripted in how they acted, but now you can’t even tell.”

“Maybe…” The word lolled out, the alcohol and holy water already dulling my mind. I’d been drinking a lot very quickly, and was in that moment thankful I couldn’t get sick to my stomach. “Doesn’t matter to me. I’m stuck here either way.”

“Isn’t that remarkable though?” Maxwell asked, swaying back and forth—or maybe I was swaying. “You’re proof there’s more than one way into this world. And it just further shows it’s real!”

“I really don’t—nope. Don’t recommend doing what I did. S-sometimes, I think I would’ve rather died.”

“Don’t say that,” Maxwell said, concern in his voice. “You have a chance so many would kill for. Don’t waste it.”

“Hadn’t thought about that…” Well, I had. But hearing Maxwell say it reminded me how true it was. Stories about people being teleported to magical worlds from our own had been quite prevalent, and with full dive virtual-reality, people got a taste of it. Except for the few second-chancers, no one truly lived that fantasy. “It’s one of the things I worried about, actually. What happens when what happened to me gets out? Will we see a surge of players becoming Lichs and offing themselves?”

“I’m sure we’ll see some of that,” Maxwell said. “People are always desperate to escape reality. You’ll for sure see it happen.”

“If only they knew this wasn’t escaping reality. It’s a more horrible one,” I said quietly. “I complained a lot about what life was like for me before all of this… Now it doesn’t seem so bad.”

“Well, this is a depressing conversation,” Maxwell said, purposely changing the subject. “You said that poison you’re drinking is a mixture of holy water in what amounted to 151 proof?”

“Something like that,” I said, trying to shake off my straying thoughts. “Mostly just ethanol mixed with holy water.”

“Despite it being disgusting, that seems pretty hard to make,” Maxwell said. “If you change to a skeleton, could you collect what you drink and not have to make more?”

“You know what, that’s a good idea!” I was too drunk at the time to understand I was risking villagers seeing me if someone happened to be coming up to visit. I stood and took off my clothes before dismissing the illusion and becoming the black skeleton I actually was.

“Damn,” Maxwell said. “That’s rather impressive. You’re definitely not a regular skeleton, those black bones aren’t normal. They look way strong.”

I looked down at my body. The bones had grown thicker as I grew in levels. When I had first reincarnated, my skeletal body had seemed incredibly weak. That certainly wasn’t the case anymore. Before I took a drink, I tossed some logs on the fire, getting it going nice and warm to ward off the cold air.

“Might as well try,” I said, and took a deep drink. I expected the fluid to come tumbling down my bony body, but that’s not what happened. “What the heck?” I slurred.

“Step closer to the fire,” Maxwell said, gesturing. “I think I see something.”

Stepping closer, I squinted at myself. My bones weren’t just thicker, they were actually covered by a fibrous material. My chest and torso were now covered in a translucent gray mesh, and where my stomach used to be, there was a small ball of fluid being held in place by an unseen force.

I poked at it, my finger depressing the fine gray mesh. “Whoa!” I drunkenly said.

“Whoa indeed,” Maxwell said in surprise. “That’s a little disturbing… Would you uh, mind putting your clothes back on?”

I looked further down and started in surprise when I saw a faint outline of something I thought I would never have again. I quickly dressed, trying to hide my embarrassment.

“So, uh, what was all of that?” Maxwell asked once I was seated next to the fire again.

“I’m not exactly sure,” I shrugged. “Being a Lich gave me a trait called body of death. Essentially says my heart and stomach had been replaced by things that fuel my body with death energy. I guess the stomach still processes matter.”

“This is too much of a conversation to have right now,” Maxwell said, utterly bewildered and clearly not following what I said. “We should just drink, we can talk about it later.”

We toasted each other.

And to be honest, that’s the last memory I have of that night.
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A flying lizard dove at me, mouth full of razor teeth open wide. I jumped aside and lobbed one of its wings off with my blade-staff. The creature crashed to the ground, and before it could recover, my blade stabbed into the back of its neck, severing the spinal column.

“More incoming!” Damien shouted, and a barrage of black energy fired into the incoming horde.

We stood on the slope of a volcano, an emotion we’d detected somewhere within. We did as much as we could with our battleship to clear the area, but now we had to fight our way to the dungeon entrance. Waves of small flying lizards along with large firing breathing salamanders rushed us, appearing from dozens of holes in the ground we’d missed.

Ilore’s magic surrounded me and my perspective of time shifted ever so slightly as I accelerated. My job was to hold the front line while Damien and Ilore did the real damage. I spun my weapon like a windmill, blocking incoming streams of fire and cutting down any lizard that got too close.

One of the salamanders gave up using the flame attack and moved in to tear into me with its hundreds of needlelike teeth. I didn’t see it in time and it clamped down on my leg. Fortunately, I was still mostly a skeleton—my legs remained black bones. The needlelike teeth had nothing to puncture, only glancing off the hard surface.

The salamander began to twist like an alligator, and its superior weight started pulling me over. The weakness of the blade-staff was in fighting enemies close to me. I struggled to bring my blade to bear. In a flash of inspiration, I changed the shape of the blade to a scythe and widened my grip. The curve made for an effective tool to attack at close quarters, and the razor-sharp tip bit into the back of its neck.

The salamander twisted again and hissed, just as I yanked the blade out in a vicious arc, cutting its head off. The jaws of the salamander didn’t release, the head remained attached to my leg, still hissing.

“You good, Zeke?” Ilore asked.

“Yeah. These bloody things just don’t want to die.”

I didn’t have time to dislodge the salamanders head, so I left the dog sized thing there and reformed my blade into a long straight blade. Streams of fire licked out and began to burn away at my robes. I hissed in pain, the scorching heat searing my skeletal body and the small amounts of regrown black flesh.

Tendrils of black energy leapt out past me and into the corpses around me as Damien cast a powerful raise undead spell. All around the downed monsters rose to a false life. All were maimed in some way, and hindered by those wounds, but they provided a good meat shield as they rushed the incoming hordes.

I used the undead distraction to land killing blows, and any creatures the undead killed were turned thanks to Damien imbuing his minions with a special ability.

Use of the spell caused Damien a lot of manna, and he could only do it once per large engagement, so he’d waited until there were enough bodies for it to be truly effective. Our army of undead quickly grew into an unstoppable wave that washed across the volcano.

Once the momentum was gained, the undead were all but unstoppable, and I fell back from the front line and rejoined Damien and Ilore.

“Should we head to the cave now? Or do you two need a bit longer?”

“I’m good to leave now,” Damien said, chugging a mana potion. He winced at the taste. “By the time we get to the entrance, my mana should have restored itself.”

Ilore nodded in agreement, finishing off a mana potion of her own.

The three of us headed out across the hellish landscape. One of the preparations we’d made before assaulting this place was creating rings that gave us immunity to the hot, dry air and ash.

Damien directed much of the undead swarm in front of us with the single order to kill everything they came across.

The mouth of the cave was about three-quarters of the way up the slope, and deceptively wide and tall—wider than the three of us standing in a row, arms spread out. It looked like a crack in the side of a mountain that had been turned into an entrance. The sides were all but vertical and worked into a sharp peak high above us.

Damien directed his undead to flood into the volcano ahead of us. Howling monsters pushed and scrambled over each other as they clogged up the entrance.

Seeing the zombies begin to pile up, Damien and I had a similar idea. There was barely a word of communication, and we both cast a necromantic spell—my spell serving to amplify his own. Twisting necromantic energy from Damien shot into the horde of undead. My own beam joined a moment later.

The spell didn’t affect every zombie, and many of the ones in front stormed in, but it was still a horrendous sight to behold as all of the zombies caught in our spell were pulled together. Ilore gasped in horror, and when I looked at her, she’d already turned away. I didn’t blame her. I’d seen things like this before so I was more jaded to it, but it was rather disturbing.

Blood, bone, and flesh splattered, twisted, and cracked as the zombies were fused together. Before long, they were reshaped into an undead oriental dragon. The dragon let out a roar, black flames billowing in the back of its mouth, curling around black, razor-sharp serrated teeth.

This was the power of necromancers. We weren’t front line fighters. Given the right materials and the right support, we could create monsters that were all but unstoppable to anyone who dared oppose us. Damien’s strength never failed to impress. Even at my peak, I hadn’t been able to create something like this.

Before Damien had a chance to command the monster, gray magic surged out from Ilore and rocketed toward the undead dragon. Tendrils of the gray magic wrapped around the dragon and sank into it. The flames in its mouth slightly changed in hue, with flickering strands of gray woven through the black flames.

With a mental command, Damien sent the dragon into the cave mouth following the zombies that survived. The spell had drained both Damien and I of most of our mana. We waited for it to recover while the dragon pushed the advantage. Roaring scarred the air in the clash of monsters. Flares of orange light lanced through the depths, only to be swallowed up by blackness.

“That monster was terrifying.” Ilore was a little shaky as she watched the monster disappear.

“Yet you still gave it your assistance,” Damien said.

“Because I knew it was on our side…” Ilore shook her head. “I can’t believe I have necromancers as my allies. I always thought you were all evil.”

“Evil? No,” Damien said with smile. “Morally ambiguous—maybe?”

“Truly, what is the problem with using a fallen foe’s body to assist you?” I asked innocently. “Even an ally. It’s not like they’re using it anymore, they’re dead.”

“I still struggle with the idea.” Ilore furled her forehead in thought. “Though I do see your point—especially the enemies thing.”

“Shall we head in to see what Mr. Dragon has gotten up to?” Damien asked. He was quite proud of his necromantic dragon. “It’s not often you get a create an undead dragon. It would be a shame not to make sure we made full use of it.”

We entered the cave, following the trail of destruction left by the undead dragon. There wasn’t much to see at first, but as we went deeper, piles of broken undead bodies, burned and torn apart began to appear. The first broken body was a draconic humanoid. They had small wings on their back, were covered in scales down to their tail, and a head reminiscent of a dragon’s. This one was missing a leg, and a black flame still smoldered on its chest.

“Shall we raise them?” Ilore asked as we moved past.

“No,” Damien said. “That black flame sucks the life force out of whatever it consumes and feeds it to my creation. Creatures killed by that flame will eventually turn on their own and be bound to my creation. Raising it now will sever the connection.”

“That’s terrifying,” Ilore shuddered.

Damien tightened his jaw, glancing down a side tunnel and continuing on. “What’s terrifying is when an undead creature that uses the black flames gets loose when it’s not under the control of a necromancer. Beasts like that can cause calamities on the scale seldom ever seen.”

“Why would anyone ever create such a creature if that is a risk?” Ilore asked.

“When they’re made by a necromancer it’s incredibly rare for them to break the control. They are only as powerful as their masters, and they tend to be weaker than the one who raised them,” Damien explained. “The truly powerful undead creatures are those that formed naturally. Such as a bone dragon risen in a dragon graveyard. The immense power of dragon souls often lingers, and when many of them die in one place, sometimes a single soul will build itself a new body or fragments of many souls will merge together to raise a new, terrible creature to a false life.”

“I remember hearing about a bone dragon,” Ilore said.

“Most people have,” Damien agreed. “There’ve only been a handful of bone dragons created naturally throughout the course of history, and every time they have destroyed entire nations, if not continents, as their undead armies consume all in sight.”

“What’s the difference between a bone dragon and an undead dragon?” I asked.

“For one, bone dragons are more powerful,” Damien said. “Not only are they more durable, they also have greater magical abilities. Bone dragons form naturally only in rare circumstances, rarer than the natural circumstances to form an undead dragon. They can only be created if a necromancer has a truly massive number of bones and the soul of at least a drake. Though if the bone dragon is created with anything other than dragon bones, they are much less powerful.”

“Are there other types of undead creatures as powerful as bone dragons sound to be?” Ilore asked.

“Yes. Truly, any powerful creature raised to undeath has the potential to be as powerful as a bone dragon,” Damien agreed. “If you kill the leviathan and bring it back, it could match either an undead or bone dragon in strength. What truly makes bone dragons powerful is they continue to grow. After their initial creation, they can absorb more bones so long as they have access to enough energy to infuse those bones into their own body, making them larger and more powerful.”

“If this is the power of an undead dragon,” I said, examining the broken body of a dragonkin, “I’m not sure I ever want to see a bone dragon.” These dragonkin were quite powerful foes judging by the damage they were doing to the undead swarming the tunnels before the undead dragon got them.

“This little dragon?” Damien said dismissively. “It’s nothing. I’ve created undead trolls who were more powerful than this creature. It’s just highly effective.”

I shook my head in wonder. Judging by what Damien said, he truly had been one of the greatest necromancers to have ever lived. Part of me wished I didn’t feel so guilty about using necromantic powers in the real world—I was still trying to figure out what or who I was—but in the mindscape it was a different story.

We came to an area where the tunnels branched, though fighting rang out down both. The dragon continued down the main tunnel, evidenced by the corpses of undead dragonkin. We decide to follow. If we subdued the emotion at the center of this dungeon, everything else would fall in line.

We came across a larger room littered with the broken bodies of several drakes. A brutal fight had taken place, their claws and teeth laden with chunks of flesh. Smoldering black flames streaked with gray consumed them, and shortly after entering, the creatures began to twitch.

“Watch,” Damien said. “Mr. Dragon took the time to make sure these three would come to his assistance soon.”

The eyes of the drakes opened and they rose uneasily to their feet, stretching their wings. The drakes had four powerful legs and long wings, though those wings now were torn and tattered. The drakes’ eyes were dull, and when they open their mouths, wisps of black flame could be seen.

The drakes looked at us and Damien gave them a mental command. Since he was in control of the undead dragon, the drakes would follow his orders. Two of the drakes took position in front of us, while the third guarded our rear, and we headed deeper into the dungeon.

A deafening roar shook the mountain.

“I think Mr. Dragon found the boss,” Damien said.

The three of us picked up the pace. Our pet dragon would likely be unable to beat the emotion on its own. We rushed past several splitting tunnels, following the sounds of the titanic fight. We finally came to the main chamber, where two dragons were locked in mortal combat.
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The undead dragon was covered in burns and deep gashes from the resplendent, fiery red dragon tearing at it with powerful forelimbs. The red dragon was in the European-style, with four massive legs, a long thick tail, and impressive wings. It was winning, though its armored body had a few gashes, and smoldered in places where the black flame ate at it, but nothing compared to the damage dealt to the undead dragon.

With a command from Damien, the drakes moved to attack the red dragon. I followed at their tails, and Damien and Ilore built their spells. I felt tiny compared to the two creatures, but this was my mindscape—where I was much more powerful. I reformed the blade of my weapon into a long, slender spear, made for armor penetration. When the drakes leapt at the red dragon, I dove around behind it.

The massive creatures created the perfect distraction. It struggled to contend with the three drakes and the undead dragon. I jumped over the dragon’s swishing tail cutting through the air. The massive spike at the end impaled one of the drakes and promptly ripped it in half. I leapt onto the dragons back, eliciting a roar in protest, but the other two drakes and the undead dragon kept its attention.

Another leap, and with a powerful, downward thrust, drove my razor-sharp spear between the dragon’s shoulder blades. The needlelike spear hit the scales, which only momentarily resisted. Like a needle going through leather, I kept up the pressure and it sank in, smoothly cutting into the soft flesh beneath.

The dragon roared in pain and thrashed, but I hung on to the shaft of my weapon, driving it deeper still, until almost half the shaft was plunged in. The blade-staff served as an anchor as the dragon thrashed, holding me in place. The tip of my blade came up against something hard and the dragon thrashed even more violently.

Losing my grip, the dragon sent me flying across the room and I slammed into a wall. I crumpled to the ground, dazed and hurt. Struggling to my feet, and taking stock of the situation, I was on my own this far removed from the party.

By the time my spinning vision cleared, the red dragon had slain the other two drakes and now tore at the undead dragon. Except the red dragon moved strangely, its arms no longer as quick nor generating as much force. With my blade-staff jammed deep into its back, it was likely hindering its ability to fight.

A bolt of magic hammered into the dragon from Damien and Ilore, and I gritted my teeth, beginning to head over to rejoin the fight.

Something caught my eye, stopping me in my tracks. In the back of the long room, farther back then where I’d hit the wall, was a throne made of obsidian. On it sat a massive man with hair that seemed to burn as it waved in the air around him. His eyes were closed, lines creasing his face in concentration.

I moved toward him—he was the emotion, and he didn’t know I was there. Through my dazed mind, it occurred to me that he was controlling the dragon. As long as the dragon’s attention remained on Damien, Ilore, and the undead dragon, he would not sense me coming. With that in mind, I dashed behind the throne, hiding myself in case the dragon turned around and spotted me.

Without a weapon, all I had was magic. I’d likely only get one chance to pull this off. I lacked the power to bring this creature down in a single blow, so I focused on the time magic lessons Ilore had been giving me. She’d been working with me ever since Maxwell and I returned from the demon village. I had been able to summon small amounts of the temporal magic under her guidance in the mindscape, but I’d yet to do it on my own.

The first spell she taught me was a simple one designed to capture enemies in a temporary suspension of time—like a temporal filter that affected how they could move through time. It was rather complicated for being one of the simple spells.

You can’t actually freeze things in time. The entire universe is in continual motion, rendering such feats all but impossible, and dangerous if ever figured out. The most you can do is alter how time is affecting something. I don’t even really understand the true difference. One is possible and relatively safe, while the other is nearly impossible and catastrophically dangerous.

Ilore had been focusing on teaching me how to add these effects to my weapons since I’d been serving as the front line of attack. Without a weapon, I instead focused on channeling the spell into my fist. Once the time spell was in place, gray magic surrounded my hand, and I layered another, more powerful dark magic spell over it. The hope was the first spell would discombobulate the emotion, allowing for the time spell to take full effect.

When I was ready, I moved as quickly as I possibly could, using the throne as a pivot to bring myself around at full force. Right as my fist was about to collide with the emotion’s face, its eyes shot open—just long enough to register surprise—then my fist hit square between his eyes with every ounce of strength I could muster.

An explosion of dark energy surrounded the emotion’s head, followed by a flash of gray magic as chains burst out of my hand. They disappeared into the cloud of dark energy, wrapping around the emotion’s head and constricted. I fed magic into the spell and the chains spread. My dark magic appeared to have served its purpose in overwhelming the emotion while the time spell took effect.

The red dragon roared and I glanced back. It staggered, giving the undead dragon an opening to latch onto the red dragon’s neck, and wrap his long body around the bigger dragon.

A powerful necromantic spell was building between Damien’s hands. Ilore caught my eye, and I blinked—she blurred across the room and was suddenly standing beside me. She took a moment to study the great chains of my time magic further spreading as the cloud of dark magic faded, and how the emotion began to struggle against the effects. Without a word, she built her own spell and fired it into the chest of the emotion point-blank. Powerful chains of magic began to wrap around the emotion.

This emotion was incredibly formidable, and I worked with Ilore to help her subdue the creature. Thankfully we got the jump on it with my surprise attack. By the strength it displayed, it would’ve been a tough fight after dealing with the red dragon. Damien joined us, using a spell he knew wouldn’t interfere with her magic. Another layer of chains made of pure black energy wrapped around the emotion, and eventually, we managed to subdue the creature.

“Good work on that spell,” Ilore praised as she gasped for breath. “Combining it with the dark magic was an excellent way to get around your lack of skill with time magic.”

“I figured I had one shot and didn’t want to waste it,” I said.

“Next time focus your mana.” Ilore began to instruct me on how best to build my magic.

I guessed was she used to being a professor—she fell into lecturing mode rather easily. Now that she was instructing me on time magic, it was clear she saw me as her student and never missed the opportunity to impart her lessons.

As we talked, Damien approached the slain red dragon. With a wave of his hand, he dispelled the magic holding his undead dragon together and it fell apart into a pile of flesh and bones. He then began to draw a ritual diagram on the ground around his feet.

Ilore saw I was distracted, and when she looked over at Damien, she snorted. “Does that man never quit?”

“I’m not sure he does…” I was a little surprised to hear the tone of her voice. It contained a small amount of admiration.

“I’ve got this here if you want to go and help,” she told me.

“I’m not sure I can,” I said as I moved away. “But I definitely want to see how he’s doing it.”

Magic surrounded Damien, standing in the middle of his diagram. It continued to grow, becoming etched by dark magic. “Please don’t step on the lines.” Damien didn’t even open his eyes, he simply sensed me drawing near.

“Undead dragon?” I asked.

“Yes. This one will be a true undead dragon, or better known as living dead, and not that thrown together mess from before. I know you don’t want undead creatures filling your mindscape, but I figured having a living dead dragon as a guardian would be beneficial.”

“No, no. I agree.” I studied the diagram. When I first summoned Damien, that had been one of the first things I told him. This was a place I could always come to get away from all the undead in the real world. He was right though. The living dead dragon would be a cool thing to have.

Damien’s spell diagram took several long minutes to finish building, and by the time it was done, it was almost ten meters in diameter. Magic filled the air around and above Damien. It was much smoother compared to the dragon created outside the cave. Necromantic energy began to flow out from Damien, and into the body of the red dragon and the pile of flesh of our original dragon. The magic also spread to the bodies of the drakes.

Concentration lined Damien’s face.

Damien raised his hands, lifting the bodies into the air. He muttered something in an arcane language I didn’t know, the magic concentrating on the red dragon. The bodies of the undead dragon and drakes were pulled to the body of the red dragon, surrounded in necromantic energy. I watched in rapt fascination and disgust as the red dragon was fused with the dead flesh.

When Damien lowered his hands, the red dragon touched the ground. It was no longer red, its great form now entirely black, with streaks of crimson running through it. Unlike the previous undead dragon, this one seemed whole, almost alive with a glint of intelligence behind its massive eyes. The dragon scales were thick and its eyes blazed with dark, purple flame. Truly an impressive creature.

“Wow,” was all I could say, admiring the beast. It was bigger than the red dragon had been, and far more powerful.

Damien was gasping for breath and smiled when he looked upon it. “This is a living dead dragon. It will be a powerful defender for your mindscape.”

“Will it take any issue with serving?” I asked, understanding how such a powerful creature would resent being controlled.

“It will be fine. It’s now a denizen of your mindscape and would do nothing to harm you,” Damien explained.

With the emotion of rage now secured, we left the volcano behind, the dragon following our battleship back to the main island. Large portions of my mindscape had been subdued over the course of the last several months—some that I’d been involved with and some accomplished by Damien and Ilore without me.

There was a noticeable difference as order was restored. Gone were the strange creatures that wandered every island, replaced by things recognized as denizens that belonged there.

Ilore and Damien had gotten so good at working together, they’d not even needed me for capturing a few of the lesser emotions. This emotion of rage proved one of the most powerful ones so far. Along with the emotion of love, we’d also subdued two other primaries. An emotion I hadn’t realized was so important was that of awe. It governed being able to truly appreciate the world around you.

The final two emotions we needed to conquer were grief and terror. And in all honesty… I’d been avoiding them. I was afraid of the grief I knew I should be feeling, and the place where terror resided was true to its namesake. So much so, the last thing I wanted to do was think about going there.

Dealing with those things was an unavoidable eventuality, but for now, I was happy with the progress we were making. As Ilore repaired my emotions, I became more aware of how intrinsically they were tied together. Quite eye-opening with how hate was intrinsically part of love. Without one, you could not have the other.

I didn’t realize it at the time, but the process of regaining my emotions made me more in tune with who I was. More than I’d ever thought possible.

This is something I’m sure you will go through as well.

After we returned to the main island, I left the mindscape for the real world. I’d made plans with Maxwell to enjoy the night at the tavern. Even though I cannot appreciate the alcohol and food, it was nice to be around good people.
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The sun was getting low in the sky when I returned, so I headed out, crossing the lake in my canoe. When I entered the tavern in Omark, Maxwell’s music filled the space. He stood on the stage, not using his magic, just strumming a tune on his lute that he quietly sang a soft melody to.

Maxwell nodded to me in acknowledgment, gesturing at a table that he’d claimed near the stage. I waved to the barkeep and headed over to the table.

“Hi, Zeke,” the waitress, Sarah, smiled. She had short, curly blonde hair and a curvy figure that drew a lot of attention from the men who hung out in the tavern. “What do you want?”

“Your strongest drink,” I grinned.

“No food?” Sarah asked.

“Not today, I’m not very hungry,” I assured her.

Sarah headed off to fetch me a drink, and returned just as Maxwell was coming to the table. “This is a local stout, not the best tasting, but quite strong,” Sarah warned.

“Thanks.” I handed her payment for the drink and she left. I pulled out a small vial of holy water, and discreetly poured it into the beer.

“She sure is cute,” Maxwell said, watching Sarah walk away.

“That she is,” I agreed. “If I still had the urge, might be something I pursued.”

“So, you don’t mind if I do then?” Maxwell asked.

“If you think you can swing it.” I raised an eyebrow at him. “Do you know how many people hit on her every night?”

“Who can blame them?” Maxwell chuckled.

“You’re terrible.” I took a long drink of my beer, watching the tavern.

I didn’t often hang out here, other than stopping by to drop off or pick up supplies the barkeeper needed or sold. It was nice to spend the night in here. The chatter around the tavern made it lively, and after spending so long alone, it was a nice change.

Maxwell and I spent the night conversing, though nothing important was said. Maxwell’s songs became livelier and more suggestive the longer we drank. He was doing a little ditty about a priest in a small town who couldn’t tell the difference between a rooster and a hen, no matter how often it was pointed out to him. The song told a humorous story about how the priest kept getting mad at the flock of roosters he was raising because they wouldn’t produce him eggs. Little did the priest know, the town had been stealing all of his hens in a humorous series of events.

This priest was clueless while the townsfolk thought they were sneaky. By the end of the song, the entire tavern was roiling with laughter. As Maxwell returned to the table, the laughter began to die down, though a few snorts and giggles still filled the air.

“That was an inappropriate song for someone such as yourself,” an angry voice said.

A group of four acolytes approached, casting angry looks, and by the crumbs on the front of their robes, had evidently been enjoying a late-night meal.

“Whatever do you mean?” Maxwell said before I could caution him. “That there was one of my own creations. How could it be inappropriate for me to sing?”

With the holy water enhanced alcohol affecting me, I spoke before I should have and gave a knowing smile. “Besides, it’s not like we know anyone who would fit that song.”

The lead acolyte’s face grew red with anger and he sputtered, spittle flying. “How dare you! Father Mathis is a blessing to this backward town!”

“A blessing indeed,” Maxwell said. “If nothing else, he’s provided something for the town to do building that mansion of his. After all, it’s not like the townsfolk have anything else to do with their lives.”

There were snorts of laughter from a group of villagers who’d overheard us, drawing glares from acolytes. The villagers quickly got up and left.

“How dare you?” the acolyte repeated.

Before he could continue, I cut him off. “Truly, for Maxwell it’s quite easy. He opens his mouth and starts talking.”

“Then maybe we should cut out his tongue,” the acolyte snarled.

“Now that seems a bit harsh,” Maxwell said. “After all, what would the ladies say?” He peered between each one in turn. “Then again, maybe you wouldn’t know anything about that.”

Maxwell’s proclamation carried, and those in the surrounding tables snickered until it grew into muted laughter.

The acolyte’s face grew even redder as he blushed. “You⁠—”

“I could give you some tips to help you succeed with the ladies,” Maxwell taunted. “The first, and probably most important, is to not be a pompous dick.”

“Max,” I said warningly, but it was too late.

The acolyte snarled and pulled a dagger, lunging at Max. Despite being quite inebriated, we were both quite a bit stronger than acolytes, but they still outnumbered us.

Maxwell tumbled backward in his chair, avoiding the dagger, and the other three acolytes also produced weapons. I leapt back, sending my chair flying. Neither Maxwell nor I had our weapons, which was probably a good thing at the time. The acolyte surged. Maxwell kicked him hard in the groin, doubling him over in pain.

I grabbed one of the acolyte’s wrists and twisted around to block his incoming friend. Grabbing the leg of the fallen chair, I smashed it into the second acolyte, breaking the chair apart. Shuffling and hastily scooted chairs sounded above our brawl—the patrons of the tavern were moving away to stay out of the fight.

Maxwell sprang to his feet, catching a second acolyte by surprise, and punched them square in the face. I pushed my pinned acolyte forward into his friend who still recovering from being hit by the chair, knocking them over.

The fight devolved from there. Maxwell and I stood back-to-back, punching and kicking. Our first goal was to disarm them, which didn’t take long. My punches were landing harder than they should have, and the illusion around my hand started to give way slightly whenever I made contact with one of the acolytes.

Normally, this would cause me to worry about being discovered. But such are the ways of impaired judgment. Besides, I was enjoying the fight. Wasn’t like we were trying to kill acolytes, that would just make more problems. We just didn’t see any problem with beating the living shit out of them. After all, they started the fight.

That being said, Maxwell and I didn’t escape unscathed. The acolytes gave as good as they got. I was careful to avoid them hitting anywhere that was still only bones. The last thing I needed was for a fist to punch through my abdomen and leave them wondering why I didn’t appear to have much of a stomach.

Maxwell looked rougher than I was, with a bloody nose and a split lip. The barkeep broke up the fight, tossing all of us out of the bar—though he didn’t seem as mad at Maxwell and I as he was with the acolytes.

“Well, that was fun,” Maxwell chuckled.

“It sure made the night interesting,” I agreed.

Neither of us gave the scuffle much more thought as we stumbled toward the docks.

“And where do you think you’re going?” Father Mathis said from behind us.

He had a voice I’d truly grown to hate. I turned around. He was bathed in the light of a torch, and beside him stood one of the acolytes we’d just finished pummeling.

“You assaulted members of the holy orders of Olattee. You must make reparations.”

“T’ch, they started the fight,” Maxwell snorted. “What, did your feelings get hurt so you had to run and complain to your boss?”

“My acolyte informed me that you started the fight by insulting him and me with your disgraceful song,” Mathis snapped. When Maxwell opened his mouth to protest, the head priest hissed dangerously, “Keep your tongue still. I know what you were sent here for. You think you would’ve learned your lesson about not mocking your betters.”

“It was all in jest,” I tried to interject.

“You are as much to blame,” Mathis turned his attention on me. “Rhea spoke highly of you. Now I see that her judgment may have been an error.”

Even in my inebriated state, I knew that our best course was to see what Father Mathis wanted us to do. He was clearly going to try and leverage the situation.

“We’re sorry, father. What can we do to make this right?” I said, hating every word.

A smile spread on Mathis’s face. “I’m glad you understand,” he said smoothly. “I have some work for you that will bring glory to Olattee.”
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“You know what they’ve been saying about you?” Helen Worthens asked me.

“I know,” I said in frustration. It’d been a week since Father Mathis had strong armed Maxwell and I into working for him. “I promise you, those are all stories from someone exaggerating what we’ve really been saying.”

“I know that,” Helen assured me. Over the year I’d been in the neighboring valley, I had spent some time working with the Worthens, helping them out. They, in exchange, helped me through the winter. “But most don’t know you like I do. I’m assuming you’re here under his orders?”

“Unfortunately, I am,” I gave her an apologetic look. “Father Mathis is—” I made air quotes “—requesting, that you pay your tithe in down feathers from your flock.”

The Worthens had a large flock of water fowl that they raised and traded for things they needed from the village. A lot of what I’d help them with was securing the valley against monsters that would occasionally raid their flocks.

“How much is he requiring?” Helen asked carefully.

“Enough to provide himself with a massive down stuffed bed,” Maxwell said angrily.

Helen paled. “That would decimate our flocks providing so much at once. What… what happens if we cannot pay?”

I winced. This was the hard part. “Father Mathis will likely order us to force you to, or will use his control over the town to ostracize you.”

“That is what I feared,” Helen said sadly. “We have no choice then?”

“I’m afraid not…”

I hated this. Mathis was using his position as the head of the temple to extort the villagers into providing the resources to build himself an extravagant residence. He’d been using Maxwell and myself to force reluctant villagers to ‘pay’ their tithes, regardless if what he requested was reasonable.

“Would you have any of your flock left?” Maxwell asked. Collecting the down from the birds would require Helen and her family to slaughter a large portion.

“Fortunately, we already have some down in supply,” Helen said. “Before winter came, we had to put down a great many that couldn’t fit inside the shelters we have for them through the cold months. But it’s not near enough… We’ll likely need to kill over half just to provide that much.”

“I’m sorry to deliver this news,” I said. “How long will it take for your flocks to recover?”

“They’ll recover fast,” Helen said. “Except we won’t be able to supply eggs like we do normally. At least we’ll have an abundance of meat to trade.”

“I will make sure Mathis knows how much this is costing you,” I said. “Hopefully he will be satisfied and leave you alone.”

“Hopefully you don’t end up like Derek,” Maxwell said sourly. “Father Mathis has practically made him an indentured servant.”

Father Mathis had all but forced Derek to devote all of his work to building his mansion. On top of that, he was paying him very little, insisting it was part of his tithes to the church.

For the time being, it wasn’t an issue. Though I worried that as time passed, things would start to fall into disrepair around town without Derek to fix things. I’d tried explaining that to Mathis. He dismissed me outright and insisted that building his mansion was more important than any work Derek might be needed for around town.
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“No, I don’t blame this guy,” Maxwell said as we headed toward a small estate that served as a home for a group of settlers that ran cattle. The estate was located almost two days travel from Omark. It was more than just a home, more of a compound for several families who worked together in tending several large herds of cattle-like creatures.

“I hear you,” I agreed. “But if they continue their rebellious attitude toward Olattee it will cause issues for the region.”

I eyed one of the creatures they raised. They were a cross between cattle and yaks, and were much stronger and smarter than cows, though not as troublesome to control as a true yak or bison. They had shaggy fur that varied from brown to black, and long, forward pointing horns.

The creatures were tough and it took a strong personality and individual to control them. It made sense the group of people in charge of these magnificent beasts were the ones to speak up the most against Father Mathis.

Several people watched as we approached the low fence surrounding the estate. They came with looks of anger and fear. I ground my teeth in frustration. Mathis had done a great job of spreading exaggerated tales of how we forced people into alignment.

A big man greeted us at the gate leading to the compound. “What do Mathis’s goons want?”

I let out a long sigh. “We’ve been sent here to speak with Richard Falk.”

“I am he. What do you want?” Hostility dripped in his voice. This was going to be a hard conversation.

“Good sir,” Maxwell said smoothly. “May we come in so we can discuss this like gentlemen?”

“No,” Richard said flatly. He had hard brown eyes, and a sternly set jaw covered in a short beard. His skin was slightly tanned the sun of early spring still growing in strength, and he crossed powerful arms over his broad chest. “I’ve heard of you two, and I will not let you in to intimidate the people who work for me.”

“Would you believe me if I told you the stories about us are greatly exaggerated?” I asked.

“No.”

“We’re here with a simple request,” Maxwell said, speaking carefully. “News has reached Father Mathis of your grumbling about his new leadership in the temple. We are here, on his behalf, to ask you to stop.” Maxwell’s voice was strained as he finished.

“We have plenty of reason to grumble about your boss,” Richard said.

Something shifted inside me. A feeling I’d felt before—Ilore had repaired a new emotion. By this point, I’d experienced containing the surge of emotions that came when an emotion was returned to me. This was one of the minor ones we’d hunted down outside the volcano in my mindscape.

As I tuned out Maxwell and Richard’s starting argument, I wondered what the new emotion would be. What I hadn’t expected was for the emotion to be so powerful—later I came to realize it was because it was something I was naturally feeling at the time. Such a connection greatly amplified the effect.

The frustration and general annoyance I’d been feeling about Father Mathis turning us into his own miniature goon squad boiled over.

“Look,” I snapped, cutting Maxwell off as he was trying to convince Richard to listen to us. “I hate that bastard too. He’s a petty, self-righteous, arrogant bully who sees Omark as his own private fiefdom.” Maxwell and Richard visibly jolted in surprise. “Unfortunately, there’s nothing we can do about it. He wields too much authority, and unless we can get word back to a large city, there’s nothing we can do about it.”

“You okay, Zeke?” Maxwell asked, looking all the more worried.

The danger we could be in if my little rant made it back to Mathis was substantial.

“Yea… yea, fine,” I said. Then to Richard, “You wouldn’t mind keeping that to yourself, would you?”

Richard gave me a long, hard look. “How about we make a deal. The reason we’ve been complaining so loudly about Mathis is that he has refused to send help to take care of the den of feral werewolves that’s appeared in the area.”

“Why would he do that?” I asked. Mathis was an ass, but I figured he would still fulfill his role as leader of the temple. Feral werewolves were one of the few creatures who could attack the powerful livestock raised on this ranch.

“He made some excuse that his people were too busy to spend the time to come out and deal with them.” Richard glared at me. “Yet somehow he could still send you.”

A glare of my own furrowed my forehead. “I think—no, I know—from the way he worded his order, he wanted us to make an example out of you to keep the rest of the dissidents in line.” I shook my head in disgust. “When did the werewolves show up?”

“Several weeks ago,” Richard said. “I think they were run out of a nearby region. At least there doesn’t appear to be high werewolf with them.”

There are two different kinds of werewolves. The feral ones were turned by high werewolves and normally remain under control as long as they stayed within a pack with a high werewolf. High werewolves were the offspring of other high werewolves—no one really knows where the original werewolf came from.

“If we take care of your pest problem, will you keep your grumblings down?” Maxwell asked.

“Yes, for now,” Richard agreed. “I can’t guarantee it will last forever, but I can do my best to talk my people into keeping their opinions to themselves.”

“That works for us,” Maxwell said. “Now, where can we find these pesky werewolves?”
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“You sure you’re okay?” Maxwell asked as we walked through a pasture following Richard’s directions.

“Ya,” I sighed. “Just had an emotion restored and it caught me by surprise.”

“Emotion restored?” Maxwell asked. “What do you mean?”

“Have I not told you about this?” I gave him a sideways look.

“You might have mentioned it, but I didn’t know what you meant.” Maxwell stepped around a fresh-looking pile of shit.

“My mindscape was messed up by my transition.” Maxwell nodded, having heard this before. “I lost all my emotions in that process. They became corrupted by what I saw and how it affected me. As I’ve been restoring them, I’ve been slowly regaining the ability to feel. I’m not normally a cold and aloof person. I only act that way because of the lack of emotions. When one is returned, there’s like a, surge of that emotion. I’ve learned how to control them, but in this case, said emotion was very well fitted for the situation and it caught me by surprise. I wasn’t able to control it.”

“I take it a feeling of indignation or something like that popped up?” Maxwell suggested.

“More or less,” I agreed.

“How many of the emotions have you had returned?” Maxwell asked.

“One primary emotion and maybe a dozen lessers,” I explained. “The process is starting to accelerate. Ilore, one of my mental assistants, is getting faster at figuring out how to restore them.”

“So, you could be an emotional wreck?” Maxwell chuckled.

I glared at him. “No—at least, I hope not. I should be able to handle them as long as I’m not in the middle of something else when they’re returned.”

The area that they ran the dinze on, the domesticated yak-cattle creature, was large. The place Richard pointed us to in search of the werewolf den was in the far corner of this area. They’d tried to keep the livestock away after they noticed the remains of a couple of their beasts, knowing there wasn’t much that would prey on dinzes.

Fortunately, the man who first investigated and found the den had escaped without the werewolves seeing him. It was located in a small grotto in the middle of a densely forested area.

We crossed over the open meadow, thick with stubborn grass pushing up lush, green vegetation now that spring was in full swing.

Ahead of us, the forest line neared, and I gripped my staff with growing nervous energy. Fights in this world felt so much more real. Yes, I could die and come back, but it wasn’t the same as being a player. We pushed our way into the thick forest, the heavy canopy filling the sky above. The light dimmed, and almost right away I began to catch sight of things moving in the shadows.

Maxwell produced a set of goggles that had taken him quite some time to procure. They gave him night vision, and with both of us able to see clearly in the darkness, it made night hunting much easier.

A distant howl sent a shiver running up my spine.

In a blur of movement, a werewolf with long, powerful arms, a powerful body, and a vicious snout rushed out from behind a tree right for me. It tackled me as I was bringing my staff into a guard position, dismissing the sheath around the blade. I managed to block his gnashing teeth with the shaft while its strong hind legs tore at me.

I wasn’t the weak skeleton I’d been in the beginning, and was able to hold my own. A pulse of sonic energy from Maxwell sent the werewolf stumbling backward, and in a blinding slash, I brought my blade down. The cut wasn’t lethal, but it left a deep gash across its chest, and immediately began to fester with a necrotic disease. The werewolf snarled and lunged again.

I dove to the side, my high agility giving me an edge over the creature. As it landed, I whirled my blade-staff and cut through one of its legs at the knee. With the werewolf crippled, the fight became easier, and it wasn’t long before I cut its head off in a spray of blood.

“That was exciting,” Maxwell said.

“This is going to be a tough fight,” I said. “I didn’t get much of a sense of it, but the werewolf was likely the same level as us.”

That meant tackling this den was going to be a challenge. Encounters like this were normally scaled for parties of four. Though I was stubbornly refusing to walk the path of a Lich, I knew I shouldn’t let my own hubris put Maxwell in danger. I just couldn’t bring myself to resort to raising creatures to serve me during the fight.
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As we headed deeper into the thick forest, nearing a bit of a clearing, movement in the surrounding trees increased. Often, they weren’t much more than blurs of creatures darting from tree to tree. But sometimes, the yellow eyes of a wolf gleamed, watching us.

“They’re coming,” I said, lowering Mercy into a guard position. “Get up that tree—we’re about to be surrounded. I’ll keep them from climbing after you while you do your thing.”

We’d discussed this plan before entering the forest. Maxwell was a caster-type fighter, so he needed time to work. I was a melee fighter, and on top of that, should be resistant to the slashing and biting attacks from the werewolves. Even with the strange dark flesh that was starting to cover my skeletal body, it still seemed highly resistant to anything but bludgeoning attacks.

I boosted Maxwell up in the tree where he settled in on the lowest branches. I turned my attention to the incoming foes—two werewolves running straight for me, flanked by three wolves.

I shifted my blade into a broad tip spearhead with a cross guard, and held a defensive posture. At the last second, I planted it and let one of the wolves impale itself. The spear cut deep into its chest down to the cross guard. Though that took care of one, it left me open to attack, and ripping claws started tearing at me.

I let the attack score me, shredding my cloak. I dove to the side, ripping my spear free and leaving a gaping wound in the wolf’s chest. Stinging pain coursed through my body, despite my resistance to slashing based attacks. As I rolled to my feet, I spun my blade-staff into a defensive posture, shifting the head into a slender blade ideal for rending attacks.

The first note from Maxwell chimed out in a thumping beat that throbbed through the forest. I didn’t feel the effects of the sound-based magic, but I saw it in the fur on the wolves. The danger of Maxwell’s magic was that it made a lot of noise and would no doubt attract any monsters in the area.

The werewolves lunged. My spinning blade-staff deflected their strikes, sending them reeling with deep slashes that festered with necrotic disease.

The blade-staff was a powerful defensive weapon in open areas like this, but I was greatly outnumbered.

A wolf came at me from the side and I whirled to face it. Even before I could land a blow, there was a cluster of discordant sounds that burst from Maxwell, sending the wolf tumbling.

One of the werewolves turned their gleaming eyes on Maxwell’s tree. With their powerful legs, they could easily reach Maxwell. As it crouched to leap, I threw my spear. The sharp blade punched clear through the back of the werewolf and pinned it to the tree.

Not exactly smart, since it left me without a weapon, surrounded by enemies.

A new note joined Maxwell’s thumping beat, a base line—I couldn’t quite name the song, though it was familiar. I balled my fists, and as the first werewolf lunged, I dove around him.

As I came up, the wolf snarled and attacked again. A well-placed uppercut careened it off course and out of my way. The pinned werewolf was trying to extract itself from my blade-staff, I was amazed it was still alive. I reached for the shaft, and the weight of another wolf landed on my back.

Just barely grasping my hand around the shaft of Mercy, I yanked it from the tree and sliced through the pinned wolf as I tumbled away with the wolf carrying me down. I landed on my stomach, the wolf now on top of me, but I had my weapon. The beast bit into the back of my neck, but the powerful magic that animated me resisted. I blindly grabbed Mercy near the blade and stabbed backward until I heard a yelp.

As the weight lifted, I rolled onto my back just in time to see one of the werewolves closing in. It leapt into the air, and I managed to plant my blade into its chest as it barreled down at me. The blade cut through, and without a cross guard to stop its momentum, its weight crashed down on me and a few of my bones cracked.

Catching a bit of luck, the werewolf had been impaled through the heart. It spasmed in death as I pushed it off. Getting to my feet, I took stock—the werewolf I had pinned to the tree was sprawled on the ground, cut near in half, and this one wasn’t getting back up on its own. All that was left were three wolves snarling and gnashing at me.

As I backed up toward the tree Maxwell was in, his song picked up a new tone, and a guitar solo ripped out, releasing a stream of sonic energy. As Maxwell shredded a guitar made out of blue magic, his powerful sonic attack ripped apart the wolves and they quit moving.

Howling picked up in the distance. While things were going according to plan, we worried the noise would draw in too many at once. Knowing we’d be outnumbered, Maxwell kept his song focused on slowing the creatures as much as he could.

When more of the creatures started closing in, he started a new beat, opening with a piano solo from a familiar song, and Maxwell belted out “Black Parade.”

Maxwell’s abilities had two different modes. The first was a powerful short-range effect that could change the course of a fight. The second was a large area of effect song—what he was doing now. It took longer to build up, but could change the flow of the battle. Exactly what we needed.

The wolves dashing through the trees moved in time with the song, a subconscious effect, and the predictable movements allowed me to quickly dispatch any who attacked. By the time a trio of werewolves charged at me, the ground was littered with the bodies of wolves I’d slain.

The werewolves were even more affected by Maxwell’s spell, as minds with higher intelligence were often more heavily affected by music. I attacked ruthlessly. Despite them being heavily debuffed, swaying in predictable manners, they were still powerful foes. I didn’t focus on killing them outright, that was too hard. Instead, I disabled them one at a time.

When they’d swipe, I would try and cut off a hand or arm. As I dove past, I would cut into the legs aiming to slice them off. Arms and limbs fell around me, and before long, I’d mostly dismembered the three werewolves. They howled in anger and pain.

Even with Maxwell’s help, the fight had been close. A balled fist had slammed into my shoulder, breaking bones, I lost part of the movement in my left arm.

Fortunately, I had magic that could fix that. Necromantic energy flew around me and repaired my broken shoulder. Healing myself was one of the few magics I allowed, but with the illusion spell, I could only manage it a few times.

Once the werewolves were fully disabled, I finished them off, not wanting to make them suffer any more than they had to.

The extended fight took longer than anticipated. Monsters kept trickling in, and Maxwell was forced to start his songs over several times. The lull between when the song ended and started again had been the most dangerous time. In one of those lulls, a werewolf had attacked right as the song ended, and it had thrown off my attack as the debuffs wore off.

The werewolf slashed with brutal claws that shredded my already tattered clothes. I dodged to the side and cut out his hamstrings with a lucky blow. After that, I dispatched it quickly.

When Maxwell was wrapping up the fourth iteration of the song, we finally ran out of creatures to fight. The clearing around the large tree Maxwell had climbed was clogged with wolf and werewolf bodies hacked to pieces. My guess was we’d killed close to a dozen werewolves and twice as many wolves.

“That worked well,” I said. Though I was tired, thanks to my undead nature I didn’t need to gasp for breath.

“I’d say so,” Maxwell agreed. “I gained almost two full levels from that.”

“Same here. I’m most the way to level fifty now.”

I opened my character sheet and assigned the five new stat points, adding them to my vitality. Though it was by far my highest stat, the last thing I wanted was to risk dying in this world where I only had limited respawns.

An ominous howl echoed through the forest.

“I’m guessing that’s the alpha,” I said. “Shall we go say hello?”

“Of course, we should,” Maxwell laughed and hopped down from the tree. “I have the perfect song in mind to greet him with.”
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We entered the grotto. The entrance was littered with large bones of the livestock the werewolves had been preying on. I took charge, Mercy leading the way. A pool of water was on my left, and even at a glance I could see it was quite deep. A few trees, marred with scratches, covered the first half of the grotto. The second half was taken up by a large overhang of stone. The overhang was tall enough that a good-sized tree had managed to grow under it.

I didn’t see the alpha werewolf, but there was a pair of regular werewolves glaring and snarling at me. I glanced to Maxwell, and with a nod, he began to play. A simple snare drum rang out in a constant beat, followed by a very recognizable baseline.

Maxwell, doing his best Freddie Mercury impression, sang, “‘Another one bites the dust!’”

The magic of his music bolstered my abilities. The two of us moved in, me leading the way, and as I joined Maxwell in singing, the fight began.

The werewolves were much bigger than the ones we fought before, but they still didn’t strike me as being the boss. As I charged, I kept an eye out for the one we were really after. It was a good thing I did too. Just before reaching the pair, a blur dashed across the corner of my vision. I’d barely managed to dodge in time to avoid the tackle of a massive werewolf.

Maxwell’s song increased my speed, reaction time, and awareness of the battlefield, and it was barely enough to keep me from being mauled. I fell back into a defensive posture as the three werewolves closed in. Mercy was both a powerful offensive and defensive weapon in an open field, but I was outnumbered.

I could not afford to let the boss get behind me, so I kept turning toward it as it attempted to flank me. When I saw openings, I’d lash out with Mercy. Maxwell started incorporating different sounds into his song, and soon, concussive sonic attacks began pounding into the werewolves.

One turned toward Maxwell and charged. I lunged at it, striking out with my blade-staff. Just like before, my goal wasn’t to slay the creature, but to maim it bad enough that it would pose little threat to Maxwell.

I cut deep into the back of the werewolf’s legs, severing the hamstring. The attack left me open, and I was unable to block the incoming blow. The boss slammed a fist to the side of my head and my chest. My ribs cracked and I was sent tumbling through the air, only stopping when I slammed into the solitary tree growing under theoverhang and sat there in a daze for a moment.

The alpha werewolf and one other stalked toward me as I brought myself to my feet. I used the small amount of mana I had to heal myself, though there wasn’t nearly enough to restore all the damage I had taken. The wounded werewolf still pursued Maxwell, but with only one good leg, it was awkward and slow. Maxwell was carefully avoiding it by skirting around, never once letting up on his beat.

The large werewolf lunged at me when it came within a few meters. The powerful claws scored the tree behind me as I rolled out of the way and slashed out with Mercy. The blade tugged as it cut deep and temporally caught on something hard. There was a snarl of pain—one of its arms had been caught and cut through the bone. There was still a flap of skin and flesh connecting it, but it hung uselessly halfway down the forearm.

Still reeling from the blow that sent me flying, I fell away from the boss, trying to direct my path so I’d stay within range of Maxwell’s musical buff, but that was a hard thing to judge as he was also moving.

The boss snarled and I saw a glint of intelligence behind its eyes. With a roar, a flurry of blows rained down on me. I used the shaft of Mercy to block as many as I could, but they came too fast and heavy to block them all. Slashes of wicked claws shredded at my clothes. It appeared that the boss was targeting my abdomen, a sound tactic if I were a living creature.

As the boss’s attacks ripped into me, past my illusion spell, it tore at the thin black material growing over my bones. It didn’t seem to affect me overly much. In fact, it reappeared on its own, knitting itself back together. But with so many blows, my illusion spell started to falter, and I was unable to maintain it, so I let it slip away.

As my skeletal form was revealed, the alpha wolf leapt back and snarled in alarm.

“What do you think?” I mocked. “You aren’t the only monster here.”

The werewolf’s eyes narrowed and it balled its fists. The werewolf whose arm I’d cut lunged at me from the side, claws outstretched. There was no time to dodge, so I braced myself and drove the butt of Mercy into the werewolf’s chest at the last second.

We tumbled in a mash of bones and claws, and I found myself above it. Before he could regain the upper hand, I drove Mercy down in a lethal blow.

The boss roared in rage. Having turned my back on it slightly had been a mistake. A blow hit me square in the back and sent me falling forward, leaving Mercy stuck in the other werewolf. I tumbled over, and when I looked back, the werewolf was standing next to his fallen kin.

It yanked Mercy out and tossed it away from the fight. While the beast was distracted by its downed fellow, I healed myself with the little mana I’d regenerated, even though the illusion spell was gone, my mana pool still had to rebuild.

I drew a dagger I kept as a backup weapon, Mercy now too far away for me to safely retrieve. The boss rounded on me, and I dove out of the way, avoiding a powerful overhand blow and slashed with my dagger. I scored a shallow cut along its leg before a backswing sent me tumbling away. In that moment, I almost reached for magic—the dagger wasn’t enough of a weapon to kill this beast and I knew it.

From the gleam in the boss’s eyes, I was pretty sure it knew as well. It stalked closer with a cocky look. I glanced in the direction Mercy had been tossed, getting an idea. It wasn’t my best idea, but it was the only one I had.

Maxwell’s song rang out in the distance. I hadn’t realized we’d even been separated. The tune was different, clearly focused on fighting the creature pursuing him.

I began a losing fight with the alpha. I tried to block with my bare, skeletal hands or the dagger, but the creature was more skilled in unarmed combat. Blow after blow slipped through my guard and drove me back.

I stumbled, and before I could recover, the alpha surged and slammed a massive fist into my chest. My ribs broke and I cried out in pain, as I was sent cartwheeling through the air. My vision briefly blacked out, and when I came to, I was lying in the dirt.

My skeletal face tried to smile when I spotted a familiar shaft. The alpha wolf crunched through the low brush and grass on a charge straight for me. I scrambled forward, wrapped my hand around Mercy, and rolled over, trying to bring the weapon to bear as quickly as possible.

The werewolf was flying through the air, a look of shock crossing its face when I planted Mercy in the ground next to me. In the moment before impact, I tried to aim my blade-staff where I thought the werewolf’s heart was. There was a cutting sound as the werewolf impacted Mercy, and I twisted the weapon to widen the wound.

A moment later, I was crushed under its immense weight, the blade cutting clear through its body with there being no cross guard to stop it. More of my ribs cracked, along with what I thought was every bone in my lower body.

I cried out in pain, and shock quickly took over.

The werewolf was dazed as well. From the blood pouring out of the wound onto my shattered body, I was fairly certain I’d found its heart.

With a last, hate-filled gaze, the alpha snarled before snapping out with jagged teeth and crushed my head in its jaws.
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I died.

At first, I was surprised, then scared when I didn’t see the familiar screen telling me I died. Was I truly dead? But then, why was it all dark… Wasn’t there supposed to be a light? Then again if anyone deserved a dark ending, it was me.

Then I remembered I was a Lich—I wasn’t dead. For a long time, I floated in that blackness. I’ll tell you this, dying as a Lich is not like dying as a player, it sucks. Right as I thought the black void was going to consume me, I became aware of the world.

I recognized where I was. My soul was floating over my phylactery. It was a weird feeling, not having a body, and below me, the jar containing my organs hummed with magic. I saw the undead Cerberus I’d created, sniffing the air. My vision shifted in an explosion of black, necrotic magic.

When I oriented myself again, I was once more standing in a black skeletal body. The same strange, black material covered it, and in a panic, I opened my character sheet.

Character Soul Level: 50

Name: Ezekiel Verniac

Race: Human Lich

Unspent Stat Points: 0

Spent Stat Point: 250

5 Stat Points per level

Health: 1090

Health Regeneration: 26.325/sec

Death Energy: 644

Death Energy Regeneration: 17.525/sec

Mana: 323

Mana Regeneration: 10.941/sec

Carrying lbs.: 650.75

Stats:

Intelligence: 39 [multiplier:.311]

Spirit: 31 [multiplier:.23]

Vitality: 98 [multiplier:.15]

Resilience: 52 [multiplier:.15]

Death Core: 62

Agility: 66 [multiplier:.1]

Dexterity: 426 [multiplier:.21]

Experience: 568 of 35355.3

Satisfied that I had not lost any of the levels, I was surprised I had actually gained a level. I closed my character sheet as I felt Mercy reappear in my hands. Soul-bound weapons were quite useful like that. I opened Mercy’s information.

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: 49

Abilities:

Festering Wound: the blade now leaves behind necrotic festering disease on whatever it strikes, can be toggled on and off.

Shifting: This allows you to reshape the blade into different configurations.

Sheathing: you can at will summon and dismiss a sheath over the blade that perfectly hides the blade, can only be used when blade is in default configuration

Returning: This allows you to recall Mercy to your hand; range 10 meters

I kicked myself, I had forgotten about that final ability. if I’d remembered I had the ability going into the fight with the alpha werewolf, it would’ve gone very different with the ability to recall Mercy to my hand. It was a good reminder that I should be more mindful, I couldn’t afford to make mistakes like that.

Feeling weak, I sat down next my phylactery. Though I wondered how Maxwell had fared, I had full confidence he managed to slay the final werewolf. I just wondered what he’d told the farmer. Maxwell knew I would come back, but neither of us were sure how long it would take.

The plan was for us to meet back up in my cabin if I died. My guess was Maxwell would’ve told everyone that I decided to explore the mountain some on my way back, to avoid questions as to where I went. Wandering the mountains wasn’t an uncommon thing for me to do, and anyone who asked wouldn’t be surprised to hear so. As I sat there, I examined my phylactery, and a prompt appeared.

Ezekiel the Lich’s phylactery

Current status uncharged. It will take time for the phylactery to rebuild the energy it takes to resurrect the Lich. If the Lich is killed again before the phylactery has rebuilt its charge their soul will be stored inside the phylactery until the charge has been rebuilt. This process will be slowed down by the presence of a soul inside the phylactery since it will require energy to maintain itself.

Current time for complete recharge: One month.

Time for resurrection if Lich is slain again: One year.

Reading through the status of the phylactery, I winced. The phylactery needing to recharge was news to me, as well as the length of time for resurrection should I died before said recharge. My guess was, that resurrection time would become longer as I grew in power if I didn’t find a way to charge the phylactery faster. Though I didn’t want to think about what it would take to charge a phylactery.

After resting, I used my now more powerful death magic to enhance the Cerberus. The defense of this place was my one exception for using my dark powers. No matter what, this place had to be protected.

That done, I worked my way out of the cave and reestablished my illusion spell.

Once back at my cabin, I was surprised to find Maxwell already there.

“Zeke!” Maxwell ran over and pulled me into a hug. “I’m glad you’re back. I was worried when you weren’t here already.”

The trip back from the farm took several days, so I understood his worry. “Evidently, resurrecting is not instantaneous. I only came back a few hours ago.”

“Well, it’s good to see you either way.” Maxwell held out a bag. “I gathered the death cores for you.”

“Thank you.” Taking the bag, I went into my cabin where I added them to my stash. “Did Mathis say anything?”

“No,” Maxwell said. “Well, he might’ve, but I avoided him and came straight here.”

“Probably a good idea.” We both thought Mathis was going to be angry about us not sending a message by killing Richard and his family. “Will Richard keep his people quiet?”

“I think so. He was very grateful for us dealing with that werewolf den.” Maxwell took a seat next to the hearth and started building a fire. “I’m getting really tired of working for Mathis.”

“I know what you mean…” I let out a weary sigh and joined him. “But I don’t know what else to do. Guess I could always leave, I just don’t want to leave this place yet. My hope is that he’ll mellow out once his mansion is done, or we’ll get lucky and somebody will complain to the higher-ups and get him removed.”

“We can hope. I doubt finishing the mansion will mellow him out.” Maxwell sneered in disgust. “People like him tend to only get worse as time goes on.”

“What should we do then? Avoid him?”

Maxwell shifted nervously. “I think I’m going to log off for a couple of days… Help some of the memory of all this to go away. I’m really sorry to leave you here.”

Maxwell had likely already been off for a while. I was even certain he’d logged off on his walk back. Players could set their characters to perform simple tasks while they’re away, and a common one was travel. There was always the risk of the player’s character being accosted, but it saved the boringness. Normally players used Altars of Creation to avoid the issue—the fast travel system.

Though, I was uncertain if I would be able to use one. As far as I knew, NPCs didn’t use them. Though that could be a function of the role of the artificial intelligence that controlled them—a game mechanic thing they were forced to ignore.

Exploring the mountains led me several Altars of Creation, and though I visited them, I never tried to use them to travel. Part of this was due to the fact that I just liked hiking in the mountains, another part was it never occurred to me to even try. Thinking about Maxwell hiking back made me wonder…

“Max, do you think I could use an Altar of Creation?”

“I honestly don’t know. Hadn’t occurred to me to check. Normally, if you’re working with NPCs they can only use them in certain situations.” Maxwell shrugged. “It’s worth checking. It would sure be nice if you could fast travel.”

“We should check when you get back on,” I said. “I think while you’re gone, I’m going to spend some time in my mindscape. I’ll hike out of the mountains into a secluded spot so no one can bug me.”

“Fair enough. Let’s make a plan to meet back here in a week. That would give me some time in the real world to distance myself from Mathis, at least mentally.”

“Sounds like a plan to me.”
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The next day, Maxwell was gone. His character was still in my house, but he wasn’t in there. I left with Raven and hiked out into the mountains. Plenty of wild life and other creatures skittered through the trees as I hiked my way through, but nothing was a threat. Raven was used to this, and would keep watch over me, drawing my attention if any dangerous predators approached.

I stopped by my flame blade farm. Since the snow had melted, I’d been cultivating the field, spreading the plants out and using dead animals to fertilize the soil. I spent a few hours working there before I continued on.

The valley I hiked into was a dead-end valley, where a small waterfall came tumbling down a rocky slope. Above me was a mountain lake so cold, almost nothing lived in it. This spot was very peaceful. A place I often visited when I wanted to fall into a deep meditation.
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When I became aware of my mindscape, I was standing on the central island. It had changed a lot. The walls had expanded to encompass the entire island, and it’d grown into a floating city. Ilore and Damien had been spending a lot of their time subduing sections of the mindscape and bringing the denizens here to live.

I crossed the courtyard and entered one of the largest buildings, heading up a staircase to the second floor where I found Ilore working. This floor had many beds lining each wall, and almost every single one was filled with a person—the different emotions we’d subdued so far.

I honestly didn’t know what many of them were. Some looked so small and insignificant, I was surprised they were here. Ilore was sitting next to a bed, leaves of magic hovering over it as she concentrated.

“It’s quite interesting,” Damien said, coming up behind me. “I’d never heard nor seen emotions being personified in this way. It sure gives them a different feel.” He started a little at the unintended pun.

“I’ve been wondering if there’s any chance I can meet the emotions once Ilore repairs them? I feel like it would be interesting.”

“Unfortunately not,” Damien said. “Once repaired, they are quickly reabsorbed into your mindscape. Only the most powerful remain coherent enough to have their own thoughts before they dissipate. Come, let me show you something.”

I followed Damien out of the room and back out to the courtyard. “Where we going?”

“Your library.” Damien and Ilore had been working hard to restore it. I hadn’t been worried about it since Damien assured me it was still safe, but it was dangerous for me to enter. “When you saw the Plains of Eternity, your library was damaged. As we’ve been subduing the rest of your mindscape, the library has been repairing itself and becoming more stable. Retrieving different fragments that were once part of your library and bringing them here sped up that process. It should be safe to enter now.”

In the middle of the courtyard, a hidden staircase lowered when Damien walked a specific pattern across a set of gray stones.

“It will be nice to see this place again,” I said.

A person’s library was by far the most important thing in their mindscape. It was the first thing Damien helped me create, and contained the core memories and personality traits that made me who I was. When the mindscape was first opened up, those things were hidden throughout the entire mindscape, and were collected into the library to be more easily protected in case this place was ever invaded.

We walked down the stairs into the deep darkness. We came to a stone door with a complicated runic circle carved into it. Placing my hand on the runic symbols, I manipulated them, and soon there was a grinding sound and the door swung open. A multicolored light shown and I cautiously entered.

We now stood at the base of an elaborate pattern of scrolling lines of glowing light that varied in color across the entire spectrum. In some ways, it resembled a tree—the library was a collection of core memories connected together to show their relations. The primary core aspects of who I was were set in the center of the pattern, and from there it branched out to connect to other glowing orbs.

The pattern was different than I remembered. More jumbled and twisted. “Why is it like this?”

“I’m not sure,” Damien said. “I think it will eventually restore itself.”

He walked over to one of the central core aspects. I knew better than to touch them. Damien had warned me away from that the first time I entered this place. Touching the orb would make me confront that core aspect of who I was. Something many people weren’t willing to do.

Before I died, I’d been thinking about doing it. I wanted to know and thought I could handle it. Especially after Damien told me about powerful psychics who’d mastered all of the cores and were able to shape the world with immense telekinetic power. While I didn’t want to be a telekinetic, I did want to master who I was.

That feeling was even stronger than it had been before.

“Damien, will mastering my cores help restore me?” Damien hesitated to answer. I knew the danger.

“We believe so,” Damien said. “In fact, we think for your mindscape to open to the rest of the world’s mindscape, you will need to master at least one. They have far-reaching effects. For a normal person, it brings great stability to their mindsacpe. For you, it ought to make it a normal amount of stable, I think. The twisting you see in the darkness around us will remain. Nothing we’ve done has been able to fix it, and whenever we tried, it seems to connect to the cores.”

“I guess I’ll end up becoming a telekinetic master after all,” I chuckled.

“Or we could redirect the mental energy you gain from mastering the core into making your mindscape nearly impregnable,” Damien suggested.

“I didn’t know that was an option.”

“Most people do not go that route because the telekinetic abilities are so useful,” Damien explained. “But you have a plethora of abilities, even if you refuse to use them, you do not need the telekinetic powers this would give you.”

“Which should I do?” I looked between the three orbs at the core of my being.

“For now, none of them. I just wanted you to see that it was restored. Once we finish subduing your mindscape, then you can tackle one. My suggestion is this one.”

He gestured at the orb farthest up. A dark, malignant purple spread out from it.

“That’s the last one I want to deal with…” I whispered. By its color, I thought I knew what it would be.

“And that’s exactly why it should be the one you do.” Damien grabbed me by the shoulder, hard, and looked into my eyes. “You need to accept what you are. If you do not, you are doomed to be mediocre when you could have greatness.”

I was taken aback by Damien’s change in demeanor. “And what if what I am is a monster?”

“You are not a monster,” Damien said sternly. “Different versions of me have been the assistants of true monsters. Look at your other cores, they’re not all dark. If they were, you would be a monster for sure, but they’re not.”

The two other cores were bright. The next orb down was made of golden light, almost a perfect counter to the dark orb above it. The final one at the base was a warm blue that soothed my mind just by looking at it.

“If you’re sure when it comes to it… I’ll do as you suggest.”

“Good.” Damien let go of my shoulder. “Besides, it’s exponentially harder to face the cores further down the tree than it is to start with the one at the top. I have no doubt that will be a hard one to master. But if you can master all of them, you will know your true self better than most. The psychic energy you will have access to combine with your changed mindscape to make this place spectacular.”

Damien and I spent a little more time in the library. I approached a few of the orbs and hovered my hand over them, being reminded of the memories imprinted there. Most were back on Earth, and I found myself remembering things that made me miss home. Damien eventually pulled me away and left the library.

Ilore was standing in the courtyard and smiled when she saw us. “So, you showed him the library, good. If he didn’t explain it to you, mastering even one of your cores will likely give me what I need to quickly repair all of the emotions. The reason why you must master one before your mindscape reconnects is that your core aspects were twisted. It takes you mastering them to restore them to what they were.”

“How do I even do that? From everything I’ve ever heard, mastering your core is hard, and only a few have ever accomplished it.”

“It is hard,” Damien agreed. “And before any of this happened, I would never have suggested you try. Not without significant development to your mindscape. Simply put, your mind was too weak.”

I opened my mouth to protest—I had a very strong mind, so I thought.

“Of what he’s told me about what it was like before, he is right,” Ilore agreed. “While the layout of one’s mindscape does not always directly reflect the personal power of that mindscape, it provides a good insight. Mindscapes that are…” She trailed off, looking for the right word. “Boring, likely lack the fortitude it takes to master a core.”

“Though what happened here was tragic,” Damien said, “it changed your mindscape. And while it might not feel like it, the process of your mindscape being destroyed and rebuilt has fundamentally strengthened your mind. You might not always recognize it, but you have changed. Even when you get all your emotions back, you will not be the same person.”

I stared at my hand. No longer was it just black bone. Now it had tendons in small amounts of black material. It was rather disgusting. “I would say that scares me, but that’s not true… I don’t even know why. Maybe you’re right and I really have fundamentally changed. Just so long as I haven’t become the villain that I acted like, then I’m okay with being changed.”

“Good,” Ilore said. “I wouldn’t want to be stuck with a weak-willed individual for however long you manage to stay alive.”

“I’m going to go get the battleship ready,” Damien said, lifting off the ground.

Ilore smiled my way. “While he does that, if you’re interested, I have some free time to teach you magic.”

Ilore and I went off, and she instructed me more about time magic. I was getting good enough at it in the mindscape that she thought I would soon be able to use it in the real world. It was much easier to use here since time was already influx in many places.
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“This is the last area?” I asked as I watched the approaching cluster of islands.

“Yes,” Damien said, standing beside me at the front of our battleship. Around us flew a cluster of small, fast-moving undead animals Damien had created specifically for this fight. “The rest of the regions have been subdued and taken back under our control, but this one has proved challenging. Each time we’ve tried to assault it, we have been pushed back by an overwhelming force.”

“From what I can see, I think this is the stronghold of a creature brought into your mindscape. Either by a creation of the time magic or something that entered from the Plains of Eternity,” Ilore explained.

“If I had to choose, I hope it’s just a simple creation of magic,” I said nervously. “I don’t want to fight something from a place called the Plains of Eternity.”

“That seems logical,” Damien made a face. “None of us even know what the Plains of Eternity are. I didn’t even know they existed.”

“The Plains of Eternity are a place your weak, mortal minds were never meant to see,” an ominous voice echoed around the battleship. “Though this mindscape of yours has been quite the fascinating distraction, so I’m glad you visited.”

“Well, I guess that answers that,” Ilore said.

“Unfortunately…” I said. “So, any chance you can just leave? Or do we have to come down there and kill you?”

“Ha!” The voice let out a disdainful laugh. “You want me gone? You will have to force me out. Even if you kill this body, it’s of no concern to me. It’s not like it’s who I really am. I merely slipped a fragment of my consciousness into your mind as you passed by.”

“I wonder…” Damien thoughtfully looked at me. “I wonder if this creature is the real reason behind Altor closing off your mind. It would make more sense than what he proclaimed.”

“I think you’re right,” Ilore agreed. “Time magic exists here, so a mind being damaged by it shouldn’t have been enough to cause your mindscape to be walled off.”

“That’s not reassuring,” I said in alarm. “A creature powerful enough that the creator didn’t want it in his universe seems like something beyond our ability to deal with.”

Hordes of etheric creatures were starting to form around the islands as we drew nearer.

“I am not entirely certain about that,” Damien argued. “Inside your own mindscape you wield a lot of power. Even a god should be wary of entering. I think we can handle this. If we couldn’t, I’m not sure Altor would’ve let you live. You’d be perceived as too much of a threat.”

That thought both reassured me and made me sick to my stomach. If the creator of the universe thought we could handle this, then we might be able to. But if we proved him wrong, he could just wipe me out of existence.

“Do not worry, mortals,” the voice mocked. “I’ll make your deaths quick.”

“You’re welcome to try,” Ilore shouted back with surprising vehemence.

At the sly gleam in her eyes, I thought I understood. Whatever this creature was, it was a creature of time in some aspect. She was probably excited to see what he could do.

“Damien, I think it’s time you summoned the rest of our friends,” I said.

Magic started surrounding Damien. Matching Damien’s dark magic, a gray magic surrounded Ilore. I couldn’t do anything at this moment, my assistants were far more powerful casters than I. Piles of bodies that we’d brought with us stirred to life, and a moment later, the gray magic from Ilore surrounded them and suffused the bodies.

As they were casting, I carefully aimed cannons, firing in a wide dispersion. A wall of energy slammed into the horde of creatures, blasting a hole through them. As if it was signaled, a whaling cry emanated, and the creatures began to swarm toward us. Damien’s new undead formed up their ranks as an aerial battle surrounded the battleship.

Streams of projectiles shot out as smaller caliber weapons engaged the hostile flyers. Damien directed his undead to jump down, using a levitation spell we built into the battleship. As we passed over different islands, we released our armies.

The battleship was directed at the central, largest island, and that’s when my job began.

I enhanced my own time magic, my blade glowing with an eerie, gray light. The spectral foes fell before me, as slashes rended them in half and blasts of time magic froze them in place. The creatures weren’t physically strong, but they were fast. When they attacked, at first nothing would happen, but a moment later, horrible lacerations would appear where their claws had passed.

There was some sort of time effect to their attacks that delayed the effect from taking place. The advantage this gave them was that it allowed them to land blows without their foes realizing it and reacting. Simple cuts could be widened into debilitating wounds because the defender didn’t feel the claws sinking in.

Fortunately for us, the undead under our command weren’t as affected by the strange ability as living creatures might’ve been. The undead wouldn’t react any different regardless if they felt anything. They were undead, after all. The only people who had to really worry about it were Ilore, Damien, and myself.

There was a colossal roar, and I glanced up from my fight in time to see the massive living dead dragon that Damien had raised come hurling out of the sky, spewing black flame. The flames incinerated the spectral creatures, leaving nothing behind. The mighty living dead dragon landed on the battleship with a boom and swept its tail out in a wide arc, annihilating dozens of creatures at once. It let out another gout of flame, incinerating more before it leapt back into the sky.

The cannons fired again, set to the widest dispersion. Cones of destruction blasted out, destroying large sections of the enemy swarm. The battle was chaotic in the sky. Creatures clashed and tore each other apart, tumbling down out of sight. Beams of magic cut into the air, slashing at the spectral creatures, while the creatures themselves fired occasional blasts of twisted time magic at the battleship.

I kept my blade enhanced with time magic and a small amount of death energy to cut through the specters. Tendrils of necrotic energy reached out from Damien and wrapped around the specters. Slowly, many of them began to change colors. Before long, they were released and turned against their former allies.

The sky cleared around the battleship, and when I stepped back to the front of the battleship, I leapt away just in time to avoid a massive beam of silver energy shooting up from one of the islands. Before the monster could cut into our battleship, Ilore formed a barrier that deflected the beam off into the distance.

Damien reacted, and a moment later, one of the massive cannons fired down at the island where the attack originated. The cannon struck like a tactical nuclear weapon, the explosion all but destroying the island. As we’d cleared more of my mindscape, we devoted many resources into upgrading the battleship. It was our mobile war platform and had allowed us to attack most places of impunity.

We began to shell the main island with mortar shells fired from the back of the battleship. The main cannons continued to take out massive creatures that were twisted amalgamations of things that had once existed in my mindscape.

“Impressive,” the voice said with disdain, though there was a hint of respect as well. “I shall come and join the fun.”

Something jumped off the side of the main island. It was smaller than the creatures firing the beams of destruction, and as it fell, it shimmered and then rocketed toward the battleship. I barely had time to register the incoming foe before he was upon us.

He touched down onto the bow of the battleship like a moth landing on a flower. The ground cratered below him as the kinetic energy of his rapid flight hit. This creature was different than anything I’d ever seen before. He was covered in blue, leathery skin, with a face that made me think of some amphibious creature. Gleaming white teeth, sharp like animated demons were exposed in his grin. His eyes were violet, and the irises formed six pointed stars. He had two arms and legs, and was completely hairless. The monster wore a robe of purple and gold, and when it moved, its arms seemed to leave mirages behind.

Damien flicked his fingers without a thought, and the hordes of undead still on the battleship rushed the creature. The foe lashed out, revealing that his hands were tipped with long, black nails. The slashes did not appear to do anything, then blades of cutting force ripped through the air, slicing the undead apart.

“That was unpleasant.” The creature shook his head. “You didn’t even let me introduce myself. My name is—” He said something that even now, I don’t know what he said. When none of us responded, a frown crossed his face, then he realized his mistake. “I see. Your mind cannot comprehend a name that has aspects of time in it. My name, as best as you can understand, is Merck.”

“Well, Merck,” I met his unnerving gaze. “I don’t suppose you’ll change your mind and leave?”

“No,” Merck said. “It is not often creatures who live on the Plains of Eternity ever get to experience anything new. I will be staying here for as long as I can.”

“You’re preventing me from healing the damage that was done to my mind and reconnecting with the universe we’re in,” I said.

“Ah, that makes a certain amount of sense,” Merck said, nodding as if he’d never considered that. “I can’t imagine your creator was thrilled to have me hitch a ride.”

“No, he really wasn’t,” I agreed.

“I suppose there is no way you would let me stay?” Merck asked.

“Most definitely not.” I took up a defensive stance with my blade-staff. “If you won’t leave willingly, we’ll just have to kill you.”

What followed is probably the most confusing fight I’ve ever fought. Even to this day, I struggle to comprehend what happened.

Merck attacked in a blur, moving so fluidly it seemed unnatural. He was upon me before I had a chance to react. He drove a knee into my stomach, and at first, I felt nothing, then as he was dancing away, the impact came all at once. Bolts of magic rocketed out from Ilore and Damien, chasing Merck across the battleship.

I recovered and chased after him as well. We managed to corner him briefly, and I stabbed, but when my blade hit, it just… passed through him as if he wasn’t there. His eyes grew wide and he dodged to the side. I’d cut his shoulder. I knew I had, but the wound wasn’t there.

He again landed one of his delayed blows. This one created a slashing cut across my chest that only appeared after Merck slipped away. It took me a while to piece together what was going on. As I watched him attack Damien, then Ilore, I figured it out.

“When he attacks, he’s attacking into the future,” I called out. “And when we land a blow, he dodges in the future, which somehow prevents him from taking damage in the past.”

“Future, past, it’s all the same to me,” Merck mocked. “You three-dimensional beings are so unimaginative.”

“How do we fight him?” Damien asked.

“I have an idea,” Ilore called out. And if anyone could think of a way to get around it, she could. “For now, focus on always having your defense up, regardless if it seems like he is near you or not.”

I fell into a purely defensive posture, always trying to position myself in front of Merck to prevent him from getting to Ilore or Damien. Ilore’s advice mostly worked. Merck would slash at me with one of his wicked claws, I would block both the blow that would’ve landed in that moment and the one that would land in the future. The first time I did this, his hand passed through my staff and still struck me, but it left no damage. When he moved away, the real attack hit and my shaft rang with the impact.

Keeping in mind that he might switch up when the attack landed, I continued to attempt to block all of his blows, regardless if I thought they were delayed or not. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ilore building a powerful spell. Runic circles made of gray magic surrounded her as she wove together time magic.

One glance at Merck, and it was unmistakable that he recognized the magic and the threat it posed to him. He tried to get to her, but between myself and Damien, we always managed to keep ourselves between him and Ilore. I used my limited understanding of time magic to give myself the speed to match Merck, while Damien poured debuffs on him as quickly as he could.

The magic grew around Ilore, and she pointed a hand at Merck. A massive, hollow orb made of runic circles and patterns left her hand. The orb moved slowly at first, but picked up speed as it honed in on Merck. Merck ran from it, yelling something back at us a moment before the orb sped up and caught him.

Merck passed through the surface of the orb, the runic patterns opening to let him through.

“What have you don!?!” Merck screamed as he was suspended in the middle of the orb by unseen lines of power.

“Just wait, I think you’ll understand.” Ilore smiled.

The orb constricted and conformed to Merck’s body. He thrashed, trying to escape, but it proved fruitless. As the ruins of the collapsing orb met his skin, they burned patterns into it. Those patterns filled with all sorts of gray light, and Merck collapsed, wheezing for breath.

Ilore dropped to the ground as well, the magic of the spell having drained her completely. But still, she smiled. “Do you understand?”

“I didn’t know this universe had magic like this!” Merck hissed. “How do I undo it? How dare you lowly, three-dimensional creatures do this to me!”

“What have you done?” I asked.

“I locked him in time,” Ilore explained. “His attacks were out of sync with time because he could move through time. Locking him in place fixed that issue,” she said in a smug tone she’d fully earned.

Deciding not to waste the opportunity, I reformed Mercy’s blade into a heavy, one-sided ax, and walked toward Merck, raising the blade-staff in one hand. Merck looked up at me, rage in his eyes.

I just simply smiled.

“You should’ve left.” I brought the blade down on Merck’s head, splitting it in half like a watermelon.

With the death of Merck, the remaining spectral creatures dissipated, and the fighting ceased. We wrapped up the remaining region and took control of it. The restoration process began immediately, as buildings and plants practically grew out of the ground.

“I guess all that’s left is for you to face your cores,” Damien said.

“I’m not sure I’m ready for that…”

“I think you’re more ready for it than most,” Damien said. “I stopped you from doing it before because I wanted us to finish securing your mindscape before you delved into something so dangerous.”

“It will also likely be good for you,” Ilore said. “I’m sure Damien told you doing that will allow me to repair the emotions faster. It should also help you to come to grips with what you are.”

I looked back toward the central island and mentally commanded the battleship to change directions and head home. We could fly there much faster, but I wanted time to think and prepare myself for the battle to come.

One thing I knew for sure, is that my current lack of most of my emotions would likely serve me very well in dealing with whatever faced me inside the core.
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Standing at the base of the sprawling tree that made up my library, my focus was locked on the core glowing with dark purple light with growing trepidation.

“Whenever you’re ready. Your mindscape is secure now,” Damien assured me. “In some ways, it is more secure than anyone else who’s ever done this. Normally when one begins this process, their mindscape is at great risk because it gives off a lot of energy and attracts monsters that dwell on the Plains or even other telepaths. Since you’re walled off, nothing can get you.”

I reached for the orb, sensing its power. Memories flashed before my eyes. Memories that unnerved me, that reminded me of things I didn’t want to remember.

Upon touching the orb, my world went black.
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I was surrounded in pure darkness. Which was strange, as I could see the darkness. I stomped my foot and it echoed off of hard stone below me. This was an oppressive darkness. Like it was trying to smother me. I did not fear it, a benefit of not having that emotion, because the darkness was mine even though it seemed wrong.

That singular resolve of will pushed that oppressing weight back, and the darkness lifted, just a bit. Shapes moved around me. I was even human again. Which is how I suppose I saw myself at my core.

As this strange world continued to lighten, a figure approached. They were familiar… It was, me. The Lich version of me directly after I’d been turned. I was regal and powerful.

“So, what do you think?” The Lich version of me gave a little twirl, a black robe flying up behind him.

“I think I’m not you,” I said. “I can’t be—I’m not a bad person.”

“Darkness isn’t bad, it’s just different,” the Lich said. “This darkness has always been a part of you. And now it shall consume you. For if I absorb you, I become you and no longer will I be stuck in this place.”

Before I could fully process his words, the Lich struck at me. A blast of eldritch magic rocketed from his fingers, and I barely managed to avoid being hit. The energy rocketed out into the darkness, briefly illuminating a few of the other figures wandering around. I reached for Mercy, but it wasn’t there.

“Just let me kill you,” the Lich snarled. “Your life will be much easier if you fully embrace the darkness.”

“No!” I stubbornly refused. “I only played the bad guy. I am not a villain!”

“But aren’t you?” the Lich asked, rushing forward and punching me square in the face, sending me careening out into the darkness. “If this was not a part of you, then I wouldn’t exist. Part of you wants to be the villain and that part of you is me. And when I absorb you, I will be all of you.”

My vision swam as I struggled to my feet. Before me stood another figure, and as the darkness pulled back, I recognized it. It was a younger me when I first started that dreadful job. I felt all of the resentment toward those who had once been my friends and who had left me behind. It had consumed me at that point. I’d been unable to escape, while they moved on and never looked back.

Truly, it wasn’t their fault. Part of me was happy for them. Except I still felt abandoned, and then abandonment turned into resentment. Resentment aimed at the people who I once called friend. When it filled me to bursting, that resentment turned on the world.

“Ah, yes,” the Lich said, standing behind me. “The specter of your past is part of what led to my creation, but not all of it. The anger you struggled with your whole life also led to me. I’m the darkness that will be with you forever. I am more a part of you than almost anything else.”

Looking at the downcast figure, I understood the truth in his statement. When I’d taken joy in causing suffering, even in a world I’d seen as not real, it had come from this darkness. From my frustration and lack of control over my own life. So I’d come to a fantasy world where I could vent my rage.

“This may be a part of me…” I turned toward the Lich. “But I refuse to let it define me.” I punched the Lich in the stomach with all my might.

The blow sent the Lich spiraling off and I rushed after it. The moment I did, the darkness seemed to lift and more of the obscure figures came into focus. The young boy was me, saddled with the rage I felt at my parents’ death. All I had in the world was my sister and parents, and their absence left a gaping hole in both of our lives.

I landed blow after blow on the Lich that sent him flying back, revealing more specters of my past. The loneliness I felt as my sister’s work consumed her. I didn’t blame her for it, but it made me feel more alone in the world.

My failed attempts at dating in high school. How they always ended in heartbreak and misery. I realize now that might’ve had to do with the burden I bore and how freely I’d share it with anyone.

At some point, I began to cry. The press of loneliness that led to me becoming a Lich was almost too much to bear.

Another memory was unveiled, one more recent. When I first came to this world alone in the darkness. It seemed to be the compressed memories of my time here, and I saw a brief overview of my journey. It was sad… Until Rhea showed, followed quickly by other friendly faces as I built a life in Omark. This memory made me pause, because it seemed so out of place.

The Lich was lying at the feet of the figure containing this memory, smiling up at me. “Do you see now that this darkness is you?”

“I do.” And I really did at that moment. “But it doesn’t have to be who I am. Yes, I’ve done terrible things. Yes, I’ve felt abandoned. Yes, I am a villain. But I don’t have to always be a villain… I can be more than this darkness.”

I was surprised when the Lich version of me smiled even more. “Good. If you weren’t strong enough to see this, then I really should’ve taken over.” The Lich smirked. “Then again, you did have some help with your emotions being mostly missing, enabling you to see things logically. Be warned, mastering the other cores will not be so easy as your emotions return.”

I stepped back into a defensive posture, figuring there was still more fight to come. Except the Lich version of me dissolved, as did all the figures around me, and the darkness began to fade.

I came back to myself, sitting next to the core, hand outstretched.

Damien sat across from me, watching, and a smile spread on his face.

“I see what you mean,” I said. “I think I need to change how I’ve been using my powers. Though I still need to be careful. I can’t imagine Olattee will look upon the necromancy and dark magic with much acceptance.”

“No, I doubt they will.” Damien had a broad smile now. “It’s good to have you back, boss.”

A piece of white paper appeared in the area before me and flowed down into my hands. It was rather surprising to say the least, as I hadn’t seen a quest paper in a long time. I read with interest.

Quest complete

Mindscape Restoration

You have restored your mindscape to a place where it is no longer a threat to the rest of the universe. Congratulations. Your reward is reconnection to the Mindscape of the rest of the universe.

Altor, the creator.

“Well, now what?” I asked.

“I want to see this,” Damien said, and gestured for me to follow him. The moment we were outside the library, he launched into the air.

We flew to the edge of my mindscape, right up to a barrier of an opaque gray energy that surrounded it. The barrier was fracturing. Through the dissolving patches, we began to see out into the vast barren plains that the mindscape consisted of. Space was different here, so it’s unlikely we would see other minds—unless they were incredibly close to us. The vast, barren plains were spectacular in their own right. They stretched on forever. No one knew if there was ever an end.

“You know,” Damien said, “I once heard a powerful telepath tell me that you can reach other worlds in the mindscape. Even truly travel between the stars.”

“I can only imagine how long that would take,” I said.

“Not as long as you might think,” Ilore said, joining us. “I worked with a telepath once. There are many ways to move incredibly fast over those plains. Faster than should be possible. He needed me to help with the time dilation effects. It’s easier to deal with in the mindscape than in the real world, as physics here is more bendy than rigid.”

“Did he visit other worlds?” I asked.

“No,” Ilore shook her head. “He said it was possible, but this world is so unbelievably big, he saw no point in visiting worlds that were so small, they would appear as grains of sand in this one.”

“How big is this world?” I asked in surprise. For something to be big enough that entire worlds would be nothing more than a grain of sand, this place had to be impossibly big. Players only showed up in certain parts to interact with each other. “Ilore, I remember hearing that you could use holy cities of creation to travel to other worlds.”

“I don’t think those are actually other worlds,” Ilore said. “I think those are just different places on this world separated by billions of kilometers.”

An unseen surge passed across my mindscape. “What was that?”

From the look on Damien’s face, he hadn’t noticed anything, but Ilore looked confused. We turned back toward my mindscape; another pulse flared.

It was faint, but I recognized the magic. Time magic. It washed over my mindscape, coating everything it came in contact with until it reached the edges of my zone and dissipated almost immediately.

“Follow me,” Ilore said as she flew back toward the center of my mindscape.

It didn’t take long for us to reach the center. We touched down just as another pulse emanated out. We traced the origin, and moved back down into my library. To everyone’s surprise, the tree had shifted slightly. Rather, the tree hadn’t shifted, the room had grown. There was a new orb glowing with gray light. It wasn’t attached to anything.

Another pulse emanated out, and the three of us approached it.

“What is it?” Damien asked.

“It’s… time magic,” Ilore said.

I carefully reached out to it, making sure not to touch it. No memories were there. It was just a source of something. In my mind’s eye, with my hand near the orb, I saw Ilore come up next to me. When I looked beside me, she hadn’t moved yet, but a moment later she did.

“Wow.” I’d seen enough science fiction, in particular Star Wars, to have a grasp of what this might be. “Ilore, I saw you move up here before you did.”

“Really?” she asked, reaching her hand out. “Let me see.”

I retracted my hand and moved away. A moment later, she gasped.

“It’s precognition, isn’t it?” I asked.

“It is.” Ilore shook her head in wonder. “I know it’s possible, but it takes hundreds of years to master the ability. And even then, it is incredibly hard to use.”

“How do you think I can use it?” I asked. “Things like this are easier to use in the mindscape than in the real world.”

“I think it will come naturally,” Ilore said. “The more you use it, the better you will become with it.”

“The fact that the orb is here in your library means it will likely grow given time,” Damien said. “If you grow this ability, its progression will be seen here, not dissimilar to your memory tree. What exactly is pre…” He trailed off, not remembering the word.

“Precognition is the ability to see slightly into the future,” I explained. “It’s more of a sense than anything else.”

“Exactly, it’s like having a sixth sense,” Ilore agreed. “It is quite useful in combat and can also be useful in less violent situations.”

“So… you’d be able to predict attacks and moves?” Damien asked. “That’s incredible.”

“Where I grew up, there are stories of incredible warriors who had an ability like this,” I said. “They were able to predict and deflect projectiles moving at incredible speeds, and were all but invincible.” I feared explaining they all died to betrayal. After all, shouldn’t they have been able to tell what was coming?

“I doubt your ability will be that powerful,” Ilore cautioned. “Especially to start with.”

“I’m okay with that,” I smiled.

Precognition was going to end up changing not only how I thought, but how I fought.


47
[image: ]


“Do you think that’s the last one?” I asked Damien from the bow of the battleship.

“I think so.” Damien gave me a worried look. “Are you doing okay? I know you’ve had a lot of things slamming into you all at once.”

“I’m coping.”

Damien and I had been hunting wandering emotions for the last day, while Ilore focused on repairing the ones we had. Periodically I would get pulses of different emotions as they were repaired and absorbed back into my mind. It had been a trying time. In some ways, having it happen all at once made it easier. I was no longer overwhelmed by one emotion and some countered each other which helped even things out.

Don’t be fooled, the bombardment was frustrating, and I took to working out my frustrations on any wandering emotion we came across.

We had gotten very good at catching them. Damien utilized the increased power of my mindscape to devastating effect. With my limited understanding of time magic, I was able to fill the role of Ilore for suppressing them until we could get them back to her.

On top of that, Damien’s living dead dragon continued to grow in power. One of the first things he’d done was enhance the dragon with the available increased mental energies. The dragon was truly a force of nature.

The massive beast plummeted to the island below us surrounded in a torrent of flame as it landed on top of the hulking emotion.

Things started happening quickly after mastering the orb. From hunting emotions to Ilore repairing them, it’d become easier. And both mine and my assistant’s power had increased greatly in the mindscape.

“Shall we head down?” I asked. Our presence was required. Mine was, at least, in order to find the emotion and transport it back to the central island.

“Might as well.” Damien leapt off the battleship, and I followed him down. We arrived just as the dragon was pinning the emotion under its massive claws.

Using a spell Ilore had taught me, I bound the emotion in strands of time magic. Damien wandered around the area.

As I was finishing up, Damien came running over. “Zeke, this wasn’t the last one. I found a dungeon entrance.”

“Well, I guess it’s a good thing you looked around.”

Damien led me into a ravine. The dungeon was quite well hidden, and there were no monsters patrolling the entrance like the others. The passage was far too narrow for the dragon to enter, which was a shame. We’d sent it into a couple other dungeons ahead of us, and every time, the dragon had done most of the work. Like I said, it was incredibly powerful.

Damien and I entered the dungeon, with me leading the way with Mercy. Occasionally we had to shimmy sideways between rock faces in order to continue. The first sign of danger came as a sense I felt—something I’d taken to watching for in our fights. The precognition ability hadn’t been of much use while the dragon took the frontal charge, but this time, I was able to use this new sense to deflect a blow from a creature that leapt out from behind a corner.

The goblin snarled at me, and before it could recover, I struck it down. It being in my mindscape didn’t seem right.

“Why are there goblins in here?” I asked. So far, all the creatures we’d come across were monsters based off of natural creatures, not sapient creatures.

“I have no idea.” Damien eyed the corpse. “That is rather unusual.”

Damien raised the goblin corpse, turning it into a zombie. He directed the shambling creature to continue on in front of us. Though the goblin zombie would be of limited use, we figured it could take the brunt of any surprise attacks. Which turned out to be a good idea, as the next room contained a trap. The zombie promptly fell into a pit full of spikes.

I scratched my head in confusion. None of the dungeons had traps. It was weird they were showing up in this one. Unable to retrieve the body of the goblin, we moved on without it, and I used Mercy to probe the ground ahead.

The next tunnel narrowed even more, forcing Damien and I to crawl on our stomachs. We came into a large chamber, and the moment I stood, I threw myself to the side. Three bolts slammed into the stone behind me, having seen them coming in a flash of foresight. Damien swore and scrambled fast to get into a defensive position. On the other side of the room, three goblins with heavy crossbows were rapidly trying to reload.

I reshaped Mercy’s tip into that of a spear and threw it across the room like a javelin. My attack pierced through one of the goblins, and I rushed forward, balling a fist and slamming into the big nose of a second. As I ripped Mercy out of the dead goblin, a bolt of dark magic from Damien killed the third, and I quickly finished off the one I punched.

As Damien raised these freshly killed goblins into zombies, I shook my head. “There shouldn’t be goblins in here. I’ve never had goblins in my mindscape.”

“Do you have a particular hatred of goblins?” Damien asked. “Perhaps strong feelings about them in any way?”

“Not particularly… I mean, I think they’re vile, but other than that, no.”

“I guess we’ll find out when we get to the boss.” Damien directed his new zombies to continue ahead.

The three undead goblin zombies didn’t last long. We lost two to a trap, and the third fell to more goblins. Those five goblins had been so focused on beating the zombie goblin to death, they hadn’t noticed us enter. They were caught completely by surprise by a spinning attack from me that killed three of them outright, and a pair of bolts from Damien that blew holes in the heads of the other two.

Some of the goblins Damien raised along the way survived, and by the time we made it to the boss, we had a small army of zombie goblins.

When we entered the final chamber, I understood what was going on. Well, I recognized the goblin. It was the chieftain of that goblin village I’d slaughtered.

“Why are you here?” I didn’t even know goblins had Mindscapes.

The goblin looked up at me in horror. “Monster! You, you, you!” it stuttered, unable to get the words out.

“Why are you here?” I asked with more force, lacing vehemence behind my words.

Damien directed the zombie goblins to move in threateningly, though they did not seem to faze the goblin boss.

“You attack—” It paused and shook its head. “You attack. I attack. I make a mistake.”

“I think I get it,” Damien said. “This goblin had some mental abilities and attacked you when you attacked his village. Evidently, Altor’s barrier wasn’t completely impervious. He passed right through it.”

“And in the process, it shattered his mind…” I sighed.

“Here, is not right,” the goblin said, getting a handle on the ability to speak. “But not why you monster.”

I smiled coldly. “You know, recently, I came to terms with the monster I am. So far it has been enlightening.”

I surged forward, holding Mercy in a high guard position, and Damien directed the zombies to attack. The goblin boss twisted his arms around, and a wave of cutting energy rocketed out, slicing the zombies apart. I deflected it with Mercy’s blade, and Damien raised a barrier around himself.

This goblin was quite the powerful telepath.

“Murderer!” the goblin screamed and lunged at me.

“If you weren’t goblins, I might feel bad,” I said. “But you were sacrificing villagers. Who’s really the monster here?”

I slashed, driving the goblin back, then spun Mercy and slammed the butt of it into his chest. A beam of black energy from Damien cut across the room, but the goblin dodged out of the way. To me, he was moving in slow motion, and I met him right as he came out of his roll.

The power from mastering the orb was quite immense.

I saw the goblin strike at me, using a cutting force that erupted out of his hand, and before he could bring that attack into the present, I deflected his hands to the side, and the cutting force shot off away from me. I blocked each of his attacks with the shaft of my weapon, then rammed the butt into his chest, causing him to stagger.

A bolt of magic from Damien knocked the goblin onto his back. Before it could rise, I was on top of it, though I didn’t strike right away. What he’d said bothered me. But this was an invader to my mind, and I would show it no mercy.

Blinking away the hesitation, I drove Mercy’s blade through the roof of the goblin’s mouth, securing its brain.

As the goblin’s head slid off my blade, I looked at Damien. “I am not a monster.”

“Aren’t we all monsters to our enemies?” Damien asked. “They see us as the ones who come to end their lives. We are always a monster to someone.”

“Huh… I honestly hadn’t thought of it that way,” I admitted. “Then, who determines what a monster is?”

“I guess that the depends on where you fall in the spectrum of light and dark,” Damien suggested. “I personally see Father Mathis as a monster. He abuses his power and the people under him. Yes, it’s not as bad as what this goblin was doing to the innocent, but it’s still a monstrous act.”

“Ilore saw me as a monster to start with,” I pointed out. “I really struggle with this concept. In the world I came from, there was a pretty clear right and wrong. Here in the World of Magic, the lines between what is right and what is wrong are more blurred.”

Damien gave me a long, searching look and nodded. “Good.”

“What do you mean good?” I asked.

Damien ignored me and gestured for us to leave. I kept pestering him about it, but he stubbornly refused to explain what he meant. We headed back to the main island with the captured emotion.

“This is the last one,” Ilore confirmed as we laid the emotion down on a bed. “I can tell. Your mind is finally feeling whole again. There’s just one piece missing,” she nodded at the restrained emotion. “And this is it.”
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I returned from the mindscape and found Raven curled up in my lap, sound asleep. “Aren’t you supposed to be watching for bad guys?” I asked, scratching her behind the ears.

She stretched and let out a yowl as if to say ‘I have been, I just got tired.’ The sun was high in the sky, and the valley was as serene as I remember it being. I’d been in the mindscape for several days, so for a long moment, I took stock of myself. A lot had changed, and I needed to make sure I was ready to deal with the world before I left this place.

I spent the remaining time in the valley going through different fighting stances and working to see if I noticed the presence of my new precognition ability. The sense was muted as compared to the mindscape, but through focusing, I began to feel it more.

As night fell, I decided I was ready. The darkness was my friend, I knew that now. Before, there’d been a lingering sense of guilt at my ability to see in the dark. Certainly, that made no sense, but it had been there. Now it was gone and I was thankful.

Moving through the darkness, I made my way back down to the main valley and headed for home. It took all of the night, and I arrive just as the sun was beginning to rise. A note was nailed to my door—from Maxwell. He’d visited and was letting me know he was going to be online for a while. He said he was in town and that Father Mathis told him to have me report to the temple as soon as possible.

I had at least today before anyone noticed movement around my home. And Maxwell had dated the letter, also mentioning he had a small job that would take him a day or so. So, I spent the day at home, deciding Mathis could wait.

I set to work on expanding my cabin. My goal was to add more rooms and dig out a cellar. I didn’t have a lot of need to store food, but it was something I wanted to do. It made the place feel more like a home. I was also pretty certain I had a hidden lair now. What better place to hide the entrance to such a place than in a cellar?

When night fell, I’d made good progress in tunneling the cellar under the main section of my cabin. It was hard work, but it was made easy by my undead endurance. That night, I redid my illusion spell. I’d been purposely wasteful in how the spell was cast before, but now I wanted to have some access to my mana, so I spent the night reworking the spell.

After that, I meditated for the rest the night, and in the early morning headed into town. Father Mathis met me at the docks, no doubt seeing me cross the lake.

“Where have you been?”

“In the mountains,” I said. “I had a little soul-searching to do.”

Father Mathis huffed in annoyance. “Well, I hope it was worth it, I needed your help.”

I gave him a smile that didn’t quite reach my eyes. “Oh, it was. What do you need my help with?”

“I need you to take Maxwell and hunt down an enclave of—” he spat on the ground in disgust “—fae folk. There have been rumors of them defiling the mountains with their fae magic. It has been detected and confirmed, and they are not to be allowed to prosper.”

Father Mathis’s disgust surprised me. Fae folk was the common term used in the area for nonhumans that weren’t of the races considered evil. That generally meant the dwarves, elves, fairies, and other typically good aligned races. The fact that Father Mathis showed such hatred was strange.

“I thought fae folk were friends?” I said carefully. “Aren’t there many nonhuman races throughout the kingdom.”

“Thanks to the weak will of the king, they continue to exist,” Father Mathis said. “This particular enclave is practicing dangerous magic, so it is our duty to make sure it does not threaten this prosperous land.”

“Are they inside the borders of the kingdom?” I asked.

“I don’t see why that matters,” Father Mathis huffed. “But no, they are in the unclaimed zone of the mountains between us and the heathens to the west.”

“I see…” I met his gaze. “Why should we be harassing those who are not inside your authority. Shouldn’t they be allowed to live as they please?”

Father Mathis glared. “They threaten us, so they should be removed.” His tone had become icy. “If you’re worried about it, I am not asking you to hunt them down, only to find them.” When I didn’t say anything, Father Mathis continued. “It is your duty as a citizen of this fine kingdom to at least assist me in identifying potential threats. Or do you not care about the well-being of the place you’ve come to call home?”

“Fine, I’ll go find them. You have any indication of the location or should I just blindly search the mountains?”

“I do,” Father Mathis nodded regally. “I will show you the map of the region that we detected them in.”

I’d hoped he wouldn’t have a heading, and that I could spend weeks or even months wandering the mountains and not have to report that I found anyone.

“If Maxwell’s in town, I should check and make sure he’s free to go. He might have a job that he’s completing.”

“He got back from that job this morning,” Father Mathis said. “I talked to him already. He’s waiting for you in the tavern.”

Through this whole conversation, I couldn’t help but replay Damien’s comments about Mathis through my mind. I could see why Damien saw him as a monster. But how do you kill a monster that does not appear as a monster?

Something in my gaze alarmed Father Mathis and he stepped away from me. “Careful of your thoughts, child. Olattee knows all.”

I glared at him and shoved past, muttering under my breath, “If Olattee knows all, then why have you not been smited?”

“What was that?” Mathis snapped.

Without stopping or turning around, I said, “Nothing. I’ll find you at the temple entrance so you can show us where to go.”

Mathis did not reply. Maybe he realized there was only so far he could push before things spiraled out of his control. All he knew was that for now, I was still listening.

I missed Rhea. She’d been kind, though stern. I couldn’t help but think that she wouldn’t have a problem with an enclave of independent fae taking up residence in the mountains. Then again, maybe she would. Maybe all of Olattee was full of bigoted fools.

That thought got me rethinking many things. Up until then, I’d been working to try and somehow redeem myself by serving Olattee. But if the darkness wasn’t inherently bad, what then did I have to redeem myself for? My actions before my death, while atrocious, could be excused to a certain extent because I didn’t know what I was doing was real. A weak argument, yes, but what could I do to fix it?

I was both remorseful and sorry. Though dwelling on that wouldn’t help me. With my emotions returning, I was swimming in feelings that surprised me. I’d expected to be crippled by greed and self-loathing, but instead I was almost embarrassed by the self-righteous cross I was trying to bear. I was almost behaving like a flagellant, whipping myself over and over because of my supposed sins.

I should’ve known better. Those fanatics from the fourteenth century were crazy, and it was exactly what I’d been doing to myself. It took speaking with Father Mathis to truly acknowledge this, and I resolved myself to do better. To actually try, and not just think that I could fix what happened by beating myself up over it while I wallowed in inaction.

Lost in my thoughts, I barely noticed when I reached the tavern.

“Zeke! It’s good to see you,” Maxwell said, standing to greet me, but then he paused, his tone changing. “Are you okay?”

“There’s just a lot on my mind.” I shook his outstretched hand. “Father Mathis said you’re ready to go on his mission.”

“Unfortunately,” Maxwell said. “Maybe you can get some of what’s bugging you off your chest in the mountains.”

“That would be nice.”

Maxwell was a friend that I did not deserve, and I was glad he was here. He would give me a sounding board to hopefully work through these thoughts.

From the tavern, we went to the temple and met Father Mathis. He showed us a map of the region that the magic of the enclave was detected in. Unlike the last couple of times, the best route for us to get there was to travel along some of the roads leading out of Omark, instead of heading back up the lake. We left the village promptly. Neither of us wanted to run the risk of interacting with Father Mathis any more than we had to.
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“I knew this was a bad idea!” Maxwell shouted as we ran through the forest.

“Just shut up and run!” I yelled back.

After spending a few days traveling through the mountains, we came across a large valley full of massive trees. The trees were so big, the valley hadn’t seemed very deep from the mountain shoulder we’d crossed. The trees were reminiscent of redwoods, but with tough, black bark.

We’d been exploring the forest, right where the map indicated the enclave was. At first, the valley had seemed empty of wildlife, until we started seeing signs of large elk-like creatures. We never actually saw any of the elusive creatures, but the tracks and shit left behind indicated their existence.

Things changed when a howl arose behind us. It didn’t take long to determine what the natural predator of the large elk were—a pack of dire wolves hunted this forest. At first, we thought to stand and fight the wolves, but when the first level sixty wolf emerged, it was painfully obvious they were more than we could handle. The dire wolves had caught the scent of prey that couldn’t easily escape them, like the elk, and now the pack was on our tail.

Fortunately, the one advantage we had was our near superhuman stats, giving us the ability to run faster than most of the wolves. Periodic howls from the pack chasing us continued to confirm their pursuit. Then the howls came from the side. The faster of the pack was seeking to get ahead and cut us off.

A thick clump of trees and boulders came into view. If the wolves caught us in the open, we would be in trouble. Maxwell would be fine, but if I died it would take a long time for my phylactery to have the power to bring me back. Assuming nothing found and destroyed it in the intervening time. From the diligence of the church, I thought it was unlikely the cave would remain hidden without me around.

“Over there!” I shouted. Despite sprinting for almost half an hour at this point, I wasn’t winded. A benefit of not needing to breathe.

Maxwell on the other hand gasped for breath and only grunted in agreement as he changed course toward the grove.

The change in heading brought the wolves on our left closer and gave the ones behind us an opportunity to close the distance.

As I darted, I barely caught the sight of something hidden in the debris and stepped over it out of reflex. It was a snare trap. “Watch the ground for traps!”

Maxwell, who’d been running next to me, barely avoided another trap. As we reached the start of the dense grove of boulders and trees, I glanced behind. The dire wolves were barely twenty meters away, their red eyes glowing with hunger.

A crack and a yelp of pain came from behind me. One of the wolves now hung by a leg several meters off the ground. The dire wolf snarled and thrashed as it tried to free itself. Seeing the wolf hung up like that allowed me to truly appreciate their size. They were easily the size of lions, if not bigger.

Another crack and yelp of pain resounded as I ducked into the grove. We pushed into the grove and it quickly became hard to progress as limbs of densely growing saplings and boulders blocked the way.

The sound of the dire wolves closing in grew louder, and we forced our way through.

The limbs snagged and tore at our clothes. I didn’t have a body that was susceptible to the scrapes, but Maxwell wasn’t so lucky. By the time we broke through onto a hidden path, Maxwell was covered in scratches. Blood dripped from several deeper gashes on his arms. He collapsed to the well-packed earth, taking in great lungfuls of air.

I looked up and down the path in surprise. It was well maintained and out of place amongst the dense grove. As I was considering what to do, the dire wolves snarled from within the dense grove—they were insatiable.

“Let’s not wait here for them,” I said, pulling Maxwell to his feet, and we dashed down the path away from the valley.

Glancing behind as we ran, I just barely saw the first dire wolf burst through the thick trees, covered in scratches and missing chunks of fur. Its eyes glanced toward us and howled as we rounded a corner.

The path passed between two larger boulders, and as we passed, I noticed they weren’t just boulders, they were cliffs causing the path to narrow. The cliffs met high above our heads, forming an arch.

I whirled and placed myself in the arch.

“What are you doing?” Maxwell asked, coming to a stop farther up the path.

“What does it look like?” The first dire wolf raced around the corner. “We can’t out run them, and eventually they’ll catch us. This is the best defensible position we’ve seen.”

I reshaped Mercy into a broad boar spear. Due to the inherent size of Mercy, it was a short spear, but it would be enough. This narrow path was a perfect place to use the blade-staff in a defensive fight.

The dire wolf hunched then launched at me. A discordant sound shook the air and the wolf staggered. Maxwell had acted faster than I expected. Changing my grip on Mercy, I threw it like a javelin at the wolf. My aim was true, and the sharp blade sank into its side.

I summoned Mercy back to my hand before the dire wolf even started to recover. It snarled in pain and lunged again. The distorted music from Maxwell made the wolf misjudge its attack, and when it leapt, I let it use its own momentum to impale itself on Mercy.

The dire wolf let out a gurgling yelp of pain. I twisted Mercy, managing to plant the wide blade between the ribs, and as I twisted again, the ribs spread and cracked. The hole I opened was wide enough to reveal the wolf’s still beating heart. The wound was likely lethal, but to make sure, my hand shot forward. A black bolt of energy shot out and into the wound.

The dire wolf shuddered and died, the black energy ripping apart its heart. I’d decided not using my magic because it was ‘evil’ was stupid. It was a part of me, and denying it existed was a problem. That didn’t mean I would stop using my illusion spell or that I would use the dark magic around villagers though.

As I pulled my spear out of the now dead dire wolf, two more bounded around the corner. Maxwell was building his music and enhancing my abilities. I moved faster and more fluidly, but the dire wolves had over ten levels on me. The first one had been disoriented and alone. Wolves were pack hunters, and far more dangerous when fighting as a group.

Fortunately, where we had chosen to make our stand was narrow enough that, at most, only two wolves could engage me at one time.

The growling of dire wolves rumbled as they stalked closer. I acted first, throwing Mercy at them, but they nimbly dodged out of the way. For a moment they thought I was unarmed and rapidly closed the distance between us. I summoned Mercy back into my hand and brought it down on one of the dire wolves, using the broad-tipped spear like an ax.

I struck the wolf in the head and it snarled in pain, but didn’t fall back like I’d hoped it would. The blade was now wedged in its thick skull, and when the dire wolf turned, it snarled again and grabbed Mercy’s shaft in its jaws.

The second dire wolf lunged at me, and my firm grip on the shaft of my weapon proved to be my downfall, as I wasn’t able to leap back as I intended, my momentum halted by my grip on Mercy.

The lunging dire wolf slammed into me, and I reflexively tried to protect my face from its powerful jaws. I held it off for a moment, but I was in serious trouble. Then the dire wolf staggered under the impact of something. It happened again and again in rapid succession. Maxwell was just standing there in shock.

One more impact rocked the dire wolf, and that’s when I saw a heavy crossbow bolt sprouting from the side of its head. It shuddered and collapsed onto me, dead.

By the time I extracted myself and looked around, a pair of dwarves with heavy repeating crossbows were coming down the trail. While they weren’t pointing their weapons at us, they still held them in a manner to allow them to remedy that if we proved to be hostile.

“Who are you?” the dwarf with a pitch-black beard demanded when he stopped several meters away from us. The second dwarf had a reddish-brown beard and remained silent.

They wore studded leather armor and each had a quiver of crossbow bolts on their hip. Along with the crossbow, each had a short-handled ax. They had pale skin, big noses, and wide-set eyes. Everything you expected a dwarf to look like.

“Umm…” I glanced at Maxwell, hoping he would do the talking.

“We’re explorers,” Maxwell explained—we’d already decided it was best they didn’t know we were from the kingdom.

“Explorers, you say?” the black-bearded dwarf asked. “We’ve heard stories about people from the kingdom to the east in these mountains.” He gave us a hard look. “They aren’t good stories.”

“We mean you no harm,” Maxwell assured him. “As you can see, we stumbled across some unfriendly wildlife and they chased us here. We would have never found this place otherwise.”

Maxwell was right. The only reason we’d come into the grove was to escape the dire wolves, otherwise we would have assumed nothing was in here. There was far too much land for us to cover, and neither of us felt much of an urge to try very hard to find the enclave.

Evidently, fate had a different idea.

“There is a rather large pack of those nasty buggers out there,” the black-bearded dwarf agreed. “My name is Dorfin, and this is my brother, Talfin.” He smiled at us and I instantly felt guilty about deceiving the people who just saved us. “Follow me. We can’t just let you freely into our home, but sending you out right now would be certain death.”

I glanced back at the slain dire wolves, wishing I could retrieve the death core.

Dorfin saw, mistaking my worried look. “Don’t worry about them. We’ll have somebody clean this mess up and reset the traps you triggered.”

“Good,” I nodded, trying to hide my worry. “I wouldn’t want them to rot on the only path in and out.” I was even more worried now. What if whoever came to clean up the bodies found the death core? There were only so many explanations as to how that could be there.
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Dorfin led the way. The narrow path soon opened into a valley that plummeted below us. We were at a dizzying height. The valley was much deeper than the floor of the forest we’d been exploring. At the bottom was a crystal-clear lake, fed by waterfalls tumbling down the sheer cliffs.

“Wow,” I said in awe.

“Quite the remarkable sight,” Dorfin agreed. “This ravine intercepted a cavernous system of caves under these mountains.”

“Does that lake connect to an underground river?” I asked.

“It does,” Dorfin said. “It’s how my people found this place. We were following the river back to its source and came across this valley.”

“So, your people have been here a long time?” I asked, beginning to make out buildings built along the lake, along with structures attached to the cliff walls.

“Yes and no,” Dorfin said. “A few dwarves had made their home here, but it was a small community. Recently, an elven faction was displaced and looking for a new home, due to a debt that our client owed the elves, we offered this place.”

“That must have been some debt,” I said, taking in the valley with wonder.

It was beautiful. The cliff walls were made out of a light gray stone and the water was pure. Ivy clung to the cliffsides, and vines dangled into the cavernous space below. There was even evidence of stalactites and stalagmites in the lower caves.

“For your clan to give up such a place as this, that is,” I clarified.

“Oh, don’t worry,” Dorfin said. “My people didn’t give anything up. We settled here with the elves. It’s now a joint settlement. A few other races have joined us as well, though there’s not nearly as many compared to where we come from.”

“Is that the nation west of here?” Maxwell asked.

“Yes. Now I’m not saying there isn’t some tension. They’re just not as bad as the humans who live in Valdor—bunch of xenophobic fanatics, that lot.”

We followed Dorfin along a winding path cut into the side of the cliff. For a moment, I thought about pointing out that not all of Valdor’s people were like that, but thought better of it. All that would accomplish is to let him know we were from there.

The path led onto a small ledge that looked like it’d been widened by carving away the cliff face.

“So, how many people live here?” I asked.

“A few hundred,” Dorfin said. “About evenly split between dwarves and elves, though we are quite spread out.”

“It surprises me that elves would want to live in the mountains,” Maxwell said as we crossed the widened ledge toward a stone wall that seemed to merge with the stone of the cliffs.

“Normally, you’d be right,” Dorfin agreed. “They don’t live down below unless they can help it. Most live in homes built on the cliff face. They’re here because of the magic. Elves are drawn to places of powerful natural magic, and this place is very potent.”

“Why is that?” I asked. The place was indeed beautiful, but I didn’t think that’s what gave it magic.

“Not many places in the world exist where the natural elements are so evenly distributed.”

An elf met us at the gate. She had long blonde hair and was every bit the beautiful elf that was ever pictured.

“And that causes natural magic to be abundant?” I asked, and reached over to close Maxwell’s mouth.

She smiled warmly. “More or less, yes. Dorfin, who is this?”

“This is Ezekiel and Maxwell.” We’d introduced ourselves on our way into the enclave. “They’re explorers who got chased here by a pack of dire wolves. We need to send someone back to reset the traps and harvest the bodies.”

“Send Bith. He’s been complaining about a lack of materials.” She turned to me. “My name is Uriel. You are welcome to rest here.”

“Thank you.” I gave her a slight bow. “We promise we won’t be a problem.”

This was without a doubt the place Father Mathis had sent us to find and destroy. There was no way we had the strength to do it ourselves. I for one had no plan of harming this place. The dwarves and elves living here weren’t a threat to Omark.

Dorfin headed deeper into the compound, and before long he came back leading a third dwarf with a long, gray beard. The area we were in was clearly some kind of fortification to protect the enclave from anything that might mistakenly find its way into the hidden valley.

Uriel followed me over to the edge of the cliff where I took in the view. “This place is really remarkable. I would have never pictured something like this was even possible. What’s its name?”

“Star River,” Uriel said. “Named after the river that led the dwarves here.”

“I don’t suppose you can show us around some?” Maxwell asked, shooting Uriel a disarming smile. “We are going to be stuck here until those dire wolves leave.”

“I see no harm in showing you a little of our settlement.” Uriel gestured for us to follow.

Uriel led us through a door that let out into a short tunnel that pierced through an outcrop of the cliff wall. On the other side, the valley continued to open up and branched off. Houses, built of large pieces of dark wood, clung to the cliff wall along the narrower branching arms of the path.

The community of houses were connected together by rope bridges that swung between them. In the middle of the valley hung a platform, where several elves moved about. Some were merchants, selling a variety of goods. On a smaller attached platform were more elves sitting in meditation.

While I couldn’t see magic, I could sense it. The magic around the meditating elves made me feel ill—they were likely life or light mages. Hoping my discomfort didn’t show, I turned onto a rope bridge leading away from the center of the village.

“What’s this?” I asked. The rope bridge led to another outcrop of stone that had what looked like a plank at the end.

“Oh,” Uriel smiled. “That is the fun way down.” She led us to the plank and far, far below was the crystal-clear lake.

“You have got to be kidding me,” I gasped. “There is no way anyone can jump from this high—even into water.”

“I assure you it is safe,” Uriel smiled at Maxwell and winked. “There is a light magic enchantment that makes it safe. Want to try?”

“No,” I said immediately. Light magic would likely not work well on me, assuming it didn’t outright hurt me.

Uriel laughed. “There is a lift down as well.”

“I want to try!” Maxwell said excitedly. “Let Zeke take the boring lift. You and I can jump.”

Uriel gave Maxwell another bright smile. “Okay. The lift is back the way we came on the right as you head into town.”

I followed her directions. Uriel had started coaxing Maxwell out onto the plank—the bard was smooth. There was no way he was as nervous as he was acting. He was just playing it up so Uriel would help him.

Then came Maxwell’s yell followed by Uriel laughing, then silence. They’d jumped. It didn’t take me long to find the lift and I rode it down with a dwarf giving me the stink eye all the way down.

The lift wasn’t much more than a platform raised and lowered by a system of pullies. A thick cable ran through the center that kept it on the intended path.

And the view was incredible. Once below the top of the cavern, it stretched out into darkness in one direction. The river leading from the lake sparkled with reflected sunlight as it traveled off into the darkness—Star River was an apt name.

It was a truly enormous cavern. Bigger than you could have guessed from above. The tumbling waterfalls filled the air with mist that occasionally refracted the light into rainbows. The humid air allowed plants to grow on the cliff faces, and as we got lower, the gray stone became lost under a covering of lichens and hanging vines.

The ride only took around five minutes, but we had descended a long way.

“Your friend will be down that path.” The dwarf indicated a trail leading off toward the lake. He followed a different path toward a cluster of nearby houses.

By the time I made it to the lake, Maxwell and Uriel had swum to shore. They were laying out on a smooth rock letting the sun dry them. Their waterlogged clothes clung to them, and Uriel’s shapely form was even more on display as her loose shirt no longer hid much.

I felt nothing looking at her, though I should, she was beautiful. But I was undead and lacked certain functions of my anatomy.

They were chatting, and it was clear they were enjoying themselves. Approaching, they saw me and got up.

“Want to see the village?” Uriel offered.

“That would be lovely,” Maxwell smiled at her and I barely suppressed a sigh.

Uriel led us into the dwarven village, introducing us to a few residents. All was going well until a demonling rounded the corner of a building. When his eyes fell on us, he yelled in anger, drawing my attention. I felt the world shift—it was a face I would not likely ever forget.

It was the father of the family of demons we’d let live.
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“It goes against my better judgment,” the elder dwarf said, “but I am not going to have you killed. For one, it wouldn’t matter, as you would just come back.”

We’d been seized by angry-looking dwarves once the male demonling explained what was wrong. I could likely break myself free, but I didn’t want to fight with the elves and dwarves. Also, I’d sensed a few of the members of the village were much stronger than we were.

“Thank you, sir,” I said respectfully.

Fortunately, Uriel, while angered by what she’d learned about us, had still been willing to hear Maxwell out. He explained that we were being more or less forced by a local priest to follow his orders, even if we disagreed with them.

“Once you leave, you will never be allowed back into the valley,” the elder said in a serious tone. “You will be killed on sight if you are seen trying to reenter.”

We were getting off easy. What really took us by surprise was when the father of the demonling family had defended us some by expressing his gratitude.

“It goes without saying, but it would be best if this, Father Mathis, never found out you found your way here,” an elven elder said sternly. “We are also aware that it might become hard for the secret to be kept. We knew this would happen eventually and have made appropriate preparations.”

“I will claim we looked but couldn’t find anything,” I assured them. “Maybe I can even provide some misdirection so they go looking in the wrong places.”

We were escorted back to the entrance of the valley, where we came across the dwarves coming back from clearing up the bodies of the slain dire wolves.

“What has happened?” Dorfin asked when he saw Maxwell and me being escorted out by armed dwarves and elves.

Uriel explained the situation, and angry looks clouded both Dorfin and Talfin’s faces. The third dwarf, Bith, didn’t seem as concerned. In fact, he looked contemplatively at me.

“Let me talk to this one.” Bith’s voice was quiet and raspy.

Uriel frowned at him, but relented. Bith gestured I should follow, and he led the way ahead of the others down the path to the enclave entrance. Once we were out of earshot, Bith stopped and looked at me. I met his gaze. His skin was pale and his eyes were red, they held a dark intelligence.

“I know you are not what you appear,” Bith said. He carefully pulled out the death core. “There aren’t many who can create these when they have slain a creature, and none are what you would call good.”

I pulled back, gripping Mercy tightly. If he was about to spill my secret, I would kill him, even if it meant making true enemies out of this village.

“What is your point?” I hissed.

Bith put the core away and shook his head. “Easy there, boy, I mean you no harm. If I was going to tell, I wouldn’t have pulled you aside.”

“Then what do you want?” I asked, relaxing slightly.

“It is simple, really. Hearing what you did to the village made me realize something about you. At first, I was going to tell them what I knew. Though I don’t know exactly what you are, that is quite a powerful illusion spell. Then I wondered, why would a creature such as yourself be working for Olattee? The only answer I could think of is you are trying to atone. I just simply wanted to tell you there is another way. Not all darkness is bad. Look at me—I’m a warlock who channels powers from the demonic realms, and I am allowed to live here, even when they know what I am.”

“I…” His words echoed my thoughts.

“Just something to think on,” Bith said quietly, heading back to the rest of the group.
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“I screwed up!” Maxwell exclaimed, bursting through the front door of my cabin.

We’d been back from our trip to the enclave for almost a week. Father Mathis had grumbled about someone misreading their spells and accepted our explanation of there being no sign of civilization in the area.

“What happened?” I asked as I watched Maxwell pace around my living room.

“I’m so sorry, Zeke,” Maxwell said. “I—You need to run.”

I closed the book I was reading and got up. I’d found it on my bed when I returned from our trip. It wasn’t very thick, and was bound in rich dark leather. There was no title. The front depicted a balanced, silver scale. On one side, was a bright gold star burst. On the other, was a pitch-black starburst, and instead of beams radiating out, tendrils of black seemed to pull toward it.

“Max, what happened?” I said sternly.

Raven, disturbed from her sleep by Maxwell, stretched before walking over to him and rubbing between his legs.

Max took a deep breath. “I was in the tavern drinking with Thomas. I don’t remember how it came up, but I told him about Uriel. Evidently someone from the temple heard me talking about her and knew we’d been sent out to find some hidden enclave… They told Mathis, and he put together the pieces and knows we lied.”

“Oh. I take it he’s pissed?”

“You could say that,” Maxwell said. “He spent an hour yelling at me before demanding I bring you to him. He’s already sent word to organize an ‘inquisition’ as he is calling it. He’s demanding you help.”

I stared at the mysterious book for a long moment. “Well, I guess we’d better go to meet with him then.”

“You can’t be serious!” Maxwell glared at me. “Are you planning on helping him?”

“I don’t know what I am planning. But if I stay here, I give up the ability to affect anything.”

Maxwell shook his head in disagreement. “Even if you go with them, there’s no way you can change what they’re going to do. The people Mathis is bringing to help him sound powerful.”

“Do we have any time?” No doubt he called in help from outside the village, and that could take some days to arrive.

“Yes. But I think the good father wants to yell at you and tell you how bad of a person you are.”

“If only he knew,” I chuckled, heading for the door and slipping the book into a pocket inside my robe.

Maxwell, a concerned look on his face, followed me out. “Anything interesting in that thing?”

“Very interesting. It is rather strange you can’t read it.” Maxwell had tried, several times, but what to me was plain English, all he saw was gibberish.

“Any indication who it’s from?” Maxwell asked.

“I haven’t seen yet. I wish I could tell you about it. It talks a lot about the Order of Equinox. Seems like they’re some kind of organization for preserving the balance.”

“Are they trying to recruit you?” Maxwell asked.

“I think so,” I said, heading for the dock. Though it sounds like there aren’t very many members.”

“You sure you don’t want to run?” Maxwell asked. “We could be a long way away before Father Mathis realizes we aren’t coming.”

“Could you live with yourself if you left without trying?” I asked.

“It would be hard, but I could. If I stayed, I’m in no real threat of dying.” Maxwell’s shoulders sank. “But you are. If you die, there’s a very real chance you don’t come back.”

“You aren’t wrong. But I refuse to live a life here in fear because of death. I could run, but I don’t think I’d like what that would say about me.”

We crossed the lake in silence. Maxwell was feeling guilty for having started this whole thing. I didn’t blame him. It was inevitably going to happen; we both had known that. If I was going to avoid this situation, I would never have returned to Omark. I would have only come through here long enough to pick up Raven.

“I don’t know what Rhea was thinking when she gave you such a glowing recommendation,” Father Mathis seethed. “You have been nothing but a pain. First you don’t deal with those ranchers like you should have, and now you lie to me.”

Mathis had spent the last hour berating me and Maxwell outside the temple. Many of the villagers had stopped and watched, wondering what was happening. A glare from Mathis normally sent them running. No one wanted to be the next focus of his wrath.

“You are so full of shit,” I snapped.

Mathis guffawed in surprise and I continued, not slowing down to think about what I was saying.

“We’ve followed your orders and done some truly awful things on your behalf.” In some ways the things Mathis had been forcing us to do to the locals were more cruel than what had happened to the demonling village. I felt immense shame.

At the time, I’d assumed we had no choice. How stupid and naïve of me. You always have a choice. Some things are just wrong and doing them because you were ordered to will never absolve you of committing the act. “You’re worse than the demonlings you had us kill.”

Mathis was at a loss for words, then something behind me caught his attention. “You have gone too far! We leave tomorrow morning to purge the wicked enclave.”

I turned and saw a column of heavily armored soldiers. Their shields bore the symbol of white trees—the Knights of Olattee.

“How are they here already?” I asked Maxwell.

“A bound soul leads this company,” Mathis sneered. “He brought them via the Shrine of Creation. You should be thankful for their quick arrival.”

Mathis grabbed my shoulder, and I was thankful for how powerful my illusion spell had become—the spell strained. “If they had taken longer, than that would have meant you’d spend that much more time in penance.”

I was surprised by Mathis’s strength, and as he dragged me toward the temple, I began to struggle.

“Maybe Olattee will strike you dead, maybe he won’t. I guess we shall find out,” Mathis snarled. “Either way, you shall spend the night in a cell paying for your sins!”

“Please don’t do this!” Maxwell said.

I tried with all my might to fight against Mathis’s unexpected strength. Using my magic would break me free of his grasp, but that would doom me more certainly than being dragged into the temple. Especially with Knights of Olattee present.

“You must atone as well,” Father Mathis snapped. “Tyler, grab this sinner. These two will spend the night in our penance cells.”

I heard a struggle and angry shouts, but quit paying attention as I turned my focus inward. Time seemed to slow, desperately thinking about what to do. The holy magic of Olattee was as close to a perfect counter to me as could exist. If they discovered I was a Lich, I was dead—they would kill me and hunt down my phylactery. Then something I’d read in the strange book came to me.

I muttered to myself, the noise around me masking the sound. “The soul is not bound by the form.” Repeating the phrase over and over again, I remembered something as I felt the steps of the temple under my feet. Lichs were supposed to be one of the few creatures that innately manipulated souls. If my soul wasn’t a reflection of my form, could it mask me?

I’d never tried to manipulate my soul before, but it was my only chance. I braced my foot on the step and halted my progress. Mathis pulled harder and he yelled something, but I ignored it, focusing on my task.

To this day, I am certain I was assisted by a force beyond me, because I’ve never been able to repeat what happened next. Somehow, I formed a temporary merging of my soul and my illusion spell. The spell quite literally became who I was.

I was exhausted beyond belief and my strength faded. Father Mathis yanked me forward. I was no longer as worried about the temple, and for a brief moment, I was certain I would be fine. Then, Mathis pulled me into the temple and it was like I’d been suddenly set on fire.

I was already exhausted by whatever I’d just done to my spell, and the burning sensation spreading over my body became too much for me.

As I blacked out, the last thing I heard was Mathis. He was smiling like he was enjoying my suffering. “It’s okay, you will be fine, my son.”

My last thoughts as the world faded were of vile hatred for this horrible man.
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When I came to, either the burning pain had faded or I’d become used to it. Focusing on the pain, I realized two things at once. The pain was physical and only felt that way because of my spell. My soul had been spread across the spell to hide me from Olattee, and while it worked, my soul wasn’t something that would be considered pure, so Olattee’s magic still hurt me. The reason the pain was less, was that my soul had adapted, hiding the parts of itself that were harmed by the power of Olattee.

In that small, two-meter square cell with no windows and a tiny door, the power of Olattee was massively amplified. I felt so exposed. My soul was essentially on the outside of me, protecting me from the magic. Souls, from what Vito had taught me, were part of the body and always protected by it. Vampires fed on soul energy by drinking blood, but the energy was only a by-product of the soul itself, it wasn’t actually the soul. The only known time a soul was pulled out of the body was during the creation of a Lich, and even that was only a mere fragment.

My mana was flashing, near-empty, and slowly decreasing. I drank the single mana potion I kept on me for emergencies and my mana pool refilled. I hoped I could last until I was let out.

I took stock of the chamber. There was a small altar to Olattee, and on it sat a book. I was clearly meant to be reading. There was a small grate in the ceiling, no doubt someone would be coming to check that I was reading at some point.

I opened the book and scanned over it. Occasionally the pain would flair up and I’d wince. The literature was about as cringe-worthy as the nutcase religious fanatics from back on Earth. Deciding to take a risk, I leaned forward, blocking sight of the book and laid the book with the scale overtop, opening it to where I’d stopped reading. It didn’t fully cover the book under it, but I hoped it would be enough to fool whoever checked.

Upon reaching the end of the book, a name appeared—god of balance, Ekwin. After I read it, more text appeared.

Ezekiel, you have a long path ahead of you, but you are making progress. I am glad I was able to help you hide from Olattee. They aren’t all bad, just a little overzealous.

I leaned back from the book, wondering how anything could see me here, even a god. I was in the depths of another god’s domain, after all.

The Order of Equinox serves me keeping the balance in the world. I look for people like you to join the ranks of my Order.

This is a path you can follow on your journey, but not the only one. I will not hide that this path will be harder than most, but it will be a path that leads to great things and necessary truths the world isn’t always ready for.

Now that you are ready, I leave the Oath for you to take. If you choose to take it, don’t do it now. Not a great idea when in the temple of a god while your soul is on display.

An Oath appeared at the bottom of the page in beautiful scrolling text. I didn’t know much about oaths. A few of my former guild members had taken an oath. They were essentially a form of progression only martial archetypes followed. Everyone got the ability to take a level 1 oath at level 50. To unlock more, certain requirements had to be met every fifty levels. They were normally detrimental to caster and holy type players, and many chose to never even take the one free oath they got.

I read over the oath at the bottom of the page several times and closed my eyes to think. This god of balance, Ekwin, had made it clear it was my choice as to what I did from here. Though I did like the sound of the oath, and so far, everything I’d read about the Order of Equinox seemed like a group I would fit right in with.
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The sliding of a bolt pulled me out of my meditation. My mana pool was almost depleted and the meditative trance I’d been in was only to increase my mana regeneration, else I would have run out. I was exhausted. Though I was used to my mana pool being reduced thanks to the illusion spell, this was different. It was constantly draining away, and for the last three hours, I’d been in a constant battle to keep from running out of mana.

Mathis spoke, “It is morning. I hope your night has been enlightening.”

“I assure you it has,” I said just loud enough for him to hear.

I crawled out of the cell and was escorted from the temple by Father Mathis and a pair of acolytes. They pulled Maxwell out of his cell, and from the blank look in his eyes I could tell he’d logged off. Father Mathis angrily muttered about bound souls vacating their bodies. NPCs had gotten more self-aware in the last year, but seeing one bitch about somebody logging off was disconcerting.

“We leave in two hours,” Mathis snapped as he shoved us out of the temple. “Make sure you are back.”

I caught Maxwell’s avatar and made sure it didn’t fall down the temple stairs. As soon as we were out of the temple, I felt whatever Ekwin had done to my soul end, and my illusion spell returned to normal. I sighed in relief when my mana stopped depleting. Looking around the town square I saw the player I’d seen yesterday, Tyler, talking with his troops.

Tyler caught me staring and moved in my direction. “I hear you’ve been to this enclave.” I didn’t answer, just kept moving, more focused on guiding Maxwell’s avatar. “So, you’ll be guiding us there, I take it?” I still didn’t answer, heading straight for the docks. “Don’t ignore me you stupid NPC!” Tyler’s tone changed.

“Look,” I snapped. “Has it ever occurred to you that the reason we didn’t say anything about the enclave is that they’re no threat to Omark. Mathis is just a power-mad tyrant.”

“I see now why you spent the night in the repentance cells.” Tyler was clearly into the role he was playing. “All sinners must atone. This enclave is like a cancer, if not treated now it will grow and threaten all. For the glory of Olattee we must remove this great evil!”

As Tyler began to rant about the virtues of his quest, I rolled my eyes and walked away.

I guided Maxwell into my canoe and began to paddle across the lake.

“What did I miss?” Maxwell suddenly asked, having logged back in.

“Not much. The expedition leaves in a couple of hours and we need to go with them.”

“Why are we going up the lake then? And how are you—you okay? I logged off because I was too pissed. Was certain I would come back and find out they’d discovered your secret.”

“Why did you log back in?”

“I was hoping I could escape and make my way to your phylactery before they found it. I was hoping I could disappear with it so you had a chance to come back.” Maxwell picked up an ore and started rowing.

A surge of gratitude hit me. “Thank you.” In reality, it cost him little, he was a player, but it mattered a lot that he’d been willing to try. “We’re heading back to my cabin to gather something before we leave.”

“What? And you still haven’t said how you survived.”

“It’s hard to explain, but the simple answer is divine intervention.” I told him about the message at the back of the book, but left out the part about the Oath.

With the two of us working together, it took around an hour to reach my cabin. The current was quite strong today. That didn’t give me much time, but the trip down the lake was always quicker.

Maxwell followed me into the forest near my cabin and watched as I reached into a hollow tree. I pulled out a sack full of death cores.

“I take it you aren’t planning on hiding much longer?” Maxwell asked.

“No.” I pulled half a dozen of the larger cores out, then I shoved my hand down into the bag and absorbed every core in the bag at once.

The smooth, hard cores broke down into black mist and I was temporarily engulfed by a maelstrom of death energy, my illusion spell broken as the energy filled my body.

I’d collected a large supply of death cores in the year I’d been there. Most were from weak creatures, but a few had been from much more powerful monsters.

A moment later, I could see through the haze of magic. My skeletal body was now covered in pitch-black, thin muscles.

“You look terrifying.” Maxwell took a step back in surprise. “Like an emaciated zombie, without skin.”

Examining what I could of my body, I couldn’t help but agree. “I wonder if Mathis detected that. I hadn’t expected such a large release of death energy.”

“I hope not,” Maxwell said. “That would sure complicate things.”

I felt powerful. I opened my character sheet to see how much my own death core had grown.

Character Soul Level: 51

Name: Ezekiel Verniac

Race: Human Lich

Unspent Stat Points: 0

Spent Stat Point: 255

5 Stat Points per level

Health: 1138

Health Regeneration: 31.125/sec

Death Energy: 1143

Death Energy Regeneration: 22.425/sec

Mana: 329

Mana Regeneration: 12.252/sec

Carrying lbs.: 1120.75

Stats:

Intelligence: 45 [multiplier:.311]

Spirit: 31 [multiplier:.23]

Vitality: 98 [multiplier:.15]

Resilience: 52 [multiplier:.15]

Death Core: 110

Agility: 66 [multiplier:.1]

Dexterity: 426 [multiplier:.21]

Experience: 110.1 of 36421.3

My death core had grown considerably, reminding me just how powerful being a Lich was. I didn’t know the difference between death energy and stamina, but was all but certain I could use death energy for more than just running. This was something I’d been purposely not learning about, and now I was regretting my stupidity.

Now was not the time to worry about the wasted energy and feeling sorry for myself. I collected the death cores I’d set aside and headed back for the canoe. I rebuilt my illusion spell as we walked, noticing it took more mana to cast this time, and I wondered why. My guess was that it was having a harder time masking my more powerful death core.

“So, what exactly is the plan?” Maxwell asked as we sped back down the lake.

“I don’t know. But I refuse to let them destroy the enclave.”
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When we returned to the village, Tyler and Mathis were organizing a column of knights and clerics for the journey. “You,” Tyler said when he saw Maxwell. “Did you find any shrines or alters near this den of evil?”

“No.” Maxwell didn’t elaborate.

Mathis walked over and looked Maxwell in the eye. A golden light filled the air around them. “Say that again.”

Maxwell was visibly unnerved. “No, we did not find a shrine or alter.”

Father Mathis’s eyes narrowed and he sneered, lifting his chin so he looked down his nose at Maxwell. “He’s lying.”

At a nod from Mathis, a knight stepped forward and slammed a gauntleted fist into Maxwell’s stomach. As Maxwell folded under the blow, the knight rammed a metal-clad knee up into his face, snapping his head back up. Mathis held out a hand and the knight stopped.

Looking around at the gathered villagers, Mathis spoke in a self-righteous tone, “This is what people who lie to Olattee deserve.” His attention returned to Maxwell. “Now, would you like to try that again?”

I caught Maxwell’s stunned gaze and nodded. It did no good for him to resist. “We found two,” Maxwell gasped. “The first is an altar about a day away from the enclave. The second shrine is in the enclave.”

“Perfect!” Mathis smiled hungrily. “We can surprise them by attacking from the shrine.”

“That won’t work,” Tyler said. “The system won’t let us teleport in and attack—it has some way of detecting intent. It’s one thing for a small group of players, but we can’t just transport everyone there and attack. Bad things tend to happen to the people who’ve tried that.”

“How can you move troops around like that?” Maxwell asked, trying not to look like he was hurting.

“It’s a skill commanders sometimes get,” Tyler explained. “Quite costly to do, since you need to pay an enhanced fee for each soldier included in the group. It’s normally only used to avoid hard terrain, like these mountains.”

“You need to be the one who initiates the travel then?” Maxwell asked.

“Yep,” Tyler confirmed. “I’ll need you to take me there so I can travel back and bring the rest. You should bring your NPC friend with us.”

If an NPC was working with you, you could take them through the fast travel network for a cost. Though we’d found a fair number of alters, I was unsure about using them in my current state as neither player or NPC. Seeing as we didn’t have a choice, I realized we should have tested this before.

I shrugged and followed Maxwell and Tyler to the Shrine of Creation at the edge of town. Maxwell gave me a worried look as he placed his hand on the altar. There was a flash, and suddenly I found myself in the mountains. Nothing happened. And just like so many things, I was again reminded of how dense I’d been.

Tyler vanished, and we stepped away from the altar.

“Thank you for putting up with me,” I said to Maxwell. “I have been an outright idiot about a lot of things.”

“No worries, man.” Maxwell patted me on the back. “You had a lot on your plate.”

I was about to respond when I felt a warning from Damien. A moment later, a powerful emotion came rushing back to me—rage.

Maxwell had become accustomed to the signs of when I was struggling with a new emotion, and guided me away from the altar. I seethed internally, my thoughts on a pinwheel about what we were helping them do. Fortunately, I had a lot of practice in mastering these emotions, and after a few minutes, I was feeling better.

Around that time, Tyler appeared with knights and clerics, all crowding around the altar. Another surge of anger hit me, but I stamped it down. I was thankful for the timing of the emotion returning. It would have been much harder to deal with if they had all been here when it happened.

Under the watchful gaze of Father Mathis, Maxwell and I led the way to the enclave. I wanted so badly to send a warning, but saw no way we could pull that off. We had to rely on the defenses of the enclave, which were formidable, to stop the fanatics at our back.

After crossing through most of the valley of the tall trees, Father Mathis insisted we camp for the rest of the day and night. We’d told them we were only a few hours from the hidden entrance, but Father Mathis wanted the troops rested for the fight tomorrow.

The night was peaceful, until it was broken by the howl of a dire wolf.

I’d been meditating near the campfire at the center of camp, and in an instant, I was on my feet looking out into the darkness. I was able to see the incoming dire wolves even before the sentries. I almost shouted a warning, then decided against it.

Instead, I sat back down next to the fire and watched the flames dance as the screaming started. Maxwell joined me a few moments later.


53
[image: ]


“Why didn’t you warn us about the dire wolves?” Father Mathis shouted. “And why didn’t you help us fight them off?”

“It’s simple really,” I said evenly. “You didn’t ask about any dangers, and you didn’t ask us to help. Though I honestly didn’t expect the pack to attack a large group of humans.”

I thought Mathis was going to give himself an aneurism with how angry he became after that. He screamed some rather choice invectives at me and Maxwell—without his robes, you’d never have believed he was a priest.

“That was a real dick move by your friend,” Tyler said to Maxwell. “Half my troops have severe injuries and I even lost a few men.”

“You’re forcing us to do something we don’t want to,” Maxwell glared. “And that’s after you spent a night confining us to a small, dark cell. For me it wasn’t bad, but for Zeke it was literal torture.”

“That just means he is an evil doer.” Tyler shook his head. “You would be better off without him. Last night just proves his evilness.”

“If evilness is watching fanatics like you—on your way to murder a bunch of people because they don’t agree with you—get torn apart by some wolves—” I shrugged. “Then I guess I am evil.”

Tyler huffed derisively and stormed away. The rest of the night passed quietly and the next morning, we moved out.

When we left the enclave the last time, we’d seen the correct way to leave the grove. I’d debated not showing the fanatics, but it wouldn’t matter. They would have eventually found their way here without our help. As we entered the grove, I told Father Mathis that the path led directly to the enclave.

With their goal in sight, Father Mathis and Tyler all but forgot about Maxwell and me. As they raced ahead, the two of us fell behind.

“Please tell me you’ve got some kind of plan now?” Maxwell whispered.

“I don’t know.” I was conflicted. Part of me was still stuck on the idea that I was evil and needed to redeem myself, but a larger part rallied against that idea.

Shouting started coming from the front of the fanatics, but we couldn’t understand it. Later I found out Father Mathis had shouted something that amounted to ‘Let us come in and murder all of you for the glory of Olattee.’ I didn’t blame the enclave for firing the first shot.

The sound of conflict erupted from ahead, and Maxwell and I pressed forward. We watched the fight from the platform where the wall grew off the cliff. Still along the narrow path that cut into the side of the cliff, we had a unique vantage that allowed us to see both sides. Dwarves and elves fought against the human fanatics. The fanatics were by far the more powerful force. The corps of clerics led by Father Mathis provided Tyler’s knights with powerful buffs and protections.

The wall the defenders were perched on wasn’t tall, but it was high enough that they held a major advantage. Except the knights wore heavy armor and were protected by powerful holy magic. Ranged attacks and spells just bounced off them. When the fanatics reached the base, they worked together to start lifting each other up to the top.

Dwarves in heavy armor moved in, using short spears to try and keep them from rising. It was evident the defenders weren’t trained fighters. At least, the majority weren’t, and the professionalism of the knights showed its strength as they worked together as a unit.

Other than the defensive wall, the only advantage the defenders had was a much more powerful magical corp. Even if its members weren’t used to fighting, I could tell immediately that all of them were talented mages and wizards. The defensive shields of the fanatics strained under a barrage of magic attacks. Few made it through. Fireballs exploded across the ledge, ravaging the fanatics. One man got blasted off the cliff edge, his scream following him as he disappeared from sight.

For a moment, it seemed like the superior magical firepower would be enough to sway the fight and I started to relax. Then things changed. After Father Mathis’s clerical corps had raised their defenses and buffed the knights, a portion switched to building a new spell. A powerful bolt of pure white magic shot forward and impacted the gate with a boom. A second and third bolt followed, hammering the gate.

A rapidly, thrown together defensive spell built around the gate, but when I returned my attention to Father Mathis and the clerics, I knew it wouldn’t be enough. If the gate came down, the defenders would be in trouble. The well-trained knights would slaughter everyone in sight.

It was a moment that seemed to stretch forever. And then I caught the eye of a dwarf. Bith, with an angry look, met my gaze and started yelling something. I couldn’t hear him, but I could partially read his lips. He was saying something along the lines of ‘Decided you bloody idiot.’

I knew what I needed to do. Something I honestly should have done a while ago. “We fight,” I said to Maxwell, and started running down the path.

As I ran, I recited the oath. I’d read it over and over again until I knew it by heart. All I had to do was utter words out loud with intent to take the oath.

“Where the Darkness is suffocating, I shall be the herald of Light, and where the Light is blinding, I shall be the harbinger of Darkness!” My soul changed in that moment as I hurled Mercy at Father Mathis.

The world transformed into a frozen grayscale, rendering me completely unable to move. A door opened in the air before me, and as it opened, a man in a well-tailored gray suit stepped out, seemingly from nowhere. He had penetrating gray eyes, black hair, and tan skin.

He looked around in amusement. “You know, normally people don’t take this oath moments before they enter battle.” His voice was deep and authoritative. “I just came to welcome you to the Order of Equinox.” He glanced at Mercy stuck in the air next to him, then to Father Mathis. He placed a hand on the tip of the spear, adjusting its position. “Hopefully, you will be a member for a long time.”

The man stepped closer to me. “My name is Ekwin, the god of order. I would normally take the time to give you a proper explanation of how the Oath will affect your abilities, but I can see this is not the time.” He pulled a book out of thin air, the very one I kept hidden in my robe, and suddenly it was thicker. “I put the information in here. The quick version is that your undead, And you in particular,are now going to be far more resistant to holy magic, along with numerous other benefits. Having a Lich in my order I think will prove to be quite powerful.” Ekwin headed back to the door. “Anyways, best of luck.”

Ekwin waved and stepped through the open door. The moment the door vanished, the world began to move again. Mercy sailed toward Father Mathis and struck him square in the back. The sharp blade punched through his clerical robes and body, his back arching from the sheer force, crying out in pain.

Father Mathis somehow managed to disperse the spell he’d been building as he collapsed to the ground. It spoke to his high level that the attack hadn’t outright killed him. I was still trying to process what Ekwin had said when Mathis’s gaze fell on me. Pure rage and hatred blazed within his eyes.

A blur rocketed at me and I tried to dodge, but failed—nothing hit me and I continued to move unobstructed. A moment later, a bolt from a cleric shot through where I’d been a moment before. It was my precognition ability.

Reaching my hand out toward Mercy, I summoned it back to me and let my illusion spell dissipate. Before Mathis’s stunned eyes, my human form bled away, revealing a black skeleton covered in strands of emaciated black flesh. I drank a mana potion with one hand as I caught Mercy in the other. Spinning it in a deadly arc, I cut down the cleric who’d fired on me.

Music from Maxwell filled the air and transformed to the sound of the “Imperial March” from Star Wars. The rest of the clerical corps slowly turned toward me, but it was too late—I was already amongst them. I kept Mercy moving, leaving a trail of festering wounds behind.

Some thought all clerics were melee fighters, but that’s just not the case. War and battle clerics could be, but cleric NPCs especially were pure casters and therefore squishy. As I cut into them, Maxwell’s magic began to debuff them. I was certain I was scary enough as is, but true terror started crossing many of the clerics’ faces.

Nearby clerics drew weapons that were heavily enchanted with holy magic and turned them on me. With my abilities to see many attacks coming before they landed, I was able to more than match them. I cut a path straight to Father Mathis—the parasite was being healed by a pair of clerics. The wound in his chest was severe, but clearly not enough.

My mana was still depleted from the illusion spell, but it was recovering quickly. I was being careful to conserve it, but I cast one spell I’d recently unlocked again. Mercy began to emanate dark tendrils of magic that turned into streaks as I rapidly moved the blade. The spell was a powerful necromancy spell that would raise those killed by the blade into weak zombies.

It cost most of the mana I’d recovered, but it was more than worth it. The undead it created took some of the clerics’ attention off me. The spell also seemed to be interacting with festering wounds left by the blade, accelerating their effect. I ran a cleric through and she gasped in pain. The necrotic festering spread rapidly from the wound in her stomach, and before she fell to the ground, her eyes glazed over and she stumbled toward her former allies.

They recoiled in horror. As the weak zombie attacked, one of the more experienced clerics turned on their former ally’s body. The level ten zombie was torn apart in moments, though not as quickly as it should have been. Their holy weapons weren’t nearly as effective as they normally were against the undead. And with each additional one I created, I pushed deeper toward my target.

Just as the festering wound in Father Mathis’s chest was finished being healed, I reached him. At the same time, Tyler pushed through fleeing clerics back toward me.

“You are a monster!” Father Mathis snarled. “I knew it. Rhea was just blind!”

The two clerics who’d healed him were exhausted and barely had time to react before I cut them down. As they rose again as weak zombies, I glared at Mathis. “Fuck you,” I growled, ramming Mercy through his chest once again before he had a chance to fully recover.

As the festering wound spread rapidly through his body, I pulled out one of the death cores I’d taken, shoved it in his open mouth, and delivered a sharp uppercut to his jaw, slamming his mouth shut. Magical cores were normally not easily broken, and that was a good thing since they released an explosion of magic based on what type of core they were. Except this was a special core created by a Lich, and wasn’t nearly as stable as a natural occurring death core.

An explosion of death energy washed over me, not affecting me in the slightest. There was a special satisfaction in seeing Father Mathis wither, and many nearby clerics were instantly killed. I snorted. It spoke of the weakness of these clerics that so many died.

Tyler stood not far off. The explosion had cleared the way for him and another knight to get to me. I pulled out the other two death cores I’d brought with me and smiled a skeletal grin.
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When Tyler and his knight rushed at me, I cast a spell with a guttural word. The two death cores exploded into a mist of death magic. Innately, I felt something I hadn’t noticed before—I instinctually funneled my own death energy into it.

This was another spell I’d recently regained access to that I had continued to use, even at higher levels: Undead Knight.

There were better spells for creating more powerful undead, like the one I used for the Cerberus, but this one was quick and easy to use. The death energy I channeled allowed me to modify it some. Although, since it was the first time, I wasn’t sure how it worked, so I focused on enhancing the durability of my creation.

I yanked Mathis’s body free of Mercy. To my surprise, he still wasn’t quite dead, a spark of hatred hovered behind his eyes. “You are one tough son of a bitch,” I said as the spell took hold. “Now die knowing your body will be what I use to win this fight.”

The wave of death magic snuffed out what little life was left in him as he became the focus of my spell. The bodies of the nearby fallen clerics were eviscerated as their flesh and bones were used to build the Undead Knight. Even though the spell used up all my mana, it was worth it.

Before Tyler made it to me, the Undead Knight leapt to attention and blocked him with a massive shield made of still dripping bones.

The Undead Knight roared as it swung a bone ax at Tyler. He leapt back just in time to avoid being cleaved in two. For the moment, I was safe, and used the opportunity to examine my creation.

Undead Knight

Level: 51

Created by Ezekiel Verniac

Undead Knights are a staple undead minion for any necromancer of any appreciable power. They are durable and can command hordes of lesser undead, if created with a recently slain foe.

The Undead Knight has been further enhanced with death energy from a Lich and has an increased health and resilience stat.

I was surprised by the level. Normally, nonspecialized undead creatures were only three-quarters the level of the caster who created them. Vito had told me a long time ago that one of the benefits of becoming a Lich was the ability to raise more powerful creatures. I realized now he meant their level would be higher.

Undead Knights did have an upper-level cap they could reach before they stopped getting stronger, but I was nowhere near a high enough level myself for that to be an issue. This particular knight was incredibly gruesome, because I’d made it with recently killed corpses. The necrotic magic caused the flesh to rot and blood to putrefy, which ran out of the monster like festering boils.

Tyler faced off against the monster as his other knight moved to pursue me. I gave a mental order to the Undead Knight and it did its best to occupy both of the knights’ attention. I turned mine to the clerics who were cut off from retreat by my undead creature. Maxwell’s song shifted from the “Imperial March” to a heavy metal beat.

I didn’t bother offering the clerics the chance to surrender. There was no time. The Undead Knight wouldn’t last long, and soon I would be fighting Tyler and his well-trained knights. Before that happened, I needed as many undead as I could get and no enemies to flank me.

The clerics, though clearly terrified, were more organized now. The clerics power however, came from their numbers not their individual level. Father Mathis, by far, had been the strongest. Despite the fact they outnumbered the knights two to one, the clerics were less than half the fighting power brought here.

Knowing I’d left Maxwell vulnerable by himself, I began to fight my way back to him. Killing Father Mathis had been a high priority, pulling me in further than I should have gone.

The push back was easier thanks to the wake of destruction I’d first wrought. I bulldozed my way through, dodging or blocking attacks when I sensed them coming. I broke through the lines and saw why Maxwell’s song had changed. A couple of clerics had caught on that his music was harming them and attacked. He’d managed to incapacitate them with a short-range sonic attack he created with the heavy metal music.

Maxwell spotted me and cut the song off. I spun Mercy and sliced the back of the two discombobulated cleric’s necks. The spell on my blade consumed them and turned them into zombies that climbed to their feet.

“Well, that was exciting,” Maxwell chuckled. “I guess we’re bad guys now?”

“Maybe?” I shrugged. “Not really clear on that. Now that I’m creating zombies again, you should focus your music on buffing them. Even a small boost will make a massive difference if we get enough minions.”

“Will do!” Maxwell produced a guitar and started to play an upbeat country song.

I’d just lifted my leg to head back in and promptly spun back around. “Can you do something besides country music? I hate country music,” I pleaded.

“You heathen,” Maxwell mock-gasped before he changed to Nirvana’s “Smells Like Teen Spirit.”

“There you go!” I laughed, reapplying the spell to Mercy,rushing towards the line of clerics.

My mana had recovered some since creating the Undead Knight, and I drank another mana potion. The clerics were forming up on the path. Behind them was the towering Undead Knight under heavy attack. I rushed across the distance between Maxwell and the clerics to get within melee range—their power was in ranged attacks. As it was, I’d given them too much time. A beam of golden light tore through the two undead I just raised and hammered into me.

The attack came too quickly for me to dodge, and I was just barely able to interpose the shaft of Mercy to partially block the attack. The holy magic tore at me with an alarming viciousness, and my health plummeted.

Just as I was starting to get really worried, the beam cut off. A group of clerics collapsed in exhaustion. The beam had stopped me dead in my tracks and left me ragged. Much of the dark flesh that covered my skeletal form had been burned away.

I felt something new. Following an unfamiliar instinct, I activated an effect I didn’t know I had.

A large portion of my available death energy exploded out of me, completely restoring the damage I’d taken. The creating of the Undead Knight and this rapid regeneration had used up over two-thirds of my available death energy, but at least I knew what to do with the energy now.

A groan of despair rose from the clerics and I smiled. No doubt I was a terrifying visage to behold. When I dashed for the clerics, they recoiled. The first fell and within moments rose to fight alongside me. My strategy was different this time. I defended the weak zombie as I continued to take down the clerics. A lone low-level zombie wasn’t that great, but a group of them was much better.

Soon, the number of zombies I was protecting had grown, and just in time. Maxwell’s song began to take effect. The zombies moved faster and hit harder. As Maxwell layered in more buffs, the zombies began pulling their own weight.

Before long, I started to run out of clerics to raise. Suddenly, I was bashed to the ground. Though I’d seen the attack coming, I’d not had the time to dodge. Tyler had slain the Undead Knight and turned his strength on me, pinning me to the sodden earth. A group of his knights rushed straight at me and laid into my zombies.

“How could you work with such a creature?” Tyler yelled at Maxwell. “You know this world is more than you realize! You are killing actual people.”

“You know, I have a name.” I shoved Tyler off of me, my massive strength fueled by all the death cores I’d absorbed. “Do I not count as alive?”

“You are a monster!” Tyler fell into a defensive posture. “You should be exterminated.”

“Ouch.” I chuckled, using up all my mana to cast a spell. “You should tell that to all my new friends.”

“Oh no you don’t!” Tyler lunged, trying to disrupt my casting.

I saw the attack coming, side stepped, and slammed Mercy into the ground, releasing a dark wave of magic.

The spell had no effect on the living, but the zombies became much faster and stronger, and dozens more fallen clerics began to rise. The ledge we were fighting on now had more zombies than living.

“You know the first rule of fighting necromancers?” I spun Mercy and stabbed at Tyler. “Especially Lichs—never give them time to create minions. Did you never play D&D?”
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My mass-raise undead spell had worked perfectly. Unlike the spell on Mercy, the undead it raised were stronger. They were normally fifty percent of the caster’s level. Each of the zombies I raised with the mass-raise undead were level thirity-eight.

The death energy I added to the spell enhanced their health and resilience stats, while Maxwell’s music buffed them even further, making them faster and stronger. I directed a few of the zombies near Maxwell to protect him, freeing me up to fight without concern.

The melee that erupted was chaotic. As the knights had rushed to their commander’s aid, they’d passed over the corpses of fallen clerics, who now rose behind them. Ten of Tyler’s knights had rushed to his aid. I had thirty zombies. Normally, for a cluster of holy knights fighting undead that outnumbered them greatly was no issue, but my undead were different.

“We need to kill the Lich!” Tyler shouted. Only two responded, the rest had either not heard him or were surrounded.

“Three on one?” I asked. “That doesn’t seem fair.” I grabbed a nearby zombie, and hoping I was right, channeled death energy into it. I had an innate feeling of upgrades I could give the zombie and focused on further enhancing its strength and defense. The zombie glowed and its muscles bulged as it grew in size. Sections of the zombie’s skin began to harden and thicken. “That’s a little better.”

I admired my work. It was now level 50.

I smiled at Tyler and took a brief moment to examine one of the knights. Tyler was a level 70 holy knight, or so I sensed. I wasn’t sure I could beat him even with Maxwell buffing me and my minions. The knights were a different story, I was surprised when I got a reading.

Knight of Olattee

Level: 50

Knights of Olattee are walking down the path of becoming a true paladin in service to the god of purity, Olattee. They have limited divine abilities.

After level fifty, they can undertake a holy sacrament and be elevated to a holy knight.

“This zombie is likely similar to the rest and more resistant to holy magic than they should be,” Tyler shouted to the two knights with him. “However, I don’t think this Lich possesses the same protections.”

I fell into a defensive position with Mercy. Tyler had a metal kite shield adorned with the symbol of a white tree on a black background. In his other hand, he wielded a long sword. The blade glowed with holy magic. That would prove problematic.

Though Tyler was faster than me, he had many of the issues players normally dealt with. His attacks were easy to predict, made even easier by my precognition ability. The blows I couldn’t dodge, I deflected with Mercy. Tyler pressed me, unrelenting, and I fell back before his hammering blows.

My zombie was taking a beating, but it was dealing out more damage than I expected. When I had an opening, instead of attacking Tyler, I jabbed at the knights. Even a small wound left by Mercy could be dangerous given enough time.

After landing a deep cut in a joint on one of the knights, Mercy became momentarily stuck, throwing me off, and a powerful over hand blow from Tyler was incoming. I wrenched Mercy free and barely had time to interpose its shaft to block the blow. It jarred my entire body and I strained to keep my guard up.

Tyler no doubt had a strength stat well over one hundred, hence why I’d been deflecting his blows.

He seemed surprised that his sword hadn’t cut through Mercy. “Die, you foul creature!”

I managed to shift the angle of Mercy and his blade slid off. “Man, you are really into this RP; good for you. Though I would rather not die to fulfill your fantasy.”

Tyler looked at me in confusion. “What? How…”

“Don’t think on it too much,” I advised. “It might make your meathead brain explode.”

Tyler sputtered, taken aback by my comment. That had been part of my goal. I leapt toward one of the knights fighting my zombie, reshaping Mercy’s blade into a needle. I rammed Mercy straight through the knight’s chest plate as he was winding up a heavy blow with his great sword.

The knight gasped. I yanked my weapon free and dove into a roll, sensing an incoming attack from Tyler. As I came out of the roll, I reshaped Mercy and reengaged Tyler. The attack proved lethal. From the circular hole in the knight’s chest plate, blood pumped out in a stream and the festering had likely already reached his heart. The knight coughed out a mouthful of blood before falling forward, dead.

Tyler cried in rage, but even as the knight rose again as a weak undead, Tyler didn’t hesitate to decapitate the corpse with a back-handed blow with his long sword.

I used that moment to look around. I was in trouble. All across the ledge, the knights were finishing off my miniature hoard of zombies. It would only be a matter of time before they all came after me. The zombies tasked with guarding Maxwell were also engaged by a pair of knights.

It wasn’t looking like either of us would survive. I fell back toward Maxwell, Tyler following.

“If I bite it, Max, just go back to the cave and forget about me!” I called as I fell back to avoid Tyler’s cleaving sword.

“No!” Maxwell said, raw anger in his tone. “I won’t abandon you.”

“I’ll come back,” I tried to assure him, even as I desperately blocked blow after blow from Tyler. “You sticking around will just cause suffering for you. Head to the nation to the west, they would take you.”

“What am I supposed to tell your sister then?” Maxwell demanded. “That I abandoned you to die?”

“What?” I instinctually turned toward him, giving Tyler an opening, and he took it.

A searing pain radiated from my leg as Tyler finally landed a blow. The holy magic enchanting his blade tore at me and I scrambled back, crying out in pain. At least I tried to with a weakened leg.

“Zeke, no!” Maxwell cried out in horror.

I stumbled, giving Tyler another opening, and this time he rammed his glowing sword through my chest.

Searing pain blossomed out and I fell to my knees.

“Finally, I got you,” Tyler snarled, gripping the hilt of his sword with both hands. The blow had removed most of my chest, the only reason I was still alive was because I was a Lich. The holy magic ate away at me, just like the festering wound Mercy left behind did.

Just as Tyler was about to rip his sword upward and finish me off, I heard Maxwell. “Tyler, wait! He’s from Earth, he’s human. Please hear me out!”

A confused looked crossed Tyler’s face and he looked between Maxwell and me as the fighting across the ledge all but stopped.

“Bullshit!” Tyler snarled.

I closed my eyes, knowing that might be my last few moments with a body I could use to defend myself. There was a boom, and I snapped my eyes open. Tyler stood ridged and his hand fell limp a moment before he fell forward, dead, and the holy magic faded from his sword. The back of his skull had been blown off by an unknown magical attack.

Looking around the ledge, the other still surviving knight was being hammered into the ground by a barrage of magical attacks. During the fight, my world had only included what directly affected me and Maxwell. Now I saw the defenders of the enclave had finished off the remaining knights and had come to our aid.

I was pretty close to death. My health continued to tick down, and to top it off, I was out of mana and death energy. Maxwell came over to me, a worried look on his face.

“Sorry,” was all he said before he gripped the hilt of the sword and pulled it out of my chest.

Having it removed almost did more damage than the initial blow. But with the blade removed, my body began to regenerate health on its own as my natural regeneration kicked into full drive.

“Death core,” I gasped through the pain, pointing at a fallen cleric.

“Right!” Maxwell rushed over to the cleric and cut into him. It was a gruesome task, but I was in desperate need of death energy.

A few dwarves and elves were crossing the body-covered ledge, headed straight for us. I recognized Dorfin, Talfin, and Bith. Also with them was Uriel. All of them, except Bith, looked upon the battlefield in disgust. A few of my zombies were still moving, though they were all dismembered at this point.

“Well, I never guessed you were a Lich,” Bith chuckled.

Uriel headed toward Maxwell, concern written across her elegant features.

“That I am,” I gasped, pain flaring up from my chest.

“Nasty wound that,” Bith said. “Mind if I take a look?”

“Go ahead.”

Bith stepped closer. “It’s been infected with some kind of holy affliction,” Bith said after peering closer. “Won’t heal on its own.”

“Figured as much…” Maxwell returned and I held out a hand for the death core.

With the core in my hand, I could feel the death energy within. It was different than the death energy I generated, but I felt like I could use it. “Might want to step back,” I warned the others.

When they’d moved to a safer distance, I crushed the core. The dark energy swirled around me, and I pulled as much in as I could. Most of the energy was lost, but I gained enough to partially heal myself.

My health bar filled almost halfway before it ticked down again.

“For anyone else, we would bring you back into the enclave after helping us like you did,” Uriel said. “But… we cannot. It would be strange to let a Lich in, and you were banished. I don’t think the elders would let it slide.”

“What? We risked our lives for you!” Maxwell said indignantly.

“Ezekiel might just be the exception,” Bith said. “Though Lichs are always bad news. I assumed you were some other kind of death creature. I’ve never heard of a Lich who wasn’t mad and power-hungry.”

“You will still be rewarded,” Uriel assured us. “We just cannot bring you in.”

“Thank you,” I said, wincing in pain.

“Here, let me help you with that,” Bith said, even as he began to channel a spell.

It took Bith a lot of work to remove the holy affliction from my body. The deep wound in my chest made it harder to completely purge the holy magic. As he worked, Maxwell went with the other dwarves to look over the fallen knights and clerics.

“How about for a reward, I use the knight’s armor to build you a set?” Bith asked after he finished healing me. “Given some time, I can likely corrupt or purge the holy magic out and build you a nice, powerful set of armor.”

“That would be amazing,” I said. I looked to a small pile of death cores that had been collected. They were quite powerful. Most of them were small, but the ones from Father Mathis and the knight I’d slain were much bigger. “Would these help with that?”

There were a lot more uses for death cores than just me absorbing them or using them to create undead.

“Aye, they would be.” Bith collected the death cores up. I was certain they were more than the greedy dwarf needed, but I didn’t say anything. “It was interesting using my magic to heal… Normally I do quite the opposite. I would be willing to do it again if you ever needed it.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I chuckled. “But hopefully I won’t need it for a long time.”
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“What did they give you as a reward?” I asked Maxwell as we headed back down the path that led into the hidden valley.

“Uriel is going to make me a new instrument,” Maxwell said, then he quietly added, “And they’re letting me back in the enclave.”

I didn’t care. People knew I was a Lich and my presence would cause problems. I was okay with that, having decided to take it as a challenge. If I could prove I wasn’t a monster, then they were bound to let me in.

“So, what was that you said about my sister?”

“Umm…” Maxwell became visibly nervous. “I know you said you didn’t want me to contact her, but I looked her up on social media. She took your death pretty hard and was spiraling down the drain. As it turned out, she moved after you died, to the city I live in… She was trying to get away from memories.”

“You told her?” I asked flatly. “Despite me asking you not to.”

“Yes,” Maxwell sighed. “I know, it was a shitty thing to do, but it tore me up not telling her when I knew it would help her cope.”

I was silent for a long time, part of me knowing how selfish I’d been. “Thank you,” I whispered.

“Anytime.” Maxwell was clearly relieved. “When do you want to see her again?”

“I don’t know…” That was a complex question with no discernable answer.

“She knows you’ve been going through a lot and have changed.”

“How did you convince her?” I doubted Jessica would just blindly believe I was alive.

“It was easier than I expected,” Maxwell said. “I told her some of the things you’d said and offered for her to watch my stream. Truly, I think that’s what convinced her the most. Hearing you talk and seeing you alive. Even if it was just your illusion.”

“Is she still watching?” I asked in alarm.

“Yes, but she knows you’re a Lich,” Maxwell reassured me. “I mean, it was hard the first time she saw you without the illusion. But she’s just glad you’re alive, even if just in a world she sees as a game.”
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Maxwell used the Altar of Creation to teleport us to another altar in the mountains near my cabin. We didn’t want to risk visiting Omark itself. Over four hours had passed since Tyler had died, and we weren’t sure if he’d bound his respawn location to Omark. If he had, he would have no doubt already let the temple know of our betrayal.

Night had started to fall by the time we hiked over the shoulder of the mountain and began to descend into the valley where my cabin was built. A plume of smoke rose from where my cabin was and my stomach dropped. Without a word, Maxwell and I broke into a sprint, running at reckless speeds down the side of the mountain.

We burst into the clearing around my cabin. It was ablaze, lighting up the night. A dark form lay on the ground in front of the roaring flames.

“Raven!” I cried out in horror.

She was dead. I could tell that before I even reached her. Whoever killed her broke her neck and smashed in her rib cage. Her body was still warm, and as I clutched her to my chest, unable to cry, I felt more inhuman than I ever had before because I couldn’t shed a single tear for Raven.

“We need to get to your phylactery.” Maxwell shook my shoulder, pulling my attention away from Raven. She’d been my one constant companion since saving her.

Her absence left me hollow.

“Right.” I got to my feet, cradling Raven’s body. I laid her next to a tree near the edge of the clearing, and with Maxwell at my heels, raced away.

As we ran, I saw a few signs of someone having come this way before us. I didn’t know who it was, but I could guess. It was likely Tyler. Using some divining device to hone in on the death magic given off by my phylactery. Scrambling up the steep incline that led into the small valley I’d hidden my phylactery, a roar resounded from above, followed by the sound of combat.

Reaching the top, we sprinted toward the cave. There was Tyler, glowing with holy light, battling my massive undead Cerberus. As I had grown in level, I’d upgraded my guardian, and he was now level 50. That being said, the creature was more powerful than most undead, and Tyler was missing his armor. None of Tyler’s gear appeared to have been soul-bound. The holy knight was likely wielding backup armor and weapons.

I threw Mercy at Tyler like a javelin, releasing a cry of rage. My attack surprised him. Mercy hit him in the stomach, the broad tip slicing deep, a moment before I tackled him.

Tyler had killed Raven, and though he was still much stronger than me, I let my rage direct me. At point-blank, I fired a bolt of necrotic energy into his face, targeting one of his eyes. Tyler’s superior strength allowed him to toss me off.

My bolt of magic had successfully managed to destroy one of his eyes. I reached my hand out and summoned Mercy back. Music began to play from Maxwell, one of the music nodes appeared above us as a thumping beat played. I was too consumed by rage to recognize the song.

Tyler was just preparing to attack me when the Cerberus snarled and leapt on him. Despite Tyler’s higher level, he didn’t stand a chance against all three of us, even though he’d managed to slay one of the Cerberus’s heads. When he realized he couldn’t win, he retreated, spouting something that I ignored.

Tyler tripped, and with that glorious opening, I struck, reshaping Mercy into a short heavy blade. I slammed it into his leg and felt it come into contact with the bone. He screamed in pain and I withdrew the blade. The festering wound left behind took effect immediately.

I jumped back, a spell forming around my hand as Tyler grabbed at his injured leg. A dark bolt of necrotic magic leapt from my hand, and a strand of music notes from one of Maxwell’s nodes wrapped around it. I targeted the spell at the wound I’d just left behind and it flew true.

The bolt exploded, widening the wound and enhancing the festering effect. As his leg became all but unusable, Tyler fell onto his back. I leapt on Tyler’s chest, ready to plunge Mercy down, when a thought came to me.

“I have a use for you,” I muttered.

Tyler mumbled again, but his words couldn’t reach me. I ordered the Cerberus to keep him pinned and walked over to Maxwell. “Can you go and retrieve Raven? I have something I need to do.”

“Of course, you going to bring her back?” Maxwell asked.

“Not how you’re thinking.” There was no known way to resurrect NPCs in this world. At least not that I was aware of. “But I need to stay here to prepare.”

Maxwell headed off and I set to work. The spell I was planning on using was a ritual magic I’d learned when preparing to become a Lich. Ritual magic spells were different than most spells: they didn’t have level requirements. So long as you had the knowledge about how to cast the spell and were able to provide the materials, you could accomplish it.

Even when I had thought this world was just a game, I’d decided against using this spell. Even back then it seemed like a dark spell. In some ways, darker than even the magic used to make me a Lich.

“What are you doing?” Tyler’s voice broke through my concentration.

I had cleared a flat area of dirt and was now tracing out glowing purple lines of magic. “Fixing what you broke.”

The ritual spell was over ten meters in diameter and took a lot of time to set up.

“What do you need me for?” Tyler demanded, struggling under the Cerberus.

“I’ll leave that up to your imagination,” I snapped and continued to work.

Even though the dirt wasn’t completely level, the ritual lines leveled themselves slightly, some raising a small amount and others sinking deeper into the soft soil.

The moon had come up by the time I was finished, and I was thankful to see it was a full moon. I designed the diagram with three circles spaced evenly along the outside edge. In the center of the diagram was another, smaller circle, divided into three equal parts, and spreading out from it were runic lines.

In each section of the circle, the runic lines followed a different pattern. One circle was connected to the center by sections resembling chains. Another was connected by what looked like winding rope, and the third constituted of smooth sweeping patterns, almost like calligraphy.

Maxwell returned carrying Raven’s body. “What is all of this?”

“It’s too complex to explain right now.” I looked at the sky—it was near midnight. I hadn’t realized how long I’d been working. “Lay Raven in the middle, and then help me with Tyler.”

Maxwell carefully laid Raven down in the middle of the glowing purple spell diagram.

“He’s going to sacrifice me!” Tyler screamed as Maxwell and I dragged him toward the ritual diagram.

“Mate, you killed his cat. The least you can do is be a nice, willing sacrifice.” Maxwell punched him in the face, stunning him into silence.

“Keep him standing until it starts.” I left Maxwell supporting Tyler in the circle connected with chains. “Then get away. I wouldn’t want you getting caught up in this.”

I ordered the Cerberus to place one massive paw in the circle connected with ropes. Part of me was sad to be destroying the Cerberus, it had served me well. But it wasn’t intelligent and I needed the energy it harbored.

Stepping into the final circle, I activated the spell. Mana flowed out from me, passing down the purple, swirling lines, turning them black. It reached the center, and the ropes and chains turned pitch-black, coming to life. Maxwell leapt back when the chains wrapped around Tyler, who’d regained just enough sense to scream.

Energy freely flowed out of the Cerberus, and before long, it collapsed as the last of its death energy was drained. Most of the energy pulled out of the Cerberus pooled around Raven, but some of it traveled toward Tyler.

Tyler was resisting the spell more than I thought he would. Most players didn’t know how to resist something like this. I only knew about it because Vito had me study soul magic. Gradually, Tyler’s defenses caved. First, a small amount then in a torrent, soul energy was ripped out of him. Since he was a player, this wouldn’t have any long lasting effect on him. I thought, at least. I did know it would take him longer to respawn after a death like this.

After the soul energy was pulled out of Tyler, he hung limp, all but dead and only kept alive by the spell. The death energy was converted into dark magic by the ritual, and a maelstrom of soul energy and dark magic picked up Raven’s body, consuming it.

I was surprised that some of the mass of the Cerberus was consumed as well, but there was nothing I could do to stop it. The maelstrom of energy lasted for nearly ten minutes before it subsided and deposited an obscured form at the center of the ritual. The form was bigger than Raven had been, but I couldn’t tell anything more than that.

A pulse of energy came from Tyler as his lifeforce was sacrificed, and then another pulse came out of the form in the middle.

Once the spell ended, and I took a tentative step toward the figure curled up in the middle. It began to move, and I examined it, receiving a description and read over it in shock.

Raven

Werecat

Level: 51

Werecats are the counterparts of werewolves in more ways than one. Werecats are significantly weaker physically than werewolves, but are magically potent creatures, despite their diminutive size. Werecats also cannot spread via infection like werewolves, and can only be created by powerful ritualists and natural reproductive methods.

Raven stirred a bit more and got to her feet. Maxwell, Raven, and I stood in stunned shock. Then her eyes latched on to mine and she rushed toward me. She was stark naked, had pale white skin, with a tail covered in black fur coming out of the bottom of her back, and came up to chest height on me.

I pulled her into a hug.

“I was so scared…” she said, and started to cry.”

I patted her head softly, smiling—as much as I could with my emaciated appearance. Her hair had the same pattern as her lynx fur, with a solid black stripe running through the middle. She even had lynx-like ears sticking up from the top of her head.

Maxwell approached and held out a cloak that he draped over her. “Was this your intended spell?”

“No… I think because I used a player and the ritual wasn’t able to take his actual soul, the spell changed itself.”

“When can we go home?” Raven asked in a small voice.

“Unfortunately, we can’t,” I said sadly. “I think our days of peaceful living are over for now.”

“Good,” Raven said with surprising blood thirst. “I take it you’re done hiding?”

I looked at Maxwell and smiled. “Yes, I am. It’s time we tried to make a difference in this world.”
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Ezekiel paused, noticing a tired look on Marissa’s face. Even though they were both Lichs, and mostly immune to exhaustion, they could still get mentally tired.

“I’d heard about Raven,” Marissa said. “Werecats are rare to see. Do they really hate werewolves so much?”

“They sure do,” Ezekiel laughed. “There are other places where werecats are more common, but those tend to be higher-level regions.”

“I had heard that.” Marissa stood, stretching.

They had been sitting out in a courtyard with a burbling fountain in the middle. The liquid was inky black and seemed more fluid than it should be.

“Where is Raven?” she asked. “Or for that matter, anyone else. This seems like an awfully big castle to sit empty.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Ezekiel shrugged. “Probably off getting into trouble somewhere. Despite her more human-like appearance, she still acts like a cat in the strangest of ways. This place is rather empty though… Vito’s around somewhere, and you already met Matthew. I’m working on growing my staff, but it’s a slow process.”

Ezekiel rose and they left the courtyard. They passed a strange plant with black vines that undulated slightly. On the vine were glowing purple flowers.

Marissa reached for them. “These are beautiful.” As she gently touched the petals, a powerful pulse of death magic emanated from the flower.

“I call these lullabies,” Ezekiel explained. “They are one of the multiple predatory plants that grow in death biomes. The pulse of death magic is strong enough to kill most things that lack immunity to it.”

Marissa continued to touch the soft, hand sized flower. “Oh, well, I guess it’s a good thing I’m a Lich. I have been meaning to ask about the odd plants.”

Ezekiel placed a hand on her shoulder and broke her out of the plant’s hypnotic effect. “I have become somewhat of an amateur botanist and zoologist, and have been exploring and cataloging all the strange plants and creatures that live in death biomes. It’s quite fascinating. In fact, the other day I found an interesting symbiotic plant and flying creature⁠—”

“She doesn’t want to hear about your strange hobby, Zeke,” a cute female voice interrupted.

A seemingly young girl crossed the courtyard. Marissa recognized her immediately as Raven. Her multicolored gray and brown hair with the black stripe down the middle, and her cat ears with pointed tufts of hair sticking up, looked just like a lynx.

“Raven, I would like you to meet Marissa. She’s a new Lich from Earth.”

“It is lovely to meet you,” Raven said, reaching a hand out to Marissa. Raven had bright purple cat eyes that matched the vine’s flower. She wore something similar to a tuxedo, but was more utilitarian in look without losing the snazzy flair of a tuxedo.

Ezekiel gave Raven a surprised look, having not expected her to warm up so quickly to Marissa. Though Raven was now just as much human as cat, she’d retained many of her feline mannerisms. One of which was a wariness to strangers.

“Vito is looking for you,” Raven said to Ezekiel, her tail pointing in the direction Vito was. “I will take care of Marissa.”

“Umm.” Ezekiel looked between Marissa and Raven. “She is not a play thing,” he told Raven, and then stage whispered to Marissa, “Careful with her. It took me some time to convince her she didn’t need to knock everything over, or for that matter, to get her to stop hissing at her own reflection.”

Ezekiel ran out of the room chuckling as bolts of dark magic flew at him from Raven’s hands.

“That bastard,” she grumbled. Turning to Marissa, she smiled, her sharp canines visible. “Matthew prepared a room for you. I know you don’t sleep yet, but Ezekiel said meditation helped him a bunch when he needed to clear his mind.”

“That would be wonderful,” Marissa said. “I don’t suppose you have more of that potion that allows me to taste, do you? I would love to enjoy a cup of tea again.”

“Actually, I do! We have a small supply for people like you,” Raven gestured for her to follow. “If you don’t mind me asking, how is your mindscape fairing? I was surprised to see that it was already unlocked. The crossing has been made a little easier on the mind, but damage is inevitable.”

“I’ve mostly restored it already,” Marissa said. “That was the first thing I did once I realized what happened. Though I doubt I had nearly as much damage as it sounds like Ezekiel did. Do you know if it… changed him?”

“Oh, I’m sure it did in some ways, but I don’t think the core of who he is changed. Though it did take him a while to find himself again.”

Raven led Marissa into a room in a tower with simple furniture and a thick, dark blue rug with swirls of black traveling across it. “This will be your room for the duration of your stay, and if you choose to remain after you have your answers, it will remain yours. Feel free to make yourself comfortable. I’ll fetch the potion and tea for you.”

While Marissa waited, she sat on the bed and crossed her legs, thinking over everything Ezekiel had told her so far, searching for the kernel of knowledge she needed. The path of redemption seemed hard, but the longer she thought on it, she came to realize something.

Marissa wasn’t sure if Ezekiel even fully recognized it. He spent a long time trying to do what he felt was needed to redeem himself for past sins. On Earth, he might have been right. But what was good and evil was actually more blurred. The fact the Order of Equinox existed spoke volumes about that.

Opening her eyes, Marissa saw a cup of hot tea on the desk, a potion, and Raven standing quietly before her. Marissa jumped; she hadn’t heard the werecat enter. Picking up the potion, she eyed Raven warily as she drank it. The werecat’s eyes were piercing, and Marissa wondered how long she’d been standing there.

“Trust me, he knows,” Raven said as she turned and headed out. “He just wanted you to figure it out on your own. Think on it over the night. It’s important.”

How Raven could have known what she wanted to ask unnerved Marissa. She guessed for now ignorance was best.

While the path might be hard, the cost wasn’t. But being a Lich was hard nonetheless. Redemption’s cost was simply accepting who and what they were, and not letting it change them into a monster. A harder concept than one might think, given the monsters they’d become.

The story continues in The First Lich Lord: 2, Vindication’s Path.
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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: Redemption’s Cost 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.
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On Earth, he was a titan of industry. Now, he is prey. In his past life, Dollar was an unparalleled mind forged by the flames of tribulation. He'd built his wealth and influence from nothing and never looked back. But after dying and reincarnating into the world of Ioa, he is thrust into poverty and trapped in a forest of flames with nothing but a decrepit wooden hut to protect him. With family out to kill him, an army of monsters surrounding him, and omnipotent gods sent to assassinate him, Dollar finds that in this new world, success is defined by adversity. He's climbed his way up from rock bottom once, and he refuses to stay there again. Knowing he will need his wits and more to survive, he learns the art of rune crafting and gains access to a System. From there, he'll begin his ascent. With the power to craft infinite effects and mold existence itself, nothing will stand in his way. With the entire world stacked against him, Dollar has them right where he wants them... Dont miss the next action-packed, Reincarnation LitRPG series from ThinkTwice, the bestselling author of Mark of the Crijik. Join an unexpected protagonist in the fight for his life as he progresses in power, magical ability, and learns what is really important in life.
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A slice-of-life progression fantasy all about friendship, family, and farming! Matt Miller wasn’t special. He was just a regular guy with a regular life—a one bedroom apartment, a couple of pairs of slacks, and a dead-end job. But when his estranged grandfather died, he left Matt with an unexpected inheritance: a magic ring… and a farm located on another world. Now, Matt’s stuck with a rundown farmhouse, fields choked with weeds, and no way to get back home. He only has one option—to roll up his sleeves and complete the quest prompt he’s been given: Restore the Farm. Luckily, he has a (mostly) merry band of sprites to help him along the way. But this new land has secrets, and more than a few hidden dangers. The Harvest Goddess has been turned into stone, and the balance of magic is all out of whack. If Matt can’t figure out a way to bring his grandfather’s property back to life, then Corruption will continue to spread and consume the farm, the forest, and the sleepy town of Sagewood itself. Don't miss the start of this mostly cozy isekai Progression Fantasy Series. It's perfect fans of Beware of Chicken, Sacred Cat Island, and Oh, Great! I was Reincarnated as a Farmer, as well as games like games Stardew Valley and Harvest Moon.
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Reborn in a world where magic reigns. Given a second chance. Can he save his soul? Hunter was just a normal average guy. Then he died. That's when the problems started. For one, he wasn't heading for heaven. He was on a one-way trip to the other place. Secondly, an angel literally yanked him from the brink of Hell and gave him a choice: Go straight to Hell, don't pass go, don't collect $200. Or, be put inside the body of an alternate version of himself on a completely different Earth where magic, not technology, rules, and get a chance to redeem his soul. The catch? (Isn't there always a catch?) To earn a place in the afterlife, Hunter must stop an immortal creature called the Nightlord before it can destroy the Free Lands. Did the angel mention that it can't be hurt with normal weapons or magic? Piece of cake, right? Don't miss this isekai LitRPG adventure from John Cressman, bestselling author of The Abduction Cycles. Loaded with power progression, a detailed magic system, epic battles, reincarnation, and everything you love about LitRPG!
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