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Marissa stirred, opening her eyes. Bright light poured through one of the windows within the room she’d been given in Ezekiel’s castle. She did not know how long she had been meditating but guessed it hadn’t been long. She wasn’t very skilled at meditation. It wasn’t something that came easily to her. Her mind was always busy, and she’d had a lot to pour over in her thoughts.

Still, Marissa tried. By the direction of the light, at least a few hours had passed since Raven led her here. The room was furnished with simple but high-quality furniture, and a soft, dark blue rug with swirling black patterns covered the floor.

Standing, Marissa stretched, though she had little need to. The golden ring she wore with an ebony sphere nestled on the top of the band caught her attention. While she hadn’t intentionally become a Lich, this ring had been the one item she acquired as a safety net, just in case. She had stashed it away with her phylactery. When she died on Earth unexpectedly and found herself in a de-leveled body of a Lich, the ring had no doubt preserved her life.

It was a powerful magical item that a friend of hers had created. The ring enabled an immensely powerful illusion, far more powerful than anything Ezekiel had access to those first few years. She appeared human when wearing it, her body given mass, and she could even feel sensations fed into her mind by the ring. It wasn’t the same as being able to feel, an ability she had yet to regain, but it allowed her to react to stimulus that affected her illusionary body.

Marissa moved to a mirror and hesitantly slid the ring off. Her dark brown skin faded and a few moments later her cloak shifted as the mass underneath vanished. She held in a shudder at the image that stared back at her. Where her arms were exposed was now thick black bones, and underneath her clothes was nothing but bones and a few spidery strands of pitch-black sinew. Her head was a black skull, with a few strands of black sinew stretching across the top.

From what Marissa understood from seeing Ezekiel and hearing how he described himself in the past, that sinew would eventually form muscles and even skin, making her appear human once again. That would take time in levels though. The orbs of light in her eye sockets were a different color than Ezekiel’s. For the most part, his eyes were purple with streaks of gray, and eldritch energy could be seen coursing through them. Her eyes burned a frosty blue, and the same eldritch magic could be seen streaking through them occasionally.

Marissa stared at her visage, repeating a mantra in her mind over and over again. The same mantra she’d been chanting since being reborn in this world. “I am not a monster, might look like one, but I am not one.” She hoped one day she could believe that as fundamentally as Ezekiel seemed to.

She slipped the ring back on and the illusion rebuilt around her. Her arms became clothed in flesh and her robe filled out as her body regained its fleshy bits.

Leaving her room, Marissa retraced her steps back to the courtyard where she had first met Raven. The lullabies that Ezekiel had shown her had closed their flowers in the bright sun. The courtyard was cast in a very different setting now that the sun shone down on it.

She was surprised to see a bush with green leaves. As she approached the plant, having expected plants from a death biome to all be black and evil-looking, she spotted a lynx curled up in a beam of sunshine on a patch of black-leafed clover. The lynx had a black stripe running down the length of its back.

Marissa thought she’d been moving quietly but when the lynx’s head lifted and its bright purple eyes fixed on her, she realized she might not have been as quiet as she thought. The lynx yawned and stretched, pawing at the ground. Its body morphed in an instant, and Raven was standing before her.

Raven smiled. “I didn’t think you would last very long. Meditation is a hard skill that takes a lot of practice.”

“You’ve been waiting for me?”

“Of course.” Raven nodded at the green bush. “This place is full of very dangerous things, and Zeke would not be thrilled if you got yourself killed. By, say, something as innocent-looking as a bush.”

Marissa eyed the bush. “I was just surprised it was green.”

“Zeke says it has something to do with the sunlight.” Raven flicked her hand in annoyance. “Evidently green allows the plant to use the sun, or something like that. He said there’s no reason that death-based plants can’t use sunlight, they just need the right stuff.”

Marissa nodded, understanding the point. “What makes the plant so deadly?”

“It’s not dangerous for me.” Raven gave her an appraising look. “You are just too weak. When the leaves are disturbed, it releases an intoxicating cloud of dust that has just enough life magic to enthrall. Then the colony of death wasps that have formed a symbiotic bond with the bush swarm and kill whatever has been caught. Then both the bush and the wasps feed on the magic and flesh of their victim.”

“That’s quite gruesome.” Marissa stepped away from the plant.

“Oh, it is. But that’s a death biome for you, not nearly as forgiving as others. Zeke has put enchantments around it to contain the wasps, but if you get too close it won’t be able to protect you.”

Marissa shook her head. “If these are the plants, I shudder to think what the creatures are like.”

“We have a few of those around.” Raven smiled. “They are quite fun. Don’t get me wrong, there are some horrific ones, but the only ones Zeke brings back for me are the fun ones. You want to see them?”

Marissa glanced the direction Ezekiel had disappeared.

“He’s going to be busy for quite a while,” Raven said. “I think it’s okay if you go see what he’s doing, but you can’t interrupt.”

Marissa nodded. She shouldn’t expect Ezekiel to wait on her. “Let’s go see your pets.”

Raven’s smile widened, showing off her sharp canines. “You’ll love them.”
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The grounds of the castle were quite extensive. Raven spent the day showing Marissa around. What Raven considered pets were a series of creatures Ezekiel and her had collected in their travels. Some were strange, some were even cute, but all of them were dangerous.

Raven led Marissa to where Ezekiel was working with Vito on a large spell diagram carved into a perfectly black, smooth stone surface. Two other people were assisting them as they worked.

Ezekiel looked up when Marissa and Raven entered the area. It was an outdoor space situated on the edge of a cliff. In the distance below, Marissa could see dark forests spreading out in a narrow valley.

“Marissa, Raven,” Ezekiel smiled. “I was wondering if you two would show up.”

“Raven’s been showing me around the castle,” Marissa said.

“I figured you should be getting close to done at this point,” Raven said.

Ezekiel returned his focus to the diagram. It was twenty meters in diameter, and the intricate lines carved into the stone had been carved so precisely, Marissa wondered how it hadn’t been done by machine.

“I’m almost done with my part.” Ezekiel glanced over at Vito. “Do you mind finishing up?”

Vito stretched his back—there was an audible crack as his spine popped. “Yeah, no problem. You did what I needed you for already. I can work with the others to finish the carving and the minute details.”

“I appreciate it.” Ezekiel nodded at Vito in thanks and walked toward the two ladies with a smile. “How was meditating?”

“Difficult,” Marissa admitted. “Got a lot on my mind.”

Raven, seeing her job was done, headed off in a different direction shifting back into her cat form.

“Would you prefer I continue where I left off?” Ezekiel asked, walking at a leisurely pace, no particular direction in mind.

“That would be perfect,” Marissa said, falling into stride beside him. She pulled out her magical pen and paper, ready to take notes.
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It was pitch-black in the narrow valley. The moon was covered by thick clouds and the sheer cliffs of the valley isolated us. A pool spread out before me, the inky black water reflecting the glow of my purple eyes. I was making no effort to hide myself, relying on the hidden valley to keep me from my pursuers.

“What are we doing?” Maxwell asked, staring at the still water.

“Damien suggested I integrate my phylactery,” I explained. “I wasn’t strong enough to do it when I first crossed through Valdor, but now I am.”

“Would integrating that make it part of you?” Maxwell asked. “If this body dies, you truly died?”

“That is the risk.” I pulled my phylactery out from my bag. Examining the black jar, I brought up its description.

Ezekiel the Lich’s Phylactery

Current status: Charged. 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 by the presence of the soul within, requiring energy to maintain itself.

Current time for complete recharge: Fully charged.

Time for resurrection if Lich is slain again: One day.

Enough time had passed since my last death that the phylactery would’ve let me resurrect quickly if I were slain. However, I had no place to hide it, not with me being hunted by the followers of Olattee. They would no doubt be scanning the area as they went for items that gave off death magic. My phylactery would be found and destroyed, resulting in my death.

“What’s the difference, though?” I asked Maxwell. “If this body is slain, I’m dead anyways. I might as well integrate it. Damien promised it provides a few powerful buffs.”

Maxwell grunted. “I guess I see your point.”

My eyes penetrated the darkness with little effort, the worry in his bright green eyes was clear. Maxwell was a player, death meant very little to him, but he understood that for me, it carried a great risk.

“How can we help?” a slender young girl asked, patting me on the arm. Raven’s hair was gray and brown, similar to the lynx, with a black stripe running down the middle of her head, and large ears that curved slightly with tufts of black hair sticking up. She wore an oversized shirt that Maxwell had provided—it was all the extra clothing we had at the time. Her thick black tail poked out under the shirt.

“I should be able to do it on my own.” I shrugged out of my robe, the dark fabric falling to the ground in a pile. In the still surface of the water, I studied my reflection. No longer was I simply a black skeleton. My bones still showed in most places, but now my body was crisscrossed with stringy black tendrils of ligaments and muscles. In places, they’d even began to form solid flaps.

I didn’t need to hear Maxwell’s gasp to know how horrific I looked. Being a black skeleton was far better. Part of my head was covered by black muscles; one side of my jaw even had a thin cheek. As I grew in power, my body became covered in black flesh. Damien, the necromancer in my Mindscape, had told me that he’d never seen a Lich as low level as I was. A consequence of my soul being pulled across from Earth into the World of Magic, costing me all of my levels, hence why I originally looked like nothing more than an inky skeleton.

Damien told me that as I grew in level and strength, my flesh would rebuild around my skeleton, comprised of pitch-black muscles and tendons. I would even regrow a kind of skin which I could control the look of—a built-in disguise mechanism for Liches. Part of Damien was fascinated by the process and was enjoying watching how a Lich grew in power.

I looked forward to the day when I would regain a human appearance, but the process meant I was going to be quite the horrific figure until then. I did have an illusion spell I could cast over myself that was quite powerful if needed. But I was holding off for the time being.

I sat next to the lake and produced a simple dagger. Setting my teeth, I used the dagger to open a gash underneath my rib cage. The few thin muscles parted before the sharp blade. There was very little pain, which I was thankful for. Following Damien’s instructions, I pressed the phylactery into the gash. The jar was far too big to fit, but a moment later, I received a prompt.

Would you like to integrate your phylactery?

Doing so will grant you a greatly increased health pool, strength, and death energy. This comes at the cost of increasing the amount of death energy you give off, further limiting your spells, making it increasingly difficult to cast anything other than death magic, including dark magic. It will also hinder your ability to work soul magic, since your tether is no longer outside of your own body.

Warning! This step means that if you are slain, you will die permanently since your phylactery will be destroyed.

Do you wish to continue?

Y/N

I selected Yes and my phylactery started pushing inside of my body before it disappeared. Power surged through me, and even as I watched, strands of dark flesh grew. My increased health must have been what increased the amount of flesh covering my body. As I stood, I opened my character sheet to see what had changed.

Character Soul Level: 51

Name: Ezekiel Verniac

Race: Human Lich

Unspent Stat Points: 0

Spent Stat Point: 255

5 Stat Points per level

Health: 1139(1708.5)

Health Regeneration: 31.225(46.837)/sec

Death Energy: 1161(1741.5)

Death Energy Regeneration: 22.425(33.637)/sec

Mana: 329

Mana Regeneration: 12.252/sec

Carrying lbs.: 1140.75(1711.125)

Stats:

Intelligence: 45 [multiplier: .311]

Spirit: 31 [multiplier: .23]

Vitality: 98 [multiplier: .15]

Resilience: 52 [multiplier: .15]

Death Core: 111

Agility: 66 [multiplier: .1]

Dexterity: 42 [multiplier: .21]

Experience: 332110.9 of 36421.3

I let out a low whistle. That was a lot of health and death energy, though I still didn’t really know how to properly utilize it. All I understood about death energy was that it replaced my stamina, and it could be used in a variety of ways to enhance both myself and creatures I created. I was still learning. The regenerations were quite impressive as well. I’d gotten a fifty percent bump to my health, health regeneration, death energy, and death energy regeneration rate.

If you didn’t know, the value of health regeneration scores are very deceptive. You almost never regenerate at that rate. If that was the case, were you to pour all your stats into health regeneration, you’d become able to out-heal damage being dealt to you. The health regeneration score more reflects healing in absolute ideal situations, which never happens. For a regular person, they would be lucky to see ten percent of their score, if they heal naturally at all. We as Liches have a bit of an advantage, though we still can’t regenerate lost limbs, and severe wounds won’t close on their own.

“I take it, it worked?” Maxwell asked.

“It did.” I stretched. There was just enough muscle now that I got a sensation of stretching, something I’d not felt in a long time. “Ahh, that feels good. I have a lot more health now.” I went over the changes with Maxwell and Raven.

There was a horn in the distance—I’d grown to recognize that sound over the last couple of days. Our pursuers had found or detected something.

“You gave off a pulse of death magic,” Raven explained. “We best be moving. The hunters are coming.”

We skirted around the edge of the lake. Eventually, a small stream wound its way out of the still waters, and we followed it down the valley. We had been working our way north since leaving Omark. Our initial plan had been to cross over the mountains into the neighboring country of Fae folk, but as soon as the pursuit had begun, all the major passes had become blocked by contingents of holy knights.

They’d given off so much holy magic, there was no way we possessed the strength to break through. I didn’t know how they’d gotten in place so quickly, but it felt like a wall of holy magic had gone up around Valdor as soon as the hunt began. Traveling north and staying on the edges of the mountains enabled us to dip in occasionally to avoid large contingents and lose them in the winding valleys.

Unfortunately, the mountains were becoming more filled with followers of Olattee the farther north we went. In the early days we tried circling back and heading south. If we could make it down into Dothar, the undead nation, we’d be far safer. My pursuers had a similar thought.

As the valley opened before us, flickering lights of a small village danced in the distance. It was the first one we’d come across, and we needed supplies. Setting our path toward it, we quickly lost sight of it once we descended from the mountains.

A forest of thick pine trees spread out before us. The darkness was not a problem for either Raven or me, both of us being creatures of night. Maxwell, knowing my nature early on, had acquired a buff that he could apply to himself that would allow him to see in the dark. He whistled a short ditty to reapply it as we entered the forest.
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As we walked, Raven transformed back into her lynx form and scouted ahead, disappearing into the underbrush.

“What are the chances we can make more of her type?” Maxwell asked.

I shook my head. “Slim to none. Werecats are very rare, especially in areas like this,” I said.

From what I’d seen in videos online before being pulled into this world, some regions, particularly high-magic and high-level regions, cats were more common. But little was known about the creation. Unlike werewolves, they did not reproduce by biting. They had to be created or have offspring naturally.

“Was it not your intention to create her?” Maxwell asked.

“No,” I responded quietly. “What I had hoped to do was create a kind of living dead. She would’ve still been a lynx, just undead.”

“You know what caused it?”

“If I had to guess…” I used Mercry to push aside a branch in my way. “It would have to do with the full moon and the sacrifice of Tyler, though there has to be something else that I’m missing. Otherwise, it would be fairly easy to create more, and people would’ve already discovered it.”

“That would be quite the discovery,” an unknown voice said as a short figure melted out of the shadows.

I braced and lowered Mercry, the sharp blade ready. Once my eyes penetrated the shadows, my stance eased. Before me stood Bith, a warlock from the enclave we had saved.

I gave him a questioning look. “What are you doing here?”

“I am here with your rewards.” Bith gave me a questioning look. “We owe you that much, and I was the best option. I can move in ways the others cannot.”

Behind him in the shadows I spotted Raven stalking forward. “Easy, Raven, he is a friend.”

Bith glanced behind him even as Raven shifted into human form. “So, you did create a werecat. How interesting.” He stroked his beard in thought. “Very interesting.”

“Do you know how they’re created?” Maxwell asked.

“No. All I know is that the process is unique to each werecat, and that the process affects what magic they can use.”

Raven’s ears perked up. “So I can use magic?”

“Very much so,” Bith said. “I suppose you guys haven’t had time to slow down to teach her any.”

“I have some dark magic I was planning on teaching her. If her attunement is based on the magic used to create her, she should be good at dark magic, death magic, and even potentially soul magic.”

“That fits,” Bith agreed. “Most werecats can use soul magic at some level.”

“You said you could move in ways the others could not,” I said. “Can you get us out of this accursed nation?”

“Sadly, no.” Bith let out a sigh. “I’m sorry, my patron allows me to move through a shadowy realm that is unsafe for even one such as yourself.”

I let out a defeated sigh. It’d been a glimmer of hope too quickly dashed.

“Maybe the gifts I bring will make up for disappointment.”

“I always knew Santa Claus was a dwarf,” Maxwell chuckled, getting a confused look from both Bith and Raven.

Bith produced two packages wrapped in gray fabric from a storage device. He handed Maxwell a long and wide box, the one he handed me was almost square shaped. Untying the string, I examined the item.

Armor of the Hidden Death Lord

This armor was once full of holy magic and has been repurposed by a talented smith and enchanter. The remnants of the holy magic serve to hide the nature of the creature wearing this armor. To further enhance this ability, the armor has been designed to both enhance and integrate with illusion spells the wearer casts.

This light plate armor has been modified to be highly resistant to bludgeoning damage through the use of careful armor design and enchantments. The armor can also project a shield of death energy and enhances any weapons held by the wearer with death energy.

Finally, death energy can be channeled to repair the armor, though this will temporarily negate the hiding effect. These abilities use death energy contained by the wearer.

Further abilities can be unlocked or added if proper materials and skills are available.

Requirements: Death core

I hummed in appreciation. It was surprisingly light for being a set of plate armor. The chest piece was by far the biggest. Pitch-black, with intricate runic lines drawn directly into the metal. Dark fabric was folded at the bottom of the package, no doubt to service as padding underneath the plate.

As I began to put the armor on, Bith said, “The armor worn by that Tyler fellow was quite powerful. Knowing the situation you’re in, we decided that making it a stealth armor would suit you well. Also, knowing what you are, we customized it further to protect you from blunt damage. We turned away much of the heavier plate and modified what was left into a collapsible shell that will absorb impact. Then we added the self-repair function powered by your death core so you can repair the collapsed sections as needed. The other abilities we tossed in since we had the extra capacity.”

I nodded in appreciation. I personally didn’t know how to enchant items like this but knew enough to recognize high-quality work. It was also impressive how quickly they produced such an item. Normally it would’ve taken quite a long time to weave in such heavy enchantments. The death core requirement was interesting, though it made sense. “This will be very helpful. Thank you for finding us.”

“What was I going to do, let your quest reward go unfulfilled?” Bith scoffed and looked over at Maxwell. “Uriel didn’t tell me much about that, but she said it should be what you’re looking for.”

Maxwell smiled as he gently stroked the dark wood. “This is exactly what I wanted.”

The guitar was made from rich dark wood and inlaid with ebony musical notes.

“What does it do?” I asked.

“Other than sound amazing?” Maxwell gave it a little strum, and it did indeed have a fantastic sound, far deeper and melodic than most guitars. “It can also amplify the volume of sound I put out based off my will and amplifies the effect of any songs I cast with it.”

That would be quite the powerful buff for Maxwell. The bard took out his other guitar and handed it to Bith. “I don’t need this anymore, and unfortunately, I don’t have a way to carry it with me. It wouldn’t be right to leave it out here in the woods.”

Bith took the guitar, making it vanish into his storage item. “I have no doubt someone will find a use for it. If you visit us again, I will give you whatever I sold it for.”

“I appreciate it,” Maxwell said.

Bith turned to Raven. “Sorry I don’t have anything for you, lass. Come find me again sometime and I will teach you a thing or two about magic.” Raven didn’t say anything, just watched him warily. Bith chuckled. “Well, I must be off then. My path will be closing soon.”

Before anyone else could respond, the warlock faded into the shadows and was gone.

“That was unexpected, but very helpful,” I said as I finished donning the armor with Raven’s help—putting on plate armor by yourself is quite difficult. It fit well, and the magic of it adjusted small parts so it contoured with my body. From when Tyler wore it, it was hardly recognizable as the same armor.

The final piece in place, I did my best to look at myself. There was hardly any fabric showing anywhere on my body. The thick layer of padding underneath did not hinder me in the slightest, the armor moving smoothly. Innately I could feel the connection to it with my death core, and there was a slight draw. Not enough to reduce my passive regeneration, but enough that if I hadn’t had the core, it would no doubt have killed me.

We continued through the forest, and as we went, I grew more impressed with the armor. Even with my incredible strength, I expected the armor to at least weigh me down some. But Bith hadn’t been exaggerating when he said they cut it down and modified it to better suit me.

When the lights of the village came into view, I paused. Dark magic swirled around me as I began to cast the illusion spell. The difficulty working with the spell had certainly increased from what I was used to.

Dark magic was one of my specialties, and struggling with it was very new to me. With a concentration of will, I forced the spell to cast. As it surrounded me, my cloak transformed into a traveling cloak, hiding my body. The effect of the armor amplified the spell, and I smiled.

I could even feel my illusionary cheeks pulling into a grin.
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The village was a little bigger than Omark, and Maxwell entered first. While his appearance was known to our pursuers, he was also a bard and had a series of skills that made him appear non-descript when he wanted. Raven and I followed a few minutes later. This was her first time around more humans, and she clung to me trying to hide behind my cloak. I kept one hand on her to reassure her of my presence.

I spotted a tavern and headed for it. Normally sleeping in the woods is no problem, but we needed to buy supplies, and for that we needed to be there during the day. Travelers coming in at the dead of night, while uncommon and noteworthy, wasn’t something that should raise too much suspicion.

Maxwell was already seated at a table with a meal before him. I approached the bar. “Can I get a room?” I asked quietly. “We’ve been traveling all night to reach here and are exhausted.”

The tavern keep was a matronly woman. I felt a pit open in my non-existent stomach when she looked between me and Raven. I hadn’t even thought about Raven being a werecat.

The woman shook her head. “I’ll not have any salacious behavior in my establishment on your part, missy.”

Raven squeaked and tried to hide deeper in my cloak. A flicker of confusion crossed over the woman’s face before her expression melted. I glanced down and saw wide purple eyes looking up at the tavern keep. She looked adorable.

“You ain’t the first werecat I’ve seen, and I know how they can be, is all. Let me guess, she found you in the woods?”

“Something like that,” I shrugged. “She has been my companion for quite a while, but we haven’t really been around people.”

“Right then. You seem nice enough folk.” The woman reached behind the bar and produced a key. “That will be one silver.”

I paid, but the woman held the key aloft, still eying Raven. “Poor thing. Nothing but a shirt to wrap up in?” Her eye turned on me.

I wasn’t dim; I knew how skimpy her clothes were. If she moved the wrong way with her tail holding part of the shirt up, she showed way more than she likely realized. Getting proper clothes for her was one of the reasons we were at that town.

Though before I could articulate that, the keep clicked her tongue, pressing our room key into my hand.

“I think I have some clothes that would fit her. My daughter has recently outgrown them, if you’re interested.”

“That is very kind of you, ma’am. Even saves us some trips elsewhere to get her something more decent.”

She gestured for us to follow her back into the attached living quarters.

She made us wait as she disappeared farther into a back room.

“Any chance you know why she doesn’t seem to care about you being a werecat?” I whispered.

Raven shrugged, her slender shoulders almost coming through the neck hole of her shirt. She really did need new clothes. “I don’t know.”

“Like I said,” the woman stepped back into the room. “It’s not the first werecat I’ve seen. Though they are uncommon, I have been around a long time.” She set a bundle of clothes on a small coffee table before us. “Take a look and see what you like.”

Raven approached the pile cautiously, and before I could say anything, she slipped out of the shirt and was once again naked. I looked at the matron apologetically.

She just shook her head. “Werecat’s… they’re just like this, especially young ones. No understanding of what modesty or decency is. You said she found you?”

Raven slipped into a shirt then took it off, shaking her head, though she did set it aside.

“More or less. I saved her in her cat form, and she followed me home.” I decide to stay as close to the truth as I could. “Didn’t realize she was a werecat until recently.”

“Just be careful, you do know the difference between werecat’s and werewolves, right?”

“I do.”

“You realize she will try to—” the matron began to say.

I cut her off. “I doubt that very much so.”

My tone must’ve left no room for argument, because she dropped the topic. It didn’t take Raven long to pick through what she wanted. She already had on a sturdy set of traveling clothes, and there was another pile sat next to her. “I want these,” she said quite primly, her previous nervousness gone.

As I paid, I asked the matron, “How do you know so much about werecat’s and werewolves?”

“I wouldn’t say I know a lot.” The matron shrugged and pocketed the coins. “But I haven’t always been in this backwater town. People like her are more common in bigger cities and magical places. Bound souls like to keep them around.”

“Well, thank you for the clothes. I think we’ll call it a night though.” I made a show of stretching.

“I’ll have your food sent up,” the matron said as we headed out to the common room, and I nodded in thanks.
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I, of course, did not sleep. The night was spent trying to meditate while part of my mind was on constant alert about being in town. Raven curled up on the bed and slept. The room was nice, for the size of the tavern. The bed was equivalent to what would have been a double back on Earth, and there was a small wardrobe where we could store our gear.

The night passed rather quickly, despite my restless meditation. Maxwell got his own room and logged out for the night. With the time compression, it would give him few hours back on Earth to accomplish a few things around his apartment. He promised he would be back before sunrise. My portion of dinner I set aside for Raven in the morning. After all, I had no need for sustenance.

When we made our way back down to the common room the next morning, I was relieved to see Maxwell already moving around. I was less than thrilled when the front door opened, and Rhea walked in. She hadn’t been wearing her priestly garb—it was her fiery red hair that gave her away. My illusion was different than the one I previously used, but of all the devout I’d interacted with, she knew me the best.

Her eyes temporarily rested on Maxwell. She made a jerking motion, indicating he head toward the door. Maxwell had the presence of mind not to look at me, and he slipped quietly for the door. Something was up, otherwise she would have attempted to apprehend Maxwell right away.

I bent down next to Raven and whispered, “Follow Maxwell. Wait for me outside town.”

Raven gave me a skeptical look before she quietly left my side. The extra clothes we had acquired for her were in my backpack, so she moved unencumbered through the tavern. It was early in the morning and there were a few people around, most of the current patrons appeared to be either other people who stayed the night or hunters coming in.

I moved to the bar, and felt Rhea’s eyes follow me. She went to a table and sat down. I got two mugs of ale from the matron, who narrowed her eyes, clearly detecting the tension in the room, though unable to locate the source.

I sat down at the table across from Rhea and passed her one of the mugs. “So, I take it this isn’t official?” I asked quietly.

“Tell me why, Zeke.” She let out a long sigh. “I see you as a friend, I can’t believe that you are the monster they say you are.”

I took a drink, not because I could really taste it, but to buy me time. “I am the monster they say I am.” I saw no point in lying. “But I’m not the evil that you have heard I am.”

Rhea was the priestess who had greeted me in Omark and helped me build a small life there. Like Maxwell, she also had bright green eyes and pale skin. “How can you not be evil if you are a Lich? You killed Father Mathis and all those priests and knights, how is that not evil. Help me understand, Zeke.”

“Tell me, what is more evil—” I met her eyes and let a small amount of the purple light that burned inside my skull through the illusion. “The priests and holy men who would slaughter the innocent because they disagree, or the monster who stops them?”

“I…” Rhea shook her head. “Olattee teaches us that creatures like you are un-pure and an affront to creation. And we both know that you had to do great evil to become a Lich.”

Part of me still felt shame, but part of me also knew I hadn’t known what I was doing. And while that did not absolve me of it, it did paint the setting in a different light. I’d come to terms with what I was and what made me this way when I made the decision to act and fight against Father Mathis.

“I’m not denying that is true,” I said. “But what created me does not define me.” I didn’t try to explain that I was from Earth. NPCs had gained self-awareness, but that was still a tricky subject to approach, especially for someone in my situation. “I regret the process and what was done, but at the same time, I know that not everything is as cut and dry as you make it seem. I found favor with the god of balance and joined his order, the Order of Equinox.”

Rhea seemed surprised. “I heard of that order once, but never actually met someone who claimed to join it. Not that I believe you.”

“You don’t have to believe me.” I took another long drink, finishing it in one go. I needed to get moving, she might be here to talk now, but I was certain Rhea had plans. “Keep this in mind, Friar Brown knew what I was, and he did not annihilate me like we both know he could.”

I pushed myself away from the table and headed for the door.

“I will catch you,” Rhea said. “For that is the task I have been given for my blindness and not seeing what you were.”

I heard steel in her voice. Rhea was a good person, but she was a stubborn and bullheaded person, and no doubt thought that in catching me, she would be able to absolve me of my crimes, and even save me from my Lichness. But neither of those things would come true. She must’ve suspected that at some level. As I walked out of the tavern, two more priests entered, dressed in their holy robes. Rhea said nothing, letting me go.

The number of people I saw wearing some kind of holy symbol of Olattee stunned me. Just about every other person on the street wore something. Either they had come in the night, or they had already been here when we arrived. I headed for the northern exit from town, where Maxwell and Raven should be. I hoped Maxwell had gotten the supplies we needed on his way out. If not, we would just have to risk the next town.

A few curious glances were cast in my direction as I briskly walked through the town. But my disguise must’ve been strong, because no one said anything. At the center of town where the small temple was, I saw a group of priests preparing some kind of ritual, and I had to fight down the panic. I didn’t know what the ritual was, but from the brief look I got at a few of the runes, I knew it to be a detection spell.

As soon as I was free of the town’s walls and out of sight, I broke into a run. Coming around the bend, Raven was in her werecat form sitting alongside the road. She ran along beside me, and a few meters later we came across Maxwell.

“No time to talk, we need to keep moving,” I said. Not having lungs meant that even though I’d just been sprinting, I wasn’t winded in the slightest.

“I thought as much,” Maxwell said, falling into step beside me and we both broke into a fast jog. “I managed to get what we needed, though I overpaid for it because I was in a rush. I don’t have much money left.”

“At least we have our supplies,” I said. “We should get off the road. Raven, scout ahead of us.”

Raven glanced up at me and then dove off the left side of the road, cutting a straight line north. The road we were following began to bend to the east. Our goal was to stay near the foothills of the mountains since we could move far faster through the jagged land than our pursuers could. The rough terrain would serve to break up their search formations.

Once off the path, we pushed our speed. My body, now enhanced by the phylactery, had incredible endurance and strength, but I let Maxwell take the lead so he could set the pace.

Not fifteen minutes after we left the village, I felt a pulse of powerful holy magic wash over us from behind. I just hoped that the combination of the armor and my illusion spell would at least make it hard for them to tell what I was.
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We ran all day and most of the night. Maxwell’s endurance eventually gave out, Raven’s as well. In fact, for the last four hours, she’d been riding on my shoulders. In her lynxs’ form, she was still far bigger than a house cat, but my incredible strength as a Lich made her feel the size of a kitten.

When we stopped to rest, Raven woke up, her tail flicking at us, indicating she was going to go hunting, and disappeared into the forest. That was the first time I noticed the discrepancy between her big bushy tail in human form and the length of the one in her cat form. From what I understood, I believed they have a limited control over what they look like in their human form. I think she believes it makes her look cute.
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“Ouch!” Ezekiel glared down at Raven, who just poked him with a sharp nail.

“It does make me look cute, and you know it.” Raven stalked away, leaving Marissa and Ezekiel sitting on a bench looking out over a deep valley.

“Stupid cat,” Ezekiel grumbled.

“I think you’re lucky she didn’t maul you for your comments about the clothes,” Marissa chuckled. “Anyways, you were setting up camp for the night?”

“Essentially…”

[image: ]


“There’s no way they’ll find us in here,” I said, looking around the narrow crevasse we stood in. Raven had returned. Once shifted back into her human form, she’d told us about this place.

The entrance was only accessible from one spot, and that spot was hidden inside a grove of thickly packed lodgepole pine. We had been careful making our way into the crevasse so as not to leave signs of our passing.

“I’m going to go back out and make sure the tracks are hidden,” Raven said.

“If you haven’t caught anything yet, make sure you kill something just inside the grove, the smell will distract any hounds they have tracking us,” I told her.

Raven bobbed her head in acknowledgment as she transformed back into her lynx form, then slipped out of the crevasse. I examined the stony walls. The top of the crevasse was only open for a few meters near the entrance, before it was closed off by dirt and roots. Even where we entered there was only a small spot large enough to allow a single person to pass.

Maxwell reapplied his night vision buff while I explored deeper into the crevasse. It didn’t take long before it opened into a small cave system—one larger cave with smaller tunnels that branched out. I didn’t sense any creatures nearby, though no doubt this had been used as a refuge more than once.

“You sure they won’t detect us in here?” Maxwell asked.

“Yes.” I gestured up. “Things like that grove above us are large sources of life magic, it should, along with my armor, fully mask what I am.”

“I see.” Maxwell sat down and produced his guitar. I gave him a skeptical look. “Don’t worry, I can cast a concealment effect. They are very hard to do, but you shouldn’t even hear the sounds that I’m making. The tune will be in a frequency that is inaudible.”

“Then how do you know what you’re playing?” I asked.

“That’s what makes it hard.” Maxwell began strumming after adjusting a few knobs on his guitar. No sound was produced. It was almost like watching a video on mute.

I sat down cross-legged next to Maxwell and settled into a technique Damien had told me about. I focused on feeling the energy emitted by my body and controlling it. Instead of stepping into the Mindscape, I stayed in the physical world and used the focused meditation to control my aura.

Struggling to follow Damien’s instructions, I sought to feel my power and how it affected the world around me. I don’t know how much time passed before I finally had an inkling of what I was attempting, but the moment I focused on that feeling it slipped away. Eventually, I managed to at least sense the aura I was giving off.

It’s hard to describe what that feels like, though it’s something you will learn one day. But suffice it to say my aura of death was like a cloud. There wasn’t much of it, I could tell the armor did a decent job at suppressing it on its own. However, since it was my own aura, I could sense it far easier and better than someone else could.

When I tried to follow the next step in the process of using my will to retract the aura, the meditation was broken, and I once again lost sight of it. I ground my teeth in frustration, but before I could begin again Raven rushed into the crevasse.

“Something’s not right,” Raven said as she shifted into human form. “I did as you said, but when I was venturing out into the trees, I sensed and then saw a group of acolytes heading straight in this direction.”

“Did they have hounds or anything that would be guiding them?” I asked, getting to my feet. I was surprised to see that daylight was glimmering in from the entrance. I didn’t realize how much time had passed.

“Not that I saw or smelled,” Raven shook her head. “I followed them long enough to be certain they’re heading for this growth.”

“How far out are they?” Maxwell asked.

“Not very. By the time I realized they were heading here it was almost too late to warn you.” Raven glanced back the way she’d come nervously, her ears twitching. “In fact, I hear them coming now.”

“Fuck… Hopefully they’re merely heading to a general location, and not following a trail. I doubt they could easily find the entrance.”

“We can’t just stay down here though,” Maxwell said. “They will eventually find this place.”

“I know,” I said. “We need to get out of here before they call for reinforcements. Whatever they’re using to track is only a localized effect, else the entire contingent of priesthood would be after us. You didn’t see Rhea, did you?” I asked Raven.

“I did not, but we must move soon.” Nervousness filled her eyes, along with a small amount of eagerness.

I caught the sound of breaking branches. “No, we wait. This grove is large enough that if they’re going to search it, they will need to spread out. If they were smart, they would just wait, but hopefully they’re not.”

“I will sneak out to see what they do,” Raven said.

“Even if they see you,” Maxwell said, “they might just assume you’re a regular wild animal. Lynxes are common in this area.”

“Just make sure you act like a regular animal,” I warned her. She flicked her tail in irritation right after she transformed and headed back up the crevasse.

Maxwell and I stood ready, listening to the sounds coming from above. Voices grew and waned amidst the breaking branches as the group spread out. There was a shout of alarm, and a few moments later, Raven scurried back down. “We need to go. I think they saw me disappear to this crevasse.”

I nodded, and without another word, we rushed to the entrance. There was a steep climb we had to make, and if we were caught climbing, it would become a difficult position to scale.

I was just making it to the top when I heard another shout from nearby. A man dressed in pure white robes streaked with mud from travel, pointed at me. Mercry flew from my hands, its tip shaped into a broad headed spear. My massive strength propelled the weapon like a bolt from a ballista. The man gasped and cried out when it slammed into his chest, biting deep as it knocked him backward. I pulled Maxwell up even as I summoned Mercry back to me.

My illusion spell had faded, and my mana pool was refilling. As Maxwell began to strum a fast-paced beat, we broke into a run. I bulled through a few of the lodgepole pines until we broke free of the grove.

Several more cultists were clustered together, and one wore much more elaborate robes than the others and was holding something I couldn’t quite make out, I instantly was curious. His eyes met mine, and he let out a scream. To my annoyance, he turned and ran. Unfortunately, he ran in the opposite direction I needed to go. We circled around the grove at a dead sprint. A few of the acolytes clustered up to try and stop us.

I reshaped Mercry from a broad headed spear into a heavy curved blade. The blade staff twirled in my hands as I charged the acolytes. A moment too late I saw that one of them held a staff with the holy symbol of Olattee, a four-pointed star, mounted at the top. The staff was made of simple wood, but the symbol was emblazoned with gold.

Holy light swirled around the staff and a bolt of magic hammered into me right before I reached the first acolyte. The attack rocked me back and the acolyte was able to skate free of my strike. My armor burned, and I was thankful for the Order of Equinox in that moment. If you remember, one of the benefits from being an order member was a resistance to holy magic. Being undead, this was a useful boon. I wasn’t nearly as weak against holy magic as I would have been otherwise.

My teeth chattered as a bolt of sonic force hammered one of the priests, fired from Maxwell. Raven transformed into her lynx form and tackled another acolyte to the ground.

The staff-wielding priest gathered another attack as I lunged forward, calling froth a barrier of golden magic to stop my downward swipe of Mercry. A smile spread on the man’s face a moment before the barrier cracked and Mercry tore through. I cleaved the man in half, or at least tried to. Mercry bit deep into his shoulder but stopped before it could bite deep enough to be lethal. The festering wound took hold, but when I tried to pull Mercry free it was stuck in bone. I had the strength to free it, but an acolyte produced a dagger and lunged, forcing me to let go.

I gathered death magic in my hand and blasted the acolyte in the stomach. Another wave of sonic force finished the man off, blood pouring from his ears. I refocused and punched the priest in the face, stunning him and preventing him from healing himself. With a few seconds to spare, I raised the recently deceased acolyte, pouring death energy from my core into the spell, and the zombie rose at level 50.

I twirled and grabbed Mercry’s shaft. It was stuck far better than I realized, knocking the priest to the side as momentum carried me around. I channeled death energy from the armor into the blade and it poured into the man. Necrotic energies tore apart his flesh in rapid succession. Innately, I twisted the power and it solidified into a core at the center of the man right as he died. With a firm heave, I yanked the blade free just as a new zombie, a greater zombie to be precise, stood before me.

The death core meant they could grow in power on their own, and I could also do interesting things with it. I gave it a mental command to fight.

With the assistance of my new pair of zombies, we dispatched the remaining five acolytes. I retrieved their death cores rather than turn them into zombies, then ripped the death core out of my greater zombie. It collapsed back to just being a corpse just as the other zombie I’d created expired.

The unfortunate fact of our situation was that the presence of more undead with us would only hamper our ability to hide.
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“What was it that man had?” I asked Raven.

“You mean the coward who ran away?” She was picking at one of her nails with a dagger she had taken from the acolytes.

“Yes, him,” I said. After the fight, we all sprinted for several hours to try and put as much distance as we could between us and the battle. I’d used enough death magic that they would be able to home in on that location, even if no one else had survived.

“I’m not sure.” Raven shrugged. “Though they did keep looking at it as they headed for the grove.”

“Oh,” I sighed. “I guess that makes sense.”

“What makes sense?” Maxwell was quietly strumming a tune that passively increased our movement speed.

“They have some kind of map that can track me,” I explained. “They must’ve found something in the ruins of my home that was bound high enough to me that has allowed them to create a tracking ritual.”

“We should steal one,” Raven said eagerly. “Even if it just shows us what they see about our location, surely that will be useful.”

I smiled. Raven was my little predator, she had killer instincts. My quandaries about killing the priests were long since passed. If they came after me, I would kill them. After all, they would do the same to me. The only one I was hesitant about was Rhea, she’d showed me kindness, making me wonder if she had questions and doubts of her own.

As we trekked on, we began to discuss a plan.
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“This way,” I heard Raven’s voice nearby. “The monster chased me in here.”

I was hiding on an outcropping of stone high above. I heard the snapping of branches and the stomping of feet as the acolytes and clerics followed Raven into the box canyon.

Raven had discovered it near the end of our traveling the previous day. We decided it suited our needs well. I had been meditating, attempting to suppress my presence. The biggest danger of this plan was that the clerics would detect me, but they hadn’t.

The sound of passing feet disappeared in their pursuit of Raven. While the canyon’s entrance was thickly covered with trees where the stream made its way out, the entrance was small. The canyon itself opened to a sparsely wooded meadow where the stream ran through it.

Shouts of confusion and alarm came from deeper within the canyon. They were far enough away that I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but I could guess. Raven had no doubt slipped away from them, as was the plan.

There came a mighty roar. Smiling, I opened my eyes. They’d stumbled into the midst of my newest minion. When we had found the canyon, Raven smelled a mighty mountain bear living there. The tracks leading out indicated that the creature was huge. Fortunately for us, it had also been asleep. I’d been able to sneak into its lair and plunge Mercry deep into the creature. The blow didn’t kill it but the poisonous effect I had further enhanced with large amounts of mana and death energy left behind inside the creature finished it off.

I then used all of my collected death cores and most of my death energy reserves to create a powerful minion. Raising the mountain bear into an undead version of its former self had one major advantage: I did not have to focus the energy on creating a new monster, and could use the excess death energy from the cores and mana on enhancing the already powerful creature.

The results were beyond impressive. Normally I was limited by my own level on how powerful of a creature I could create. But being a Lich with a death core, I was able to surpass my own level and create creatures more powerful than I was, admittedly at a more expensive cost. Now the level 66 undead elemental death bear was tearing into our pursuers. The hunters had become the hunted.

Although the usage of so much energy had left me drained, enhancing the creature’s elemental attunement into death magic had been worth it. Fortunately I’d had many hours to recover as night fell. In that time, we sent Raven out to find our pursuers and lead them into this trap. It appeared that the group who found us in the grove had been reinforced, which suited my needs just fine.

As fighting erupted in the canyon, I stood up. Leaping down from my perch, I made my way to the entrance of the canyon. A few moments later Maxwell joined me. He was accompanied by a small horde of forest creatures he’d enticed with his music to follow him. I nodded at him grimly and began the spell.

It took several minutes to build the spell, and in that time, Raven appeared. As I cast the spell, a wave of death magic spread out from me, killing all of the creatures Maxwell had brought with him. A moment later, they rose as undead minions. Some of them merged—weaker monsters forming stronger amalgamations. I then gestured, and the small undead horde flooded into the canyon.

“Are you sure you’re still in control of that bear?” Raven asked as she watched the horde disappearing ahead of us.

“I don’t know. I’ve never created a minion that is that much stronger than me that wasn’t a construct.”

“Why does it being a construct matter?” Raven asked as we began to follow the horde.

“Well, the difference between a construct and a creature, is that the construct is born solely of my will, so it has to follow my orders, they are far harder and more energy intensive to make. When I create creatures like the bear, I use their own bodies and aspects of their own souls. More powerful creatures have more of their soul still intact. Though it’s not their true soul, I don’t think.”

“I think I saw a group of mice merge together to create a super rodent,” Raven said. “Does that make it a construct?”

“Yes. That spell was a general-purpose create undead of a certain power level, to accomplish that the spell can merge weaker bodies together to form stronger bodies.”

“That is quite the spell,” Maxwell said. “Why don’t you use it all the time?”

“It takes time to cast, so it makes it really hard to use in combat.” I shrugged. “If I ever build a fortress, I’ll probably use it quite a bit.”

“Anyways, if the creatures still have large amounts their soul, and aren’t solely reliant on your will, they can rebel? Is that what you’re getting at?” Raven asked.

“Rebels not quite the right word.” I began to run, and the others followed. “It’s more nuanced than that. Like their own will dictates what they want to do, and if that will is strong enough, it can push back against my control. But if our ideals are aligned, they’ll go along with what I want.”

“I see,” Raven said. I was pretty sure she didn’t understand.

We burst through the final trees into the clearing, just as the front wave of my small horde slammed into the rear of the acolytes, where the squishier of the clerics were building more powerful spells. In the middle of the meadow, a massive bear was engaged with two dozen acolytes and clerics. Holy magic flared as they blasted the creature even as it breathed out clouds of death magic.

I saw my target immediately—the same man who had fled from us before. Reshaping Mercry’s blade into a well-balanced throwing tip, I hurled the weapon across the field.

The immense strength granted by my death core propelled the attack at great speed. The man only had a moment to turn around in surprise before it struck him in the chest. I had a brief moment to note that he was level 60, stronger than me, but the surprise attack helped to even the playing field. Mercry was too far away for me to recall to my hand, and so I let it stay while the malignant energy tore into the priest.

I summoned death magic around me and released a torrent of blasts at the front line. The few blasts that hit my minions didn’t harm them but enhanced or healed them. The acolytes afflicted were far weaker than the priest, and my enhanced death magic proved to be lethal.

Maxwell began to play a fast beat metal song that filled the night. I was surprised when his guitar sounded like an electric guitar. As he added layers to his song, I could feel the effects enhancing me, which also affected my minions.

The priest wrangled Mercry out of his chest with a grunt of pain, his glare baleful. He swung it around, preparing to throw it into the distance. I reached out and summoned it back. As soon as the weapon hit my hand, I reformed its blade and slid forward on the slick grass, striking out in a long sweep that bit into the legs of the clerics standing between me and the priest. Their robes provided little resistance to the sharp blade, and a spray of blood covered the grass.

With the priest in reach, Mercry twisted around, severing the arteries in his legs. A guard rushed at me with a hammer, which I deflected to the side. The ground cratered from the impact. I slashed at him with Mercry, and he landed a gauntleted fist into my chest. The bludgeoning blow sent me staggering, but my armor absorbed it. The padding compressed even as part of the armor cracked to distribute the force.

I channeled death magic into the armor to repair the damage even as I built a spell in my off hand and blasted the guard. As he backpedaled from my attack, Mercry found a gap in his armor, cutting deep into his left shoulder. The man snarled in pain, and with one hand, lifted his mighty Warhammer and swung it at me again. The priest was recovering and building a spell around himself, but I did not have the time to engage him.

The Warhammer came down and I interposed Mercry, deflecting the shaft of the weapon so the heavy head missed. Inside the man’s guard now, I was unable to use Mercry to its greatest extent, since it was a longer ranged weapon. Channeling death energy into my hand, I plunged my fingers into the wound I left in his shoulder. The festering magic already inside his body was enhanced by the death energy and the infection spread.

Suddenly, a golden light infused the man, and I could feel it burning away at the very nature of my being. Despite my resistance to holy magic, it was still my greatest weakness. The holy magic inside the man began to push back against the death energy I was channeling in. A battle began inside his body, and he screamed in pain as the two warring energies clashed.

Part of me pitied him. I doubted the feeling of constantly being healed and rotted from the inside was pleasant. It was too bad I didn’t have a death core to use. With a powerful enough core, I could no doubt overwhelm the energy in a solid rush and drop the man. Instead, I struggled against it just long enough to hold the priest’s attention while my other arm cocked back and threw Mercry at the priest once again.

Mercry’s blade was shaped for slashing and was less effective at penetration than the previous time. But when the powerful weapon pierced the ritual circle in front of the priest, the spell collapsed. Holy light flared in a small explosion as the priest redirected it away from him.

The explosion lifted me up and tossed me back even as I summoned Mercry back to my hand. There was a deafening roar from the bear and black miasma filled the area.

“Maxwell, Raven! Get back!” I called.

The cloud was filled with death magic, and while I was immune to it, my friends were not. My zombie minions thrived in the death magic, whereas the acolytes coughed and gaged. The clerics I’d torn through had recovered and were beginning to build a spell. Holy light began to push the cloud back, and the priest added his own effect, a bubble formed around him and his guardian, holding back the miasma.

With the concentration briefly taken away from me, I took the moment to build my own spell. Instead of a bolt or direct attack I shot a beam of death mana into a nearby badger minion. Already big for a badger, near the size of a lab, the death magic filled it, and it swelled in size. I could greatly enhance an undead minion at the cost of its longevity, but it was more than worth it.

With a mental command I ordered the creature to attack the guardian. With rabid ferocity, the creature pulled away from the acolyte it’d been tearing into and jumped for the guardian. A brawl between the undead badger the size of a deer and the guardian unfolded.

The priest glared at me, focused on keeping the barrier up that held back the cloud of death. The priest was in trouble—hold the current barrier steady, or rework his focus to attack me. I gave him a mock salute with Mercry before I lunged. As Mercry whistled through the air, I shaped its blade to that of a heavy axe.

The sharp blade slammed into the priest’s shoulder, cutting through a hastily raised barrier. It bit deep, and I channeled death energy into the blade, and the malignant power ravaged the priest. He grit his teeth in pain, but even as he tried to resist it, tendrils of infection and rot spread up his neck. A moment later, his brain was consumed, and he went limp.

As the priest fell, the magic enhancing the guardian faded, and the badger tore into him. Ignoring the guardian, I rushed toward the priest and began to rummage through his belongings. I found what I was looking for—a rolled-up scroll giving off more magic than was normal. I pocketed it along with a few other valuable items. I also took the time to rip the death core out of his chest.

By the time I was leaving, the guardian had slain the badger and was turning toward me. But as he did, a great clawed paw from the bear grabbed him, and with a scream, the man disappeared beneath the weight of the monstrous bear.

The bear loomed within the cloud it generated, and I briefly made eye contact with it. The bear recognized me and snarled. I stepped back, trying to project that I wanted no part of controlling it.

My intent must’ve been understood, since the bear snorted and turned away, picking up the priest’s body in its massive jaws.

Evidently, we had no need for cleanup.
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The death cores that were no doubt in the body of the acolytes and priests slain by my minions weren’t worth confronting the bear. It was likely harvesting the cores itself for its own use. The creature wouldn’t last long in this area. Either the church itself would send a squad of priests to kill it or they would dispatch players with a quest. Either way, the powerful death creature would buy me some time.

Raven led the way out of the valley while Maxwell and I examined the map. It was more or less what I expected, marked with dots throughout the area. Almost all of them glowed a pale golden light. While one glowed purple, which was no doubt me. The location the map showed was a little off. My guess was that it would ping every so often. It didn’t take long for me to be proven right. The map flashed ever so slightly, and the positions of the dots changed.

I smiled. The map showed that the priest who had once held it was now within the valley. I was worried at first that the location would be tied to the map. It also accurately showed my location.

Trusting Raven to keep an eye out, I continued to play with the map. It showed the location of ten other groups that were no doubt chasing us. The group we’d taken the map from had consolidated a few of the other nearby groups. There was a small gap in their line now, though I doubted our ability to make it through. I could zoom the map out, giving us a broader picture of their whereabouts. There were another ten groups father back, creating a double layer net coming into the mountains. Our only hope was to try and stay ahead of it.

Passing the map to Maxwell, I looked over my character sheet, I was hoping I had gained at least one level from that fight.

Character Soul Level: 53

Name: Ezekiel Verniac

Race: Human Lich

Unspent Stat Points: 10

Spent Stat Point: 255

5 Stat Points per level

Health: 1141(1711.5)

Health Regeneration: 31.425(47.137)/sec

Death Energy: 1182(1773)

Death Energy Regeneration: 22.625(33.937)/sec

Mana: 329

Mana Regeneration: 12.252/sec

Carrying lbs.: 1160.75(1741.125)

Stats:

Intelligence: 52 [multiplier: .311]

Spirit: 37 [multiplier: .23]

Vitality: 98 [multiplier: .15]

Resilience: 52 [multiplier: .15]

Death Core: 113

Agility: 66 [multiplier: .1]

Dexterity: 42 [multiplier: .21]

Experience: 11523.1 of 38584.6

I smiled seeing I’d in fact gained two levels. Along with the five points per level I got, each level also increased my death core by one point. It wasn’t much, but over time it made a massive difference. I could also increase the death cores by absorbing them, but I’d noticed that I needed to absorb more powerful cores to increase the value, weaker ones wouldn’t increase the score a useful amount.

I put the ten points into my intelligence. Now that I was using magic, I needed to improve my standing there. The death core enhanced my physical attributes passively without me having to add points to it, and I could grow it. That is one of the things which makes us as Lichs so powerful. We can be both magical powerhouses and devastating melee fighters.

I felt the changes inside my body and mind as I grew in power once again. I was still a far cry from what I’d been before, but every small step brought me closer to regaining the power that let me devastate cities.

“I think we need to head away from the mountains,” Maxwell said, pulling my attention away from my stat sheet.

“Why? So far the mountains seem like the only thing keeping them off of us.”

Maxwell gestured at the map again. He’d zoomed it out even farther. There was a single dot separated from the rest of the golden dots, it was deeper into Valdor. “When you zoom in on that dot, it becomes several dots. They’re moving ahead of us on the faster roads so they can cut us off.”

The cluster of dots out in the planes was already caught up with us, if not slightly ahead.

“We need to wait and see how much time passes in between the pulses that update the map,” I said. “As soon as we know, we head inward, that could buy us enough time to get into the plains before they realize it. Assuming there are large enough intervals between the pulses.”

Maxwell nodded in agreement and kept an eye on the map as we continued. Traveling all through the night, we began to curve our course inward. We found a large stream and decided to use that to speed up our progress.

“It just updated,” Maxwell said, just as predawn light was beginning to fill the sky. “Looks like once a day.”

I glanced at the map. The purple dot that represented me had moved to our current location. We’d gained distance on many of the pursuing dots. There was still one dot in the canyon, and I wondered if they would investigate.

We turned our course eastward, not quite perpendicular to the path we’d been following, toward a road marked on the map. By the markings, it appeared to be a little used access road likely cut by the locals. It took us an hour to reach it, and I shrouded myself in an illusion spell. The three of us took off at a sprint as Maxwell played a song that increased out speed.

By the time the next pulse updated, our position had changed dramatically. A single golden dot was heading for the one in the canyon, and I wondered how that would go. Our changing course had brought one of the pursuing dots nearer than I liked, since we were no longer fleeing directly from them. No doubt whichever group that represented would be double timing, hoping to cut us off.

We continued down the road. Raven curled up on my shoulder, letting my immense undead strength and endurance carry us. When Maxwell flagged, we slowed the pace to a brisk walk. The road wound through a forest and began to go up a slight incline, where I hoped it would open into the plains and we would be able to break free.

At the slower pace, Maxwell’s buffs were of much less use. That didn’t stop him from playing, and he plucked quietly at a song with a haunting melody.

“What is that song?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Maxwell said. “It’s something new. My class is kind of funny. I get inspiration every once in a while for new music. Normally I can shape it to a song I know, but this one is different. I’m just going to see what it leads to.”

“Can you tell what the song will be?” I asked. “Like, if it will be a buffing or attacking ability?”

“Normally. This feels a bit different. Almost like it’s a little of both.”

As we continued our speed-walk, I saw a flower alongside the road wilt. At first, I thought it was me, except I was emitting a very little amount of death magic. “Max, what are the chances that’s some kind of death song?”

“That would be a very real possibility,” Maxwell said thoughtfully. “What I’m around can lead to what the inspiration is, so it’d make sense to be death-based.”

“Are you saying exposure to my death magic has changed what you would learn?” I asked. Raven stirred and jumped down from my shoulder, changing back into her human form.

“I guess so,” Maxwell agreed. “It wouldn’t have been happening before since you weren’t using your death magic. But now that you are… yea, I can see why it would shape my song.”

As he continued strumming, Raven began to hum along with the tune. It was far from complete, and Maxwell continued to change it. “I don’t know anything about how your class works, but if it is death-based, my suggestion would be focus on making it some kind of lullaby.”

Maxwell gave me a confused look. “That’s not what I would expect.”

“Death-based doesn’t mean killing, it doesn’t even really mean violence.” This was something Damien had taught me. “Death is, in many ways, peace in a permanence form. No longer is one soul strained by the worries of the world, you are at rest.”

“Until someone like you comes along and brings you back as undead,” Maxwell chuckled.

I smiled. “You do have a point there.”
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The next day passed quickly. We alternated between running and walking to keep up our fast pace. We took a break during the day. In many ways, moving through the night was even better, so we allowed ourselves to bask in a meadow full of sunshine for a few hours.

We kept an eye on the map. The dots had changed course and were trying to catch up with us. One had found the road we were on, and they were about a day behind. Clearly the pace was not the same as ours, I was just thankful Maxwell could last as long as he could. I was pretty certain I could run for twenty-four hours straight if need be.

We were approaching a village nestled within the forest. It wasn’t large, the map only showing a small indication that it was even there. Since it was now near midnight, and the first building was in sight, we decided to skirt around the village.

As we were about halfway around, I heard something and glanced at Raven. She was looking toward the village. “Did you hear that?”

“Something is going on.” Raven’s ears twitched. “I hear heavy footsteps.”

A bloodcurdling scream split the night. We stood frozen in indecision. I wanted to go help whoever was in need, but it would slow me down. Then there was another scream, followed by another, then the wail of a child.

“They’re being attacked,” Raven said. “I don’t know by whom.”

I was already moving. I didn’t know what was going on, but whoever these villagers were, I doubted they deserved to be slaughtered in their sleep. I thought about what Friar Brown and I discussed on what true evilness was. And if this wasn’t that I didn’t know what would classify as evil. Small villages were full of simple people living simple, quiet lives. They didn’t care about religion or politics, nor did they take sides. They just did their jobs and went on with their lives.

Maybe I was biased, I grew up in a small town. But regardless of my reasoning, I decided to act.

I kept my illusion in place as I rushed through the night. Maxwell, not wanting to break our stealth, pulled a short sword and buckler. Raven drew her two new daggers.

As we rushed past the buildings and came to the main street, we saw a group of men herding villagers toward the center of the town. Now that we were closer, I could hear the murmuring and sniffles of people. I saw a body lying next to a building, unmoving.

We were still hidden deep within the shadows, unseen by whoever these assailants were. I gestured for Raven and Maxwell to wait. My eyes fixed on a man standing near the center, he wore armor and wielded a weapon that looked oddly familiar. I focused my gaze, hoping to receive a prompt, but none ever came. That isn’t uncommon. If you don’t have enough information, you can’t always tell what you are facing.

I reformed Mercry’s tip into a javelin, adding barbs as I studied the man and his weapon. Then it hit me what the weapon was—it was a blood weapon, like what Friar Brown and I had fought. Though it wasn’t a powerful one, it was still a great threat. The weapon had a fishhook at the end of a heavy curved blade and appeared to be a second-grade blood weapon, or common ranked. That meant it would have some ability I would need to watch for.

I sincerely hoped we weren’t about to start a fight that we couldn’t win.

I cocked my arm back and took aim. “If we can, I don’t want to kill the leader. We need to talk to him. I’ll draw their attention, you two stay in the shadows.” I received confirmation grunts from Maxwell and Raven.

Taking careful aim, I threw Mercry with all my strength at the leader, who no doubt had the strength to survive the attack. And if he didn’t, I figured this was no great threat at all.

Mercry flew true and struck the man in the chest. The razor-sharp point bit into his armor and he gasped in pain. I rushed out of the shadows, reaching for Mercry and pulled it back to me. The barbs yanked the man toward me, tearing at his flesh. Mercry ripped free, leaving a gaping wound pouring blood. Once the weapon reentered my hand, I reshaped its tip into a long straight blade.

The wound was festering, and to the man’s credit, he reacted quickly. He ground his teeth and produced a potion, drank it, then splashed some of it into the wound. His armor was brown leather studded with bits of metal. And he snarled as he lunged at me.

Shouts of alarm picked up. But even as they did, I saw Raven leap on the back of an occultist out of the corner of my eye, driving daggers into his neck. Dark magic flooded from her hands and blasted through the daggers. Before his companions could react, she jumped off of him, yanking the daggers free and disappearing into a shadow.

I didn’t see where Maxwell was, but his skill with the blade would be enough to keep him safe. Eventually, if the fight prolonged, he would pull out his guitar. For now, he was more effective striking from the shadows.

I focused my attention on the leader, exchanging a series of testing blows. His followers rushed toward me, but it became clear I had a skill advantage. The long hours of training with Vito and my precognition ability showed their worth. The blade staff was both a powerful offensive and defensive weapon. I fell into a defensive position.

With one hand, I twirled Mercry, able to block their blows due to my incredible strength. In the other hand, I worked magic. I took the time to build a powerful attack spell, one I only recently got access to.

Dark lightning crackled along my hand, and I pointed my finger like a gun, firing a bolt at the nearest cultist. The lightning struck him and leapt into another nearby cultist who screamed out. The lightning continued to branch and leap from one target to another. Though its power decreased with each target, the initial strikes pumped so much energy through them that their bodies smoked.

As the spell faded, four cultists collapsed to the ground dead. Death lightning was a powerful attack spell, but it drained all of my available mana. The rest was tied up in maintaining my illusion. There weren’t too many cultists around, and Maxwell and Raven were cutting down others who were still rushing toward the fight. Their levels were not high, with the exception of the man wielding the blood weapon.

Before I could take advantage of the opportunity to take out the leader, he waved his weapon. Streams of blood ripped out of the surrounding cultists and whipped at me, making me wince in pain as they cut into my body.

What hurt wasn’t the actual physical attacks, but the magic contained within. Blood magic is deeply seated in life magic, and in some ways, you could say it’s even extreme life magic. I didn’t know where it initially came from, but my guess was some cleric in the far past went a little too far with his pursuit of healing and the essence of life and developed this accursed magic.

I rushed toward the leader, and with a downward swipe, swatted his blade aside. The tendrils of blood still reached after me, and as I spun, I used Mercry to sever multiple of them. As soon as the blade passed through the strands, the blood fell to the ground in droplets, only for them to regrow. The effect of the tendrils was still in place. I spun and landed a shallow cut between the plates of armor on the man’s thigh, but then I had to spring back as his deadly blade came for me.

More tendrils reached me as blood from the cultists slain by Raven and Maxwell arched across the village. I tried to land as many wounds as I could on the leader, but the ability of his blade was powerful and the tendrils’ numbers continued to grow. With the small amount of mana I’d regenerated, I dove toward one of the bodies and cast my weakest raise dead spell. I funneled as much death energy into it as I could to enhance the weak magic.

The zombie that rose was nothing spectacular, but as soon as it took hold, the tendrils spreading out of the body fell apart. It didn’t take long for the zombie to be cut down by the tendrils, and when it fell back to the ground the blood magic didn’t take hold again.

Raven and Maxwell must’ve seen my plight, because Raven came sprinting out of the shadows as Maxwell played a song that sped both her and I up. Raven added a dark magic spell to her daggers. Pitch-black energy bled off her daggers as she tore into the man’s flank. He struck downward, but Raven’s agility kept her just barely ahead of the blade.

I dove toward another body, but didn’t have the mana to raise it. Instead, I poured death energy directly into the body. The flesh desiccated and rotted away rather than a zombie being created, though it wasn’t for nought, because the scarlet tendrils cut off almost immediately.

As Maxwell’s music persisted, and Raven distracted the leader, I moved from body to body, desiccating them until there were only a few tendrils left. I reshaped Mercry into a spiked hammer and struck the leader from behind, driving the heavy spike into the man’s left shoulder.

The blow caught him completely by surprise and drove him to his knees. I had no doubt I’d shattered every bone on the way down, and the festering wound left in his body would be devastating. I resisted pouring death energy into it, since that would no doubt kill him. Instead, Raven and I proceeded to hamstring and further incapacitate the man. When his blood weapon fell from his grip, I kicked it away and rammed my knee into his chest knocking him flat on his back.

The sudden silence that followed was heavy, and I stared down at the man’s wide eyes. “Who are you and where did you get that weapon?” I demanded.

The terror filling his eyes was all the answer I received. He wasn’t like the others I’d fought before. This wasn’t a trained fighter, this was just some guy.

May as well give him something to truly be afraid of. I bent down close to him and let my illusion slip away around my head. The black bone of my skull showed through, and the stringy tendrils of flesh crisscrossing my head only served to amplify the visage. My eyes burned as I stared at him.

“I’ll ask you again.” My voice was a whisper so quiet that no one else could hear. “You will answer me, or I will bind your soul to me for all of eternity, and you will yield to me in servitude.”

There wasn’t any reason for the man not to believe me—I didn’t actually have that ability, not yet anyways.

“I-I-I-I,” he stuttered and then swallowed hard as his face went even whiter. “I found it when I was exploring.”

“Why use it to harm these people?” I demanded, letting the illusion cover me once again.

“The blade,” he responded in a whisper. “It s-spoke to me. It told me that if I followed its commands, I would become powerful.”

“So, you gathered followers and made the same promise.”

“Victor?” a female voice said. A woman wrapping her arms around herself was cautiously approaching.

“You know him?” I asked.

“Yes, he was my husband,” she said. “He disappeared months ago.”

I looked between the woman and the small crowd of villagers behind her and back down at Victor. My gaze swept over the blade and the bodies of the cultists we’d killed. I let out a growl of anger. I ripped Mercry from the ground where I planted it, reforming the blade into a heavy axe. I stared down at Victor as it lifted into the air.

“You said you wouldn’t to kill me!” he pleaded.

“No, I said I would enslave your soul.” Mercry arced down.

His wife cried out, “Wait! Please don’t kill him, he is a good man!”

I paused, Mercry an inch from his neck. I lifted the blade back and looked at the woman. “A good man? How can you say that? I can accept the possibility that the weapon was controlling him. Except he brought it back to his village and used it against those he once called friend and family. I don’t buy that. Mental control doesn’t mean you no longer have any options. He could’ve gone someplace else.”

I shook my head and swung Mercry down once again.

Victor twitched. “Run! He’s a—” Victor’s words cut off as Mercry sunk into the ground, severing head from body. Blood pooled and I yanked the weapon free.

“You monster!” the woman screamed, scrambling over to the fallen man.

I just shook my head and walked away, Raven coming up beside me. “I am not a monster, that man was a monster.”

A man with a graying mustache stepped away from the clustered villagers and bowed to me. “I thank you. You have saved my village.”

“I didn’t save everyone…”

“You did all you could. Truth is, if that truly is Victor, we can all understand why he came here and killed her. Such a shame, she was a good, if misguided person.”

I gave him a questioning look—was there perhaps one person of interest for Victor, and his group’s slaughter of all those innocents was simply collateral damage?

The man continued. “Her name was Chelsea. Rumor was that her and Victor were having an affair. Victor’s wife knew, and Victor knew that she knew. We all assumed that was why he disappeared. Victor did not deserve Tif…” He nodded toward the woman crying over the headless body. “She would’ve forgiven him, no doubt. But there’s nothing we can do now except for move on.”

I stared at the village elder for a long moment. What had these people faced? The residents of Omark had also been surprisingly resistant, though they hadn’t faced anything so tragic. Before I could ask, some of the villagers began to light torches. The flickering light revealed a gruesome scene.

“Sorry for the mess,” I said. The desiccated corpses were horrific to say the least.

The man went slightly green at the sight, but the shock of the situation overrode that, and he once again addressed me. “If you had not come along, we would all be dead. We owe you a great debt. How may we help you in your journey?”

I glanced to the blood weapon lying on the ground. “We’re being pursued, and I don’t know if you can help me with that matter. But I do need to do something about that. It had possessed Victor, though that is no excuse for what he did.”

“I suspected there was something off in that boy for a long time,” the elder said.

Maxwell began to play an uplifting song that seemed to soothe some of the villagers. It even stilled my nerves.

I picked up the blood weapon, and felt the presence immediately. My mind was more than it had a hope of tangling with. I also knew enough about weapon smithing to understand the best way to approach the task of destroying it. “I need an anvil, or some kind of hard slab.”

The elder gestured for me to follow and he led us into a small workshop. Seated on one side was an old anvil and forge.

“Thank you,” I said, and got to work.

Raven left with the elder, and soon the local smith came in. I told him what I was trying to accomplish, and he nodded and set to work. He wasn’t a skilled smith, likely a man who wore many hats, but he knew enough to be of assistance.
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The biggest part of the process was getting the fire hot enough. Normally I would’ve use magic, but with the hindrance I currently had on the use of magic outside of death magic, I was hesitant to try. We left the blade sitting in the bed of coals as we blasted air into it bringing the furnaces heat to sweltering. Had I any pores, I would’ve been sweating something terrible.

“I think this is the best we got,” the smith said.

“Without other additives, you’re right. Hopefully it’s enough,” I agreed.

We waited a few more minutes before we extracted the blade. I leaned the blade against the anvil with the hilt resting at the top and tip sitting on the stone floor. A large section of the center of the blade glowed bright red, matching the red tent of the steel.

The smith offered me a sledgehammer, but I shook my head. I grabbed Mercry from where it had been leaning against the wall and reshaped the head into a thick splitting mall. With every bit of strength I could muster, I brought it down on the blade at an angle.

There was a clang and the blade leapt off the anvil and skittered across the floor. The handle was hot, but I picked it up anyways. At a glance, I saw that there was now an indent where I’d struck. Before it could burn me, I tossed it back in the forge, and we waited once again as it returned to temperature. The floor where the tip of the blade had rested now had a groove cut from where the tip had cut into it.

Once the blade reached temperature again, I took it out and used a large hammer to drive its tip straight into the ground hoping to create a place to hold it as I rested the handle once again on the anvil. When I struck the same spot, there was a snap and the blade broke in half. A pulse of magic washed out of the forge. The vital energy caught me by surprise and I felt it eat away at the essence of my being. The resistance I’d gained from joining the order saved me, but it still made me gasp as I dropped to the floor.

The smith was by my side, asking what was wrong. Of course, I couldn’t explain that I was an undead creature to him, so I just shook my head. “That blast of magic caught me by surprise.”

When we left the smithy, Maxwell was waiting for us. “I take it it’s done? What was that weapon anyways?”

“It’s done. That was something called a blood weapon.”

The smith beside me went stiff. Lore about blood weapons was whispered about throughout the kingdom.

“What is that? Oh, and the elder was kind enough to give us shelter,” Maxwell said, and when I tried to protest, Maxwell cut me off. “He understands we’re being hunted. He sent a group down the road to distract them with a story of our whereabouts. It does require that we be west of town, back the direction we came, when the map updates. Then we can return.”

I gave Maxwell a concerned look, questioning just how much he’d told this unknown elder.

Maxwell waved his hand. “Don’t worry about it. Now tell me about these blood weapons, they sound interesting.”

I didn’t protest, Maxwell had earned my trust. As we traveled west of town, I explained my venture with Friar Brown and what I knew of blood weapons. As soon as the map updated, we returned to town where a house had been made available to us. The elder promised that he would have somebody on watch to let us know if anyone approached during the day.

“I figure you have about a half day you can rest,” the elder explained. “No one arrives in the night unless they are running from something or hunting something. And despite your power, I got the sense you’re running.”

“You do know who was chasing us?” I asked.

“You’re not the first person I’ve known to get crosswise of Olattee.” He spat to the side. “Those stuck up pricks look for any reason to persecute someone.”

Maxwell was smiling—he must’ve had a similar conversation before. Raven was already curled up by the fire in her cat form and sound asleep.

“Thank you, I hope this doesn’t bring you trouble.”

“I know how to deal with clerics,” he stated and walked away.

“Interesting man,” I said as I stepped into the house.

“Tell me about it,” Maxwell chuckled.

As we settled in to rest, I sat down and leaned my back against the wall and tried to relax. My body fell into a tired trancelike state almost right away. It wasn’t sleep, I was actively trying to meditate. I heard Maxwell mumble something about getting off for a few hours.

My mind drifted as it often does when I’m tired. It felt like that place you sometimes find yourself between being awake and asleep. That strange state where your mind makes weird connections. Where you find yourself thinking the strangest thoughts only to suddenly realize that riding a purple elephant through downtown New York doesn’t make any sense. Or that the friend you’re remembering a conversation with doesn’t actually have a carrot for a nose.

“Zeke, you there?” Damien was standing in front of me, and as my focus returned from wandering thoughts, I found myself in my Mindscape.

“Whoa, that’s weird.” I stretched as I got up, the weariness clinging to me gone here. When you’re in the Mindscape your active mind was, for all intents and purposes, asleep. It’s your subconscious mind that is active, and many have said it is similar to lucid dreaming.

“Yeah, you were pretty tired.” Damien smiled. “In that fugue state, it is often easy to slip into the Mindscape. Been a while since you’ve been here.”

“I’ve been a little busy.” I rolled my eyes, which I had here. After repairing and restoring most of my emotions, my body had regained a humanlike appearance. Though I still didn’t quite look human anymore. For one, my eyes burned with purple light.

Damien gestured for me to follow. We were on the central island of my Mindscape. Beyond its edge were the floating islands that now comprised the whole of that space. Each of the islands’ gravity was slightly different, some even completely reversed, the bottom was now the top. It was beautiful in its own right.

My Mindscape had been forever changed and altered by what I’d seen in the Plains of Eternity as my soul journeyed from Earth to this universe. When I first arrived, it was a very dangerous place, so dangerous that the creator had erected a barrier around it to prevent it from harming those around me.

Even with my emotions restored and the barrier removed it was still far different from what it’d been before. There was still much to be done to fully reestablish my Mindscape. Nothing was ever simple there, but the greatest tasks had been accomplished.

Everything within your Mindscape is reflection of your own consciousness in some way, with the exceptions of external assistance, like Damien the necromancer, and Ilore the time wizard who helped me restore my Mindscape. But the denizens and creatures, even the plants and the landscape itself, reflected my consciousness in some way. The most important of these were the core memories.

When my Mindscape had first opened up from the protective shell that protected all bound souls, Damien had gathered my core memories into what was called the library. It was a kind of tree with orbs representing different memories that shaped what I was. And on the trunk was a series of larger orbs that represented my fundamental memories. When I came to this world I had gained a dark one, and had to come to terms with what it meant about me.

My reminiscence was interrupted by Damien. “That was a neat piece of magic you worked with Raven.”

“I didn’t expect it to turn her into a werecat,” I said. “It sure has been useful. Any idea why it happened?”

“Not really,” Damien said. “The creation of werecat’s is quite varied. The only thing they appear to have in common is the full moon. If you protect her and make her strong you will have a powerful companion for your entire life.”

“Good to know. Anyways, where are you leading me?” The battleship we had created and used to subdue much of my Mindscape floated above the edge of the island.

“I want to show you what I’ve been working on,” Damien said.

Below us floated another island, with structures built on it. Damien stepped off the edge and fell down, and I followed him. I could fly like Superman if I wanted to and was all but immune to simple things like fall damaged.

We landed on a circular pad clearly meant for such landings. The island was far smaller than the main island. “What is this?”

“You know that precognition ability you got?” Damien asked. “I’ve been working with Ilore on building a way to both enhance and make it easier to use.”

“Yeah, the mental strain of using it can be taxing,” I agreed. “Being able to see slightly into the future is great and all, but it’s hard to keep track of what is real and what has yet to happen. They never talk about those kinds of issues when they give people cool abilities like this in comics.”

“I feel like that would get in the way of the story,” Damien chuckled. “This is a combination between a mental energy siphon for creatures you kill and a battery that will help channel that power directly into your precognition ability. Think about it like a buffering processor, it’ll make those images from slightly in the future feel off, so they are easier to discern between what is real and what is not.”

“That would definitely make it a lot more useful,” I said.

Ilore came out from behind one of the buildings. She was a beautiful elf with fair skin and a tight ponytail of blonde hair. She’d hated me at first, but now she found me fascinating. “If you have some time while you’re here, I would like to ask you to do a test for me, I would appreciate it. You rarely have the time to be here anymore, and it would allow me to make this place more efficient.”

“Of course, Ilore, it would be my pleasure.” I smiled at her; it was always best to be on the severe elf’s good side.

“Also, if you’re interested,” Ilore continued, “I do believe Raven would be good at learning time magic.”

“Her affinity is dark magic though, not time magic.”

Ilore let out a high-pitched laugh. “No one is born with affinity for time magic. That would be quite the thing to see. I think you’re probably as close as anyone gets with your precognition ability. No, time is often learned from different types of magic. Dark and light are the two closest to time magic at a base form, so if you have an affinity for one of them, it is easier to move into learning time magic than if you had affinity for say, water or fire.”

I nodded in understanding. Being born with an affinity to magic was rare, and even more so to be born with a non-traditional elemental affinity. People born with fire, air, water, or earth affinities were far more common than those born with dark, light, order, or disorder affinities.

The two of them showed me what they had been working on. The complex of buildings was very impressive, I only had a vague idea of what many of the different structures were meant to do. Damien, while not able to use time magic, had learned a lot from Ilore about the theory behind it.

I thought I saw a weird spark between them, which was strange, considering they were only copies of the original versions of themselves. I passively wondered what a romance between two mental assistants would even look like or how it would even unfold. I decided it wasn’t any of my business. As long as they continued to do their jobs, I didn’t care. Though Damien was a friend, so I would keep an eye on things.
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“Do either of you know anything about the Order of Equinox?” I asked once the tour was done.

“All I know is that they are a royal pain in the ass sometimes.” Damien gave me an annoyed look. “I can’t believe you joined them.”

“Of course you would see them as a pain in the ass.” I could hear the eye roll in Ilore’s words. “I wasn’t a member of the order, but I knew people who were. Time wizards often run awfully close to the center of balance. They are very secretive, although their god is the same god no matter which Pantheon you go to. He might be under a different name though.”

“There are some very nice abilities that came with it,” I told Damien. “I don’t know if I would have survived some of the things that have hit me without the resistance I gained.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Damien grumbled. “A Lich with life magic that’s not a complete anathema to his existence is rather nice.”

“And it extends to the undead I create,” I added. Damien just snorted and shook his head.

“You are the first Lich I know of being in the order,” Ilore said. “In a way it makes sense, you are about the only type of Lich I would expect to qualify. I truly thought you were a monster when I first met you, but the more I see you interacting with the world, the more I realize that’s not true.”

“Do you have any idea how I’m supposed to know what I have to do to continue to be in the order?” I asked.

“Maybe it’s that book the god told you to read.” Ilore gave me a very pointed look.

In all honesty, I’d forgotten about the book, and I smiled sheepishly. “My bad, I’ll do a little more reading.”

Ilore told me what she knew about the order, which wasn’t much. What she did know was interesting, and made me glad I joined, especially for the struggle I currently found myself in.

I looked away from the island and spotted the pyramid that contained my focus. “Is it safe for me to enter that?”

Damien followed my gaze. “While you’re here you should go see that. You have quite a stockpile of points to spend. I only spent a few of them when I saw a great need. But now that you’re here, you can make a decision about what to do with the rest.”

“Before you go, I would like you to do a few things first, you promised,” Ilore reminded me.

I glanced at her and sighed. The precognition ability was something I gained after mastering all of the emotions and reopening my Mindscape to the rest of the world. It was hard to quantify just how it affected me, though it was most notable in combat. More often than not I didn’t even realize it existed.

I ran through a whole bunch of different exercises with Ilore and Damien. The majority consisted of Damien throwing things at me while Ilore examined the gauges and readings in the facility she’d built.

When Ilore was finally satisfied, I followed Damien into the air leaving her behind to continue her work. The focus pyramid was essentially what had replaced a traditional skill tree for me. In the game, you could make a choice to make a transition away from skill-based abilities to knowledge-based abilities. Doing so made the game more real, and I had decided to take that choice, after all, immersion was everything. Little did I know that one day I would end up here permanently. Having made that choice back then benefited me now, if I had still been limited by skills I would’ve been in a sorry place when I first showed up in this world.

Reaching the top of the pyramid, I glanced at the stairs leading down into the focus chamber. For a long time, I was unable to enter because it had been too dangerous. Damien and Ilore had been able to enter because it wasn’t their focus chamber. The emotion-based creatures we had to suppress were amalgamations of all emotion I would feel throughout all of time. The focus chamber had been even wilder from what Ilore told me. It had been every point I might spend and might not spend on every skill I might and might not have throughout all of time, it likely would have driven me insane if I entered.

I cautiously made my way down the stairs, followed by Damien. The room I walked into was large, and there were multiple tables, each containing a menu with different information.

The first table was for my skill with pole arm and staff type weapons. Ilore had been able to spend some of the points for me, but I was floored by how many there were. I looked at Damien. “How come I have such a high level in this?”

Damien smiled. “I didn’t see the point in telling you since you didn’t have access and there is a very limited number of things we could or should do. You didn’t lose your focus levels on any of your primary talents, and even though the values were reset, you can re-spend your points. You lost any levels you gained from training, which is annoying since those are so hard to gain. But they were taken at the lower-level spots, so, in some way it’s more of a boon.”

Focus levels and specific skills under talents can be gained through incredible amounts of training. Truly, it is the only way to progress deeper into the focus levels, as the cost gets ridiculously expensive compared to how many points you get for each overall level and the related talent. Even though the cost for the next level only increases by two each time, that gets rather expensive after awhile.

The difficulty and work required to train up another level doesn’t increase the same way it does to use the point system. It’s always incredibly hard to progress in that manner, regardless if its level one or level fifty.

Realizing just how many points I would have to deal with, I willed a pen and paper to materialize in my hand—a useful skill to have in the Mindscape—and began to take notes as I went over the different tables.

Focus Level: 92

Talent: Expert Polearm and Staff Weapons

Focus points per level: 3

Unspent Focus: 56

Spent Focus: 220

Skills:

Defensive Posture: 10 [cost for next level 22]

Offensive Posture: 10 [cost for next level 22]

Exotic Weapon Usage: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Heavy Blow: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Riposte: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Magic Channeling: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Fluid Combat: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Blade Staff: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Pole Axe: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Spear: 0 [cost for next level 2]

…

Ilore had spent the vast majority of the points I had from this, and while it wasn’t necessarily what I would’ve chosen, it was a valid choice. The baseline levels in defensive or offensive postures would make a massive difference. Personally, I would put all of the points into exotic weapons and magic channeling, but at the time I had been so focused on using melee, it made sense to put them into the base stats that improved everything. The other thing that made this table different than the rest was all of the excess skills I had. Mercry was a highly specialized weapon that could change its form into different kinds of staff-based weapons. This had resulted in my gaining focus skills for each of the different weapons.

Focus skills don’t directly increase your skill, like using a skill book does. That was an ability that was lost when he made the transition—the process of players leaving behind most of the game systems and making the world more real. Instead, the focus levels improve the rate at which you comprehended and learned with a weapon or skill. Fundamentally it was a better approach than just learning skills and having no foundation for how it made sense or worked.

I took note of the available points and moved on to my other tables.

Focus Level: 53

Talent: Enchanting

Focus points per level: 2

Unspent Focus: 106

Spent Focus: 0

Skills:

Comprehension, written: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Comprehension, intuitive: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Macro Enchanting: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Advanced Creation Enhancement: 0 [cost for next level]

Micro Enchanting: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Enchanting was one of the talents I picked up on my way to becoming a Lich. I rarely ever used it, and only learned it so I could learn ritual magic which was necessary in the process of becoming a Lich. Though I have gained a greater respect for it as of late. The power of enchanting can be immense, despite it being an uncommon talent.

Enchanting, while fairly easy to pick up, is considered an uncommon talent because it is very hard to master, and once you do the talent itself will upgrade.

Focus Level: 101

Talent: Ritual Magic

Focus points per level: 3

Unspent Focus: 303

Spent Focus: 0

Skills:

Comprehension, written: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Comprehension, intuitive: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Drawing: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Powering: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Sacrifices: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Spell Adaptation: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Delegation: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Ritual magic was a very interesting skill and talent, as I’m sure you know. The sacrifice skill I had in it still made me uneasy. But I also knew it was what had allowed me to save Raven, so I didn’t want to completely ignore that skill.

Focus Level: 111

Talent: Lich Necromancy

Focus points per level: 4

Unspent Focus: 444

Spent Focus: 0

Skills:

Comprehension, written: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Comprehension, intuitive: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Spell Modification: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Base Creation Enhancement: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Advanced Creation Enhancement: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Creation Fine Control: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Creation Mass Control: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Undead Constructs: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Soul Creation Enhancement: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Eldritch Creation Enhancement: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Focus Level: 130

Talent: Lich Magic

Focus points per level: 4

Unspent Focus: 520

Spent Focus: 0

Skills:

Comprehension, written: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Comprehension, intuitive: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Projectile Spell: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Enhancement Spell: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Protection Spell: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Control: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Secondary Magic Control, tier 1: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Secondary Magic Control, tier 2: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Secondary Magic Control, tier 3: 0 [cost for next level 2]

These two tables seemed to be modifications of talents from before I became a Lich. Necromancy and my skills of magic had always been two separate skills, now they’d been upgraded in here from rare to legendary. That gave me an additional point per focus level to spend, and to my immense gain it had been done retroactively.

Focus Level: 51

Talent: Death Energy Manipulation

Focus points per level: 4

Unspent Focus: 204

Spent Focus: 0

Skills:

Comprehension, intuitive: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Base Creation Enhancement: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Advanced Creation Enhancement: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Energy Projection: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Internal Energy Usage: 0 [cost for next level 2]

Death energy manipulation was something I hadn’t had before. I was surprised about the level of focus I already possessed and was certain whatever had been causing me to gain at that rate would slow down eventually.

Technically there were more focus tables deeper into the pyramid, but like any sane person, I set most of them on automation. While talents could be difficult to gain there were lots of useless talents in the world.

I sat on the stairs and began to push some numbers around to decide how I wanted to distribute all of my points. I loved this part, but I know it’s boring, so I will spare you the details of my reasoning.
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“I can feel your interest,” Ezekiel chuckled.

Marissa diverted her attention from Ezekiel back toward the valley stretching out below them. The tall dark trees moved in an unseen breeze. “I know it’s impolite to ask.”

“You’re not going to ask anything that would give away secrets I’m not willing to share,” Ezekiel assured her. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you simply do not know enough to ask the questions that would dig up that information. Ask away.”

“Okay.” Eagerness entered Marissa’s voice as she turned to a new page of her notes. “I don’t know if you know this, but I became a Lich by very different means than you. I didn’t learn enchanting or ritual magic for the process. Instead, I worked with a team of other players to accomplish it. I also haven’t been able to interact with my focus chamber yet. While my Mindscape is in much better shape than yours was, that place is still a little unstable.”

“What skills do you want to know about?” Ezekiel asked.

“Um, well, mostly I want to know the difference between Lich necromancy and Lich magic, and regular necromancy and regular magic skills. Also, what are exotic weapons?” Marissa asked. “Is ritual magic what you’re using to build that big style diagram?”

“Okay, starting with your first question. The difference between what we can do as lichified necromancers and casters is a matter of scaling. In some respects, our bodies resist the magic flowing through us. Now, when we channel death magic and other secondary magics, our body is like copper wire for electricity. Outside of that the other major change is the access to eldritch and soul energy, both of which are powers that I had yet to explore very much. Suffice it to say, that allows for very powerful upgrades and modifications to the minions we create and our spells.”

“How is that different from death energy?” Marissa asked.

“Death energy is more of an extension of us.” Ezekiel tilted his head to the side and shrugged. “Kind of. Think of it as a muscle we can use to affect the world around us. We can expend energy from that muscle to enhance things, protect ourselves, and in general effect things around us. It has replaced the stamina value for us, and our death core replaced most the physical stats. If you ever notice if you lift something incredibly heavy, you expend small amounts of death energy, or even sprint at your top speed. We also recover death energy fast enough that it outpaces those expenses.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Marissa nodded in agreement. “It’s why we have such high endurance compared to living things. Now what about exotic weapons? I had a friend with that skill, but he was very secretive about what it meant.”

Ezekiel let out a long laugh. “He was just being an ass. Likely just trying to seem mysterious. Exotic weapons is very straightforward.” Getting up, Ezekiel reached his hand out and summoned Mercry into existence. He fell into a stance and began going through different motions, as he did, he shifted Mercry’s blade into different forms. The power the weapon gave off was almost palpable to Marissa, and it briefly distracted her from what he was saying.

Marrisa refocused on Ezekiel’s words. “Exotic weapon usage helps you to adapt and change your fighting stance for weapons that do not fit into the norm or have very unique abilities. With it, it enhances both my defensive and offensive postures. If you are familiar with fluid combat, it’s similar to that, enabling you to change from defensive to offensive quickly. Exotic weapons allow me to adapt from using a pole arm to a blade staff to even a hammer if I wanted. The effect is different for each exotic weapon, and you technically would have to have a new focus skill for a weapon that varies too much from the one you gained your initial exotic weapon usage for.”

Whatever routine Ezekiel was going through continued to distract Marissa. She finally asked, “What is that pattern?”

“Oh, this?” Ezekiel stopped. “It’s a meditation technique I learned, sometimes it’s hard for me to sit and meditate, so I do this. Vito taught it to me. I can teach it to you if you’re interested.”

“I would like that,” Marissa smiled.

“To answer your question about the ritual magic, yes that is what that was,” Ezekiel said. “The delegation ability allows me to task other people to different parts of my rituals, incredibly useful when making them. Otherwise, it takes forever to do it by yourself, especially for bigger ones. That one is also a spell adaptation. It should be done in a few days, and you can see what it does then.”

“I look forward to it.” Marissa looked away from Ezekiel and back down to the valley. In the dead silence that followed, she thought she could hear the trickle of water below.

“Anyways, I was about to tell you how I spent all those points.” Ezekiel sat back down. “To be honest, I don’t remember exactly, so I’ll give you the best approximation from what I remember and my thought processes at the time.”
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In your Mindscape, you can actually set up equations on paper kind of like you do in spreadsheet programs back on Earth. I did this to help me best distribute the points. One of the exciting things was that my previous experience now helped to inform how I spent the points.

All of the skills had their uses and most got points allocated to them, though certain ones were definitely more important. For most of the talents that’s comprehension, focusing on intuitively understanding the talent. This is doubly important for me since I did not have access to written information about a lot of things. Even in regular times, being able to intuitively understand something is far better than comprehending it through reading.

In the Lich necromancy table, I picked up the first level of written comprehension. It wasn’t a bad skill to increase, but it’s one of the easier ones to increase on your own, especially if you like reading—ten levels went into intuitive comprehension for the cost of a hundred and ten points. Next, I put five levels into spell modification, based creation enhancement, advanced creation enhancement, undead constructs, soul creation enhancement, and eldritch creation enhancement, each of which cost thirty focus points.

Finally, I put six levels into fine creation control, and ten levels into mass creation control. Being able to control hordes of zombies with the flex of my will was probably one of the most important things for me. By setting myself against the church, that skill could become incredibly important. I effectively used up all my focus points in that table and moved on to the next one.

In the Lich magic table, I purchased ten levels of intuitive comprehension and of projection. Secondary magic control got seven levels for fifty-six points. Secondary magic control tier 1 was what helped me use things like dark magic. My primary magic is death, which is a third-tier aspect. Dark and disorder magic were considered secondary tier 1 aspects. There are other secondary tier 2 and tier 3 aspects, but I was not at a power level where I could effectively use them.

Most importantly, I put fifteen levels into enhancement spells for two hundred and forty points, to further help me buff my minions with magic. As we know, a necromancer’s strength lies in the strength of his minions.

I didn’t add any points to control this time around. Death magic and dark magic were so easy for me to work thanks to the nature of what I was, I didn’t see a point in wasting them. I also elected not to increase protection magic simply because any defensive spells I knew would quickly be torn apart by the holy magic wielded by my enemies. The projection magic would prove far more useful. Besides, I’d already proven just how resilient my body was, especially with the passive resistance it gained from the Order of Equinox. There were four points left over, but I saved them for later.

Next came the death energy manipulation table, which doesn’t have a written comprehension available. I wondered if that would show up if I ever found a book on death energy. I put ten levels into intuitive comprehension, five levels into both space and advanced creation enhancement, one level into energy projection, and five into internal energy usage.

The one level I put into energy projection was more out of curiosity. I doubted I’d ever projected death energy outside of my body other than to enhance my creations. It was too valuable a resource, and since I relied on it for moving, that would be foolish to use it as an offensive weapon when there were so many other uses. In the end, I had two points left over.

In the ritual magic table, I put ten levels into both written and intuitive comprehension—this is my one exception. Because ritual magic is written out in large diagrams, the written comprehension helps you read and understand the greater depth of what you’re creating and is very much a compounding effect. I recommend anyone who learns ritual magic to do this. Four levels went into drawing for twenty points, and five levels into spell adaptation.

After some debating, I added five levels into sacrifices, the moral questions I still had about that fell to the wayside when I thought about Raven. I told myself so long as I did not sacrifice people who didn’t deserve it there would be no issues. There were three points left over.

Not much to say about the enchanting table. I poured as many points as I could into both written and intuitive comprehension, six and seven levels respectively, for a total of ninety-eight points. I had one point left over, but I never used enchanting, so I decided to ignore the others for now.

As before, I told myself that one day I would take the time to learn enchanting, but that day was not today—I honestly chanted that mantra too much.

As you can guess, with the polearm and staff weapon focus table I put as much as I could into exotic weapons. That amounted to six levels for forty-two points. I also put two levels into channeling for six points simply because magic through Mercry was one of its primary functions.

When I left the focus chamber, I found Ilore and, to my surprise, Raven, talking on top of the pyramid. Though Raven wasn’t quite solid like Damien, Ilore, or me.

“How are you here?” I asked.

“I came to wake you up.” Raven, in her slightly transparent form, moved over to me. “But Ilore stopped me and said you were almost done.”

“While we waited, I was talking to her about the potential of teaching her time magic, I had no idea she would be able to enter your Mindscape,” Ilore said. “It will make teaching her much easier, assuming she is interested.”

“Oh, I am very interested, I just don’t think I have the skills yet.” Raven shot me a glance. “I’m still waiting for him to teach me more dark magic. All I can do right now is enhance my blades.”

I gave her an apologetic look. “I can start trying to do that as we travel. You came here for a reason though, what’s up?”

“Maxwell is back, and he’s looking at the map, he seems rather worried,” Raven said.

“You have been in here a rather long time,” Damien said. “I know it doesn’t feel like it, but time can be strange, especially when one’s tired. If you’re beyond the point of exhaustion you might technically be able to enter into your Mindscape, but unless you have complete mastery of it, it’ll feel like you’re barely here for a minute before you’re waking up.”

“Before you go,” Ilore said. “I just want to remind you to try and be more aware of the pre-cognitions. It’s integrated into how you move, but the awareness of it increases the effect. It will allow me to better research the ability.”

“I will try to keep that in mind,” I promised her. I then sat down and began to focus on bringing my consciousness out of the Mindscape and back into the physical world.

When I opened my eyes, I found myself seated in the same position, only Raven was now curled up in my lap. I woke just before her, and she stirred and stretched as she crawled out of my lap. Maxwell was sitting at the table with the map spread out before him.

“Tell me again how you can spend so much time in here?” I asked.

“Oh, nothing much really,” Maxwell shrugged. “I’ve done several different jobs over the course of my life. Right now, I’m not really employed.”

“I don’t mean to pry but, shouldn’t you be attending to life back on Earth then?” I asked.

Maxwell looked up from the map and met my gaze. “Put simply, I made some very good investments into digital currency early on. The job I had when I met you, I quit. I don’t need to work, I only do it to give me some purpose.”

“I see.” I’d had the thought to make those same kind of investments but never seemed to have the money for it.

“Once I realized the jam you were in, I decided that helping you out was more important than any job I had.” Maxwell laughed. “I’m still looking for one, but I’m being way more picky. It would take the right thing with the right kind of schedule for me to be willing to take another job.”

“What about your own life?” I was both touched and alarmed by Maxwell. I didn’t want him to devote so much of his life to helping me that he neglected his ‘real’ life. “This world⁠—”

“Don’t say it.” Maxwell’s gaze turned into a glare. “I make my own choices. You’re in a struggle, and that’s more important than almost anything I have to worry about on Earth. You need my help, and you’re my friend, so I will help you. I would appreciate you not questioning that.”

Now thoroughly chastised, I lowered my head and got up.

Raven transformed back into her human form. “You're a dumbass,” she said, hopping onto a chair and looking down at the map.

It took a moment to gather my thoughts before thanking the creator I had such good friends.
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“What appears to be the problem?” I asked. The light of the sun coming into the window was late afternoon, filling the room with a golden glow. “Raven said you seemed worried.”

“It occurred to me while I was off-line that we need to make sure we’re out of town before the map updates,” Maxwell said, gesturing to the map—it showed the same positions as before, with our dot west of town. “If the map updates again and shows us in town, the priest will know the villagers deceived them, regardless of what the old fart says, that will cause them unending trouble.”

“How much time until the next ping?”

“So far it appears to only update once a day,” Maxwell said. “We should still have several hours.”

“Then we should get moving. The rest was good, but it’s time to keep going.” I grabbed Mercry and headed for the door.

Maxwell gathered up the map and followed me out along with Raven. The village elder spotted us, and we explained that we were getting on the road again to use the advantage we’d gained to stay ahead. I thought I saw a flicker of relief passed through his eyes. The man was no fool, but he’d felt that he owed us a debt. He made promises to provide us with further aid if we ever returned, but I doubted that would be a favor we ever called in. If that elder had horses, I might’ve taken one, but the only one they had was a draft horse used for plowing the few fields they had.

As we left town and headed east, we fell back into our regular routine. After about an hour, Raven stopped. “We should head into the woods.”

“Why?” Maxwell asked. “That’ll slow us down.”

“Because, if they see us on the road, they might think we actually stayed in town, or at least passed through it,” Raven explained. “But if they see us off the road when the map updates, they will likely think we skirted around the village and that’s why we were slowed down.”

“She makes a good point.” I gestured toward the woods beside us. “Might as well. We need to be far enough off the road by the time the update happens that it doesn’t look like we just stepped off.”

“And once it updates, we can come back to the road.” Maxwell sighed and put away his guitar. These woods were far too thick for him to be practicing.

Our progress slowed. Aside from the map giving us valuable information about where our pursuers were located, it also provided great detail about the general terrain. The map itself was an invaluable resource. We were headed toward the plateau that made up most of the central part of Valdor. Unfortunately, that meant the terrain we now found ourselves traversing through was not only thickly covered in trees and bushes, but it was also steep.

I led the way. My strength allowed me to push through thick patches. Raven had transformed back into her lynx form since it was easier for her to move through the brush, and she was scouting ahead. The sun had long since set, and a partial moon had risen, when Maxwell announced the map had updated.

We’d put far more distance between us and the town than I thought we would. We’d cut at an angle away from the road instead of heading directly away. From what it looked like on the map, we were only a little ways away from breaking onto the plains.

“If we can get onto the fields, it will be just as fast as being on the roads,” I said.

“Hopefully there’s not a cliff though.” Maxwell studied the map. “You can’t tell.”

Deciding it was worth the risk, we continued on our current trajectory. Only for that risk to lead us to a small cliff that blocked our path. Though it wasn’t an insurmountable obstacle. All of us were physically far stronger than regular humans, and while none of us had climbing skills, aside from Raven, we managed to scale the cliff.

There was a small, wooded area at the top, but after another few minutes of traveling we stepped out of the forest onto the vast plains. The pale moonlight shone down on rolling fields that stretched into the distance, dotted with different homes and hamlets. It took a far larger population to maintain the huge fields in this world than it did back on Earth in the current era.

Even though, technologically speaking, this world was in the Roman period, there was magic. When you added magic into the equation, even if it wasn’t super common, it became hard to compare technological levels. Valdor was far from a magically advanced kingdom, but there was enough magic from both priests, local wizards, and enchanters that the farmers had tools that greatly amplified the amount of work they could get done.

The season was in the late spring, and winter wheat was growing happily. It was far from being ready to harvest. The green stocks and leaves of the grass came up to about my knees.

We consulted the map to get our bearings and headed off across the fields. We were close to crossing the outer line of dots, and if we were lucky, we would accomplish it before they realized what was going on.

With no need to scout, since we could see clearly in all directions, Raven, in her human form, jogged along beside me. My long strides kept my speed at a fast walk, while her short legs struggled to keep up. After awhile I let her hop up on my shoulder, though I worried it would be awkward with her in human form. But she neatly sat on my shoulder, and it was quite comfortable keeping her balanced.

“How do I learn more magic?” she asked as Maxwell began to pluck his guitar.

“Dark magic is one of the base magics,” I told her. “In total there are eight basic magic forms: fire, water, air, earth, light, dark, disorder, and order. Tell me what interests you more: becoming a mage where you can innately work magic, or becoming a wizard where you can use your knowledge to build powerful spells. Either way, your dark affinity will make it easier for you to learn certain types of magic and spells.”

“Mage,” Raven said without hesitation. “I don’t want to take time to read books.”

I chuckled, that was the response I expected. “If that is the path you want, then this is what I know.”

As we traveled across the field, I explained as much as I could about being a mage. It was something I wasn’t super familiar with, but I understood the basic principles. The other handicap I had was that she was an NPC, and I didn’t fully understand what the difference was in how she learned magic. Though I was more similar to her now than I was to Maxwell.
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The plains allowed us to travel quite quickly, and we eventually came across another road which led to small villages. We didn’t stop at any of them, though Maxwell would fall behind and pick up any supplies we needed and catch back up. Our funds were getting dangerously low, but we couldn’t afford to stop.

We pressed all through the day and into the next, and when the map updated, we were almost in line with the dots that were chasing us. The ones coming from the west were now both to the north and south of us. We took off into a sprint. This was the moment that would determine just how desperate our position became.

When Maxwell ran out of stamina, we were forced to stop running and settle for as fast a pace as possible heading straight east. The plan was for us to turn back north, but for now we wanted to get distance reestablished.

A small black explosion of magic next to my head made me stumble, and Raven started cursing. “What the fuck am I doing wrong? I can enchant my blades just fine, why can’t I get this simple spell to work?”

I was thankful to basically be immune to dark magic, and tried not to laugh at her frustration. Such would not be good for my head. “Like I said before, being a mage is more about will. You need to exert your will over your magic to get it to do what you want. That means not getting distracted and having an ironclad picture of what you want it to do.”

“Easy for you to say,” Raven grumbled.

“I’m sure you’ll get it,” I assured her. “And once you figure it out for that simple dark bolt, you’ll understand what you need to do for other spells, and it should become easier.”

“Why is it so much harder than enchanting my blades?” she demanded.

“When enchanting, the magic is staying within your area of influence, with the bolt, you’re trying to project it out away from you, very different applications. The daggers are also likely aligned with your general fighting style. I bet your claws in your lynx form have some natural dark magic attached to them, so doing it to the daggers is just a natural extension of your base nature.”

“Interesting… I need to go test something.” Raven hopped off my shoulder and turned into her lynx form. She darted off into the fields, and though she wouldn’t be able to keep up that pace all day, for short sprints, she was far faster than I could ever be.
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“How did they get in front of us again?” Maxwell grumbled. The mental exhaustion of trudging forward none stop addled all of our minds. He had pulled out the map early in the morning. We were about half a day out from the main road and had some decisions to make.

While we’d successfully broken through the initial line a day ago, we were now surrounded again.

“Maybe they realized what we’re trying to do?” I suggested.

“Or they are using players to get in front of us by using places of creation,” Maxwell suggested.

“That makes far too much sense,” I sighed.

Places of creation were the fast travel network spread across the world that players could use. Before the changes that swept over the world right after I became a Lich, the NPCs had a blind spot to these fast travel locations. They would never employ players for communication means or anything that utilized fast travel. I didn’t know if that remained true, but what I did know was that players couldn’t take NPCs through with them, unless they had specific skills for it, like Tyler the paladin with Rhea.

“If that’s the case, it means these dots,” I pointed to where they appeared to be circling us in the west, “are likely only a handful of players each.”

“That’s probably the weakest point then,” Maxwell concluded. Players individually were often more powerful than NPCs, and it was likely, due to the number of dots, that they were individual players who’d been given maps.

“I think once we hit the main road we should return north and try to break through the line.” I pointed toward the main road through the region.

“That will take us to the city though,” Maxwell warned. “Do you want to go in?”

“Yes.” I’d been thinking about it for a while—even if we hadn’t been encircled, I would’ve suggested we head for the city. “My thought is if we can make it to the city that will buy us time, though that will be limited if they’re truly using players now. The only other choice we have is to circle far around the city to get through the other passes, which would take us days. That’s probably what they expect us to do anyway, so those spots are likely already being reinforced.”

The regional capital was built over a deep and wide crevasse that ran through this section of the plains. It was at one of the narrow spots that the city had been built. The crevasse was too deep for us to cross without a bridge, and a massive river ran along the bottom, making it impossible to climb down one side and up the other.

“Why don’t we keep heading east?” Maxwell asked.

“You know more about why we should be heading east than I do.” I gave him a flat look. “You were in this accursed nation long before I was. Tell me, what lies to the east?”

A brief look of confusion flashed across Maxwell’s face before it dawned on him. “Right, that’s where the capital and holy city is. The closer we get, the more priests we have to deal with.”

“And not to mention the overwhelming presence of the holy magic would literally begin to hurt me.” I rolled my eyes—well, the orbs of purple in my eye sockets rolled, which caused my illusionary eyes to copy.

We also didn’t muse about going south, as such would be almost impossible. To the south was Dothar. It had once been a living city that I used as a sacrifice when I became a Lich. Now it was an undead city and spreading its influence over the region. Rhea was certain to fortify any route I could possibly take that way first. If I could get there, I would be safe. I had fled partially because I hadn’t been thinking clearly, and partially because I knew certain players would have hunted me down. Though in retrospect I could’ve picked a better nation to flee to.

“Then I suppose we go straight north after we hit the main road,” Maxwell said.

“We should go at a slower pace for the next few hours so it looks like we’re still headed straight east when the map updates.” I started walking again and Maxwell led the way, the map held out as we jointly read.

Raven stalked out of the wheat.

“Any luck?” I asked.

She shifted back into her human form. “Great luck, I caught two rabbits. I also discovered I could use dark magic to cloak me and make me even more sneaky.”

“I’m glad you’re figuring it out.” Raven fell in beside me as we continued.
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“Do they not know they’re supposed to be watching for us?” Raven demanded in a whisper.

“That’s players for you.” I shook my head. “They’re great in a fight, but in tedious tasks they become bored and lose attention.”

I had sent Raven ahead to scout the small campsite and the woods next to the main road. We found the perimeter of the circle closing in around us. It’d been about six hours since the update had shown them where we were still at. As soon as the update had gone out, we hit the main road and sprinted north.

Now in the wee hours of the morning, light was just beginning to filter through the trees. The campsite we found was part of a series of camps laid out in a circle. We debated trying to stay between them, and I was certain they had some kind of detection system that would alert the others. So instead, we decided to hit one of the camps as hard and fast as we could and hopefully overwhelm them before the other camps could reach us.

There was about a hundred yards between each camp, and each fire represented two or three people. The dots on the map only indicated that there was one group in front of us, and I realized they must’ve spread out. From what Raven had seen at the different camps, they sounded like they were all players.

“They all seem about as strong as me,” Raven said. She didn’t have a way to tell levels like I did, but she did have an innate sense for how strong things were.

“Right, let us begin.” I transformed Mercry. The blade reformed into a perfectly smooth black ball at the top of my staff. I didn’t use this very often because I didn’t normally need it. But with the struggles I’d had using dark magic, I figured I could use the focus. I was also relying on my points devoted to secondary magics in my Mindscape. My illusion was already dissolved to give me access to as much magic as I could.

Above my staff a spell diagram formed, ritual lines flooded with power as I focused and cast the spell. There was a brief pulse of dark magic and then nothing.

“What was that?” Maxwell said.

“A silence spell,” I explained. “We can hear each other but any other noise around us will be suppressed.”

I reformed Mercry into a long slender blade, razor-sharp on one side, with a taper tip. With a nod to the others, I sprinted toward the campfire. Maxwell used a short sword—in short quick fights like this there was very little point in trying to use his music. Raven drew her daggers as dark mana built around them.

I burst into the ring of light around the fire. One of the players was dozing, while two of them were playing dice. Their mouths opened in silent cries of alarm. I lunged for the first, she wore heavy armor, though her helmet had been removed along with her gauntlets. Before she could even scramble to her feet, my blade ripped through her neck in an explosion of gore, and her head toppled to the side, her body slumping forward.

The second man was faster, his blades already up, some kind of agility class. Though his mouth was open as if to scream, he made no noise when Maxwell engaged him and drove the bard to the side. I glanced back to the sleeping player, where Raven was already stabbing her daggers over and over through the soft robes the caster wore.

As Maxwell reengaged the dual wielding player, I saw the players eyes shift to Raven and then to me. He turned to flee, and I reached my hand out, casting another spell. I was careful not to use anything that might disturb my silence spell, so instead of an explosive projectile, black chains erupted from my hand straight toward the fleeing man. It drained most of my remaining mana, giving me a headache. Once the chains wrapped around his legs, he began to be pulled back to me.

He almost made it free of my silence spell. I saw the terror in his eyes as he was drug across the ground. Maxwell stepped over him, and after a salute with his blade, drove it into the man’s heart. He gasped and died.

The fight had been eerie in complete silence. Raven and Maxwell were rummaging through their belongings. I doubted they would have anything of value to us. Though I did see Raven leave behind one dagger and take a new one. And Maxwell did the same, ditching his short sword for one that had a few blue runes down its middle.

I didn’t bother looking, my gear was fine. The caster would’ve been the only thing I was interested in, but I doubted they would have rings that were worth using. In dead silence we sprinted away from the scene. My silence spell faded a few minutes later, and alarms blared through the woods. Some kind of magical line had been crossed, and I hoped the hole we cut in their lines would buy us enough time to get ahead of them once again.
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My apprehension grew as we strode down the road toward Maltis. This was the regional capital, and while it was nowhere near the size of Dothar, the population was well over a hundred-thousand people. The city controlled trade in the entire region, it was the nexus of trade lines in the local area.

Arching bridges spanned across the wide chasm, visible even from outside the city. Maxwell walked beside me plucking a quiet tune on his guitar. We debated splitting up. I was certain by this point that a group of three traveling companions, one of them being a werecat, was something the guards would be watching for. Maxwell had talked me out of it.

The tune he was playing was a kind of subtle spell that didn’t so much as disguise who we were, as it made our group appear inconspicuous and forgettable. We debated for a long time on whether or not the spell was worth it. Dealing with city guards and standard entrance protection to the city would likely be fine, but if the church had stationed a contingent of priests to watch for me, then it was unlikely that the spell would work.

As the gates came within view, a line of traffic went both ways through the white gate. Guards stood under the arch, inspecting and keeping an eye on travelers passing through. I tried not to be obvious in my scrutiny, but I watched as carefully as I could to see if there was any indication of extra guards or the guards paying extra attention.

“I don’t see any priests,” Raven whispered. “You’re certain your spell will work?”

“Yes.” Maxwell smiled at a passing cart and nodded, trying to portray that we were just another group of wanderers. “And it’s not a spell, it’s just a song, a tune. All it does is put their minds at ease as the calm notes tell their brain to look elsewhere for trouble.”

“Then why isn’t affecting us?” Raven demanded.

“You aren’t my target.” Maxwell sounded exasperated.

“How does that work?” Raven pressed. “I can hear your music, so why doesn’t it affect me.”

“Are you looking for me and my friends?” Maxwell glared at her; they’d been arguing about this for a while. “Or are you one of the people I’m trying to shroud in music?”

Raven let out an annoyed huff. “That makes no sense.”

“Would you two stop!” I snapped. “We’re approaching the guards.”

The two guards on either side of the road glanced over us and their eyes just moved on to the next person. We collectively let out a sigh of relief, even though I wasn’t breathing. Then a man behind the guards fixated on us, he stepped forward alongside the road and raised his hand, drawing our attention.

I tried not to panic and nodded at him. He was clearly some kind of officer. His armor was emblazoned with a symbol denoting his rank, though I didn’t know the ranking system in this nation. His armor was neatly polished, and the silvery steel was augmented and offset by bright blues. The fact the city could afford to equip their soldiers and guards with such expensive armor spoke to the wealth.

“Reasons for visit?” the officer asked in a clipped tone that was all business.

Maxwell continued to pluck quietly on his guitar, and I smiled at the officer, hoping my illusionary face didn’t show the turmoil I was feeling. “A little trade, but mostly travel,” I said, attempting to keep my voice level.

“I don’t see any horses or trade goods?”

“Ah, yes.” I nodded, calling up the story we decided upon. “We’re just setting out after completing quests in the area. For now, we mostly have gold, and we looking to purchase horses and trade goods, using that to pay for our exploration as we go.”

The officer thought about my words, a brief round of suspicion in his eyes, before a light of realization dawned. “You bound souls, always looking for something else. Enjoy Maltis, and stay out of trouble.”

I smiled back at him and nodded, then we continued on through the gate. That had been exactly what we hoped he would suspect. As NPCs had woken up, they’d become more aware of bound souls, and the hijinks they would get up to. A group of adventuring bound souls in the area looking to continue onto the next was nothing new, nothing special.

Almost as soon as we were through the gate, there was a commotion, and I looked behind me and saw that a small contingent of people had joined the line and were pushing their way to the front. We hurried deeper into the city—they were so close behind us!

Another contingent of men in holy robes rushed down the main street toward the gate, and we slipped past them.

Maxwell just about passed out from running so hard. In fact, I had partially carried him some of the way. Carrying both of them to increase our speed caused my death energy reserves to decrease. I was only able to do it for a little bit, but the ground we covered over the course of the day had been more than we covered at any one point since.

The only trick now was the map. But we were in the city now, and in cities you had options. One of our goals, aside from saving ourselves some travel time by acquiring horses, was to find a way to temporarily disable the map. Unfortunately, both goals required money, which we had very little of.

We also needed to get over the bridges crossing the chasm, as that was the other chokepoint that might stall us. There were multiple bridges, but each would have guards stationed on them if our pursuers determined we made into the city.

Since the map updated at more or less midnight, the last position they had on us was near where we’d broken through their line. Choosing that position wasn’t only because it was weak, but it also indicated a different path than we would actually follow.

By the time we reached the bridges, the sun was beginning to dip.

The scale of these bridges was one to be appreciated. Stone arches made up of massive stones were further reinforced by steel cables supported by tall towers on either side. I hadn’t expected such engineering capabilities. The fact they’d been able to manufacture cables that size spoke to the ability of magic to change what was normally capable for such civilizations.

The bridge had a steep arc, and when we reached the middle, a truly massive piece of pure, solid granite served as a keystone that supported the structure.

Without that solid piece of granite, the stone slabs would’ve tumbled down into the chasm below. The sweeping cables came lowest at that point and nearly touched the stone railings. I took a moment to step to the side and look down to the chasm. Hundreds of meters below us, a wide river churned, taking up all of the chasm’s kilometer wide floor.

The construction of these bridges had truly been a monumental task, and I had no idea how it could have been accomplished without heavy machinery. But I could picture scores of mages and wizards working together to levitate the stones in the place.

There was a total of four bridges, and each was wide enough that four carts could cross side by side at any one time. In the fading light, I saw places along the chasm where elevators were powered by pulleys and ropes lowering to the river. Small docks were built down there, and there were a few small fishing vessels moving around. It was truly an incredible site. Even back on Earth, such a construction project as this would’ve been quite the undertaking.

When we made it to the other side, I noticed there was a slight change in the quality of buildings—this side was more of the lower class. Which fit my needs quite well. I nodded at Maxwell, and he quit playing his song for the first time since we entered the city. He knew how to find things in cities like this. In the past, Maxwell had been driven out into the country, having made a nuisance of himself to the church, and part of that was his involvement in the underworld.

He examined several signs and gestured for us to follow. We turned down several streets, each one leading away from the main streets and nicer homes. Soon we entered an industrial zone that was meant for mass production of some unknown good. As is often in these kinds of places, the factory workers lived nearby, and the more downtrodden often turned to more illicit forms of entertainment, which were often built in the underworld.

Maxwell led us into an inn. It wasn’t the place I would’ve ever chosen, but upon entering, we found the establishment was much nicer than the outside would appear.

Maxwell smiled when he entered and sighed deeply. He approached the bar, where a man with dark skin and a bright gray mustache wiped down the wooden surface. He had a deep voice and chuckled when he saw Maxwell. “Never thought I’d see you again. How have you been?”

“I didn’t think I would ever come back,” Maxwell laughed. “Jonsey, my friends Ezekiel and Raven. Boy, do I have the story tell you.”

The man I now knew was Jonesy, gave me a scrutinizing look. “Name’s Jones, he just insists on calling me Jonesy.” He met Raven’s gaze. “I got no problem with your folk, just behave yourself.”

“You’re the second person to respond like that to her,” I said.

“Ohho, really now? I’d be interested to know who. Most people don’t even recognize that they’re a werecat despite the obvious signs at a casual glance, werecats have a degree of innate illusion around them.”

“It was another innkeeper.” I scratched my head. “I don’t think I ever got her name. But she sold us some clothes for Raven.”

Jones continued to eye Raven for several long seconds before letting out a snort.

“I promise I will stay out of the way,” Raven eyes began to get big.

“Ah,” Jones waved his hand as if to dismiss something. “None of that now, she seems young. I doubt she can cause to much trouble for me.”

“Jones,” Maxwell said, steering the conversation back. “I came here for two different things, well three actually. We’re being tracked and I need a way to stop it, at least temporarily, we also need horses and a room. But we have no money—you know I’m good for it, if you can help us, we’ll repay you.”

Jones studied Maxwell. “I do know you’re good for it, I just don’t want excess trouble… Ahh, I’ll see what I can do.” He gestured for us to follow him behind the bar and into a room in the back.

“Are you sure he will know a way to beat this spell?” I whispered to Maxwell.

“If he can’t do it himself, he’ll know someone who can,” Maxwell assured me. “Think about it, Zeke, tracking spells aren’t uncommon, you know this, so there has to be a way to beat them, otherwise no criminal enterprise could ever thrive.”

“That is a fair point.”

“Jonesy and his inn are a kind of a neutral ground for the different crime families and,” Maxwell smiled slightly, “authorities, to meet and mix. He also has a side business connecting the right people and providing services like this.”

“Tell me about this tracking spell on you,” Jones said once we were in the next room, a simple table and a bookshelf with different items arranged in neat rows the only adornments. Through another door I could hear the sounds of the kitchen.

“I can do you one better.” Maxwell pulled out the map and laid it on the table. “This map shows both our location and the location of those chasing us, it updates once a day around midnight.”

Jones picked it up and examined it closely before he spread it out. He noted the different symbols and dots before spending more time examining the edges. “This is a ritual tracker. More people can be added to it if given a sample of something closely tied to them. I’m guessing they must have something of yours.”

“They destroyed Ezekiel’s house. They probably grabbed something from there,” Maxwell explained.

“I would be interested to know why you’re fleeing from Olattee. This is quite the organization they have pulled together to chase you.” Jones gave me a very serious look.

I smiled weakly and shrugged. “They… just don’t really like me.”

Jones snorted. “I’m assuming you would like this done before the update tonight?” I nodded in response and he continued. “I’m not sure I can fully disable it, though I might be able to build something to spoof it, so it shows you someplace else.”

“That would be amazing.” I smiled, if he could do that, it would no doubt give me a massive advantage. Surely, they would eventually figure out the map had been spoofed, but that could be weeks from now.

Jones must’ve interpreted my reaction, because he then crushed my hopes. “It would only work for a few days. Without a complete drawing of the ritual they used, it’s incredibly difficult to break ritual tracking. The spoofing would be a temporary fix, after awhile it will start to give chaotic results and they would realize something happened.”

“Is there any way to get rid of the tracking completely?” I asked.

“No,” Jones shook his head. “Ritual tracking is very hard to beat, but the good thing is there is a limited time that it can be used. Once whatever they used to track you has been separated from you long enough, it essentially loses its association with you and ceases to work, assuming they don’t have something very precious to you, if they do, then you’re just screwed.”

I thought about what had been in my cabin, and nothing sprang to mind that was overly important. “The few days will at least allow us to distract them and get them off my tail.”

“Good,” Jones said. “I guess the fortunate part is that while we can’t actually break it, spoofing it can be done at a relatively low cost, though I will need to bring in a ritualist.”

While I knew rituals, learning an entirely new ritual just for something like this wasn’t worth the time, so I didn’t offer my own expertise. New rituals took time and patience to learn, far more than we had to spare with how close the priests were. I would watch whatever this other ritualist did closely. Maybe I could eventually replicate it.

“Can you have them here in time?” Maxwell asked.

“Should be no problem. We’ll have to discuss payment later, but I’ll front the cost, and even though it’s low, it’s still expensive.”

“I’m happy to play for the evening to draw people in to help offset the cost some,” Maxwell offered.

“If you stay another night that’d be worth something, this evening is already kind of settled in, though I would still appreciate it. As far as horses, that should be straightforward, same for the room. And it might seem steep for me to ask as much as I do for the rooms, but I provide protection and anonymity you cannot match elsewhere in the city.”

“I take it an IOU you won’t work?” Maxwell asked.

“Nope.” Jones met my gaze, interest and curiosity crossing his eyes. I wondered if he had seen something. “You’re on the run, if I just do this for you on the house with an IOU I might never see my money. Though I have a task that would be rather well suited to compensate, your friend seems very capable.”

“What are you thinking?” Maxwell asked suspiciously.

“There’s a new crime ring forming,” Jones said. “We don’t know where it came from, and it’s causing a lot of turmoil. They’re mostly slavers and they’re encroaching on the relatively balanced underworld.”

“You can’t be seriously asking us to eliminate a crime ring,” Maxwell said incredulously. “Just for a room and a few services.”

Jones laughed. “Of course not. I would pay you as well. I’m not a fool, I know that what I’m asking for is more than the debt you’re incurring. But it’d also give you cash to help with your flight. I’m sure that would be useful.”

I frowned and thought—well, my illusion did. “Do you care how we do it? This likely won’t be a quick job. Can your ritualist spoof this tracking more than once, so it buys us more time?”

“I don’t particularly care how you do it,” Jones shrugged. “No one in the underworld really cares how you go about your ways, long as you don’t get caught. Kind of the general rule for most shady interactions. As for the spoofing, yes, but it will definitely make it clear that something is wrong when they spoof it a second time.”

“If they don’t realize where I’m at, I don’t see how that’s an issue.” In a city this size, I was pretty certain I could get away with using quite a bit of death magic and no one would know any better. Death was everywhere, so even an excess burst of it would in all likelihood go unnoticed.

“I will warn you that given time they can probably triangulate where you’re located,” Jones said.

“I would expect as much.” I stroked Mercry thoughtfully debating my options. “You kinda have us over a barrel. We’re in the city already, if we don’t have the blocking they will fortify the exits and prevent me from leaving. So, tell me about this crime ring.”

Jones smiled. “Like I said, we don’t know where they came from, they keep popping up in different places across the city. Their leader almost appears to be priestly, for those who have met him and live to tell. Which is strange because Olattee would never condone this, so it must be some other religion.”

“You mentioned they’re slavers?” I asked.

“That’s one of their areas, or so we think.” Jones leaned on the table, pointing at the map. “We think that’s the central location for their operations. But we’re not sure where the slaves are that they take. People keep disappearing off the streets and are never heard from again. They hold black-market slave auctions, but the people they sell are not…” He licked his lips nervously. “Normal. They might be something other than slavers, no way to know. They also pedal some kind of red powder that’s becoming quite the new crave on the streets.”

“What’s it do?” Maxwell asked.

“Gives some pretty impressive temporary physical boosts and an adrenaline rush that’s supposed to be something spectacular,” Jones explained. “But the side effects are brutal. Enough that the local crime families want nothing to do with it. After all, if you kill off your clientele, who do you have left to sell to?”

“You have a deal.” Truth be told, this was something I had the time for. It sounded too much like another blood cult, or something else just as sinister. My imagination was already coming up with ideas about where the people they were assuming were taken as slaves were actually disappearing to.

Jones sent out a runner to get the ritualist. I expected it to take longer to get the ritualist. Except he’d come running, judging by the breathlessness and beads of sweat dripping down the side of his head. Evidently, Jones commanded quite a bit of respect with the man.

“Let me see the map,” he said as he slipped on a pair of spectacles. He hemmed and hawed as he studied it, occasionally glancing between the map and me. “Okay, I know what needs to be done.”

“Can I help you?” I asked. “I have some skill with ritual magic.”

“We shall see,” he said. “You knew enough not to try and learn a new ritual for a time sensitive matter like this, so maybe you’re not entirely unskilled.”

I will bear you the boring details of the ritual he laid out. It consisted of different items from me and the ritualist. Once the diagram was done, he was thoroughly impressed by my skills with ritual magic, and at some point, he began explaining the logic behind the spell. I still wouldn’t have the skill to replicate it myself, but I had the basic understanding of how to spoof this tracking spell now. Given time, now that I’d seen it firsthand, I could no doubt replicate it, or something of similar effect, on my own.

Working together we powered the spell. It wasn’t very power intensive and was done within a few minutes.

“This should last for a few days. From what I understand, you will need it done more than once.” I nodded and the ritualist continued. “I’ll come back and help you with that then. Next time you can take the lead. If you’re on the run, this would be useful for you to know out in the field.”

“I appreciate your help,” I said with a smile. The ritualist gathered up his supplies and left.

Jones gave us rooms and I settled into rest. It’d been a very, very long day.
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“You know this is far better than having to go on a long series of quests crawling across the city looking for where the bad guys are hidden,” I said, staring at the building Jones had pointed us toward.

“It is simpler this way,” Maxwell chuckled. “I’ve done enough of those in my life.”

The building was three stories tall with no windows on the first floor. There were two large warehouse type doors that led to the interior, one was currently open, revealing a small group of people moving around unloading supplies from a covered wagon.

We weren’t foolish enough to strike during midday. That was a good way to attract way more attention than we needed. Even if the map was no longer telling my pursuers where I was, if suddenly a powerful creature of death showed up, they would all assume it was me.

I approached the warehouse, Mercry appearing to be a regular old staff made of a pure black material. Two burly-looking men stepped in my way.

“This is private property,” one of them growled.

“Apologies.” I smiled and took a step back. “I had heard that I could find some interesting…” I paused as if looking for the right word. “Assistance here.” While slavery wasn’t outlawed in Valdor since it didn’t break any of Olattee’s scriptures, it was still looked down upon. The open trade of slavery was often disguised as other things, and was almost always run by criminal enterprises.

“Auctions are held once a week on Tuesdays,” the man rumbled.

“I don’t suppose there’s a chance I could get a peek at what will be available? I’m looking to make several large acquisitions. I understand your assets can be quite, suited, to different tasks.” As I spoke, I flashed a symbol Jones had given me. The contact who hired Jones to contract someone to take care of this issue had wanted it known who’s money was behind the hit.

The symbol was similar to that of the Vitruvian man, a human with arms and legs spread and circled by a black ring. It was the symbol of the crime family that dealt the most in the slave trade in the local region. They prided themselves on high-value, high-quality slaves, and even had a degree of protection built-in for their merchandise. They wouldn’t sell to people who they knew would abuse and mistreat the slaves to a high extent. From what Jones said, they were as close as you could get to moralized slavery. In fact, it was more like a broker of indentured servants than slaves.

Slaves being sold by the new crime ring had physical modifications made to them. It would appear that the price for these modifications was paid by their mental faculties. All the slaves were somewhat homogenous and fell into different categories: some would be incredibly strong but slow, or incredibly fast but frail. Despite the underworlds’ unease about the rising power of this new crime circle, that hadn’t prevented the other crime families from buying large numbers of these specialized slaves as a new form of foot soldiers.

The guard glanced at the symbol in surprise then nodded at the other man, who disappeared inside the building. We remained in awkward silence as the brute of a guard just stood and watched me. Glancing around, I saw Maxwell and Raven loitering at a kind of café farther up the street.

When the other guard returned, he was accompanied by a man in expensive clothes. He had an angular face and a sharp glint in his eyes as he looked me up and down. “Did not expect that the Culled would send a representative.”

The Culled was the crime family whose token I had. Jones gave me a brief explanation about them, and while I still thought they were slime bags, I did understand their role in society. Indentured servants were a kind of slavery that had been practiced for a long time. A person could sell themselves into a kind of slavery to pay off a debt they accrued. There was always an end date to the contract.

I forced myself to smile. “There’s no reason for our two organizations to be in conflict. I have seen the quality of your, product. As such, my boss sent me to see what you had to offer.”

This of course wasn’t true. Jones had told us the Culled wanted this other organization gone whatever the cost. Up to this point, they had been uneasy terms, either side not quite knowing where the other one stood. I was going to use the uncertainty to get as much information as possible. The shrewd man studied me, and then a smile spread on his face that would’ve made my blood run cold if I had any.

“There is of course no reason for us to be in conflict. Let me show you what we have to offer.”

I grabbed Mercry tightly, hoping my nervousness didn’t show as I followed him into the warehouse. Maxwell and Raven would keep a close eye on the structure, so if anything went awry, they would come to my aid. It was the short time where I was trapped in by myself that gave me a sense of unease. The goal wasn’t to start the fight now, just to gather information.

“As you’ve no doubt heard, we have the ability to create custom units for people who order large amounts. We have successfully conducted these trades with several of the other crime families, is this what you’re looking for?”

“Of course.” Jones had filled me in on the other families purchasing specialized slaves, it was a fair assumption that I was here for the same. “What is your name?”

He gave me another unnerving smile. “You can call me Lucas. May I ask your name?”

“John.” There was no way I was giving this man my name.

Lucas led me across the ground level of the warehouse, and nothing appeared to be out of place. Different piles of supplies and crates were stacked neatly. Things changed when he led me down a set of staircases into a basement. The air of the place changed, it’s hard to explain, but it felt heavy. Obviously, I couldn’t smell anything, not well anyways, but I could just tell something was wrong.

Passing through a series of doors, Lucas led me into a room filled with a series of what I can only describe as pens. They were indented into the floor, and in each of them was a different type of ‘person.’ The first one we came to was full of men and women that looked like they’d done nothing but eat steroids since they were twelve. They had no necks, small beady eyes, and muscles bulging along their entire body, and not the useless bodybuilder muscles, but smooth powerful muscles.

“This is our most popular model, the brutes.” Lucas smiled fondly down into the pen. Torches flickering along the walls cast strange shadows as the half-dozen people milled around. “They are incredibly strong, as you can see, easy to command and train, and of course, like all of our products, perfectly loyal.”

“How do you ensure that loyalty?” I asked before I could stop myself.

Lucas gave me a knowing smile. “That is a secret, and if I told you, you could then figure out a way to re-create it and be our competition.” He gestured that I follow him to the next pen.

Once again it was full of a different kind of person. They were long legged with long and powerful thigh and calf muscles. Like the previous, every one of them was stark naked, showing off the impressive runner’s build, far more powerful than any human back on Earth could ever dream of. They had large hands on their long, spindly arms.

“This is our latest runner model.” Lucas’s voice had taken on the tone of a man selling cars,. “They have been designed to have incredible running speed and very keen senses. They make ideal messengers and couriers.”

“Unless you found some way to rapidly grow people, where are you getting them from?” I was pretty certain I wasn’t about to like his answer.

“Oh, don’t worry about that.” Lucas brushed my comment aside with a smooth professionalism that left me nodding along. He was a very good salesman. “Just put your mind at ease that they are from people who knew this was the better option for them.”

“The way this operation is, it seems like you’re not new and have perfected many of these techniques,” I said. “That seems out of place with the apparent age of this organization.”

“Well, that’s simple enough, we aren’t new, just new to the area.” Lucas explained, but his tone left no room for me to press him further about what he meant. There was no one I knew about or that Jones had mentioned about an organization like this existing in other cities, so where did they come from?

He showed me several other pens. One had small humans with massive noses and ears that were meant for tracking, another group had massive eyes, and even one that he was immensely proud of had a huge brain he claimed was great at running numbers and logic. Sounded like a human form of computer to me.

Before we approached the final, pen, Lucas cast me a sly smile. “Up until now, I am certain that none of these have caught the attention of why you’re here, aside from possibly the calculator, they’re always useful for businesses.” He gestured toward the final holding area. “Up until now, all of the units you have seen have fixed prices, and we guarantee a certain level of proficiency. This is where the price can vary widely from being as cheap as a regular slave, to more expensive than the finest gladiator.”

I could’ve sworn my non-existent stomach dropped. There were three beautiful naked women in there, but their eyes were hollow. Not having a living body meant I didn’t get the urges I used to, so I wasn’t clouded by lust, and I just saw their brokenness.

Taking my silence as shock, which I guess it was, Lucas proceeded on his sales pitch. “These I’m sure you can understand what they’re used for. At the base level we have installed powerful command and loyalty. And their minds are rather malleable, so we can program them for any personality you want.” He gave me a smile that made me feel dirty. “Then we can alter them to suit whatever desire you want.”

I didn’t need an explanation to understand. Turning away from the pin, I tried not to freak out and kill him on the spot. The sad part about the whole ordeal, was there was no saving these women. The damage that had been done to their Mindscape to leave them in such a state had to be monstrous in the extreme. The damage to my Mindscape in the crossing had left me without emotion, sure, but I still had my own thoughts. By what he was saying, they’d essentially possessed no will or thought of their own anymore. In moments like this, I wished I still lacked emotion.

“Oh,” Lucas said in surprise. “Not to your liking? We do have units of the male persuasion as well.”

I sent up a silent prayer to Altor to give me strength, this was not the time. I was glad I didn’t need to take a deep breath to steady my nerves, though I did do the mental version to calm my mind. “No, it’s not that. This just isn’t what I was sent here to find. Is it possible to custom order units for—” I nodded back at the other pens.

“Oh, yes, of course!” Lucas’ smile returned. “Although, you must order a certain number, and there will be an up charge.”

“That’s fine.” I proceeded to create some realistic sounding custom order. I don’t recall what it was, because it didn’t matter in the long run. All I wanted to do was flee that place.

My acting must have fallen apart at some point, because by the time Lucas led me out of the warehouse, he was giving me suspicious looks. He whispered something to one of the guards, and I watched for shadows slipping away to follow me, but there were none. That didn’t mean they weren’t there. If they knew I was coming it would just make the fight more interesting. None of the levels I sensed or felt in that area had been strong enough to challenge me, but I didn’t put it past them to have stronger members deeper within the complex. There was no way this was all there was.

As I walked down the street, Maxwell and Raven slid in beside me once I turned the corner. “Raven, check for followers,” I whispered, and she slipped away.

“Are you okay?” Maxwell asked.

I shook my head. “Do you think Jones would mix a health potion into some hard liquor for me? I need to get drunk.” It was still early enough in the day that I could drink plenty and still be functional for the fight later that night. I just needed to clear my head of that terrible place.
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Ezekiel fell silent on the bench, looking out across the valley. The sun had just disappeared behind a dark cloud, and Marissa was a little surprised, she hadn’t realized how much time had passed.

Standing, Ezekiel sighed. “My apologies, I just need a moment. Haven’t thought about that place in a long time. In many ways, that is the epitome of what unfettered greed leads to… A point where you see other humans and other sentience as nothing more than items to be sold.”

“Those who practice slavery are the scum of the earth,” Marissa said angrily.

“Nothing is ever that cut and dry.”

Hot anger entered Marissa’s dark face.

Ezekiel waved his hands before him in supplication. “I am by no means saying that slavery is good, just, nor is it always bad. As I mentioned with the Culled, they dealt and still deal with mostly indentured servants. Those people willingly sign into that, but don’t for a moment think it isn’t slavery.”

Marissa took a deep breath and got to her feet. “I guess I can see your point. I still think it’s wrong. They are essentially exploiting the downtrodden.”

“You’re welcome to think that, and I don’t necessarily disagree.” Ezekiel gestured for Marissa to follow. “Just understand that you are what is seen as objectively evil by many people simply by the nature of your being. Does that make you evil?”

Marissa walked around in quiet complementation next to Ezekiel as they ventured back into the heart of the castle.

Raven found them and glanced between Marissa and Ezekiel. “What’d you do? Is he being an ass, Marissa?”

“I did nothing,” Ezekiel defended. “You remember that crime circle in Maltis?” Raven nodded. “I was just describing what I saw in that warehouse.”

“Ah,” Raven nodded in understanding. “That was pretty messed up.”

“It’s not even that, it’s just coping with the morally gray,” Marissa muttered. “And what is truly evil and what is not.”

“I don’t know that Raven is the one you want giving you ideas,” I warned.

“Hey, that’s not fair,” Raven protested. “The predator decides what the prey does, and if you’re not strong enough to not be the prey then you shouldn’t complain. It makes perfect sense.”

“This is why we can’t have nice people over,” Ezekiel joked.

A sudden explosion of dark magic broke Marrisa out of her musings. Ezekiel and Raven tumbled into the courtyard, taking turns exchanging blows. It became clear that Raven was far more adept at close combat than Ezekiel, and she quickly got the upper hand. Before long, she was sitting on his back wrenching his arm backward.

“I yield,” Ezekiel grumbled.

“I didn’t hear you,” Raven said, twisting the arm.

“I yield,” Ezekiel said significantly louder, and Raven let go. As he got back to his feet, he summoned Mercry back to his hand, which had been dropped along the edge of the walkway. “You only won because you jumped me.”

“A win is still a win,” Raven said. “I think that puts me ahead.”

“In your dreams,” Ezekiel scoffed.

“Are you two always like this?” Marissa asked. “Two of the three times you’ve been around each other it has ended in violence.”

“They’re always that way,” Vito said, his eye twitching in annoyance as he walked into the courtyard accompanied by Matthew. “I swear, sometimes they’re like children.”

“I retrieved Vito as requested,” Matthew said properly.

Marissa shot Ezekiel a confused look. She hadn’t seen him talking with Matthew.

Ezekiel just smiled, not bothering to explain. “I hope you were done. I didn’t mean for Matthew to pull you away if you weren’t finished.”

“We finished up a while ago,” Vito assured Ezekiel. “How may I help?”

“Well, I was hoping you could help me teach Marissa the meditative combat trance,” Ezekiel said. “I understand how to do it, and I think I’m really good at it, but I’ve never taught it before.”

“Of course.” Vito smiled at Marissa, revealing sharp fangs as he approached her. “Tell me, what is your preferred weapon?”

Marissa spent the next several hours with Vito practicing with a stiletto rapier. She was by no means skilled with the weapon, and he addressed that as well. In his long-life, Vito had mastered many different weapons. The meditation that could be found in a weapons dance was something that could be learned with any kind of weapon.

When they were finished, they headed back into the kitchen. Matthew produced wine and the potion that would allow Marissa’s taste for a short while, and they sat down as Ezekiel continued his story.


16
[image: ]


Jones had been surprisingly accommodating with the request for the life potion in his liquor. He didn’t ask me questions, which made me assume he knew what that meant. Regardless, he didn’t seem to care. Raven had encountered one person trailing me, but with her distracting them in her lynx form she made them lose track of where I was before she returned and joined us at the inn.

I explained to Jones, Maxwell, and Raven what I’d seen in there as I drank. They all joined me shortly afterward. “What do you think is going on for sure?”

I shrugged, trying really hard not to slur my words, having drank a bit too much too fast. “My guess is they’re using some variation of blood magic to modify the people they’re kidnapping off the streets.”

“Like that sword we encountered?” Maxwell asked.

“Nope,” I exaggerated my head shake. “Magic felt wrong for that, there were something else mixed in.”

Jones sat back in his chair, his drink hardly touched—he was clearly far more used to this kind of stuff than I was. “For an undead, I’m surprised you’re so squeamish about this.”

I had enough alcohol in me that my inhibitions were gone to a certain level. “I’m not your regular undead.” I let out a laugh. “Far from regular.”

Jones frowned at me and then shrugged. “Just as long as you’re sobered up enough for your attack tonight, I don’t care. You’ve confirmed what I’ve heard, and that’s what I needed. Though it is rather alarming that they appear to be a part of a larger organization that we know nothing about.”

“Well,” Raven had a very hungry smile on her face. “By tomorrow morning, they’ll just be a memory.”
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By the time the evening came all of us had sobered up. Part of me wondered if I was a bad influence. In some ways, Raven was less than two months old and she was already drinking. What kind of responsible adult did that make me?

We were just outside the warehouse in the street. The doors weren’t open, there were no lights showing on the second floor, and I was certain there were guards walking the streets.

“Let’s get to it.” Wanting full access to magic, I’d let my illusion spell fall. In the twilight of the evening, I appeared as nothing more than a dark, cloaked figure. Even if someone saw me in the warehouse, at a glance it wasn’t obvious that I was a Lich. Most people assumed I was undead, and from Jones’s reaction, maybe the undead were more common than I realized. Especially in the criminal world. It also didn’t matter because I didn’t plan on leaving any survivors this night.

The greatest mercy I could give to those abominations below was a swift death at the sharp end of Mercry.
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I strode down the street with long confident strides, letting my cloak billow around me, and my head covered with my cowl. Raven was beside me, and Maxwell began to build his song. He started with the soft melodic tone and what sounded like a steel xylophone. When I looked over, he was just playing his guitar, but there was a small, glowing rune on it.

The song echoed off the silent street. A few people looked our way, drawn by the music. But my stride and the aura we must’ve been giving off sent them scurrying into the night. If you lived in this part of town, you likely had an inkling of what was about to go down.

Maxwell’s sense of timing was impeccable. He reached the beginning electric guitar and drum solo for “Nightmare” from Avenged Sevenfold right as I kicked open the doors of the warehouse with an explosive blast of death magic.

Though the impressive entrance was lost on the empty room, shouts of alarm came from above. They’d seen us coming no doubt, but I doubted they expected a frontal assault. As soon as we were through, I shoved the doors shut behind me and barred them with a fragment of the broken beam. It wasn’t as strong as before but would serve the purpose. Raven had already disappeared into the shadows as men stormed down a set of wooden stairs.

Light began to fill the room as torches they bore were used to light lanterns high above. Maxwell’s song continued to grow, and as his voice rang out the first lyrics, I twirled Mercry and hurled it at the first goon.

The blade slammed into his chest, and before he collapsed, I summoned it back to my hand, leaving a trail of blood in the air. I rushed forward, Maxwell’s music already amplifying my every move. None of these men were heavily armored, most of them wearing cloth clothes and wielding simple daggers and short swords. With this in mind, I reshaped Mercry into a long, slender curved blade.

I poured magic into Mercry, charging it with a more powerful version of the spell I’d used when I first turned against Olattee to save the enclave. Dark magic burned down the length of its shaft as I twirled it. None of these foes were powerful, but there were many of them.

Nearly a dozen people tried to attack me. But enhanced by Maxwell’s music and pouring death energy through my body, I was far more powerful than they were. I guessed their levels were around thirty, and with their numbers, that should’ve been enough to counter me. However, I was not alone.

A spell fell across the crowd as dark magic twirled from the ground and snaked at their feet, slowing and tripping them. Raven had cast her first spell. Combined with my skill with Mercry and the powerful spells tied around my blade they stood no chance.

That’s not to say blows didn’t land. These goons simply didn’t wield weapons that were truly effective against me. Slashing damage, as you know, does not do much against bone.

Before the first body hit the ground it was already rising as an undead minion under my control. Death energy coursed through my body, enhancing my new minions.

I slipped out of my cloak in a turn and let it billow in the air as I spun and rammed Mercry through the collarbone of another man. The cloak would only get in my way, and the black armor I now wore turned aside many blows, and those that reached through failed to find soft flesh to bite.

The men started screaming, and the flickering light of my visage snarled back at them. My eyes burned with eldritch purple fire that cast the room before me in eerie, shifting shadows as I cut down man after man. When the spell on Mercry ended, there were only a few more goons remaining, so I did not recast the spell. Eight zombies cornered the men and they were torn apart.

Unfortunately, the zombies created by the spell were not as powerful as I could manage, but the three new corpses would provide good fodder for a new minion.

“Raven, scout upstairs please,” I said. Though I did not know where she was, I knew she would hear me. With a mental command, I directed the zombies to guard the stairs leading down. Maxwell’s song ended, proving the fight had been quick.

I tossed the three bodies in a pile and began to cast another spell. Death magic swirled around me and flew into the pile, tearing the flesh and bones apart.

Thinking about some of the abilities I had, I focused on enhancing the power and durability. As death magic flowed out of me into the spell, wisps of death energy joined it. Two powerful legs, thicker around than my torso, formed. From there I created a short body with a cluster of six eyes mounted in the middle of the chest. On that short stout body, four arms connected, each reinforced with extra bone and muscle. Death energy filled the creature and rivulets of power seeped into different parts as the flesh darkened.

Once it was finished, a small descriptor popped up before me and I smiled.

Undead Construct

Level: 50

Bludgeoner

This construct has been enhanced for greater power and durability, created by Ezekiel the Lich.

There was more information, but it didn’t really matter. It was interesting that there was a name, there isn’t always a name unless you specifically named your creation.

By the time I was finished, Raven had made her way back down. “I found the man you described, he’s dead now. There wasn’t much else of interest up there.”

“Good.” I looked to the stairs, dreading what would come next.

The effects of Maxwell’s song enhancing my body were still going as I headed toward the stairs. Even still, he began to play another. Somehow it matched the mood as I gritted my teeth and hardened what I had left for a heart.
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I ordered the zombies to lead the way. They would only last for a little bit longer, so I figured I should use them up while I could. Behind them came the bludgeoner. After all, its goal was to absorb damage while I dealt out killing blows. Once again Raven disappeared into the shadows. The ease at which she vanished could be very spooky sometimes.

We moved in near-complete blackness. The first room we came to was empty, and bursting into the second chamber, it was also surprisingly empty. My small horde didn’t slow, and charged into the room that had had the pens, there we found our foe.

My zombies were already engaged with the, I hesitate to call them humans or slaves, for they are truly something else. The modified humans that had earlier been domicile in their pits before had been commanded to fight.

The brutes tore apart my weaker zombies. The runners tried to circle around to get to Maxwell and myself, their large hands clawing at the air. Raven appeared from the shadows, driving daggers into the back of one before she vaulted off, ripping them free in a trail of blood.

My bludgeoner’s four hands curled into massive fists, storming into the midst of the brutes. With Raven holding back the runners trying to flank us and the bludgeoner fighting with the brutes, I had time to build a spell. Trusting Raven to deal with the weaker runners, I charged at the brutes.

Mercry was still in a long, curved form, and slashed against their unprotected bodies leaving deep festering wounds. I didn’t channel magic into the weapon, there were only a few of the brutes, I saw no need. They were unskilled, and though their attacks were bludgeoning, they were too focused on my undead construct.

It took blow after blow, and the dark flesh of the bludgeoner seemed to absorb them with no problem as it dealt back its own devastating attacks. The meaty thud of fists slamming into flesh changed to roars of pain as Mercry left deep wounds. My attack had been precise, and my opening slash had all but severed completely through one of the thick necks of a brute. It didn’t kill the creature, but the festering magic now inside of it so near to the spinal column would quickly finish it off.

I ripped Mercry free and spun it around, using the shaft to deflect an incoming attack even as I brought the blade down on another brute. A blow landed against my chest. I’d been unable to avoid it despite seeing it coming with my precognition. The armor crunched as the metal indented, but did very little damage to me. I leapt back, channeling my death energy to repair the armor, and used that space to throw Mercry at the brute who hit me. I did not have time to reshape the blade, but it still bit into its stomach.

The creature recoiled in pain, an interesting effect I hadn’t expected. From the descriptions, I assumed they were immune to pain. Reaching my hand toward Mercry, I yanked it free with the force of my will and dove back into the fight.

My initial zombies had all been torn apart, and by the time the fight was done, the construct was beginning to look worse for wear. One of its arms had been disabled and hung limply. But the brutes all lay dead, and when I looked over, Raven and Maxwell had neatly dealt with the runners that tried to close with them.

Raven had moved forward and was in the process of cutting down several of the other weaker types of modified humans. Near the back of the room however, I saw a group of people gathering. Men and women in dark robes had gathered up, some of them held axes, others hammers, and yet more with swords and shields. This was clearly a much more organized force than what we just fought.

Raven, sensing the fight had changed, fell back to where I was. Dead bodies littered the area. There were a few visible marks where dark bolts of magic had been used to blow holes through the chests of the modified humans with large eyes.

There was a brief standoff as our two sides eyed each other up. It was the perfect opportunity. I ordered the brute to interpose itself between me and anyone who tried to attack me as I began to build a spell. I used Mercry as a focus, reshaping the top of the blade into a metallic human skull, which in all honesty was completely unnecessary, but it added an effect in the same way me making my eyes burned brightly to cast their malignant purple glow across the room.

It didn’t take long for our enemies to determine they could probably stop me, but they realized it too late. Waves of dark purple magic built around me and I slammed Mercry’s butt into the ground and it spread out like a mist rapidly consuming and focusing on every body of our fallen foes. Even the zombies I initially started with and had been slain were affected by the spell.

This spell used a large portion of my mana, and I pulled out a potion Jones had provided and drank it. As our foes rushed across the ground, I couldn’t help but laugh. Dark laughter filled the room, they were rushing to their doom. Either they never fought a necromancer before, or they were just stupid.

In the time it took for my spell to take effect, both I and my bludgeoner were engaged. But it was worth the wait. It was a mass raise undead spell, and a more powerful version than I’d used before. Further enhanced by my focus tables, I continued to laugh as I twirled Mercry, blocking blows and retaliating with slashes that left my opponents screaming. The first zombie stood up, it was a brute, the festering wound in his neck giving him a horrific visage, the magic having rotted away part of his face. The purple glow in his eyes and the strength in his muscles powered by his undeath allowed him to tackle and rip apart an unsuspecting man.

All across the room, the dead began to stir as they came to life and fell on my foes. The power of this particular spell was twofold, and the modified humans were a perfect target for it. The undead created by the spell were based off the strengths they’d had in life. The brutes were even stronger and the runners were even faster than they’d been before. This was further enhanced by the death energy I funneled into the spell. Though that did have its downsides.

The watchers, the modified humans with the big guys, were perfect examples of this. They became all but immobile and stared with unnerving gazes at my foes. There were some kind of lesser versions of the gazer, a type of undead with psionic attack, but they didn’t have the power to be of use. But the power of the runners and the brutes made up for it.

I stepped back from the fight to take a moment to make plans. I looked at the gazers and the scouts, which were also more or less useless now. I already knew how to use them. After all, the true calling of a necromancer was to reduce, reuse, and recycle.
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The sounds of the conflict continued to draw more attention, and there was an almost constant stream of few humans and other races joining the fight. The spell I’d cast continued to raise more undead of my fallen foes. It wasn’t as fast as the initial group, but it gave me the edge. The basic humans were far weaker than the brutes or even the runners, but they served as fodder.

Once my mana had been restored enough, I cast another spell. Death magic poured out of me as I added a powerful buff to all my minions. I added a small amount of death energy into it to see if I could further amplify the effect, since I was supposed to be able to. Unlike creating minions by adding death energy, the effect wasn’t nearly as obvious.

All of my zombies gained regeneration and strength that allowed them to push the goons back. Maxwell continued playing, and now that the tide began to shift, he changed his song to a more ominous tune. Fear entered the eyes of those we were fighting as they were pushed back, leaving more and more bodies behind. I drank another mana potion.

Raven stood next to me, casting a steady stream of dark magic. With the line of battle so clearly drawn, and the narrow confines of the space, her stealth skills were less useful, and she was better off attacking from range with her magic.

Soon the room was ours and the spell I initially cast had faded. I ordered the remaining brutes and bludgeoner, which was surprisingly still alive, to guard the door to the stairs leading down. I began to lay out the bodies of the fallen. While the pits provided chokepoints to fight around, bodies had fallen down into them, and with the help of a few of my zombies, they were easy to retrieve and sort between those who’d already been raised to undeath once and those that had not.

To my surprise, the final pit still held the beautiful, naked, modified humans with their blank stares. Maxwell saw them, and while almost any hot-blooded man likely couldn’t help but be aroused at the raw sight of them, all that was in his eyes was horror and disgust. Raven dealt them swift merciful deaths, and I made sure to wait long enough so that the kernel that represented their true soul had truly moved on.

There was a constant rumbling of combat near the stairs, but the three brutes still standing held the door easily.

A grim smile spread on my face as I examined the available materials. Once the creature has been raised to undeath once, it becomes less efficient to raise them again, at least in the same form. Though their bodies do become more tuned to death magic. Truly it is how undead advance in strength, assuming they’re not killed and have the magic within themselves to sustain their form.

I bent to retrieve a death core but stilled. A thread of power reached from me to the core. It wasn’t something I had noticed before, and when I tugged on it, the core flew to me. I caught it, pleased to find it was a powerful core, and the more I thought about what I’d just done, the wider my smile became. I was the creator of these cores, of course I would have a connection.

I closed my eyes and focused on the thread connecting me to the core. The meditation I tried practicing for aura control came back to me. While I was terrible at it, I could feel the death energy in me and how it was connected to the cores around me. Reaching out, I tugged. Cores ripped out of bodies as necrotic energy emitted from them to eat holes through the flesh.

The cores even came pouring out of the creatures still standing, with the exception of the bludgeoner whose cores I’d used to further enhance its strength. A tumbling ball of smaller death cores floated in front of me. There had been at least twenty that had come from the modified humans and another dozen from the fighters that tried to push us out.

“That was gruesome,” Maxwell muttered, never breaking his song that was continuing to strengthen my minions at the door.

“But much better than having to retrieve them manually.” I watched the ever-shifting ball of orbs. Part of me wanted just to absorb them. None were overly powerful, but that many would definitely bring up my core level some.

I stopped that thought and focused on the task at hand, there were too many other useful things I could use them for. I carefully set the cores down and they spread out on the floor. The fighters that had come to engage us had been more powerful than the ones above, most of them in their mid-forties and a few in their fifties as far as levels went.

I could spend the energy to just raise all of these into undead, but the problem with fighting in confined spaces wasn’t an issue of numbers, it was an issue of concentrated force. A good example of this was how my four troops were holding back quite a few more at the stairs chokepoint.

I set aside the zombies that had fallen along with the weaker gazer and scout zombies. They would be material regardless of what I decide to do. The few that were still ‘alive’ I pulled the death magic back out of them and let them collapse.

There were only four bodies that hadn’t already been raised to undeath. I decided to make those my core, and then divided up the rest of the materials between them.

“Whatever you’re going to do, do it soon,” Raven said from her station near the door. “They’re getting organized. There’ll be a push soon.”

I approached the first cluster of material after giving a mental order for the remaining zombies that had been helping me to join the brutes at the door. I was getting awfully tired of headaches, but I expended the rest of my mana anyways. Death magic poured out of me and consumed the bodies and death cores.

Instinctually I reached into the spell with my own death energy and began to shape the energy from the cores, forming a new core along with enhancing my spell. My control over the death magic with my own death energy enhancing it was far greater than ever before. This particular spell was something between a construct and a regular create undead spell.

Bone was blackened as my magic condensed it. The central body of the creature was layered with more muscle and skin that was further compressed, allowing for smooth, powerful muscles. The skin was merged, transformed into something more akin to leather with added bone plates. Finally, the death core slid into the chest cavity as the ribs closed around it and dark muscles formed conduits that connected to the core.

The spell took a lot of mana, and I was truly depleted now. But when I looked at my creation, I smiled. In many ways, this was the first truly powerful undead I’d created. The amount of death energy tied up into this monster was more than any other up to this point. It was as tall as I was, and far heavier. Its eyes burned with the purple glow that matched my own.

There was a subservient connection that ensured it would obey my will. At least until it gained its own mind, something that very well could happen if I included brain matter.

I ordered it to join the front and it sprinted across the room, picking up a heavy battle ax—an order I had not given it. I could beat it in a fight, I just hoped it would never come to that. That was the danger of creating things as powerful, if not more powerful than you.

I read over its description, becoming even more pleased. I hadn’t seen this description in a long time.

Greater Zombie

Level: 55

What sets greater zombies apart from their lesser counterparts is the presence of a death core. This allows them to advance and become more powerful and adapt and change on their own. This particular zombie has been further enhanced by the addition of increased base material. Since material was added at the point of creation and was not shaped, the creature’s base power has increased.

Personally, I’ve never created a living dead before, if you didn’t count the ritual that turned the city into a city of the undead. That had a certain level of world magic involved that was far beyond my ability to work on my own. Aside from creatures like me and other incredibly powerful undead, the only way to create living dead was through advanced rituals, like the one that turned me into a Lich.

My new minion then joined the fight and I immediately saw the difference as it took command of the other zombies and began to organize them. Before long, the new zombie had organized my minions, defending the top of the stairs much more effectively. The fools trying to force their way up the stairs gave up and fell back. For them it was the worst thing they could have done. Over the next hour I raised three more. They wouldn’t be able to stop me now.
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I used one of my last two remaining mana potions to speed up the creation process. I didn’t know how big this complex would prove to be, and hoped I wouldn’t regret using one of the potions to save me some time.

With a mental command I ordered my group of zombies to push down the stairs. The weaker zombies were stacked in front and were quickly torn apart by the forces arrayed below. Then the brutes plowed down the stairs and forced their way into the next room.

I was at the rear of the formation, and from the flashes of magical light that bled through the archway I guessed we had discovered a much stronger foe.

The four greater zombies charged down, with me on their heels. Maxwell and Raven were farther back, and he’d switched to an ominous metal song that buffed me and my minions and put a subtle psionic effect on our foes to make them feel more intimidated, kind of. His music magic is strange when you stop and think about it.

The next room turned out to be a long, wide corridor, with brick walls that looked to have been recently made and curved into an arched ceiling. Two large doors were on either side, and another set of wide stairs led deeper at the far end. It was stark and unadorned, with the exception of a few sconces burning along the walls, and huddled in front of the next stairwell was a group of fighters wielding crossbows, and behind them a pair of figures draped in dark robes with elaborate designs sewn into them.

Whoever this crime family was, they weren’t idiots. Since they couldn’t force their way up the stairs, they’d fallen back and prepared for us to rush them. Between my forces and the ranged fighters was a small horde of melee fighters. Fortunately, I only felt the presence of a few powerful figures, but there were still nearly two dozen people arrayed before me.

The one saving grace we had was the raised platform we’d come out on. It was a half-circle that led out of the archway with only a couple of steps, but it was enough to give me a view of the area and my troops a slight edge.

Bolts stuck out of the shield held by the greater zombies, and magic was building around the two casters. They were powerful, likely the two most powerful people in the room, aside from me.

As I built my own spell, I regretted not having put any points into the defense category of my focus table. I tried to console myself—most of the time that would’ve been a waste.

Electric blue lightning raced down the corridor right as I cast my spell. A barrier of black magic formed in front of the bolt, stopping and dispersing it before it struck my bludgeoner. My barrier shattered, but since it hadn’t been a channeled spell, prematurely detonating it was all I needed. Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to build another barrier and my precognition had me dive to the side just as a bolt of red magic tore through the space beside me.

Necromancers were not known for powerful defensive magics, they were essentially wizards that specialized in death magic. My best defensive spells came from my dark magic. But even then, that was more specialized in stealth and high damage singular attacks. I was really not the right kind of castor for a magical duel. The one advantage I had, was my casting speed.

That’s the downside of wizard type casting—they’re slow. Mages often won duels simply because they could hit faster, even if wizards typically had more powerful spells. Now, as a Lich, I had the speed of a mage with the power of a wizard.

As I came up out of my roll, I was already building a spell. If I couldn’t defend against the casters, my only option was to eliminate them before they did too much damage. My minions spread out, and yes that would isolate them as they fought, but it was better than a well-placed spell causing massive damage. It would also make me the primary target for the casters, since hitting my front line would become problematic.

I trusted Maxwell and Raven to take care of themselves. People rarely saw Maxwell as a threat. Little did they know, in many ways, he was more valuable to the fight than I was. And where Raven was concerned, I hoped she would go after the group of crossbow users since they would only add to my headaches as they focused on me as well.

A bolt of dark purple lightning fired from the tip of Mercry. As it arced across the room and slammed into the caster who fired the bolt of lightning, a barrier flickered around him. They wore some heavily enchanted items, because I hadn’t seen them cast defensive magics. Although it was possible they’d already been in place. I poured magic into my spell and for a few long seconds I was connected across the corridor to the other casters.

As my spell slammed into the barrier sparks erupted, and tendrils of death magic spiraled off into the room. I cut off magic into the spell as I felt the price of maintaining it begin to increase exponentially.

Even before the light of my magic faded, I was already building another. The other advantage I held was the power granted to my death spells. Death magic was already a potent offensive spell type, and as a Lich, it was even more so. I tended to focus on amplifying my minions, since that was one of the big benefits of being a necromancer, but that didn’t mean my spells were lacking.

My precognition warned me of an incoming attack, one I couldn’t dodge due to its area of effect component. Instead, I focused my mind so my spell would not come unraveled and tried to hunker down. Right before the spell hit, I glanced at Maxwell, who was also dodging to the side. He wasn’t the target of the spell and would likely get out of the blast radius.

An explosion of dark red energy filled the corridor. My initial response was panic. Blood magic, while not a counter to me, was one of the types of magic that would be very effective against undead, since it was vitality based. But as this magic washed through me and I rocked back from the blast, there wasn’t any pain. And it wasn’t just from the resistance gained from the Order of Equinox.

In a way, I tasted the magic, and then a deep chuckle escaped me. A moment later that chuckle boomed across the room as Maxwell did something to amplify. Deciding to take advantage of it, I mocked them. “You would use corruption magic against a Lich? You must’ve been dropped on the head as a baby. You poor fool.”

I struck out with my spell and an orb of relatively slow-moving dark purple death magic flew across the room in a straight line, unaffected by gravity. As it did, I channeled nearly a quarter of my death energy into it, this was the first time I tried such a thing.

This orb was a terrifying attack. I honestly hadn’t known I had access to such things, it just came to me as I started casting it. I’d used the spell many times before I was brought here, when I had just been a necromancer. The things that came to me and that I remembered were confusing at times. I didn’t think overly much on it, I was thankful for access to the spell.

The orb emitted a field around it that degraded all life it touched. Some of the fighters directly underneath the orb gasped and staggered, one even dropped to the ground, life draining from his face.

The slow-moving attack gave the casters the opportunity to raise a barrier to stop it. I did not have time to watch the impact as a volley of bolts was incoming. So far, the crossbowmen that had been trying to take pot shots at my front line, were focused on me. I dashed to the side, avoiding most of the projectiles. One caught me where my stomach would be. They punched through the armor, as bolts tended to do, and I ground my teeth. The pain wasn’t horrible, but the feeling was not pleasant.

When I glanced at the casters, I saw the magic remnants of a broken barrier fading as the orb reached them. It did not target either one of the casters, instead it just hovered above them. The field it emitted was already taking effect, and the death energy enhancing the spell made it far more powerful than I should have been able to cast. I could physically see the death magic eating away at their life.

One of the casters pointed his wand up and I smiled, with the limited strands of black flesh on my face it was quite the gruesome sight. The caster not focusing on the spell turned to his friend and shouted something just as a beam of crimson energy fired from the man’s wand into the orb.

The spell was hard to block and bring down as it traveled, and once it reached its end position, it became a sitting duck. Except attacking it was the last thing they should’ve done. It was like a mine. And what they had just done was purposefully step on it.

The crimson energy pierced the orb and there was an explosion of dark purple energy laced with pure black. Two of the crossbow wielders were close enough to be caught in the explosion, and screams came from the casters as they were consumed.

When the magic faded, one of the casters lay on the ground, his body and robes completely ravaged and torn apart by the rampant death energy. The other one was still barely standing; his barriers having saved him. One of the crossbow wielders was a desiccate corpse, while half the body of the other had been withered away. Before he could recover, Raven drove a dagger into the side of his head and vanished into a shadow.

Instead of pressing my advantage, I used my dwindling mana supply to cast a spell that would heal my minions. Somehow the bludgeoner was still alive, though at a glance I was pretty certain it was only barely. One arm still functioned, and it swung around blindly, its eyes must’ve been blotted out. My greater zombies faired better, though two of them were now engaged with fighters that went toe to toe with them.

Maxwell’s buffs kept them in the fight, but they wouldn’t last forever. A wave of death magic flowed out for me and established an area of effect centered on me that included all of my minions. Wounds closed, and the bludgeoner even began to move a bit better, one of its broken arms twitching.

Amongst the crossbowmen was Raven, slashing and stabbing. They tried to grab her or strike her with short swords, but she was faster than they were, leaving behind a trail of wounds that hampered their movements. With two dead, there was only three other crossbowmen, and none were strong enough to tango with Raven.

I turned my attention back to the other side of the room, where the caster was preparing to retaliate. Using another chunk of my dwindling mana, I answered, and raced to complete it before the other caster. I couldn’t move, my position allowed me to heal my minions, so if I could bring that caster down before they finished their spell that would be great.

I used another bolt of lightning, but as my spell arched across the room the caster fired their own. My precognition told me it would hit me, so I ground my teeth and held my position. If I remember correctly, this was the corruption caster, maybe the spell wouldn’t hurt very much. My lightning blasted into him, the barrier already gone. They resisted for a moment before the lightning tore them apart.

That, however, did not stop their spell, and a moment later an explosion of crimson energy hammered me. I howled in pain as the vital magic warred with my body, and I channeled death energy. The magic and energy clashed as the death energy restored my body faster than the vital magic could hurt it.

When the attack ended, I rose to my feet. With no more casters to worry about, I poured death magic into Mercry and reshaped it into a spear with the needlelike tip. I moved to support the bludgeoner who was again being torn down.
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Once I joined the front line alongside my minions, the melee fight quickly resolved. The power of the greater zombies was truly magnificent. The fight was over, I collected all the death cores, though there wasn’t as many this time. It appeared as if the fighters slain by the greater zombies did not generate death cores, which was fine.

I had the bodies piled up in the middle of the room, and while Raven scouted the two side rooms, I cast my spell. Instead of creating more singularly powerful zombies, I simply used a mass raise dead. The stairway leading down was quite wide, so a horde would be more useful.

I absorbed all of the death cores, having used quite a bit of death energy since entering this place and I need to restore my stores of the energy. Passive regeneration would take too long, like mana and health, the number represented in my stat sheet was only the maximum amount that was possible to generate over time. The interesting thing was that death energy regenerated quicker when in combat, which likely had to do with the creatures dying around me. Once I was out of combat the rate dropped off.

Absorbing the cores restored all my expended death energy and got me another ten levels in my death core—I really hadn’t been adding very many to it at the time. By going up against more powerful foes though, the cores I gain seemed to have regained their efficiency in giving core levels. There was certainly some correlation that I didn’t want to take the time to figure out.

Once my spell was cast, I moved to the door to my left, where Raven and Maxwell waited. “This is where they make the people,” Maxwell said quietly, and a disgusted look crossed his face. “The other side appears to be a storeroom for supplies, and they had cages for people in there as well.”

Forewarned about what was awaiting me, I entered the room as my mass raise dead spell began to take effect on the pile of bodies. I had ordered the greater zombies to organize and corral the undead toward the stairway leading down.

Despite knowing what I was going to find, the room made me wish I could vomit. A large ritual was laid out that glowed with a dark red energy similar to what that caster had thrown at me. I walked around the ritual, studying the diagram. Toward the middle the magic changed, and I began to recognize blood magic. It was rudimentary and crude compared to what we’d witnessed in the ziggurat. To the point that I doubted they were part of the same cult. This was something new—a new to me faction of blood magic users at any rate.

I didn’t fully understand the ritual, though no magic flowed through it. From the piles of withered desiccated husks of bodies scattered along the edges of the room, I wagered a guess on what the ten circles around the outside of the diagram were for. Periodically, there were other circles where no doubt different supplies were added, and at the center were chains made of bloodred metal.

“How do we destroy this?” Maxwell asked.

The thing about rituals is that they’re relatively easy to disturb when non-powered. Once magic begins to fill it, the runic lines gain a certain amount of resistance to being changed. “We’re not going to destroy it. We’re going to booby-trap it.”

Thankfully, it’s much easier to tamper with a ritual than to understand it. And like I said before, I knew quite a bit about ritual magic. Using the tip of Mercry like a pencil, I began to modify a few of the runes in very subtle and careful ways. The particular runic language wasn’t one I was familiar with, but I still added my own runes, careful to make them look similar. At a cursory inspection the ritual still appeared the same, but if they tried to use it the effects would be quite different.

The sabotage didn’t take long, and I left the room feeling better. If anyone tried and use that thing again it would be very bad for them. Back out in the corridor, the greater zombies had corralled the new horde of zombies at the stairs. I had been expecting reinforcements to come storming up, but none came. If anyone were to come from deeper they would’ve already found their way here.

With a nod to the others, I gave a mental command and my horde continued down the stairs. The two casters had also been turned into zombies, but unfortunately the spell I used did not allow the bodies to retain any of the skills they once had. They were nothing more than mindless minions. Out of the zombies I just created, there were only a handful of stronger melee fighters that were worth noting. Even still, as the horde disappeared, many had multiple missing arms or were even crawling on the ground missing a leg or two. They would not last long, but they would be good cannon fodder.

Maxwell began a tune that echoed through the chamber. The magic amplified my minions, upping their speed.

We followed them down, and I kept my ears open for the sound of conflict. There wasn’t any. I ordered my greater zombies to take contingents of the lesser zombies and spread out through whatever they found down below.

When we reached the bottom of the deceptively long flight of stairs, only the bludgeoner remained at the base of the stairs. A cavern lay before us, big enough that the four separate groups of zombies each under the command of a greater zombie had a significant distance between them as they explored.

At the far end of the cavern was the gaping mouth of a tunnel that led even deeper, and a small building nestled near it. “What are the chances this connects to Tehomal?” Maxwell asked.

“Who knows?” I murmured.

While I couldn’t see anything, I got the sense something waited for us there.

“What is Tehomal?” Raven asked as I carefully led the way across the rugged floor of the cavern.

“It’s the world beneath,” Maxwell explained. “In all honesty, we don’t know much about it. I’ve only heard of a few players exploring it and those that do are either very secretive about what they find, or are too weak to explore. All that is known is that it’s a vast maze of caverns, tunnels, underground lakes, and even oceans. There are civilizations down there that are just as vast and powerful as anything on the surface.”

“That sounds exciting.” Raven’s gaze fixed on the tunnel leading deeper.

“That is not any place for us right now,” I said. “Maybe one day, but for now we best be careful.”

I reached out to one of the greater zombies that was near the hut and told it to approach while I pulled the other three back toward me. To my surprise, the greater zombie I ordered did not approach himself, and instead sent several of its zombies out. It was the smart move to do but was not the order it was given. Maybe the reason why they hadn’t produced death cores from the people they killed even though they were one of my minions, was that they had absorbed the death energy themselves. That was a topic I promised myself to explore later. Technically since they were my minions they counted as an extension of my power and so their kills should’ve still generated death cores.

The caution of the greater zombie proved to be warranted, for as soon as the three zombies he sent forward stumbled within ten meters of the hut, there was a blur of motion, and they were cut to ribbons. I ordered the greater zombie to fall back to me, even as I built a spell. Whatever was there knew we were coming.

I released a bolt of death lightning across the cavern just as whatever had attacked charged. My precognition gave me just enough warning to predict where to fire. My attack caught whatever it was by surprise. The bolt of lightning sent it tumbling back and briefly lit the cavern in eerie purple light.

The contrast of the light allowed me to get a better look at what this creature was. While I could see in the dark, the colors were often monochromatic. The creature was a humanoid with pale skin, almost albino, wearing bloodred robes, and had red hair so dark it was almost black.

“I don’t suppose we could convince you to return to whatever, hole you crawled out of?” I asked. Whatever this thing was it made me uneasy. There was no point in risking a fight that might actually end my life if I didn’t absolutely have to.

“I’ve heard of sending a snake down a mouse hole to rid yourself of pests,” the man’s voice was cruel and powerful. “I’ve just never seen it in action. Where did they find a Lich of all things to root me out? They must’ve been really annoyed.”

“I’m just doing a job,” I responded. “I don’t have to kill you. If you leave, as far as my employer is concerned, it will be mission accomplished.”

“I can appreciate that,” the man chuckled. “But I think I’ll stick around, even with the setback you’ve cost me, this is quite the profitable business.”

I sighed. “Why are bad guys always like this?”

“A Lich calling me the bad guy?” He laughed. “The irony there, and it appears you’re not even that powerful of Lich, studying you will be quite fascinating.”

The effect of Maxwell’s music had amplified as I talked with this strange humanoid creature. It was part of the reason I stopped to talk—we would need all the advantage we could get. Raven was no doubt lurking somewhere in the shadows waiting for her moment to strike.

I concentrated on another spell and ordered the greater zombies and bludgeoner to fall back to me and use the lesser zombies as a flesh wall.

Even before they were finished falling back, the man created a bloodred blade made of what appeared to be actual blood drawn from his own body. He moved remarkably fast, and I couldn’t get a read on his actual level, but my sense put him a little stronger than I was.

The man tore through the zombies nearest him, but he didn’t quite catch the last fleeing greater zombie before he pushed his way through the line of zombies that had formed in front of me.

The bludgeoner, now fully healed, met the pale man’s charge. It was a bad matchup. The bludgeoner was unarmored aside from the natural armor of its tough skin, and it lacked fast attacks. That brief fight did buy me the time to complete my spell. A wave of death magic flowed out of me, amplifying the power of all my minions—my most powerful buffing spell, further enhanced by death energy. As the resulting headache made me stumble, Raven darted in, slashing at the man with her daggers. I pulled up my last remaining mana potion and drank it.

Raven’s speed was equal to or a little faster than the pale man’s, and she landed a few shallow cuts before being driven back by the blood blade. I ordered my minions to attack and the zombies swarmed. My mana restored, I joined my greater zombies and we moved as a unit to attack.

The bludgeoner was cut to ribbons by this point, well beyond the ability to regenerate despite the buffing spell. But the regular zombies, while not great fighters, benefited greatly from regeneration. Wounds that would’ve debilitated them healed at rapid rates, and he could not outpace the damage being dealt to his body. In a horde, the cumulative regenerating health was truly massive. As one zombie would get pushed back or incapacitated another would take its place before the pale man could finish it off.

However, he was still felling zombies. That changed as I entered the fight with my greater zombies. Two of them had shields and long swords, while another two held heavy hammers. I of course had Mercry. I changed it into a straight, sharp blade with a large cross guard. It was more of a defensive posture, which was fine. The blade staff was a weapon that, while hard to learn, held powerful defensive options along with the ability to deal out immense damage.

I pushed my way to the front and engaged the pale man. This close, I could see he had pointed ears, and realized he was some kind of elf. His eyes also had a dark red tint that made him look even more albino.

With a snarl, the pale man released a pulse of crimson energy, and the magic ate at me. Once again it was some kind of blood magic, and the shockwave devastated the remaining zombies. I sincerely hoped he didn’t have very much of that magic left. My greater zombies weathered the storm and moved in even as Raven continued to harry him.

Dark bolts of magic hammered into his blind spots wherever Raven saw openings, while I did my best to keep his attention on me. I kept Mercry moving, deflecting blades, slashing out when able, and just trying to stay ahead of him.

His weapon left behind excruciating wounds. They festered with a kind of corrupted blood magic. If I weren’t undead, I can only imagine just how dangerous those would’ve been. But I had no blood for them to corrupt, instead it was just a war between the vital energy contained in his blood magic and my nature as a death creature. Even still, I ground my teeth in pain. He didn’t escape unscathed. I left a fair score of festering wounds, and the greater zombies were managing to get through his guard.

Except the pale man also had massive regenerative abilities. The wounds normally left by Mercry were nearly impossible to heal under typical means, but this guys’ magic literally forced it out of his body. Blows from the greater zombies left wounds and bruises that healed at a visible rate. The pale man’s clothes were shredded, revealing flesh covered in bloodred tattoos.

I was certain that by myself I couldn’t beat him. Not between his speed and any damage I dealt leaving no kind of lasting effect. Knowing I needed to change my approach, I growled and sprang back. He tried to pursue me, but the greater zombies blocked him.

Mercry began to glow with purple magic, channeling a pure destruction spell that would cause everything it touched to wither and die.

I formed Mercry into a javelin and hurled it at the pale elf. Right when it was about to impact, he twirled and knocked it aside, sending it flying into the air. Before it got out of range I summoned it back to my hand, reshaping it into a needlelike tip. My greater zombies were being whittled down by the man’s blood weapon, and their flesh festered and corroded where the weapon left wounds.

Instead of joining back in and drawing his attention, I launched penetrating attacks that were hard to block. We kept it up until the man was on the defensive and I landed a blow into his thigh. The needle tip of Mercry bit in and the death magic flooded his body.

He screamed and a red glow surrounded him. It didn’t fully heal the damage done to his leg, but suddenly he was moving even faster. Raven had darted in, and his acceleration caught her by surprise. His blood weapon came for her and she let out a yelp. There was little she could do to dodge the attack, but one of the greater zombies interposed himself and took the blow on his leg.

The weapon sliced through and the zombie collapsed, only for it to grab his leg and hold it in place until my buffing spell regenerated him. The pale elf moved to finish the greater zombie off, but another one step to protect him. They were portraying far more self-preservation and teamwork than I expected. I struck with Mercry again, the man’s distraction and thirst for the kill gave me another opening, and I drove it into the small of his back.

It was a very lucky blow. He arched in pain as I deposited a payload of death magic and energy at the base of his spine. The magic ate away at the nerve tissue contained within the spine and he lost use of his legs. Energy flooded to the wound trying to fix it.

The greater zombies rained blows down, and soon his arms and legs were crippled. The fight was over. Before the greater zombies killed him, I stopped them.

Seeing the teamwork of the zombies had given me an idea.
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The storm of magic faded and deposited what had once been the pale elf on the ground. Around the form stood the four greater zombies, having been part of the spell. I’d used the material left over from my defeated zombies, a large portion of my own death energy, and all of my mana.

The greater zombies also contributed energy from their death cores, but that hadn’t been part of the main spell, that had been for its own purpose. My part of the ritual had finished several minutes ago and I was already recovering while the pale elf screamed, getting picked up by the magic before being smothered in a ball of bone and flesh, and huge amounts of death energy and death magic.

I didn’t feel any guilt. Was the spell cruel, yes, but this elf had made a living out of turning people into what amounted to living zombies. At least when I created the zombies, their minds were gone. The people weren’t imprisoned inside their own mind, screaming.

The elf’s fate was closer to what he’d done to others, and even then it wasn’t nearly as cruel. I essentially forcibly changed his race, broke his will, then upgraded him, and given him power. He wasn’t trapped in his own mind, but he was no more able to defy me than any of my other creations currently with me.

As you know, there are, generally speaking, two types of undead: the living dead and the mindless dead. The living dead are created if a body is raised to life immediately after death and the kernel that represents the true soul is still present. That was the first step of what I’d done. The inner part of the ritual essentially killed him then raised him to life. From my understanding, its a relatively painless way to go. I mean, his arms and legs are still broken and he was still in a lot of pain, but if you’re going to become a living dead, do a ritual, don’t have someone kill you and then raise you.

The second part of the spell was where most of my magic had gone. Even at my relatively low level, using a ritual to create a living dead isn’t too difficult. However, the breaking of one’s will to bind them into servitude was much more difficult, and something I normally avoided. But with the help of my four greater zombies adding their own unexpected will, helped the process. One did not have to enter the Mindscape to do this. It wasn’t as thorough, but being bound in this way was also less intrusive. No one deserved to have their Mindscape pillaged and destroyed. We more suppressed it from the outside.

The third part of the spell was where all of the excess material had been rendered down and condensed. The living dead body transitioned into being a damned, the physical progression for living dead, and from there it continued to grow in power. I didn’t know all of the different progression options for the undead, but unlike normal living creatures, undead creatures advanced and grew in different ways. Theoretically I believe it’s possible for a living dead to eventually become a Lich without having to go through the process I did.

Either way, now that his will was under my control, I let him shape the direction of his growth to a certain extent. It was unconscious effort on his part, I doubt he even fully realized what he was doing. The death energy and death magic purged his ability to wield blood magic and replaced it with powerful necrotic magic. His affinity for necrotic energy was powerful indeed, as is often the case when you inversed the magical attunement of the person. Turns out, blood magic was more or less in opposition to necrotic magic, which I will clarify is different than death magic, though they are closely related.

The process of building his magic had been completed at the same time his body was reformed. The cloud of energy and material surrounding him had obscured the process. But when he reemerged, there was nothing left of his original form. He was still humanoid, and like my greater zombies, his muscles and bones were condensed. The excess material was left to fall back to the ground.

No longer did the zombie have the pale, almost albino skin, now it was gray, like that of the stone of the cavern. He stood, and I got a very close look at my new minion. His body was powerful, thick muscles bulged under the gray skin, and ridges of black bone protruded along his forearms. He smiled, and pitch-black, needlelike teeth filled his mouth. The irises of his eyes were magenta and the sclera pitch-black. I wondered if the color had been affected by the merging of purple and red. There was no hair on his head, it was perfectly smooth, and his ears were still long and pointed.

His will pushed up against my own, and though I’d increased his power quite a bit, for now I was his better, and he knew it.

He was new to his body and magic. Had he mastery over them and that might’ve be a different conversation. My intrinsic connection over him allowed me to easily pull up a description. I was a little surprised, it was something I’d only seen rarely before, and that was saying something.

Talkak

Level: 63

Living Dead: The Forsaken

The forsaken are powerful undead and rarely seen. They are also lethal melee fighters and powerful magic casters. The resentment and anger they harbor toward the one who created them is what allowed them to shape the form of their body and power. The hatred they hold toward their creator and master is unending. They can be powerful minions, but they should never be trusted by their master. They will always seek to break free and extract their vengeance.

If I could’ve paled I would’ve. When I met Talkak’s eye, I could see the seething hatred. I looked at my greater zombies and swore. They were also staring at me. The secondary process of the spell bound the greater zombies to Talkak. My intent had been for him to be a general to command them. Already his will poked at the edges, testing to see my response.

Maxwell and Raven strode over—Maxwell had a huge smile on his face. “Zeke, guess what I found!”

“It doesn’t matter, we need to leave, we need to leave right now.” I was already backing toward the stairs.

While I might be up to beating this creature, that would’ve defeated the whole purpose of me creating him. My whole plan was to leave him down here in the first place, only that plan was more expedited due to the strength of their combined wills pushing against my will.

Maxwell picked up on my urgency and looked between me and Talkak. From the brief, glazed-over look he got, he must’ve gotten a prompt. Suddenly he was jogging over with me, pulling Raven along behind.

As soon as we were out of sight, the three of us sprinted up the stairs. It didn’t take long for us to enter back into the bottom of the warehouse. This had not been an overly large complex. As distance had grown, the contest between my will and Talkak had lessened. I could still kind of feel him, but it was distant. I was pretty certain if I got much farther away, I wouldn’t even know if he broke my control, but that was okay. Once I was no longer within his sight, some of his rage boiled down. He still hated me, but without a constant reminder of my existence staring him in the face it was easier for him to ignore it.

“Okay, we can pause,” I said. “What’d you find?”

Maxwell’s smile returned, so I knew it must be something good. I also had a small bag of rings and amulets I’d taken from the casters, but no one in their right mind willy-nilly equips gear they just looted from people they were fighting. That’s a good way to get cursed items.

“Well, a bunch of gold we won’t tell Jones about; he might feel the need not to pay us,” Maxwell chuckled. “But so you know, this is way more gold than he was going to pay us, I’m pretty sure it’s all of the income they made from selling those things. And that’s not the best part.” He held out two items. “I found a treasure map—don’t know why he had it—and!” His smile was practically splitting his face as he held out a black bag with a silver drawstring. “A bag of holding.”

My smile matched his. Spatial storage devices were very valuable, and while it seemed like most players always manage to get one at some point, they could be incredibly hard to come across. There were all kinds of variations on a spatial holding, and as Maxwell gave me the bag, a brief description of it popped up.

Mana Attuned Bag of Holding

This item is bigger on the inside. This bag was made from the flayed skin of a creature from deep within Tehomal. The creature’s power has shaped the nature of the bag. Having fed off mana in life the bag is now attuned to the magical capacity of its owner and its internal size is based off the mana pool of the holder at a rate of one cubic meter per 100 mana points in their mana pool.

Furthermore, the dominant magic of the owner affects the properties of the bag. For you, death and dark magic would affect the properties of the bag. The death magic would cause a stasis, and the dark magic would make it nearly impossible to steal from.

“Holy crap,” I whispered. “A scalable bag of holding? That’s insane. We can never tell anyone we have this.”

“I know. You should keep it, you have way more mana than I do.” Maxwell tilted his head. “Out of curiosity, what does your death magic do to it? I have the kind of harmonics magic that would allow me to store sound, kind of weird.”

“That’s the best part. The death magic gives a stasis effect, so we can store food for you and Raven indefinitely. And the dark magic means Raven can’t steal from it.”

“Do you really need that part?” Raven demanded.

“You’re a cat,” Maxwell said. “You’re going to steal food, it’s just what you do.”

I laughed as I opened my character sheet to see how much storage we would have. To my surprise, I’d gained two more levels. I put the points into spirit since that increased my mana the most. Absorbing those death cores boosted many of my stats without me actually having to gain levels. The power of being a Lich was truly awesome, even if the boosts were small, they added up over time.

Character Soul Level: 55

Name: Ezekiel Verniac

Race: Human Lich

Unspent Stat Points: 0

Spent Stat Point: 275

5 Stat Points per level

Health: 1153(1729.5)

Health Regeneration: 32.625(48.93)/sec

Death Energy: 1332(1998)

Death Energy Regeneration: 27.515(33.93.7)/sec

Mana: 535

Mana Regeneration: 18.03/sec

Carrying lbs.: 1299.2(1741.125)

Stats:

Intelligence: 65 [multiplier: .311]

Spirit: 49 [multiplier: .23]

Vitality: 98 [multiplier: .15]

Resilience: 52 [multiplier: .15]

Death Core: 125

Agility: 66 [multiplier: .1]

Dexterity: 42 [multiplier: .21]

Experience: 864.3 of 40789.1
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By the time we made it back onto the street, the sky was beginning to lighten. As we walked towards Jones’s place, Maxwell looked over the treasure map and I glanced over the tracking map. The ritual we’d done on it worked, and it showed us farther to the north than we actually were, but even as I watched I saw that the dot flickered occasionally. Once I thought I even saw a whisper of it appear inside Maltis.

I put the map away. Something wasn’t right, after only one day it was starting to glitch. We would need to do the ritual again.

“This treasure appears to be kind of on the course we’re taking,” Maxwell said excitedly. “We should try and stop and get it on our way past. With nearly five and a half cubic meters of storage in that bag, we could haul away a huge treasure without needing any kind of support.”

“We shall see,” I agreed.

The gleam in his eyes at the idea of treasure was something I understood. And when I looked down at Raven, she held the same hunger. Treasure drew the adventurous no matter what. My thoughts trailed back to the warehouse and what we fought there. Those were what true monsters were. Maybe Talkak’s analogy was right that I was the snake to hunt out the vermin.

When we made it to the inn, Jones waved us into the back and we gave him a report of what we found. “If that’s the entrance into Tehomal, we need to get a guard on it.”

“Hold on that for now.” I explained the creature I left behind. “At this point you know what I am, or you have your guesses. I’m hoping that my pursuers will be distracted by such a powerful death creature below the city on their way through, thinking it’s me. Wait till they deal with it.”

“The families won’t be happy about that,” Jones said. “The church will know about that entrance, and they will have a hard time accessing it.”

“Honestly they should probably just seal it off,” Maxwell said. “Nothing good ever comes out of that place.”

“I hear you,” Jones agreed. “But there are some valuable materials that can only be found there, so no one will willingly give up easy access. In fact, depending on who ends up controlling it, I could see quite the fortress being built where that warehouse is.”

I agreed with the point, knowing the power of the creature I left behind. Even if the crime families tried to take control, it was likely they would fail at first and the creature would still be there when the priests came looking. It would take a concerted effort on anyone’s part to kill it, especially if it had time to establish itself.

I went up to my room and spent the rest of the daylight hours meditating. I’d used a lot of mana and energy through the course of the night. Maxwell chatted with Jones, and Raven joined me. I later found out Maxwell spent time doing some shopping, having told Jones we found a minor storage item, so the pile of goods he was collecting would go into it.

In the room I took the time to examine the items I looted, having just tossed them into a cloth bag. I wanted to make sure I got whatever protection barrier they’d had, if in fact it wasn’t a spell they cast.

Studying each item carefully, I pulled up descriptions one after another. There were multiple duplicates of some of the rings, even though they looked different.

Ring of Vitality

Increases the vitality of the wearer by twenty points.

There were two of these rings. I sighed, tossing them aside. I didn’t even have to test to see if they would work with me, I didn’t have a vitality score. Maxwell or Raven would like them.

Ring of Intelligence

Increases the intelligence of the wearer by twenty points.

These ones I equipped—intelligence was always useful. Except nothing happened. When I looked down, all I saw was my bony fingers and the loosely fitting rings hung there, jingling every time I moved my hand. That was a problem I hadn’t expected. I didn’t know if the reason why the rings were having no effect was that they weren’t really being worn correctly by me, or if it was some other reason.

I had no idea what to do. Normally size adjustments for magical items could be made by enchanters, and really good items would adjust themselves. From my understanding, that seemed like a waste of enchantment space on the item. And I couldn’t very well go into an enchantment shop and asked them to adjust a ring down to skeletal finger size. I wished I knew more about enchantments. Setting them aside with the hope that maybe I could ask Damien about them in my Mindscape, the next four rings all but guaranteed I would be making that trip.

Ring of the Tranquil Mind

Increases spell stability, focus, and magic control. Though emotion can be used for powerful casting, it must be controlled and mastered. The tranquil mind is the true power of casting.

A base level increase to those three properties of spell casting could not be understated. As you no doubt know, magic is both incredibly powerful and can be incredibly dangerous. If disrupted while casting a spell, it can backlash and literally kill you on the spot.

Ring of Spell Amplification

Greatly amplifies the power of one spell once per day.

This ring was deceptive. I had seen something similar before, heck I’d even had a more powerful version. Once a day activation items were truly awesome if used correctly. They took time to recharge, yes, but their effects were spectacular. I personally think is better to have a once use overcharge ability than just a baseline increase in power. That is, unless it was a truly massive baseline increase.

The final two rings were the same, but I didn’t care. They were a ring that any wizard type caster would love to have.

Ring of Minor Spell Storage

Allows the storage of one spell cast upon the ring to be cast at the wearer’s discretion.

Requirements: High proficiency with spell craft.

They were the only rings with requirements, but it made sense. It would be strange if a warrior could somehow store a magical spell in a ring, and then later use it, you could get some truly overpowered people if you could do that. All spells I had access to at this point were classified as minor spells, though they might seem powerful, in the scale of this world, they were nothing.

Then I came to the amulets, and there it was.

Amulet of the Force Barrier

This amulet projects a force barrier around the wearer that can be powered up to the equivalent of 1000 health, subject to normal weaknesses and critical damage.

Amulets like this are truly useful for casters. It makes them go from being super squishy easy to kill targets to slightly less squishy easy to kill targets. With me and my high health and armor, it would just turn me more into a tank. I elected to give the other amulet to either Raven or Maxwell, who ever thought they could use it more. I was honestly leaning toward Maxwell, since Raven was constantly hiding in the shadows and very rarely seemed to take any direct attacks.

When I slipped the amulet over my head, I sighed in satisfaction as I could feel the connection to it. I channeled some of my mana into it and connected it to my being, then proceeded to fill the capacitors inside of the amulet to give me the force barrier.

Once satisfied with my examination of the items, I let myself drift back into meditation. My goal wasn’t to fully enter the Mindscape. I’d found that there was a state in which I could enter where I could somewhat communicate with Damien without having to actually be there. Though I was already feeling somewhat restored, I needed to spend some time in pure meditation, not distracted by anything in the physical or the mental world. Once we left the city, we’d have a long few days ahead of us.

My mind floated in that place between awake and asleep, where the world you saw around you kind of quit making sense and your thoughts became jumbled with nonsensical ideas. The jumbled land of my mind faded from sight as I felt Damien’s connection. I projected my questions to him, not even needing to speak them out loud.

His voice came back a few moments later. “It’s not your lack of flesh that is preventing you from equipping the rings, though that is an issue by itself. To address that, you just need to resize the rings. But as you thought, you probably shouldn’t go to the enchanter in this kingdom. The reason why you can’t use those rings is that they’re meant for living creatures not undead. You should try using the spell storage rings, just like the amulet, they should work.”

My jumbled thoughts communicated my next question.

There was a long pause before Damien sighed through the mental communication—that literally meant he had to take the effort of sending that to me. “You know I hate when we talk like this, it’s sometimes so hard to understand what you want to know. This last thought included questions about why unicorns and rhinoceroses can’t crossbreed—why would I know that? But I think that wasn’t your actual question, you want to know what you can do to equip the rings. I would suggest try channeling death energy into them, it should adjust the attunement of the ring to the undead.”

I shot what I hoped was a thank you to Damien before I cut off the communication and my body and mind sank further into meditation.
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When I came back to an awareness, I found Raven once again curled up next to me in her cat form, watching the room. I stroked her head and then stood. Opening the curtains, I saw that it was still daylight out, but the sun was getting low—late afternoon, time for us to be on the road.

There was also a small pile of goods in the corner, mostly foodstuffs and other traveling supplies that Maxwell had acquired over the course of the day. I stored them away in our bag of holding before tying it around my waist. Raven transformed back into her cat form.

“Here, try this ring on.” I tossed her one of the vitality rings. “It might be a little big.”

Raven caught the ring and slipped it onto her index finger, which was far too big, then she put it on her thumb and it fit well enough. I promised myself we would find an enchanter. There was a subtle change in her, it’s hard to put descriptions in how you can see one’s vitality increasing. She didn’t gain muscle, or mass, but she just seemed more alive.

Before I headed downstairs, I slipped on the two spell storage rings, and felt the connection like Damien said I would. But they were far too loose. Even on my thumbs they were too loose. Unfortunately, I could not just string them around my neck, they wouldn’t have worked. Determined to fiddle with it later, I slipped them into the storage bag and headed downstairs.

The ritualist had been resummoned by Jones to help recast the ritual that would confuse the map. By the time we were done, I felt like I might be able to replicate it on my own, but I wasn’t certain how effective I would be. Or if it would be worth it. I’d been right when I saw the dot flickering in the city meaning the ritual was failing. The ritualist apologized, saying he’d underestimated the power of the spell tracking me and that there was not a lot else we could do.

Maxwell was sitting near the hearth strumming a tune on his guitar, and I headed over to him.

“We have horses in the stable,” Maxwell said. “I paid extra to get creatures that have been bred for night travel. I got a few other looks with that request, but people are typically understanding in the circles I run.” He glanced at the storage bag, and I nodded at his unasked question about the goods.

“Well, I guess there’s no point in wasting time, let’s get going.” We said our goodbyes to Jones and made our way to the stables.

Three horses waited for us. One was a dark, bay mare, the smallest of the horses. “That one’s Ravens, her name is River,” Maxwell said. “It’s a good thing we got the money we did. I was able to get the best I could. I made sure all of the horses have been desensitized to monsters and other nonhuman creatures.

“This one’s mine, his name is Granite.” Maxwell gestured at a dark brown stallion. “And of course, that one’s yours, his name is Shadow.”

I would’ve rolled my eyes if I could’ve. The horse he had got to me was a pure black stallion, and fit perfectly with me being a Lich. The only thing that would’ve made more sense is if the horse were a zombie. Which actually wasn’t a bad thought, but I doubted guards would let me enter town with it.

All of the tackle was high-quality, made of a dark material that wasn’t fancy, but was durable and would last.

Raven stared hesitantly at the horse. “I’m not sure about this. How do you ride one?”

I looked at Maxwell. Neither of us had even thought about that. Of course Raven wouldn’t know how to ride a horse. I was no expert myself, but both in game and back on Earth I had ridden horses, so at least I understood the basics. In fact, now that I was undead, I doubted I would even get saddle sore.

“Hop on and just copy what we do,” Maxwell said. “I’m sure it’ll come to you fairly quick.”

We mounted our horses and rode them out of the stable onto the streets. We made our way north, and I kept an eye on Raven. while she seemed uncomfortable, she was doing okay. She was highly agile and athletic so I had no doubt she’d learn the skill.

Nobody stopped us on our way to the gate, and already the streets were dying down with the sun setting. The gates would be closing soon, so we picked up the pace to make it in time. The guards gave us funny looks as we left, but no one questioned us, their concern was people entering not leaving.

As we rode into the fading night, Raven became more comfortable on the back of River. Soon her body was moving with the horse as it trotted along the road, the ease at which she picked it up made me jealous. I remember long hours of suffering in a saddle as we moved from destination to destination. I’d learned the skill eventually, but it’d taken a lot of pain.

The time in the city had bought us a lead I was certain. Even if they realize we’d tricked the map, our pursuers had spent at least a day traveling in the wrong direction. And when they came to the city, the powerful priesthood would detect the monster lurking below. That would no doubt distract them for a day at least to root out and destroy it. But before long they would be on us again. Realistically, we had a few days head start.

I hoped to get far enough ahead that the pursuit would become pointless. The goal was to escape this kingdom via a ship on the coast.

When we were first out of the city, I channeled a small amount of death energy into each of the intelligence rings, I felt something shift in them. Then when I put them on my finger, I could feel a connection. But once again they were too loose.

Maxwell saw me fiddling with them. “That’s a problem I hadn’t thought about you having,” he chuckled. I gave Maxwell the other vitality ring and he slipped it onto a finger, it fit him quite well.

“If I allow them to be affected by the illusion they fit just fine,” I grumbled. “But the problem is if I ever have to dispel the illusion, they’ll suddenly become loose.”

Maxwell hummed, leaning back in his saddle. “I might have a solution. I bought some lightweight cord for supplies, you never know if we might need that kind of stuff, maybe you could wrap your finger to give the ring something to be on.”

“That’s not a bad idea.” I reached into the bag of holding and looked around until I found the cord he was talking about. I tried wrapping it myself, but between having to use one hand at a time in riding a horse it proved impossible.

“If you wait ’till we stop for the night, or the day, depending how you look on it,” Maxwell said, “I’ll do it for you.”

I grunted in agreement and stowed the rings and cord back in the bag, and pulled out the tracking map. It was a cloudless sky, and the stars were bright, there was no moon though, but that didn’t matter, darkness was my friend.

I studied the map and saw Maxwell studying the treasure map along with another map I did not recognize. Raven was practicing a new spell and had shrouded herself and her horse in shadows and moved ahead. Her constant need for scouting gave us assurance and allowed her to practice her magic.

“You know this treasure location is really not far off this main road,” Maxwell muttered. “It really might be worth the diversion.”

As the map updated, I saw that the dots indicating those chasing us were converging on the city, even though the dot indicating me now showed me far to the east. It would take them a while to realize we’d left. Judging by the last experience, we had about a day and a half before the flickering showed us in our actual location. “We might as well stop and see what’s there, treasure is almost always worth the risk after all.”
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Maxwell stopped his horse in the middle of the road early the next morning. “I think this is where we turn.”

I looked at him in confusion. “There’s nothing here.”

Maxwell shook his head and waved me over to look at the map he’d been comparing to the treasure map. “I picked this up in town. It’s a much more detailed map than the one that’s tracking us.”

We dismounted—the horses needed a rest anyways. I looked at the map Maxwell had laid out on a smooth patch of dirt. Along the main road we were traveling, the map showed several trailheads that led off, along with a few other details.

“We just passed that bend around that pond.” Maxwell pointed at the spot. There’d been a small pond nestled in the forest, fed by a stream that filled a small draw held back by a beaver dam. Once outside Maltis, the plains had vanished, replaced by forest and rough terrain, though not as rough as the mountains. The horses made excellent time down the road. “The treasure map has a few notes about what to look for, and I’m pretty sure that dead snage is what it’s talking about.”

Maxwell gestured at a twisted, dead tree peeking above the trees on the other side of the road, opposite the pond. Looking closely at the map I saw that there was some kind of abandoned road indicated. When I looked up and down the maintained road we were on, I saw no indication of the side trail. “You sure it’s there?”

Before Maxwell could respond, Raven road out of the trees were we were looking at. “Are you talking about the path just over there?”

“How did you know to look for that?” I asked.

“Max told me to keep an eye out,” Raven said. “There’s something off about how the trees grew in this spot, so I decided to investigate. They were clearly planted quite a long time ago to block off the old road.”

“Just how much did you pay for this map?” I asked. The fact that it had markings for an old, abandoned road that was so long abandoned that full-size trees had grown up to block it said something about the quality.

“You probably don’t want to know,” Maxwell said sheepishly. “Let’s just hope there’s a lot of money in that treasure, because we need it.”

I closed my eyes and tried not to strangle him. “We had quite a bit of money, Maxwell. How did you spend it all?”

“It’s not that hard to do,” Maxwell assured me. “The horses and map were the two most expensive things.”

“Well, let’s go find this treasure then.” I took Shadow’s reigns and led him into the forest.

The others followed, Raven dismounting River to lead her in.

After about twenty yards, we came through on the other side. The old road was just barely visible underneath an overgrowth of plants and fallen leaves. The only indication I truly saw was how there were very few large trees planted in a long straight stretch. Unlike the start of it, the rest of the road had been slowly overtaken by the forest, and not forcibly overgrown by planting trees.

Maxwell kept consulting the treasure map and his expensive map as we traveled up the abandoned road. Like the tracking map, Maxwell’s expensive one was also magical in nature, allowing him to adjust it to see different parts in more detail. When I glanced over, I noted that there was a dashed line indicating where the road used to be. Now that we were traveling down it, that dashed line was much more prominent.

After about an hour, Maxwell indicated we needed to turn off once again. This time we turned onto a game trail, fortunately it opened up into a small meadow where we left the horses to graze. Maxwell promised me that they wouldn’t run off, it was part of their training. You could leave them in places like this and call them back. I didn’t begrudge him spending the extra money on good mounts, they were worth every penny.

We followed the game trail for a bit, coming to a small creek bubbling happily along the side of the hill. The creek led into a crevasse, where all of the foliage and dirt along the creek had been scratched up by large claws that left furloughs in the dirt. Whatever lived in there was big. I bent to look closer at the signs. I was no professional tracker, but I recognized the footprints.

“Keep your eyes peeled,” I murmured. “If we’re lucky, it’s out, and we won’t have to fight it.”

“And if we’re not?” Maxwell asked.

“Then we fight the bear,” Raven said matter-of-factly. “It’s just a bear, we can handle it no problem.”

While Raven’s confidence was justified, I can’t help but feel like she jinxed us as we followed the creek. The crevasse opened up into a small grotto not too far along, with broken sunlight filtering down from above. The trees had formed an almost complete canopy over the grotto.

“I’m assuming the treasure is in there?” I nodded to a cave at the far end.

“It’s a little obvious,” Maxwell chuckled. “But where else would you put it?”

Raven scouted ahead, followed shortly by a roar. I groaned as a massive bear came barreling out of the cave chasing a fleet-footed Raven back toward us.

I stretched out my hand and activated both of my new spell storage rings. Couldn’t pass up an opportunity to test them out. The activation time was short, I wondered if that had to do with my spell, or if they were just of a higher-quality. Two bolts of black lightning hammered across the grotto into the bear. I didn’t plan on ever putting anything other than pure attack spells into the ring, the other spells I had for buffing the undead and raising undead were too situational for me to be able to predict what I would need to. Having two or more powerful attack spells already cast and ready to go was far more useful.

The bear staggered and roared. Raven dove to the side and circled around behind it. I rushed forward as Maxwell began his song, and the heavy metal music buffed up my speed. Maxwell had two primary ways of buffing: either a larger area of effect that would increase multiple people, or a targeted one that would only increase a few. The targeted one could be quite powerful.

I kept Mercry in a long slender curved blade, perfect for leaving slashing wounds. This bear stood no chance. Even if it had been higher level than me, it had no armor to stop Mercry. One of the greatest powers of my blade was the ability to leave festering wounds behind, an ability that only seemed to be growing in strength as I grew. Mercry was a scalable weapon that increased in power as I did, the festering wounds didn’t work fast unless I enhanced them, but they were very hard to cure.

Unarmored foes like this bear were the perfect enemy for me to fight. I could land scores of shallow cuts that would turn into larger problems as time passed. All while being able to fight more defensively and prevent the bear from landing any strong attacks.

Raven leapt onto its back and drove her daggers into it before releasing them and jumping away, the daggers embedded black magic and also added their own poison effect. When the bear was too weak to stand on its own, I approached, reshaping Mercry into a long, slender needlelike tip and drove it into the bear’s heart. There was no point in making the creature suffer.
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With the bear slain, I nodded toward the cave, and Maxwell and Raven rushed to it. Meanwhile, I looked at my slain foe. Part of me felt bad. Before the fight, this bear had been a beautiful specimen of what the species could be. Now it was covered in festering wounds weeping from a dozen shallow cuts.

I pulled on the death core. A few moments later the necrotic energy ate its way through, and the orb flew into my hand. I debated absorbing it but changed my mind.

I acted quickly to bind the kernel of the true soul of this creature. For monsters like this, their kernels were significantly easier to work with than those from self-aware creatures. Not to mention the moral quandaries about that one.

With monsters, their soul adapted to what their body was, with self-aware creatures they retained memories of what they were and very much remained the same person, just trapped in a different body. Sometimes I thought of it as justified punishment, and sometimes people even wanted it, I just didn’t like forcing it unless they were truly bastards.

Did that make me kind of take the role of judge, jury, and executioner, maybe? But in this world is morally gray. I began to cast a spell, and I let the illusion spell fade.

Death magic swirled around me, and I channeled it into the bear. Spell diagrams appeared in the air above the fallen creature. This wasn’t quite the same spell I used to create the bear in the ambush, I wanted to retain control with this one, and not create something more powerful than I was.

The death core I received from the creature was reinforced by my own death energy, then added to the spell. Taking the time to work carefully with the magic I began to cycle the death magic through the death core in a giant siphon that I ran through every inch of the bear. There weren’t any immediate effects with the creature, it was simply enabling me to work with powerful death energies and not rot away the flesh.

Instead, as I channeled the magic through the flesh and it changed, it became death attuned, then something else as I added my own death energy into the cycle. This is not a quick process, and I was dimly aware of Maxwell and Raven returning with big smiles.

I wasn’t exactly certain what I was doing, but whatever it was I could tell it was having an effect. The bear’s previously brown and gray fur was replaced with ebony fur. I couldn’t see its bones, but I could sense that they’d changed in some way, along with the organs. The feeling was familiar, and it took me a moment to realize it was similar to what I had felt when I became a Lich.

When I finished cycling the creature with the combination of death magic and death energy, I let the spell complete and the creature rose. I had a connection to it, and could sense my control, though it did not feel like it was absolute. When I examined the creature, I smiled. My hunch was proven right.

Morsursa

Level: 48

Morsursa are a death biome bear. Like all creatures of the death biome, they are predators, even more so than normal bears. They still retain their ability as omnivores and there are few plants even the death biome bear cannot consume.

“Okay, what is that?” Maxwell was examining the Morsursa as well. “And why does his name sound like it’s from Earth?”

“This is more of an experiment. I knew death biome creatures had certain aspects, so I tried to re-create it.” I shrugged. “Pretty sure I can only do this because I have access to death energy. As far as the name goes, Morsursa literally translates in Latin to death bear, I think. Why we have Latin in this world, I have no idea. Take it up with Altor if you ever see him.”

“Is it going to follow us now?” Maxwell asked. “I feel like that might draw a lot of attention.”

“I hadn’t thought that far ahead.” I could sense that the bear actually kind of liked me, it most definitely did not remember me killing it. It felt like it saw me almost as his mother, something I was a little uncomfortable with. “I guess we could let it tag along. Think about it, we’re getting into the area where there’s more players around, players have odd pets, we would just be another group with an odd pet.”

“I like it,” Raven said. She transformed into her lynx form and walked up to the Morsursa and sniffed it. She transformed back into her human form. “Can we keep it, please?”

I honestly hadn’t planned on bringing the bear with us, despite what I said, it would draw attention. But Raven’s pleading eyes were a little too much for me.

“As long as you promise to feed and take care of it, we can keep it.” I barely held back the laugh and when I looked over at Maxwell, I saw him fighting a smile as well. “What did you find in the cave?”

“Gold,” Maxwell gave me his best winning smile. “It seems like this wasn’t so much a treasure map for them as a location for their stash.”

I followed Maxwell and Raven into the cave where we loaded the loot into my storage bag. There were other supplies there as well that we proceeded to destroy, nothing was valuable to us, and from what I remember seeing in the cave, it seemed like it was supplies for that ritual they used to transform the people.

We returned to our horses and elected to spend a few more hours in the meadow. I recharged my spell rings and proceeded to practice with Mercry. I hadn’t practiced with Mercry like that since we left Omark. The familiarity of motions had me falling into a kind of trance.

When I finally stopped, I noticed that Raven had been trying to follow along with me, obviously not using a weapon like Mercry, but using her daggers. A frustrated look clouded her face.

“I can’t seem to keep up,” she huffed.

“Don’t stress about it too much,” I chuckled. “It’s not a simple thing to learn. I will try and slow it down for you next time, though I don’t know much about doing it with daggers. It’s different for every weapon type. If Vito were here, I’d have him teach you. Have you picked a name for your pet?”

“Tuffy,” Raven said proudly. “Since he will be so tough.”

I didn’t care, I just shook my head. The horses had eyed the Morsursa suspiciously when it first showed up, but when he just laid down in the trees, they ignored it. I wondered if I could transfer them into a death biome version but decided that wasn’t something I should experiment with right now. The last thing I needed was to destroy one of our mounts.

When midafternoon rolled around, we mounted the horses and returned to the main road. When the map updated in the night, I saw that the dots showing our pursuers had all converged on the city. However, when I zoomed out a little bit I swore. There was another cluster out in front of us. Rhea must’ve enlisted more players when she realized she’d been duped.

Judging by the distances, we had about a day before we would be within reach again. All of that work to buy us some time was pointless. Even if the dot still showed us in the wrong location, Rhea was smart. She clearly figured out where we had gone. Even as I watched, the dot representing me flickered and showed our true location for a bare moment.
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We pushed hard that night, and come dawn, we made sure we took the time to rest our horses. I was certain we would have to fight, and I’d rather our steeds be well rested and ready for a couple long nights and days. We could push them harder than we were, but there was no point in exhausting ourselves and our mounts now. All we would be doing is rushing toward the oncoming clash. Better to save their strength for when we were actually running away from danger, not toward it.

Even once we had rested the mounts for the majority of the day, we walked through the night until the map updated. The dots coming from the north had spread out, taking every major and minor road heading straight to us. Maxwell was busy studying his more detailed map as we walked.

“I think I found something,” Maxwell said and waved me over.

I looked at the map where he was zoomed in and saw an indication of another hidden road. Likely part of the original road system that span across this kingdom, like the one we used to find the treasure. It looked like whatever Rhea was using to pen us in wasn’t as detailed as what Max had. The road appeared to cut through a small valley in the hills we were traveling through. There was no telling why the road had been abandoned, but it might allow us to slip through the net cast for us without having to fight. No doubt they would be better prepared this time.

Beyond the abandoned road, near the edge of the plateau, was a low land marsh that span clear out to the coast. We were getting so close, yet even as we got closer to the coast it would be easier for us to be penned in. Behind us on the tracking map was a cluster of dots already closing the distance between us. Whatever they were using to travel was far faster than our horses. That or they were taxing their mounts to an extreme I wasn’t.

“Here’s to hoping we can make it to the coast before they catch us.” I was beginning to think that would be impossible.
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Tuffy surprised me at how well he kept up over the course of the day. And now that we were off the main road and traveling down the abandoned road he was doing even better. Bears were not known for having the same endurance as something like a horse. We were still pushing hard, at any moment I expected to hear people behind us. We only left the road a few minutes ago.

Whatever mode of transportation Rhea was using, it was fast. I assumed the monster we left in Maltis would distract her for at least a day, but it hadn’t even slowed her down.

The old road we were following dipped and crossed over a valley in the hills. It was larger than most valleys, but not massive like what was in the mountains. When we crested the ridge and looked down into the valley, there was a stone building set near a massive river flowing along the bottom the valley.

It looked like an old temple. Built next to it was the only bridge crossing the river. The trees thinned as we descended into the valley, the abandoned road surprisingly well intact. I began to suspect it was being maintained on some level.

My apprehension only grew when I heard the roar of a waterfall coming from the west. When I looked that way, the ground fell away near the edge of the plateau. The marshy low land was spread out below. I hadn’t realized just how much the plateau had lowered as we traveled north.

As we approached the stone building, I saw a wisp coming from the top of it. In the fading light I had missed it earlier. No matter how good your eyes are in the dark, twilight always made it hard to see things.

I was just about to say we should stop when movement on the other side of the valley near the top of the hill caught my attention. Scores of figures spread out from the road. I couldn’t tell what they were, but I knew in my gut. We’d just walked into a trap.

I turned, already suspecting what I would see. Rhea sat on along the ledge atop a pure white horse, fitting for a priestess of purity. Behind her were knights with shields emblazoned with the symbol of Olattee.

“Figured out you had a map when you burst through our lines the first time,” Rhea’s voice reached me. “Give it up, Zeke. There’s no way out of this valley. I appreciate what you did in Maltis, though I could’ve done without the undead you left behind.”

“You know I can’t surrender,” I said. I glanced between Raven and Maxwell. There was eagerness in Raven’s eyes and worry in Maxwell’s. Raven was too young to understand just how bad this was, she was a predator and loved to fight, but I don’t think she understood how screwed we were.

“We can work something out, I don’t want to fight you,” Rhea pleaded. “No more people need to die.”

I let out a cold bark of a laugh. “Ha! Aside from me that is. You and I both know what happens if I let you take me.”

Rhea responded, but I wasn’t listening.

I gave a mental command to Tuffy. Though I said he was Raven’s pet, he would follow my commands. “Raven, let Tuffy take you,” I whispered.

“What? Take me where?”

Maxwell caught on almost immediately.

“I’m going to have Tuffy take you away from here,” I tried to say quietly. “Max will find you later.”

“You’re sending me away? No! I’m going to stay here and fight with you.”

“All you would do is die with me,” I tried to explain.

“Then I die with you,” Raven insisted. “I am not some kitten who needs to be protected from the world.”

I didn’t respond or meet her gaze. I looked back at Rhea. “Let Raven go.”

Raven started to say something before there was a solid thud. Normally, Maxwell would’ve never been able to land a blow on her, but she was so upset and angry by my actions that she didn’t see the strike coming. Raven slid off her horse unconscious. I winced when she fell to the ground. She would never forgive me.

“I can’t do that, Zeke,” Rhea said. “Werecats are dangerous, and Olattee wants none of them around.” Before she could say anything else, Tuffy gently scooped Raven up in his giant maw and rushed toward the waterfall.

“Stop that bear!” Rhea shouted.

“Do you not hear yourself?” I demanded, urging Shadow to fall back to the building. Maxwell moved with me. There was no way I could get him to leave, but that mattered far less—he could come back. “She has done nothing to anyone, aside from those who attacked her. What’s so wrong with werecats? Is it they simply just don’t meet your religion’s standard for purity?” I spat to the side. “That’s ridiculous.”

A pair of knights rushed toward the fleeing Tuffy. I pointed Mercry toward them, casting a spell. Black bolts of death magic exploded from the tip of Mercry and hammered into the knights. The attack was far from lethal, but that hadn’t been my goal. It was a debuffing spell that slowed them and caused their feet to tangle.

Cries of anger and alarm rose as Maxwell fully turned his horse and raced down the road. River had actually followed Raven and Tuffy as they left. This wasn’t the time for it, but I was further impressed by how well trained these horses were. It’d only been a few days and the horse had already identified Raven as its person.

“We need to get into the building,” I shouted to Maxwell. “We might have a chance of surviving if we can hold out there.”

As we reached the stone building, the door opened and a man wearing pure black robes stepped out. On those robes was the boarded symbol of Olattee. I skidded to a halt. The building may have looked like a temple, but this was not the kind of priest I expected. I leapt off Shadow as Maxwell jumped from his horse. As I hit the ground I turned back to my horse and pointed his head to the fleeing Raven and slapped its flank. “Go!”

The horses knickered and bolted off after Raven. If nothing else, should Raven make it down with the horses, she would at least have plenty of mounts. I had no idea how they would get down, but all I could do is hope.

When I turned back to the priest, he was flanked by two women also wearing black robes. The man scowled and looked between me and Rhea. “So that’s what that letter was about.” He sneered. “Monster, your journey ends here.”

I let out an exasperated sigh as I twirled Mercry and activated the force barrier around me. I don’t know why these men were wearing black robes instead of the traditional white robes of Olattee, but as I saw the gathering magical power, I knew they’d be a pain in my ass.

I blasted out the stored lightning spell in one of my rings. The powerful bolt of lightning hit the man in the center and leapt between him and his two companions. The death lightning ravaged them and stunned them long enough for me to close the distance between us. Whoever these men were, they did not have the power I was expecting. Blood sprayed into the air as Maxwell began a hurried song.

The man in the center was still recovering as his two companions cast their spell. Beams of white and black erupted from their hands. The lightning had not been nearly as potent on them. The spell hammered into the force barrier around me, the force of it driving me away and allowing the central figure to recover.

Rhea charged in behind me, the heavy footfalls of their mighty horses pounding down the hill. I expended the other charge in my ring into the central man. Once again, the lightning bounced between them, this time when I struck, I rammed Mercry as deep as I could into his chest.

He gasped when I ripped it free and spun to the woman on his left. My strength and momentum brought Mercry’s sharp blade down on her neck and I neatly decapitated her. The final woman turned to run, and I let her go.

We burst into the building. The room was barren on the other side. Nothing more than a long table with chairs. The symbols of Olattee were all around. But the holy presence that had burned me at the temple in Omark was not there. I didn’t know if there was something different about this building, or if this wasn’t a holy site for Olattee.

Either way, Maxwell and I slammed the door shut and piled things up against it, not that it would hold forever. We began to explore the stone building and found a second entrance propped open. When I looked through it, I saw fleeing people, they looked like civilians. Perhaps this was some kind of monastery. Part of me felt bad, but I also didn’t care. Olattee had been trying to kill me for far too long for me to care too much about making its followers uncomfortable and scared.

I barred the door, looking around for something to block it further and spotted a stove. Grabbing the stove, I heaved it toward the door. It was a heavy cast iron stove, but it moved at last. I just managed to get in place when pounding began on the back door. There was no way I could have moved that heavy piece of iron without my power as a Lich.

When I returned to the main room, Maxwell was standing next to the door, and I could hear a thumping sound on the other side. I began to build a spell. It would only be a matter of time before they brought their own magical powers against the door to reduce it into splinters.

“Now what?” Maxwell breathed heavily. It wasn’t that he was out of breath but the adrenaline of the situation.

“I have no idea. I’m probably going to die miserably,” I grumbled as I focused on casting. Not to be overly dramatic, but I really didn’t see any way out of this.
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I cursed myself for not thinking to grab one of the bodies of the black robed priests or whatever they were. Having just one could make a massive difference. Then a thought occurred to me. Some might consider it a terrible thought, but I just saw it as an appropriate use of the resources available.

I had reinforced the door as much as I could have with magic. “Maxwell, did you find any stairs leading down? I didn’t see any kind of graveyard outside, so there must be a crypt.”

Maxwell immediately smiled. “Let’s go desecrate some corpses! Follow me!”

“I call it recycling.” I followed after Maxwell.

“Won’t being in a temple mean the bodies are consecrated or something like that, so you can’t make them undead?” Maxwell asked.

“No.” We went down a narrow set of stairs tucked behind the central hall. “While consecrating bodies can make it problematic to raise them, there’s two things why they don’t normally do that. One, it’s not normally done unless there is a true threat of undead, why waste the resources. And secondly, this temple isn’t a real temple. Remember in Omark how the temple actually hurt me. This one doesn’t, I don’t know why, it could be protections from the order, but I kinda doubt it. I would at least feel something.”

“Well, this does seem too awfully tucked away to be a monastery, or temple, or whatever this is.” Maxwell shrugged as we entered the crypt. “Maybe it wasn’t an official holy site?”

The crypt was surprisingly large. As my eyes pierced through the darkness, I guessed the crypt must run under most of the building above us. The hallway we entered into was at the corner of the crypt. In one direction, the hall stretched and both sides of the wall had caskets tightly stacked on shelves. Down the other direction led to more hallways running in parallel to the one with the caskets.

Echoing reverberated from the room above, and the door cracked. A boom signaled it’d been burst inward. Maxwell and I leapt into action. Stepping over to the nearest casket, I used my immense strength to haul it out and threw it over in front of the door. The door had been a simple wrought iron gate that filled the entire arch, it looked to be more decorative than anything. Maxwell tried to help, but the weight of the caskets was too much for him. I heard footsteps and yelling from above. I threw another casket on the door, then another.

The sound I was making must’ve drawn attention because people were coming down the stairs even as the final casket fell into place.

“You better not do it, Zeke,” Rhea’s voice called out muffled behind the caskets.

“Or what, you’re going to kill me deader than you’re already going to?” I shouted back.

I rushed down the hall that led to more rows of caskets with Maxwell close behind. When I was about in the middle, I turned.

Even as I spread my senses, I could hear the sound of a heavy weapon pulverizing the caskets. I drew in my magic and tried to blot out the world as I focused. I could sense the bodies and bones in the caskets around me, there were far more than I would’ve expected, the crypt was nearly full. Whatever this place was, it had been here a long time, and the crypt had been constantly expanded.

Many of the caskets contained nothing more than dry bones, but that was okay. Part of me wished I had more time, well-preserved bones of creatures that died in the far past made for powerful ingredients. Even if the person they belonged to hadn’t been special, time passing had a weight of its own, magically speaking anyways. But it would’ve taken time to separate the bones and to gather the magic that would be needed.

Once I had a sense for what was available, I formed my spell, powering it with as much magic and death energy as I could muster. The strength of these minions would determine whether or not I survived the next few minutes.

There was a slight resistance, as the holy magic dormant in this place pushed back against me. This must be some kind of real temple after all, it just wasn’t a powerful effect, and as my magic overwhelmed it, I could tell the effects of the Order of Equinox was providing more of a buff than I thought.

A cloud of intangible black energy laced with sparks of the purple eldritch fire that burned in my eyes flowed out of me, passing through the walls.  I stood with my hands spread and began chanting words of power that would shape the spell even further as I willed the death energy to modify the creations. Not in any one specific way, but to flow in and amplify whatever strength the creations had. It was a gamble to will the magic and energy to work like that, and could have ended up enhancing the wrong thing. Like making the creatures superfast, which would do me no good in these hallways.

There was a rumbling as every casket containing rotted bodies and bones became animated. The magic began to pull the coffins off the shelves and lids burst open, the material gathering together.

I kept my concentration focused. There were too many things happening at once for me to control the individual creation, but my will shaped the over arching effect. I felt the last creature come together as the final dregs of my magic channeled into a skull of grimacing bone, and eyes that burned with light that reflected my own came to life.

I sagged, a splitting headache consuming me. I gave an order to my new minions to guard the door. I rummaged through the bag of holding until I found a mana potion, something Maxwell had made sure we had a lot of.

Stomping footsteps responded to my command, and I looked up to see a figure of bleached white bone stalking down the hallway away from me. From this angle, I could tell it held a shield made of black and bone, in the other it wielded a spiked club of bone. I was able to bring up a description easily since it was my own creation, even as I noted footsteps behind me moving the other direction down the hall.

Bone Knight

Level: 43

Bone knights are powerful foot soldiers for any necromancer. They can be created in a variety of different ways and often make up large contingents of any self-respecting undead army. This particular bone knight was constructed of the bones of long dead priests, giving it an added resistance to magic related to the god the priests served.

The resistance to holy magic was a nice addition. Maxwell’s song echoed through the crypt as I began to hear the yells and clash of combat.

Still, with a splitting headache I got to my feet and headed back down the way I’d come. Maxwell was nowhere to be seen, though his metal music filled the area—I think it was something from Disturbed this time.

The hallway was blocked by the horde of bone knights I created. The screams of men and the crash of weapons bounded through the halls. There was an explosion that caused the room to shake, and the cluster of knights in front of me surged forward. I stepped in behind the last one and was able to see what was going on. The bone knights were still far less bulky than actual knights, so I could almost see through their bodies.

And the sight made me worry. Rhea had really brought the big guns with her. The explosion had left a pair of my bone skeletons broken, and even knocked down sections of the walls around the entrance to the crypt. Which resulted in opening up a larger area for more combatants to cram themselves into.

Rhea stood in the door, holy magic swirling around her, my bone knights pushed in from all sides. Two men in heavy plate mail stood in front, protecting her as she built another spell. I was unable to reach the front, forced to watch as pure white light blossomed out from her in another explosion that blasted bone knights around.

Every knight hit by the spell died, which was a good thing because everyone near the front was hit by the spell. It left them battered. It was not all one-sided though, the bone knights, with little sense of self-preservation, threw themselves at the holy knights. The blunt weapons wielded by my minions were ideal for fighting heavy armor. Spiked bone clubs left divots and holes in the pristine armor worn by the paladins.

My mana had recovered enough I could cast my own spell, and even as Rhea drank a mana potion of her own, death energy was flooding out of me, healing and enhancing the speed of my minions, which was even greater amplified as Maxwell’s music reached the point where it took effect.

The bone knights surged forward trying to overwhelm and push the paladins back. Splinters of bone flew through the air as devastating blows rained down, the hammers wielded by the paladins taking a heavy toll.

It was clear these two paladins were experienced fighting the undead. They landed their blows with expert precision, often temporarily crippling or outright removing a limb. I used mental commands so I could squeeze past my minions.

Rhea saw me coming. She pointed a staff with a golden loop mounted at the top with three golden rings hanging loosely around the loop at me. Pure white light built even as I raised my hand and activated one of my rings. The two magical attacks met in the air, mine was a bolt of black lightning and hers a missile of white light. The two spells consumed each other in a violent explosion that sent both sides staggering.

Unfortunately for me, the explosion had taken place near one of my minions, bashing them against the wall where they splintered into pieces. I filled the spot left open and struck at the paladin with Mercry before he could fully recover.

Mercry was shaped into a slender blade with a needle-sharp tip. The heavy plate mail of the paladins in these tight spaces would prove difficult to penetrate. Instead, I focused on landing small cuts, relying on the power of Mercry.

The bone knights on either side of me rained blows that distracted the paladins as I darted in leaving shallow cuts at the joints of their armor. The men swore, and when they turned their attention to me, I used Mercry’s indestructible shaft to turn aside blow after blow.

Now that I was closer, I occasionally got a glance past the paladins to Rhea and beyond. I saw clustered on the stairs more priests, and figures in heavy armor. They were cramped very tightly, but there was nothing I could do to take advantage of the vulnerable position.

A kinetic blast erupted from Rhea that sent me and my minions tumbling back, though very little damage was done. As I scrambled to my feet, I saw that the point was not damage. They’d stepped fully into the room now and another two paladins and the priest had joined her.

I ground my teeth in frustration, this had been my only hope. Instead of attacking, the paladins formed a defensive concave while two other priests built a spell. I had two options, I could either attack or fall back and regroup.

Sensing their growing power, I elected to fall back. I gave a mental command and sprinted deeper into the crypt. I found Maxwell playing his guitar so quickly his hands looked like a blur even as different sound nodules surrounded him emitting different parts of the song.

“We need to fall back now!” The glowing light and power of the spell behind me was alarming.

Before I took another step, there was a flash of the purest white light I’d ever seen, followed by a concussive boom. A moment later, a wall of destructive white energy appeared behind me and began to move forward. The walls themselves were being torn apart, and my skeletal minions with them.

Maxwell and I ran as fast as we could, toeing the very edge of the blast. The magic tore at me, and I screamed, my health plummeting away. The only thing that kept me alive was the buff from Equinox.

When the spell ended, I looked back to Rhea. She’d nearly cleared the entire crypt. The only thing remaining between me and her were a few pillars supporting the temple above us.

“You come down here, and you defile the long dead good men and women that served this place!” The vitriol in Rhea’s voice stung. I hadn’t realized I still cared what she thought, but evidently, I did. “I defended you when I first heard. In fact, I wasn’t going to kill you, I was going to try and protect you. I thought you were a good person in a bad situation.”

“You know nothing about what you’re talking about,” I snarled back. I figured that at this point, what was the difference. Maxwell was hurt beside me, the magic had caught him as well. Fortunately for him, his guitar remained unscathed. My armor and cloak were heavily damaged. “The dead don’t need their bodies anymore, what’s so wrong with putting them to use again. And on top of that, how are you so blind to the cruelty and hypocrisy of your own church? A man named Friar Brown once⁠—”

A trembling in the whole of the space cut me off, and suddenly the floor cracked and crumbled. It started in the middle but quickly spread as the floor gave way and I tumbled downward with Maxwell into an abyss.
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It felt like we fell forever. The floor collapsing from under us led into a large chamber. As I struggled to my feet, I overheard Rhea mutter something before a white light filled the area where she’d fallen. Even though I could see through the darkness, the bright light showed in greater detail what happened. The pillars supporting the temple above us were still intact, but the floor all around them had fallen away.

Despite the fall feeling so long, we’d only dropped two stories. The room we had fallen into once had a very high ceiling. Shouts came from above as Rhea’s troops responded.

Maxwell groaned beside me, and I fished out a health potion and gave it to him.

“What is this place?” I shouted at Rhea. But before she could respond, a howl, unworldly in nature, filled the ruined room.

Creatures with humanoid bodies, with one batlike wing and another birdlike wing on their backs began to flood out of hallways that connected to the room. The half of the body with the birdwing was pure white, but the other side was so black it looked like a hole.

Fortunately, Maxwell and I had fallen by what appeared to be the entrance, none of the creatures came from that hallway. However, three different hallways were near Rhea, and the creatures attacked without remorse.

Flashes of alternating pitch-black in pure white light began to fill the room as a battle erupted. The priests were hurt, but her paladins, far more physically strong, were already on their feet defending them, even as Rhea called forth her power. The flashes of light weren’t coming from the defending paladins and Rhea, they came from the creatures. Depending on which arm they used, there would be an explosion of white or black.

I stared in confusion at the fight before a few of the creatures took notice of Maxwell and me and moved toward us. Focusing, I struggled to bring up information on what they were. Nothing appeared, all I got was a sense of its power, and a sense of wrongness. It was like the creatures didn’t belong in the same universe we were inhabiting.

Maxwell was still recovering, so I stepped forward to meet the pair of onrushing creatures. Now in a larger space, I let Mercry’s blade become longer and curved. It didn’t look like these creatures were armored. I struck out, slashing deeply into the white side of one of the creatures. As I spun away, a trail of fluid sprayed from my blade. What amounted for blood from the creatures was gray.

The creatures were half again as tall as I was, a hand reached down for me. In my mind’s eye I saw it slashing the air right in front of me, leaving behind blades of white light that flew into my body. Precognition gave me the edge, and I turned as the attack flashed past me, dissipating within a meter. I used my turn to spin Mercry and blocked a blow of another attack.

A black fist sped toward me. I took a gamble. I didn’t try to block or dodge the blow, instead I struck with Mercry. The fist connected with my chest even as the razor-sharp blade of Mercry sliced with a powerful strike at the shoulder of the creature.

The black fist released an explosion of dark magic. My gamble had been partially correct, whatever the magic was hurt. But I was a Lich. I don’t care how strange your dark magic is, it will never be effective against a Lich.

I drove Mercry down with all my strength and it sliced through the white left shoulder of the creature and ripped it free of the body below the creature’s rib cage on the black side. If the blow was not lethal, the festering wound would’ve likely killed it within moments. I was uncertain exactly what these creatures were, but whatever they were, Mercry had no problem slicing them up.

Not taking time to celebrate my kill, I twirled and attacked the other one trying to land a blow. Now that this was one-on-one, even though the creature was bigger than me, I was faster and far more skilled. It didn’t take long for me to find an opening and ram Mercry through the creature’s chest.

As it fell, I was already casting a spell. Dark mana pooled around me and death magic flooded the body of the creature as I raised it to unlife as my minion, the one I sliced in half I left on the ground. I tried to examine it, and now that I had a connection to them, information came up. But it lacked an explanation that made sense. The spell I used specifically retained the abilities of the creature, or something similar. Normally they also retain the information about the creature.

Twin Elemental Zombie

Level: 42

This zombie had the twin elemental effects of dark and light and life it has retained those abilities in death.

“What?” I stared at the creature, and though the wrongness was gone, I normally would’ve received more than just this blah ability. I wondered if I had captured the kernel of its soul, if I would’ve gotten more information, but that didn’t make any sense. I had never needed to do that before.

I looked over to where the fight still raged between Rhea and the creatures. More and more creatures were pouring out even as the stronger of Rhea’s troops dropped down from the doorway above.

“Do we help?” Maxwell asked as he came up beside me.

I shook my head, I just didn’t know. Rhea wanted me dead, but every time I looked at whatever these creatures were, a sense of wrongness entered my mind along with an urge to kill them that I had not felt before.

“I don’t know, Max,” I sighed. “What do you think?”

“I think we should use the opportunity to get the fuck out of here,” Maxwell said.

“There’s something off about these creatures though,” I protested. “A wrongness, do you not sense it?” As soon as the words left my mouth, Maxwell’s eyes glazed over with that look of him reading a prompt. “What did you just get?” I asked.

“I got a quest,” Maxwell said. This surprised both of us, I had given out a few quests since the system saw me as an NPC, but the timing of this one seemed strange. “Evidently these creatures are from another universe, and Ekwin doesn’t really like them. Since you are a member of his order, I am being rewarded by helping you exterminate them. There was also a suspicious note about a particular priestess being brought over to our side.”

“How would he know that?”

“How would I know?” Maxwell shrugged as he situated his guitar across his body. “All I know is that quest terms from god’s are almost always accurate. Besides, there was the added note about these things being worth a lot of experience.”

“So, you’re asking me to risk my life even more to fight these creatures alongside someone who wants me dead… for experience?” I asked even as I looked at my character sheet and saw that he was right. I’d gained a ton of experience from those two kills, far more than I should’ve gotten for something under my own level.

“You’re the one who said there was something wrong.” Maxwell gave me a confused look.

“I know, I was just checking.” I turned my attention to the fight as I pulled out another mana potion. If we were going to join the brawl, I would pick my timing very carefully.
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The fighting between the creatures and Rhea’s troops was growing tense as the seemingly endless wave of creatures pushed them back. More troops continued to drop down from above, and the priest and clerics had begun using magic to bring down the physically weaker casters to support the paladins and other melee fighters. Volleys of arrows rained down from above. But the number of creatures continued to increase.

Occasionally a few would slip past and attack Maxwell and me, but there were never enough for us to be worried, and I worked my way over to the side of the room.

Constant flashes of white and black energy filled the space, creating a strobe effect. Maxwell wasn’t playing anything, for now we were moving as quietly as we could, not wanting to draw attention.

There was a surge of the tall black-and-white creatures that caused Rhea’s front line troops to buckle. I was constantly impressed by Rhea’s troops. Despite being lower level than the creatures on average, their coordination and teamwork kept them on even footing. But this sudden rush threatened to break their lines.

Deciding I was close enough, I raised Mercry above my head, reshaping it into a black skull. I emptied my mana pool, the headache that came was worth the cost.

Death energy built around me and channeled into Mercry—my mass raise undead spell. Weaker in many respects than the spell I used in the crypt, since it did not create nearly as powerful creatures. The zombies would be far weaker, but the advantage of the spell was the large area it affected and the speed at which it took effect.

I targeted the spell at the center of the fight, it would not discriminate between fallen humans and fallen monsters, all would rise. I absorbed the few death cores I gained from the creatures that had attacked us and channeled all of the energy into the spell.

A beam of intangible black and purple energy fired from Mercry to my targeted area. As I winced from the headache, the magic spread, covering the entire battlefield. Immediately fallen bodies began to stir. There were far more slain creatures than there were humans, an advantage of the fallen creatures was that they were behind enemy lines.

Chaos erupted in the ranks of the black-and-white creatures as zombies began to tear at their former allies. Not all of the zombies were intact, some were nothing more than a head and arm scratching at the legs of the others. But it was enough.

While the zombies did not retain any of their powers, they did retain their resistances, and when combined with my own buffs from the Order of Equinox, it made them all but immune to the flashing black attacks of their former allies. In my mind, I made sure none of the zombies I raised would attack Rhea’s troops. The fallen humans behind her front lines pushed their way forward to get to the black-and-white creatures.

Unfortunately, the creatures were not stupid, they had sensed where the spell had come from and turned to me. Not all of them rushed me, but enough that I was worried for a moment. Then Maxwell began his song. As the electric guitar solo from “Hail to the King” from Avenged Sevenfold played out over the battlefield I shook my head, wondering what his obsession was with the emo songs, then I realized I was a Lich, it fit just too darn well.

I rushed forward and ordered the hand full of zombies with me to spread out and protect Maxwell as I pulled out another potion. As the song developed, I could feel the power of his harmonic magic amplifying my every move.

Mercry’s blade reshaped from the black skull into a long curved heavy blade. I kept Mercry spinning, circulating death energy throughout my own body, speeding up and strengthening it even further.

Long arms reached for me—I ignored the black ones, their effects, while annoying, were not nearly as dangerous as the white ones. Pure white hands and arms flew into the air as I scythed through as many as I could.

Every wound left behind festered, and in the pure white bodies, the progress and damage done was clear. My precognition kept me one step ahead of many blows, but as I was engaged by more and more, it became harder to stay ahead of them.

Constant explosions of black energy battered me, and even though it was uncomfortable I just let it wash past. When the slashing blows from the white hands landed, they did real damage. They ate through my resistances from the Order of Equinox and tore into my force shield. The spell flickered and held. The unfortunate part of letting the black fists connect with me was that they were rapidly draining the force barrier. As soon as I had enough mana to spare, I channeled it into Mercry for my favorite spell. Up until this point I hadn’t been going for lethal blows, instead aiming to maim and slow down the creatures. I figured that only so many could engage me at once, and if those ones were hampered it would make my job easier.

But now I changed my tactic and changed Mercry from the curved heavy blade into a long sharp spear tip. The tip was almost more of a blade in its length, longer than my arm, giving me more of an effective way to strike back.

I focused on stabbing blows at the black-and-white monsters. I didn’t know if they had a similar anatomy to humans and other bipedal creatures, but I figured whatever kept them going had to be in that area.

The first creature I impaled didn’t die immediately, but the festering magic left behind spread. I hoped it wouldn’t take too long.

I overextended myself as I lunged toward the second creature, driving Mercry into its chest. I hit something critical. The creature went rigid, and as I ripped Mercry free in a spray of the strange gray blood, the creature staggered and I felt the connection form between me and it as my spell took hold, adding to the number of bodies able to absorb damage.

It turned and I was surprised when a mouth opened on his head, like it split in half to reveal teeth. I hadn’t seen that before. It was honestly terrifying, the mouth was nearly as wide as the entire head and full of barbed gray teeth.

The creature flapped its wings once and used the motion to propel it forward and latch its mouth onto one of its former allies. Distracted, I failed to dodge an attack from a white hand that drove slashes of the pure white magic directly into my side. My force barrier shattered and the magic bit into my body. The armor absorbed a large portion of it, but I snarled in pain as some of the energy made it through.

I diverted some of the death energy in my body to repairing the armor and healing the damage dealt, making sure to keep Mercry moving, going back into a defensive position to deflect as many blows as possible.

The first creature I had stabbed through the chest with Mercry finally died. And it rose back to life as a zombie before it even hit the ground. It attacked the nearest black-and-white creature, also revealing its own gaping maw.

With two allies fighting alongside me, even if they weren’t a very strong, gave me much more breathing room. I struck out incessantly, and soon every single creature that had initially engaged me was either dead or a zombie. With a mental command, I ordered my new zombies to charge, and I followed along beside them.

I let my zombies get a ahead of me as I glanced around the battle. The group that turned to attack me had separated from the main horde. The zombies I assigned to protecting Maxwell stood around him like sentinels, nothing approached them. When I looked forward, it was utter chaos as zombie creatures tore in and bit at their former allies. Meanwhile, Rhea’s troops had rallied and were forming up, pushing in through the chaos.

A storm of golden projectiles hammered into the monsters from the priests and clerics. Rhea stood amongst a group of other priests and priestesses. She happened to look at me then, when I didn’t have my illusion up, needing every scrap of mana available. What she saw was my true form, and her reaction… It wasn’t anger or loathing, it was confusion. I shook the thought from my head. This wasn’t the time for distractions.

My contingent of zombies slammed into the side of the creatures—as much as any half-stumbling, half-shambling group could. The front opened up as the black-and-white monsters turned to engage us. I paused before leaping in, using another portion of mana to cast a spell that would enhance the power of all my creatures on top of Maxwell’s magic.

I was getting really tired of the constant headache, but the thrill of battle was allowing me to push it to the side as I plunged back into the fight. The magic on Mercry was potent enough that I raised more zombies as they fell before me.

By the time the spell ran out, I had enough mana to recast it. I reached an equilibrium, barreling into the endless stream until the horde of monsters pouring out of the tunnels began to dwindle, then cease.

With the reinforcements gone, the remaining black-and-white creatures were overwhelmed by my zombies and the paladins.

I began to gather up the still surviving zombies around me even as I prepared to cast another spell. I was uncertain what would come next, because Rhea’s troops were also gathering away from me. They’d clearly seen the zombies helping them and never once attacking them. Obviously not something any of them expected.

They’d all been told I was an evil, remorseless monster, and I just shown that wasn’t true.
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I kept my eyes on Rhea as we stood between our two forces. I had enough space and troops with me that this could turn ugly if things didn’t work out.

“There’s something very wrong about this place,” I said quietly.

“I know,” Rhea whispered.

“Why don’t we work together and root out whatever is here and then sort out what comes next.” I smiled, having recast my illusion spell. It just made conversing with her far easier when she wasn’t constantly reminded that I was a Lich.

“I don’t know, Zeke.” Rhea gave me a very hard look. “You’re still a monster. You have killed people who follow my god and now destroyed a temple.”

“Two things,” I protested. “One, that was hardly a temple, two, it was your spell that destroyed the temple, not mine.”

“Only after you desecrated the corpses of the long dead,” she snapped.

“You say desecrated, I say repurposed, to-may-to, to-mah-to.” I snorted. “Besides, didn’t something strike you as strange about those priests? Since when do members of Olattee wear black robes?”

“They are members of a small sect of the church.” Rhea glared at me for my flippant response. “Many don’t like them, though I try to keep an open mind. They walk a different path of purity than the rest.”

“Friar Brown said something about there being multiple paths,” I said. “He said I was walking my own path and that in its own way it could be pure as well, just different.”

“I cannot believe he let you get away! Maybe he’s as blind as all the elders say he is.” Rhea shook her head then looked around the room. There were broken bodies scattered on the floor, my spell had run out of power before it finished raising all of the available corpses.

I remained silent, letting her think. The last thing I wanted to do was fight. But I had grown to know Rhea in my time in Omark, she was fair, if hot-blooded at times. Something about this fight unnerved her, I could see it. I wondered if she had the same sense of wrongness that I got. It was too hard to try and explain what it meant that they were from another universe, even though the NPCs were very much awake now, that concept was still difficult.

She understood that Maxwell was a player, and that I was not quite the same as either her or Maxwell. This also is just not the place for a conversation that involved. Rhea let out a long sigh and glanced to tunnels.

“I’ll make you a deal. You send your horde in the one on the left, I’ll send my troops down the one on the right. Then you, me, Max, and Tyler will go down the middle. You remember Tyler? Right?”

I winced. “Yeah. I doubt he is likely to forget me either.”

“Oh no, he is most definitely not likely to ever forget you.” Rhea glared at me. “He told me what you did. You sacrificed him, and yet you claim not to be evil.”

“Hey, he killed my cat! And he’s a player, it’s not like I could really sacrifice him,” I protested, but part of me wondered if that statement was even true anymore. “But I accept your offer.”

In the confined space it would definitely give the advantage to Rhea and Tyler if it came to a fight, but I had my own tricks as well. There were a few grumbled protests, but the furious glare she directed at those troops silenced them.

Once her troops were on the move, I gave a mental order and commanded the zombies to head for the left tunnel. I directed one of the most still intact black-and-white zombie creatures to come over to me. Rhea was instantly on edge as the towering creature approached. “I’m not planning anything. I just have to create a controller for the horde, since I’m not going with them.”

“Oh, I see,” Rhea said. To my surprise, I thought I heard a hint of interest in her voice, and when I turned, she was watching me with rapt attention. She quickly looked away, but I could feel her gaze back on me as soon as I returned my attention to my minions.

I placed a hand on his chest and channeled death magic laced with death energy into it and proceeded to upgrade it. I had an excess of death energy at the moment, none of the creatures I created needed the death cores, so I’d claimed them. This meant their longevity would be limited, but that didn’t matter. I produced the core from the bag at my hip and pushed it into the center of the zombie.

The magic coursing through the zombie refined and strengthened its muscles, even as the death core further attuned its body to death magic. I rebuilt channels that emulated the courses its own magic used to flow through. I wasn’t certain what abilities it would get, but it would get some magical abilities similar to what it once had. Where the most work went however was into the mind of the creature.

Controller zombies were someplace between mindless undead in the living dead. They were far better at controlling zombie hordes than even most living dead were, but at the same time they were not as independent as living dead. Fortunately, I remembered quite clearly what it took to create the controllers. Creating advanced controllers was far more involved, but I didn’t need an advanced controller to control fifty simple zombies, a regular controller worked just fine.

When I was done, I pulled out another death core and absorbed it to restore the energy I used up. I directed my new controller to take control of the horde and lead them down the tunnel. The zombie strode off. No longer did it shamble, its strides long and graceful. I even saw it using its wings to quicken its step to catch up with its new charges.

“Is that Tyler?” Maxwell asked as he joined me.

I followed his gaze and saw a figure in gleaming armor striding toward me. His helmet was off, and a scowl creased his face.

“Sure is,” I said. “Did not expect to ever see him again.”

“Max,” Rhea smiled at him. “It’s good to see you, I’m sorry it can’t be as friends.”

“It doesn’t have to be this way,” Maxwell sighed. “Just let us leave. We don’t even want to stay, we want to get out of the kingdom.”

“I can’t do that.” Rhea turned her back on him. “Tyler, you remember these two right?”

“I do,” he said stiffly before directly addressing me. “I don’t believe for one moment you’re from Earth. That was just a ploy to buy you time.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, man,” I shrugged. “I’m from Earth, but you won’t believe anything I tell you, so I won’t bother saying any more than that.”

In an awkward, strained silence, the four of us headed for the central tunnel. I could sense my zombies. They were far enough away that if something went sideways it was doubtful they would get to me in time.

Tyler and I made up the front line, backed up by Rhea and Maxwell. My force barrier had recharged, and Maxwell had his. I still had a distant headache, having gone through so much mana meant the lingering effects of mana deprivation took longer to fade.

Rhea generated light and I was surprised to see that they weren’t just stone tunnels, they were hallways made of quarried gray stone. The hall had several staircases about every twenty meters. On each staircase near the middle there was either a statue or some piece of art in an alcove.

“Something about these looks familiar,” I muttered, looking at a painting.

“They’re…” Rhea trailed off as she stopped and looked at it as well. “This makes no sense.”

“What are they?” I asked.

“You would find similar things in a regular temple to Olattee,” Rhea whispered.

“No.” Tyler squinted at the picture. “You must be wrong. Because that would mean whatever those creatures were they were brought here by whoever inhabits this place.”

Maxwell exchanged a knowing look with Tyler. No doubt Tyler also had some quest that mentioned the creatures from another universe.

“I’m afraid so.” Rhea looked very concerned. “I don’t want that to be true anymore than you do, but there’s something so wrong with this place.”

The hallway led to a chamber with large stone doors covered in carved images. To the right and left, another hallway spread out, and I could sense my zombies, they were fighting something, but I couldn’t tell what.

The carvings covering the door depicted holy men in robes supplicating themselves at some altar. I recognized the symbol for Olattee on the robes and staffs held by the men and women.

“Well I guess that confirms it,” I said. “Whoever these black robed priests are they are both a part of Olattee and working with something that does not belong in this universe.”

Tyler, ever true to his role-play, placed both his hands on the big stone doors and pushed them open from the middle of the arch. As the stone doors opened, a massive chamber was revealed on the other side. The chamber was divided into sections, and pillars rose into the air, supporting a stone roof far above. Sconces situated along the walls and pillars burned with white fire that lit the room in stark contrast. I could see what looked like deep trenches in the floor, separating each section of the room with stony bridges arching over the top.

We followed Tyler inside, and men in black robes stood waiting for us. Some held staves similar to Rhea’s, while others wielded shields and bladed weapons.

“What are you doing?” Rhea demanded. “Consorting with such creatures as those.” She gestured to the black-and-white forms standing farther back in the room.

“We are serving the will of Olattee, silly priestess,” the man wearing the most elaborate black robes emblazoned with platinum white threading in holy patterns of Olattee said. “We are the side of Olattee that hides in the shadows and carries out his will. And his will is for us to reach across the Plains of Eternity to summon a being that will purge all impurity from this kingdom.”

“Man, I do love it when the villains explain everything upfront for us.” I snorted, trying not to laugh. “Even though you NPCs have woken up, you still have some of the funniest tropes.”

“I guess there’s no more wondering,” Maxwell joined in a flippant tone. Both Rhea and the high priest, or whatever he was, were stunned and looking at me in surprise. “We found the bad guys, let’s just kill them and get it over with.”

I struck first. I didn’t want a dialogue of Rhea trying to convince them they’re wrong, and them trying to convince her to join their side, and blah-blah-blah.

We would just end up fighting anyways, except that route would’ve taken another five or ten minutes. I was either going to die here, or somehow find a way to survive, and I just wanted to get it over with.
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My sudden attack caught the priests in black robes by surprise. Mercry left my hand like a bolt from a ballista and slammed into the priest who’d been talking. I had shaped its tip into a broad, barbed spear that punched through the soft fabric of his robes with ease.

I rushed after Mercry, hand already out to summon the weapon back to me. There was a shout of surprise from Tyler and Rhea behind me, Maxwell’s music strumming to life. Mercry was stuck, the barbs of the spear holding it in place. I pulled harder with my will and the blade ripped free, widening the wound and spreading its festering power.

As Mercry returned to my hand I got a sense of it that I hadn’t before. Instead of having it come directly back, I tried to flip it around in the air through my will. It spun, and the blade slammed into the back of the head of another priest, then twirled and flew back to my hand.

I didn’t have time to consider what was going on with the weapon, but I suspected it might be a new ability that I should play with some. Mercry was an evolving weapon, and had lost all of its power when I lost mine. Now as I grew in strength, Mercry would grow as well. There appeared to be a new ability taking shape, but with a skirmish like this underway, experimenting would have to come later.

Outnumbered as we were, I kept Mercry’s blade short and thick to better serve in a defensive fight. I channeled magic into the blade for my favorite spell. This time I further enhanced the spell with death energy.

Tyler barreled into a priest wielding a shield and sword. There was a crash of metal as armor was revealed underneath the priest’s cloak, and all at once we were both engaged by multiple combatants, doing our best to keep them off of Rhea and Maxwell. Maxwell’s music enhanced both Tyler’s and my speed, and as he layered in different aspects of the song, it also debuffed our foes.

Normally my fights were out of sight of Maxwell, but we were in close enough confines trapped near the door that I was able to see his effects. He’d grown a lot over the time I had known him. Whenever I caught a glimpse of him, another musical note floated around him emitting a layer to the music he was creating.

Rhea was not idle either. Magic swirled around her as she built her own spell. At first, I was worried it would be some kind of healing spell, which would cause quite a bit of damage to me. Thankfully, she knew better. Barriers formed in the air above us, and none too soon. Range attacks of arrows and bolts fell down, peppering the barriers with a barrage of magical projectiles.

A blur of motion in my mind’s eye warned me, and I tilted my chest to the side. A blow glanced off my armor, and the man overextended in his attempt to land a decisive blow. I bashed his helmeted head as hard as I could with Mercry. The strike was awkward with how close he was, but my massive strength was enough to stun him and send him sprawling.

At the same time, Tyler slammed his shield into a woman and sent her careening back. The stunned combatants collided with each other and fell to the ground in a tangle. I struck with Mercry like a viper. The thick heavy blade punched through the joint in the armor underneath the armpit.

As I yanked the blade free, I spun it, eviscerating the wound and making it even larger. The man gasped and his eyes clouded over in death. Almost as soon as the light left his eyes, his body stirred in undeath. It took a moment for the woman he’d fallen on to realize what happened. Her scream tore through the underground temple as the zombie attacked her with savage abandon.

With the death energy enhancing my spells, the zombie retained some knowledge about how to use its equipment. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw it draw a dagger and plunge it over and over again until the woman lay still.

The zombie snarled and got to his feet, wielding the dagger in one hand and picking up a short sword. It charged like a crazed berserker at another priest wielding a mace. Tyler, seeing the effectiveness of my attack, grimaced and nodded. We began to work in tandem from there. He shifted his fighting goal and began setting up his combatants for me to land critical blows.

I was still having to fight off several of the armored priests, but my skills with Mercry and precognition kept me ahead of them. Tyler was doing far worse, taking repeated damage. But now that we were jointly eviscerating the enemy, the melee began to change.

My first zombie had been torn apart, but as a second, then a third, and finally a fourth were raised to undeath, the fight changed momentum. The priests having both lost the edge and numbers, and the best combatants have been taken down. That was when the tall black-and-white creatures moved into the fight.

They struck from above, using their wings to leap over the priests. At first, I thought they were the same, but these ones appeared to be larger and more powerful. However, they made one critical mistake: they struck with their black fists. Maybe it was to prevent the power from harming their allies, since I had no doubt their allies had massive resistances to dark magic, or maybe it was just luck. Either way it was the wrong attack to use against me.

As the two creatures came down, my precognition warned me, and I spun Mercry, reshaping it into a large boar spear with a wide cross bar right beneath the blade. My force barrier was already weakened and shattered under the assault of dark magic, but even though the magic was uncomfortable, it did no harm to me. The falling black-and-white creature impaled itself on Mercry, its weight slamming into the crossbar as Mercry’s butt was jammed into the ground.

Unfortunately for Tyler, he didn’t have the resistances I did, and he cried out in pain as the laced strike hammered into him. The wash of magic spread out from both Tyler and I, and Rhea screamed from elsewhere as she was caught in the edge of the explosion. Max would be fine with his force barrier. When I looked at the priests, the magic had little effect on them.

The black-and-white creature suspended on the end of Mercry struggled and I poured pure death magic into it. I didn’t care that it was from another universe, death was death no matter where you went. The creature didn’t last long, but as it died, I did not let the spell from Mercry raise it. Instead, I dropped it to the ground and stepped back casting a spell as quickly as I could.

That left Tyler exposed, but I already saw magic from Rhea swelling around him, healing as much as she could. I pointed my hand at the fallen monster and unleashed my most powerful, single target raise undead spell I could cast in a short amount of time. Like the one I used on the first black-and-white creature, this one did not focus on retaining its former strength, this would create the most powerful death creature I could.

I poured nearly half my available death energy into the spell. The black magic swirled as the creature reanimated. It struck out with an explosion of death magic from its fist. That horrific mouth split open and it threw itself into the remaining priests.

The fallen priest zombies lasted just long enough for me to rejoin the front line. Tyler was trading blows with the other black-and-white creature. I didn’t miss my opening as I reshaped Mercry into a needle and let it fly. Mercry slammed into the side of it, penetrating nearly clear through.

I summoned Mercry back to me, leaving behind a gaping wound. The creature clutched at the wound with its white hand, and magic poured from it into the wound, but the festering nature made it incredibly hard to heal.

The wound was lethal, spreading rapidly. Maybe if there had been a powerful cleric like Friar Brown to assist the creature, or if we hadn’t been in a fight, it might have survived. But even as it tried to focus on healing, Tyler struck, severing the elbow of the white arm.

The creature tumbled, and the corrupted power consumed it. Before long it stirred and engaged the few remaining priests. It wasn’t nearly as powerful as the other one, which was now amongst the acolytes armed with ranged weapons, ripping and biting. Interestingly enough, the bite on the stricken priest festered with malignant magic, and I took a moment to study it.

That moment of study stretched, as the fight was winding down. The priests were being overwhelmed, the zombies I created were all enhanced by Maxwell, and there was little left for me to do.

But the wound, it was something akin to a festering effect of Mercry, death magic, and the animation magic I used in my zombie spells. I looked at my creation and brought up a quick description.

Greater Zombie

Level: 53

This zombie had the twin elemental effects of dark and light, and has retained those abilities in death.

Added effect: Zombified bite. This creature has a bite that will cause an infection that if left uncontrolled will kill the infected and raise them as an uncontrolled zombie.

I couldn’t help but chuckle at the irony. Effects like that were common in zombie movies from Earth, but they were relatively hard to create in this world. When I’d asked about them upon first stepping on the path of a necromancer the man teaching me had just shaken his head. He said they were rare to see, and that there was no spell he knew of that caused them to form. But if I ever did see one, that I should pay very close attention, for I might be able to replicate the effect.

The priest was sprawled on the ground, clutching at the wound on his shoulder. I stared at the wound before I reshaped Mercry, and with a powerful bash, I caved in the man’s skull. The blow was lethal, but before the body fully died, I grabbed it with one hand and used my massive strength to cram him into my bag of holding. He didn’t go in easy, but after breaking a few more bones I got him in.

“What the fuck?” Tyler said behind me.

I shrugged. “I saw something interesting and want to study it later.”

Tyler just looked at me in confusion, then in contemplation. “Maybe you are from Earth… Only people who are players think like that.”

I didn’t necessarily agree with his statement, but I saw no point in correcting him. Rhea hadn’t seen anything, so I just moved on. I hope the suspended animation of my bag would allow me to study the wound. The body wasn’t quite dead at the time, and also wasn’t quite alive, and the bag was powered by death magic. The combination of those facts might preserve the sample quite nicely.

When the fight was done, I ordered my zombies to gather near the bridge leading to the next section, where more of the white creatures were waiting. Before they could charge us, the tunnels on either side of that section vomited out my undead horde and Rhea’s troops. It had been good timing. We would’ve been overwhelmed if all those creatures had passed over the bridge.

Across the field, I watched as a few of the priests stirred and zombies got to their feet. I had no control over them, and they turned hungry eyes on Maxwell, Tyler, and Rhea. Before the uncontrolled zombies could act, I cast a simple spell, one honestly not used very often, but one all necromancers knew. Controlling tendrils of death magic spread from me to the handful of uncontrolled zombies. There was no resistance since they weren’t controlled by anything other than instinct and they were not nearly as powerful as I was. Once I claimed control, I sent them to join the rest.

I was curious to investigate further, but stopped myself. The other warning the necromancer had given me about the infectious bites was that creatures created by them always retained the ability. It was a dangerously powerful ability that had caused zombie plagues to wipe out entire kingdoms.

Those who knew better, normally priests and necromancers, understood that such an occurrence was a very rare thing to see, but if Rhea suspected I might have created something like that, there would be no hope of me ever getting away. A necromancer with knowledge on how to create such a deadly plague would be hunted no matter where they went.

I still tried to surreptitiously study my zombies. I was very careful not to make my interest too obvious.  The zombies staggering to their feet after the fight hadn’t drawn attention. They had seen me creating zombies as I fought, so likely assumed that was just an effect—they lacked the knowledge to see the difference.

“We need to go and assist in the fight,” Rhea said.

“Give me a moment.” I looked around at the dead priests. “I need to make sure I’m using all of the available resources. After all, waste not want not.”

Rhea snorted, but I caught her out of the corner of my eye watching me with interest as I cast my spell. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t think she wanted to become a necromancer or leave her religion, but she clearly wasn’t seeing what I was doing as the absolute evilness she claimed it to be.
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My zombies led the charge over the bridge and Tyler followed closely behind them. The large group of acolytes on the other side of the bridge were not caught by surprise, they’d seen us coming. What did catch them by surprise was when my zombies slammed through the concave formation they were in at the foot of the bridge.

With careful control, I had got all of the zombies packed in as tight together as I could, and got them all moving in unison. Zombies didn’t run fast, but they did move fast enough to build up momentum. So when nearly three thousand pounds of zombie flesh crashed into a wall of soldiers, they punched through. The ones in front were eviscerated, but as soon as the line was broken, they spread out from the tight formation.

The concentration it took for me to control them in that tight of a group meant that I had hung back. That done, I rushed to catch up with Tyler. The more powerful black-and-white zombie I created I kept back to support Tyler. And soon the three of us defended the foot of the bridge.

Rhea and Maxwell stayed on the bridge to support us. The fight was chaotic and I continued to create zombies as it wore on.

I prioritized landing killing blows, while Tyler and my zombie set up targets for me to attack. My magical reserves were nearly full, which was a good thing. I was pretty certain I would soon need them. I had to refresh the spell on Mercry several times, and even with the zombies I kept creating we were being overwhelmed.

The acolytes in the next section were definitely stronger than what we faced before. There were none of the black-and-white creatures on this section however which was a good thing. When the powerful black-and-white zombie I had created fell to a series of magically enchanted arrows, I began to get worried.

My defense was good, but I couldn’t stop the number of attacks coming at me. Tyler was in a rough situation as well. The only thing we had going for us was the bridge, which limited the number of people that could attack us. However, that also exposed us to ranged attacks. Barriers from Rhea kept the worst of it at bay, but still we were taking a battering. Maxwell’s music was likely the only thing that kept both of us moving. The number of times I skated through dangerous attacks by barely interposing Mercry in time was disconcerting.

Help came in the form of a magical barrage of gold and white bolts hammering into the rear of the formation pinning us in. Some of those explosions of holy magic tore at my body, but the devastation wrought in the ranks of the black robed acolytes was worth it.

My attention snapped to where Rhea’s troops had won their fight, and even now the melee fighters were forming up as the priests and clerics built another spell. With the addition of Rhea’s forces, the fight swung in our favor. I was cycling death energy through my body to repair damage and restore my armor. I had taken dozens of blows, but the armor protected me from the worst of it and I shot a kind thought in Bith’s direction.

With the section under control, we advanced to the final one. No one had objected to me raising as many zombies as I could. Though I did hear several of the priests and clerics grumbling something to Rhea, but she shushed them and let me cast my spell.

I didn’t take the time to raise zombies back into service that had already served me once. It wasn’t worth the resources. As I finish the spell I walked over to where Rhea, Tyler, Maxwell, and a cluster of other priests were looking across the final chasm.

The bridge leading there was narrow, no more than two people could get across at a time. And what waited for us on the other side gave me pause.

Three men stood around an altar casting some kind of spell. Above them floated a portal that emitted a light that was somehow both like staring at the sun and into the void at the same time. It was disconcerting, to say the least. Arrayed across the bridge were over two dozen of the black-and-white creatures. In amongst them were forms of pure white and black moving around. I could only guess, but I was pretty certain those would be much more powerful.

“Let me use my zombies as cannon fodder,” I said. “I can pack them tightly together and rush the entire horde across the bridge. If a few of them fall to the chasm, it’s no loss.”

“Can’t the ones with wings just fly over?” a priest I didn’t know asked. Several of the original horde I’d created hadn’t been fully destroyed, and I’d been able to restore several of them by adding a little bit of death magic to help them heal.

“No,” I shook my head. “The zombies aren’t that intricate. If I had taken the time to create proper zombies, maybe. As is, these are not capable of even attempting that.”

We deliberated for a few more minutes before we had a plan. I knelt to the side of the bridge with Mercry across my legs and focused on organizing the zombies. I packed them together in a long column two zombies wide and twenty long. The larger black-and-white zombies made up the front section. My hope was they would cover the zombies behind them with their bodies as much as possible.

Then, straining my abilities beyond what I had before, I rushed them at the bridge, ensuring their feet were coordinated so they wouldn’t trip each other. Rhea’s troops began to fire across the chasm into the creatures waiting on the other side.

When the zombies were about halfway across, half a dozen of the creatures from the other side leapt into the air and soared over the chasm, attacking my column. The explosions of magic disrupted the formation, but I pushed onward.

About half the zombies made it to the other side and were set upon by the waiting monsters. Though my zombies weren’t powerful combatants, they were hard to kill, and even before I stood up, Rhea’s troops were already charging across the bridge after my zombies.

Maxwell had changed his song to one that would boost agility and balance, not something he normally did, but it kept the soldiers and clerics moving fast and stable. This did not mean there weren’t problems. The flying creatures that hadn’t been shot down harried the onrushing humans.

And the three priests at the top of the altar on the other side took note and turned their attention away from the unnerving portal.
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I followed Rhea’s troops across the bridge. The fighting was already growing intense on the other side. A few soldiers had been tossed into the chasm, but most had made it across. Halfway across, I caught the sound of something. It was barely audible over the din of conflict.

Stepping to the side I looked into the chasm, where a glimmer of daylight shone, and the sound of rushing water reached me. Something occurred to me and a smile split my face. I might make it out of this yet.

Once on the other side I fell into the role of the caster. There were enough front line troops that I wasn’t needed, though I got glares from the priests and clerics as I took up a position near them. I of course could not help in the casting of their spells nor add my own magic to theirs, and they could not assist me with mine.

With this in mind, I made sure to position myself outside of the regular formation of casters. When you had groups of casters, they typically work together to cast more powerful spells. If I had been in the heart of their formation, or even at the edges of it, my magic might’ve interfered with their own.

I began to build a spell, most of my zombies had been torn apart by this point. Attacks from the paladins and other holy warriors had destroyed some of my zombies as well, the living troops had no heed or care to avoid damaging my undead creatures. I didn’t mind though, that was part of the point of the undead, especially these low-level ones.

Death magic poured out of me just as holy magic saturated the air, exchanging volleys with the three priests at the altar. I completed my spell, and a pulse of magic flew out from Mercry. It was targeted at the fallen, and before long both dead humans and dead monsters stirred into undeath. Like before, the addition of troops changed the flow of battle.

For the living, the sudden rising of zombies startled them, and there were ripples in the ranks as a few of the zombies were bashed back to the ground. Rhea was quick to shout orders that her troops leave them alone. The zombies fell upon the creatures, and as zombies rose in the flanks of the black-and-white monsters, their battle lines turned into chaos.

Maxwell changed his song, becoming more focused on enhancing strength and vitality. The effects on the undead and the living were immediate. The paladins stood taller and hit harder, and the zombies shrugged off blows more easily.

“You really should consider working with people like me more often,” I joked when I saw Rhea glance in my direction. “Necromancers are really just misunderstood. We’re all about letting nothing go to waste.”

She snorted. “Never in a million years, Zeke.”

“You say that now,” I forced a laugh. “But maybe one day you’ll understand.”

The magic I had available was limited, I was keeping my illusion in place because it unnerved the living too much to have something so clearly undead within their ranks. Still, I worked with what I had.

Working in tandem with the fighters of Olattee went far better than I assumed it would. Yes, occasionally the priests and clerics would release spells that damaged my undead, but it was nothing I couldn’t overcome with my own healing spells.

The creatures that were either solid white or solid black were problematic. They wielded more powerful attacks that often caused the line of fighters to buckle and almost break. I worried what would happen if I ever actually engaged one of the white ones in melee combat.

Fortunately, it appeared that their attacks were limited to a short range that were practically within melee range. After raising another round of zombies, one of the white creatures charged up an attack. Since I was low on mana, I reshaped Mercry into a javelin and poured as much mana and death energy as I could spare into it. I hurled Mercry across the distance between us, no more than twenty meters.

My massive strength as a Lich catapulted Mercry, and the speed was too much for the white creature to dodge. The blade pierced through its chest, and even pinned one of its hands to its chest as well. My black magic poured out of Mercry and contrasted against the pure white of the creature’s body. It spider webbed out from where Mercry had impacted.

I stretched my hand out toward Mercry, but then paused. I waited as more magic was pumped into the creature. Its attack forgotten, the power built up and backlashed into the creature. Even though it was his own magic, and was no doubt all but immune to whatever it was, backlash was never good. Even if it didn’t physically affect the caster, it would cause blinding mental pain if uncontrolled.

The creature collapsed, and I summoned Mercry back to my hand, yanking it free. Then I used a new ability and summoned every death core to me. As they came, I broke every one of them down, and soon a maelstrom of death energy surrounded me. It was more than I could absorb into my own body, but that was okay. I attached the death energy to Mercry and twisted what little mana I’d recovered into the blade, giving it my intent.

This was far from a complete spell, the whisper of mana wasn’t near enough, but I hoped it would prove effective. Once again, I hurled Mercry across the distance, targeting the white creature even as it stood back up. I could already see the effects of my initial attack being healed, but when Mercry hit it again, that attack was much more profound.

The death energy funneled into the creature, and the spider web of black lines exploded across its body. I lost sight of the mana I had attached, but that attack proved its effectiveness.

The spider webbing lines formed a black spot at the impact point of Mercry, which spread and rotted the flesh away. When Mercry clattered to the ground, I summoned it back to my hand, spinning the blade as I did to slash at another one of the black-and-white creatures that made it up to my position.

As I drank a mana potion, I focused on the white creature I just felled. At first nothing happened, but I smiled when it stood. Well, it wasn’t quite the same creature anymore, the flesh had all completely rotted away and what stood was a pure black skeleton that reminded me of what I must’ve looked like when I was first resurrected as a Lich.

Since its body was skeletal, I could tell it lacked a death core, which meant it would only last for a limited time. It also meant all the death energy I poured into creating it was now loose power inside of that skeleton waiting to be used.

It also appeared to have some kind of will of its own and I didn’t have complete control over it. There was a hunger emanating from it, a hunger for a death core. Fortunately, it didn’t seem to realize I had one, tearing into the nearest black-and-white creature with abandon. Its goal became clear, if a zombie killed enough, it would eventually develop a death core on its own.

I had used as much energy as I could for a bit, so I just watched as my mana refilled. My new monster soon locked on to one of the pure black creatures and launched itself at it. The fight that erupted between them was quite destructive to everything nearby. Explosions of death and dark magic ripped at both the black-and-white creatures, and the humans and zombies around them.

The combat between the two creatures was violent enough to draw the attention of the priests. A Nimbus of power built around the three of them as they work together to cast a spell. A bolt of gray light that matched the disconcerting light of the portal flew from the air above them and hammered into the black skeleton. Whatever the attack was it was impressive. I knew just how much death energy was in that skeleton, and the gray light blew it apart.

Despite the short-lived life of the skeleton its effect was great. That had given a section of the human front line time to catch a breather and now they surged into the devastation. As one flank of the black-and-white creatures crumbled, the outcome of the fight became evident.

The altar priests looked at Rhea in anger, readying another of those devastating gray bolts. Defensive barriers were already going up to counter the incoming attack, but by the power on display, they wouldn’t stop it. Rhea would die without a doubt.

In a moment of sheer insanity or some deep-seated hero complex, I dove toward Rhea right as the priest cast the spell and threw myself in between her and the oncoming attack. The gray light shattered every barrier like it was nothing and slammed into me. The timing of me interposing myself between Rhea and that attack left nothing to spare, and for one lingering second, her shocked, wide eyes filled my vision before the pain blinded my every sense.

The gray light was neither light nor dark magic, neither holy nor unholy. It was something else, something I realized a little too late the Order of Equinox did not provide me any defense against. Not that it would’ve changed my actions.

My illusion shattered and I screamed as the light hammered into me. The strands of flesh that composed my body melted away as my armor crumbled. I had very little death energy left, and tried to use it as a defensive measure, repairing what damage I could. But the light burned into my chest like a cutting torch.

My death core and phylactery were taking huge amounts of damage. But before it completely consumed me, there was a flash of white light as she cast a spell on me. There was a moment of panic as I thought she’d used the opportunity to finish me, but then I felt magic similar to what Friar Brown had used on me. It wasn’t holy magic, it was a restoration spell.

Restoration magic, at least the type of restoration magic that the priest’s of Olattee had access to, did not destroy the undead. It sought to restore whatever its target was to its true nature. As my body’s true nature was that of a Lich, the magic fought to restore that.

Rhea’s spell wasn’t a match for the attack, but it was enough. When the spell finally ended, I collapsed. I had taken a huge amount of damage, but I was still alive. When I glanced toward the priests, they were all sagging in exhaustion. Rhea looked down at me with a questioning look.

“I couldn’t just let you die…” I grumbled as I rolled onto my back. I hurt all over, and as quick as my death energy restored itself, I used it throughout my entire body to repair damage as fast as I could. Mana trickled out of me as I cast death magic healing spells on myself to further speed up the process.

By the time I recovered, the fight was over. We’d won. Only a few of my undead still wandered around. I made my way up to the altar where the portal was still open, the wrongness of it thick in the air.

“Rhea, what do we do with this?” I asked her.

She glanced at me and shuddered. My illusion wasn’t in place, and I didn’t bother to put it up.

“I have no idea,” she said after a moment. “I don’t know who this order was, but whatever they are doing is wrong. I thank you for helping… and for saving me.”

“This is when you let me go?” I asked her hopefully.

Her attention returned to the portal before muttering something to herself. I thought I heard her say something about needing to investigate. But her lack of response to my question had been the answer I was looking for. It meant I needed to act, and act quickly.

Not missing the opportunity, I examined one of the priests, there was a ring that caught my attention. Looking at it, a brief description popped up.

Illusion Ring of the Day Walker

Relic

This is a relic from an age past. It was created for a vampire who wished to walk in the sunlight. The power of this illusion ring is great enough to even mask some of the side effects of whatever the wearer is trying to hide.

I grabbed the ring. Relics were not something you saw very often. I didn’t question why a priest of Olattee would’ve had something like this. However, I didn’t need to, for as soon as the ring slipped off the man’s finger, something changed. The man’s eyes, wide open in his death, changed. One became pure white, and one obsidian black.

I was thankful for my undead nature. I didn’t breathe, so I couldn’t gasp in surprise. Unfortunately, when I examined the other rings, I could tell they were something I should not take. All of them had holy magic tied around them, I had no idea why a creature like this wielded magic from Olattee without a problem, but that wasn’t my primary goal. Right now, my primary goal was to survive.

I tried not to rush over to the other fallen priests, each one of them had one of the rings. When I grabbed the third one, I must’ve been too obvious in my unease.

“What are you doing?” A priest in white robes glared at me. His words grabbed Rhea’s attention.

I put the ring on and bound it to me, so I looked human once again. Rhea eyed me, she knew just how low on mana I’d been. “Look at their eyes,” I demanded. “Something is very wrong.”

The priest looked down at the fallen priests in black robes and gasped. This drew Rhea’s attention away from me and as soon as it was gone, I made a hasty retreat.

Maxwell was standing near the bridge, but it was guarded by Tyler and several other paladins who glared at us. There was no way we were getting across.

I turned my back to Tyler as I whispered, “Max, where is your last respawn?”

“In Maltis,” Maxwell whispered back.

“I’m not sure if this is survivable for you, so you don’t have to follow, but if you do and die, I hope you can get out of Maltis.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Maxwell assured me. “Remember my connections with the underworld, it’s not a commonly known Altar of Creation. I’ll be fine.”

“Follow me then.” I strolled toward the side of the cavern, making it look like I’d given up.

Tyler must’ve caught on, because right as we were about to reach the edge, he started to shout. I jumped.

I plummeted downward, Maxwell whooping and hollering beside me. The glimmer of light below grew, and the sound of rushing water with it.

We splashed down and were caught in the current. I didn’t panic as I was pulled into the water, but I worried about Maxwell. The light I’d seen was reflecting up from the stream of water, I doubted I would have noticed it without my ability to see so well in the dark. We flashed through a tunnel before we shot out the side of the cliff into broad daylight.

We fell another ten meters before splashing into a pool of water. We hit hard, the momentum sinking us deep beneath the waters. As I oriented myself, I spotted Maxwell floating listlessly in the water. I dropped Mercry and grabbed him, but I couldn’t swim well, and the surface of the water looked a hell of a distance away. There’s only so much weight my illusion can give me. But I tried anyway, and the illusion generated by the ring allowed me to swim. I reached my will out toward Mercry every now and again to pull it back to me, preventing it from sinking too far out of my reach, though it did make the upward swim more difficult.

The pool of water we’d fallen into was deep, and I pushed for the surface as fast as I could. We broached the waterline, and I looked behind me. Towering cliffs filled my view, complete with a waterfall pouring off the top of it. The cliff was probably around fifty meters tall. High above the waterfall was nothing more than a stream that joined the larger fountain of water coming out the side. The stone was dark gray and glistened all around as the mists generated by the water splashed against it.

When I finally dragged myself out and tossed Maxwell down on the pebbly beach, I saw his chest was still rising and falling and breathed a sigh of relief. Despite what he said, I was worried about his chances of actually making it out of Maltis. I fished a health potion out of my bag and fed it to him.

There was a sound of cracking branches, and I summoned Mercry to my hand and turned. Raven pushed her way through the bushes that grew along the side of the pond. A moment later, Tuffy and the horses followed.

“How did you get them down?” I asked in surprise. Raven was one thing but the horses and the morsura scaling that steep cliff is another.

“Well, when I realized we were running toward a cliff, I just hoped that there was a pool of water large enough under this waterfall and blinded the horses with magic.” Raven shrugged. “It worked pretty well. I was able to slow the fall with a little magic. I did it right before we hit the water to lighten the impact.”

“I’m glad they made it.” I smiled at her, but it faded when I saw the glare on her face. Followed by the building magic behind her.

“You had no right,” she hissed. “I should’ve stayed and fought with you!”

I matched her glare. “No you should not have. I couldn’t risk you like that.” I didn’t see her like a daughter, but I did care a lot about her. “Maxwell would’ve come back, if I’d gone with you, they would’ve chased.”

“What? Why aren’t they chasing you now?” Raven demanded, though there was a shift in the magic she’d been gathering and it dissipated.

“I don’t know.” I glanced back to the top of the cliff. “There’s a chance Rhea just found something more important than chasing me.”
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“You don’t happen to have those rings still lying around, do you?” Marissa asked.

Ezekiel and Marissa had moved from the kitchen to a large drawing room. The room was furnished with large, overstuffed chairs and had a massive fireplace that burned happily along, giving off pleasant warmth. The same potion that allowed Marissa to taste the wine allowed her to also feel the warmth of the fire, something that soothed her immensely.

“No,” Ezekiel shook his head. “They aren’t available anymore. I don’t need one anymore at any rate. That was so long ago, I don’t even know if I could track them down again.”

“I figured as much.” Marissa let out a disappointed sigh as she looked around the room, appreciating the fine paintings and large daylight windows that made the room quite charming. “You know, for the stronghold of a Lich Lord this place isn’t nearly gloomy enough.”

“Who says it has to be gloomy?” Ezekiel chuckled. “That would just get depressing. Back on Earth they say sunlight is a good way to ward off depression. Now, while I’m not entirely sure if that holds true here, sunlight does tend to make people happier, assuming it doesn’t burn them or cause other harm.”

“It seemed awfully gloomy when I first arrived.” Marissa stood before one of the large windows.

“Well, you arrived at night on an overcast day, of course it seemed gloomy.” Ezekiel watched her move toward the window. “Out there you’re going to see where Raven keeps all of her pets. I know she showed you, but that will give you an arial view to truly appreciate just how large an area it is.”

The view that greeted Marissa was indeed quite impressive, especially with how far up in the castle they were. The sanctuary that Raven let her animals roam around in was nestled in a valley at the rear of the castle. Cliffs boxed in the valley on all sides except for where the castle was built. Different creatures moved among the trees, everything from birds to large creatures.

She swayed slightly, leaning against the wall, the alcohol was taking effect. They had gone through several bottles of life magic laced wine. “Does anything ever escape?” Ezekiel’s castle, while located in the mountains, wasn’t within a death biome. Creatures from Raven’s collection escaping could be problematic.

“Sometimes.” Ezekiel shrugged, getting up to look out the window with her. “Normally it’s just the flying creatures, but they always come back. This is the only place for a long way that feels right to them.”

“Interesting.” Marissa leaned heavily against the wall, her vision swimming. She’d been fine while they were sitting, now that she’d gotten up, the potency of the laced wine was going straight to her head. “We should continue the story.”

“Perhaps later. First you should take some time to sober up. I’m not sure you’d remember much at this point, nor take as good of notes as you normally do.” Ezekiel took her by the arm and led her out of the drawing room. They passed through the hallway before entering the garden near the tower where Marissa’s room was.

Raven was in the garden and gave them an odd look, shaking her head. “Drink a little too much? It’s not even evening yet.”

“It’s my fault, I should’ve known better,” Ezekiel said. He sat Marissa down on a bench, where Raven joined them. “I don’t suppose you can help her with it?”

Raven rolled her eyes. “Okay.” Magic surrounded her hands and she placed one on Marissa.

The magic passed through her and purged both the potion that allowed her to taste and the alcohol. Marissa blinked owlishly and looked around.

“Was that regular healing magic?” she asked after a moment.

“Not quite,” Raven said. “That would’ve hurt you. It is a healing spell that only removes the buffs.”

“How can you work life magic?” Marissa demanded, the haze of alcohol having vanished so quickly it left her disoriented.

“Why couldn’t I use life magic?” Raven asked as a raised eyebrow. “I’m not a death creature, I just have great attunement toward it. I’m not a super powerful healer of any kind, I just picked up a few tricks over time.”

“I guess that makes sense. Shall we continue?”

“Where are you at?” Raven asked.

“He just escaped Rhea by riding an underground waterfall.”

“When he was an asshole and sent me away.” Raven glared at Ezekiel.

“You know I would still make the same decision,” Ezekiel responded firmly.

“Because you’re stubborn and stupid,” Raven shot back.

“You made a comment that you didn’t see her as a daughter, why is that?” Marissa asked, only to jerk back, glancing at Raven. “Oh, I’m sorry, that was impolite.”

Raven wasn’t offended, though she was blushing and trying not to laugh at the same time. It was the first time she’d seen the werecat flustered at all. But no explanation came forward.

Ezekiel shot Raven a sidelong glance. “It’s simple, really. Do you feel like the zombies and undead creatures you create with your magic are your children?”

“No,” Marissa shook her head.

“Even when you create living dead?” he pressed.

That wasn’t something she’d done a lot of, though she had created a few living dead. “Still no. Though I will admit there is some connection there, but it’s not like that.”

“Exactly,” Ezekiel said. “With Raven, it’s even more true. The spell that essentially gave birth to her was as much situational and not my own doing as it was anything else. You feel a sense of responsibility for the living dead you create, but that feeling goes away as time passes. As the living dead you create start to live their own lives and make their own decisions your responsibility for them fades, if you had any in the first place. With Raven, she was her own person outside of me from the beginning, and while I care for her, it isn’t because of any kind of feeling of responsibility. It’s more like a fear that I would lose a friend.”

“I hadn’t thought about it like that,” Marissa said.

“Either way.” Ezekiel stood. “Let us continue the story, but let us walk as we do, I’m tired of sitting.”
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I glanced at the tracking map where it showed the position of all the different dots the previous night. Those had been a distraction. Rhea had set a trap when she realized we had one of the maps. I wrapped the map around a rock and threw it out into the water.

I looked out from the small hill we’d moved to. Maxwell’s map showed the marshes stretched out before us, clear to the ocean. Raven confirmed she could see the ocean in the far distance from higher up.

Marshes were notoriously hard to navigate, like giant mazes with countless dead ends, hidden dangers, and all sorts of unknowns. Nonetheless, that was our destination.

I had given Raven one of the relic illusion rings, and since I was wearing one as well, perhaps its power was enough that it might even disrupt the tracking spell.

I hoped Rhea would leave me alone, at least for a bit. This marsh followed the cliff line where the plateau tapered off as it approached the ocean. The only inhabited areas were along the section next to the ocean on the eastern side. The rest was too difficult and dangerous to be settled.

We rode our horses, since they gave us a height that allowed us to see the winding pathways spreading out before us. Tuffy also scouted the way for us, his big nose constantly sniffing for prey and threats.

We came across several different creatures, most of them ran at the sight of us. Though a few watched us suspiciously from the water, big eyes blinking slowly. The only creature that thought to challenge us during that first day of travel was a rather large crocodile. But Tuffy was more than he bargained for. After a brief clash and roll in the mud, Tuffy sloshed out of the shallow water dragging the crocodile in his jaws.

Different splotches of poison from where Tuffy’s teeth had bitten through the tough hide marred the dead croc. Tuffy had taken a fair share of bites of his own, but the poison delivered by the crocodile had little to no effect on him.

As we rode, I went over my stat sheet. Maxwell had been right, whatever those creatures were, they’d been a great source of experience. I had gained five levels, which meant twenty-five stat points. With the rings of intelligence, that gave me a total of forty points. I put all twenty-five points into my spirit score, which also gave me a massive boost to the storage space of the bag. I would never give that bag up.

Character Soul Level: 60

Name: Ezekiel Verniac

Race: Human Lich

Unspent Stat Points: 0

Spent Stat Point: 300

5 Stat Points per level

Health: 1161(1741)

Health Regeneration: 33.4(50.1)/sec

Death Energy: 1470(2205)

Death Energy Regeneration: 34.4(51.6)/sec

Mana: 911

Mana Regeneration: 29.1/sec

Carrying lbs.: 1409.9(2114.9)

Stats:

Intelligence: 105.5 [multiplier: .311] [40 from gear]

Spirit: 79.9 [multiplier: .23]

Vitality: 98 [multiplier: .15]

Resilience: 52 [multiplier: .15]

Death Core: 133

Agility: 66 [multiplier: .1]

Dexterity: 42 [multiplier: .21]

Experience: 1135.2 of 46475.8
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By the end of the second day, we were more certain that we were no longer being chased. The marsh was flat, though it was covered in tall grasses, and bushes of varying types, large swaths of bulrush, still ponds covered with lily pads, and a few groves of trees that grew out of the murky soil. Raven had scaled the tallest tree in those groves and scanned the marsh behind us.

“Still nothing,” she said as she hopped back down onto River. “But I will say there is something different about the area in front of us. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but it’s like it’s a different color. Almost red.”

“The marshes right out in front of us?” I asked. “Like the water and everything?”

“Kind of,” Raven shrugged. “It’s more like a tint of the color, I’m sure we’ll see soon.”

“While you were up there, did you see a path we could follow?” Maxwell asked. We had run into several dead ends and had to backtrack several times, making our progress through the marsh slow and inconsistent. Halfway through a loop the night before, we had to back track nearly three hours to find a way around a larger section of water. I suppose we could have tried swimming it, but with some of the creatures that could be seen moving in the water I decided it wasn’t worth the risk.

“I did,” Raven said. “Follow me, I will do my best to remember it.”

Raven skirted a spur of land that led away from the grove of trees. Like all paths in this marsh, it was a twisting trail, with constant branches, some of which looked like they led off in long trails, but we trusted Raven. Tuffy continued to scout ahead, his powerful nose rooting out hidden creatures. None of which wanted to tangle with the Morsursa. He gave off an aura that terrified the weaker ones. Only occasionally did something study him from the water. But whenever we saw that, I was quick to strike out with a bolt of death magic to send it scurrying away.

I began to see what Raven was talking about with the color. The path didn’t lead straight into the heart of the marsh, those were hard to find, but it was working its way deeper. The water didn’t become red, but the light reflecting off it ever so subtly shifted into that spectrum. The mud became more red than brown, and even the plants began to take on a slightly reddish hue.

The monster struck without warning, targeting me from the shadows. A snake’s head, larger than Shadow’s chest, with fangs that looked as long as my arm erupted out of the water. I was able to react quick enough to launch myself out of the way, but Shadow was not so lucky.

The massive triangular snake head latched onto my horse. Shadow screamed in pain and terror as he was yanked off his feet. Coils of the snake began to roll out of the water as it pulled Shadow down.

I didn’t have time to get a scan of the creature, I could sense its power though, and it was stronger than I was. Mercry had been knocked from my hand and as the snake coiled around Shadow, I summoned Mercry back, reshaping it into a straight blade with a hard angled tip. Snakeskin was tough, I needed something that could penetrate.

I attacked the coils where it was most vulnerable. I funneled death magic into Mercry as I plunged the blade into my enemy. There was a brief pause as the tough hide resisted being cut before the blade plunged in. The snake recoiled, its body rapidly shifting. I heard a snap like the sound of a breaking branch and another scream from Shadow.

The massive snake released its bite and raised his head to look at me, hissing in defiance. It struck with blinding speed. I tried to dodge, but the next thing I knew I found myself locked in its jaws. Its deadly fangs penetrated my armor with little issue, I struggled desperately but lacked the angle to stab it with Mercry.

For a moment of panic all I thought was I was about to die, then something occurred to me. Its fangs had either missed or been unable to damage my death core and phylactery. Venom from the fangs dripped into my body, but it did absolutely nothing. I chuckled. My biggest threat from this creature wasn’t its bite, but its ability to crush me under its mighty muscles.

The snake seemed to think his victory was secured. Little did it know I was taking basically no damage, other than the small amount of tearing at some of the tendrils of my dark flesh that were beginning to cover my body from the initial strike. I couldn’t see Raven or Tuffy, but they were no doubt charging in.

One of my arms was trapped inside of the creature’s mouth, which was unfortunate for the snake. I pointed my hand down its throat and fired both of the spell storage rings on that hand, releasing twin bolts of death lightning. I could feel the whispers of a contest of will, since I was casting a spell inside of the domain of another creature’s soul. But since it wasn’t in the flesh itself, it was no real contest. The death lightning ripped at the snake’s internals.

In the creature’s mouth, I was getting a better sense of it. Most monsters that surpassed the power of just being an ordinary creature were enhanced by some kind of magic. Its power was one I recognized far too quickly. Blood magic coursed through this monster.

Fortunately for me, death magic was an incredible counter, the vitality based magic did not do so well when death magic was introduced. Even as my lightning bolts ravaged the inside of the snake, I was already building a third bolt of lightning, and this one I channeled and kept going.

It tried to spit me out, but I didn’t let it, grabbing onto one of the fangs with my other hand, letting Mercry fall free. I poured magic down the creature’s throat.

I hung on as the snake shook me back and forth, catching sight of Raven and Tuffy attacking as well. By the time it shook me free and sent me slamming into the ground, it was too late. I had emptied most of my mana pool into the snake, the exorbitant cost of maintaining lighting for that long drained me quickly, but it was worth it.

The snake tried to roll back into the water, but it barely made it a few shattering lurches before its head dropped and the light of life left its eyes. I leapt to my feet, circling death energy through my body to restore the damage dealt to both my armor and my body.

The creature lay motionless, Maxwell and Raven’s horses had run back down the path we had followed. I saw Shadow, broken, barely alive and whimpering on the ground. I hadn’t been with the horse long, but I’d formed a kind of attachment. It was easy to do with horses, they are far smarter than people realize.

I moved to Shadow’s side, inspecting the puncture wounds from where the fangs had entered his chest and stomach. Necrosis or necrotic poison was spreading rapidly. The labored breaths of my steed were growing weak. His back legs didn’t move at all, and I could see where his spine had been broken. Even with powerful healing magic, saving him would’ve been difficult.

I placed my hand on Shadow’s head and extended my will to him. The non-sentient creature could not think like we could, but they still could convey certain thoughts and wants. I proposed life to it, but not life like it knew, life like Tuffy. It didn’t take long before a confirming feeling came back. Shadow did not want to die, and understood he had no choice but to become something else to still exist. I told Shadow to hang on for as long as he could.

My mana pool was low. I pulled out a potion and drank it. I sat next to Shadow and began to meditate, trying to speed up my mana recovery.

“What are you doing?” Raven asked.

“I’m going to save Shadow the only way I know how, but I need to focus,” I responded sharply, more sharply than I meant to. But time was not on my side, and I needed power. “Would you remove his saddle and tack for me?” I tried to soften my words. I didn’t hear her response, but I assumed Raven would do as I asked.

One of the ways you can increase regenerations rates is through meditation. You don’t always get ideal conditions, but it can help.

I split my attention just enough to keep an eye on the small amount of life force draining out of Shadow as I focused on restoring my mana pool. The potion sped the process up rapidly while the others retrieved our horses and inspected the snake. I was pretty sure I heard a munching sound and thought that Tuffy might be eating the snake, but it didn’t matter.

As the life of Shadow was almost spent, I began my spell. In the mud around him, I sketched a quick circle with the butt of Mercry. Unlike with Tuffy, my goal was not to create a death-based creature. While Tuffy was impressive, and I was thrilled that I could do that, there were other methods available that were better.

The spell I was using was one that was completely infeasible to use in combat. The circle I drew was to help funnel and contain the magic, something that’s always useful to do if you can. The few runes I sketched along its edge would help direct the magic into the form I needed.

Right before Shadow died, the spell took hold, and his remaining life force was snuffed out. And since the spell was already activated, the horse wasn’t exactly in a state of normal death. The difference can be tricky to describe.

I poured magic into the circle and my spell. Shadow’s body was lifted off the ground and stood on its feet as the death magic coursed through it. I reached my hand out toward the snake and pulled on the death core. It came flying to my hand and I tossed it into the circle where it flew into Shadow. The death magic consumed the flesh and organs of Shadow as the death core took up residence inside the cavity of Shadow’s chest.

The flesh was not wasted though, it was refined into something else. The white bones revealed under the flesh darkened and thickened until they were pitch-black.

As the spell reached completion, I channeled eldritch magic into Shadow. The usage of eldritch magic is difficult because of its corrupting effect, but when used correctly, the power it can grant is truly magnificent. It’s also something Lichs excel at using. Up until this point I hadn’t been using eldritch magic because I was relatively weak. I had only gained access to it right before I became a Lich, when I still saw the world as a game, and back then, I’d been over level 200. I was still hesitant about using it in combat, but with the focus table skills enhancing my abilities I was more confident.

Wisps of purple magic that matched the fire that burned in my eyes could be seen between the joints where the bones connected, replacing what once had been connective tissues. Initially the purple magic was bright, but it darkened until it became almost completely black. In the eye sockets of Shadow, orbs of purple energy burst to life. There was a flash of magic, creating a mane and tail flickering with purple eldritch magic that burned like fire.

Shadow had been completely transformed, and my connection to my new minion made it easy to pull up information on it.

Undead Eldritch Nightmare

Level: 59

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

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

Like all nightmares, the power of this mount will grow and change as it grows in level and power.

“Okay, that’s fucking cool,” Maxwell said.

I wholly agreed. Shadow was incredibly impressive. Small bursts of dark purple flames came off his hooves whenever he stomped. The flames didn’t burn but withered and twisted everything they touched. Shadow nickered and tossed his head. The nicker sounded different, no doubt from the lack of organs to make the sound, instead it had been made by magic.

I looked at the body of the snake and considered creating a zombie out of it. But I decided not to. If we were about to enter a blood marsh, I was certain I would have plenty of candidates to create minions with. And now I could take the lead with Tuffy. The three of us would be all but immune to the poisons contained by creatures in this area, Shadow and I even more so than the Morsursa.
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The red tint of the marsh continued to deepen, which I now understood came from the blood magic. As we pushed deeper into the blood marsh, the air became heavy as mist rose from the water, concealing the surroundings.

The creatures that inhabited this area were far more aggressive. A swarm of hand-sized mosquitoes descended upon us at one point. They came down so fast they almost took out Maxwell and Raven along with their mounts before I’d fallen back to them.

Whenever they drank Tuffy’s blood though, they died. Maxwell and Raven were not so lucky. Raven did her best to stay ahead of them, swatting dozens out of the air, but Maxwell was not nearly as fast. The best he could do was release discordant sounds that shook the air, driving them back, but still the insects were stronger than was reasonable.

When I finally reached them, I released a pulse of death magic that rippled through the air. Though the creatures were numerous and had powerful attacks, they had very little in the way of health. The death magic washed over them and moments later they fell from the sky in piles.

Maxwell and the two horses were in rough shape. We fed potions to the horses and continued on, but we kept closer together. Singular powerful creatures were far less dangerous than swarms like that.

We came to a grove of trees growing out of a slightly raised island in the middle of the marsh. We decided to rest there, despite the dangers the grove harbored. No one wanted to rest out along the winding paths of the marsh where creatures could spring from the water at a moment's notice.

Raven scaled a tree to get above the mist so she could get us a better heading. Maxwell’s expensive map didn’t show anything other than this area was a marsh, and some of the larger paths, but those faded the deeper you went.

The two still living horses, Granite and River, were spooked. Their ears were laid back flat against their head, and even when I got them to eat some of the grass growing nearby, their eyes watched everything warily. I expected them to take issue with Shadow’s new form, but they appeared to rely on Shadow now more than they had before. Seeing him as a protector.

Shadow and Tuffy patrolled where we set up, both on edge. Neither of them were comfortable in this place. Fortunately, most of the creatures we had encountered appeared to use poison attacks. That sucked for the regular living members of our party, but meant that I, along with Shadow and Tuffy, were all but immune. Raven had some resistance to the poisons, but they would still cause her harm if she was dosed too heavily.

I headed toward the center of the grove, determined to find whatever creature called this place its home. I pulled off the illusion ring as I did, letting my body return to the Lich I was. I wasn’t foolish enough to think there wasn’t something else on this island. The larger creatures that had been stalking us in the water had pulled back, as if afraid of the island.

Maxwell walked along beside me. We had left our horses in a clearing, trusting in Shadow and Tuffy to hold the fort. The trees of this grove had smooth, dark red bark, and the canopy above was full of vines and dark green leaves. Very little grew on the ground other than short stubborn grass and bushes covered in thorns.

“Should we wait for Raven?” Maxwell asked.

“No,” I shook my head. “She will likely follow from the canopy anyways.”

A flock of something took flight up in the trees, all but confirming my words. In the last few canopies, Raven had climbed up there and had encountered nothing that could threaten her. I trusted her and her ability to make an escape if that ever changed.

We made it to the center of the grove, or at least what I assumed was the center. It was a bog, thick mud sucked at my feet as I strode forward. I stopped when the mud got up to my knees and eyed a pool of still water in the middle. It was dark under the canopy. But as I peered through the darkness, I saw an area where a stream trickled out, joining back into the marsh. In the section of trees around the stream I saw that they’d been scraped and torn by something large, but saw no fresh tracks to indicate what it would be.

One thing was clear, this wasn’t just a stream, it was some kind of trail. Whatever lived in here had either not left in a while, or not come back in a while.

Deciding that whatever called this its home must go dormant for long periods, I was just about to turn to leave when a vision of a large head with a hooked, beaklike mouth shooting out of the mud and biting me flashed through my mind. I reacted without thought, throwing myself to the side. A moment later the image came true, except I wasn’t there anymore.

The head of the creature slammed the mud with impressive force. As I came to my feet, I whirled and saw a snapper turtle surging toward us. The turtle was massive, twice the size of Tuffy. Its shell was black and dark red and formed into a pattern of rough ridges. Its eyes were beady and pitch-black, its powerful beaklike mouth snapping the air.

Legs that seemed too short for a creature its size were each at least a meter in diameter and had long black claws on the end of the toes. The legs moved surprisingly fast as they thrust the whole of the creature forward. It didn’t matter that I was immune to poison, if that monster caught me in those powerful jaws I was as good as dead. I scrambled back as a song from Maxwell spread over the bog and sped me up.

When I looked for Maxwell, I didn’t see him, and guessed he must be hiding behind a tree. I didn’t blame him. The best way he could assist me was by being able to play his guitar to enhance my strength. The snapper turtle hissed at me as I backed away from it. The mud, while annoying, didn’t slow me down. My strength rendered the mud’s pull inconsequential, like stomping through freshly fallen powder.

I discovered that while the creature struck quickly, I my reaction time was faster. It telegraphed attacks, especially when it retracted its head like it was trying to pull it into the shell, before shooting forward. In the water, no doubt this creature would be truly terrifying, but it had made the mistake of pursuing me out of the terrain that gave it the most advantage. The attack I had to watch out the most for was when it swiped its tail around trying to trip me up, but the trees made it hard for it to use it. The tail often banged against them and got tangled before reaching me.

It was fixated on me, and I used that to my advantage to pull it farther away from the deep bog it’d been sleeping in. The farther we got, the less mud there was and the more the turtle slowed down. It wasn’t smart enough to realize what I was doing, which I didn’t mind. Especially once I got a read for it.

Giant Blood Snapper

Level: 71

This is a giant snapper turtle that has made its life in a blood marsh. Already named for their impressive size, the vital magic of the blood marsh has further enhanced the physical attributes of this turtle.

It was a full eleven levels higher than me, but as I watched the creature I smiled. Normally I was overly cautious, as you no doubt could tell by this point, I could have been taking a lot more risks in my fights. But since I only had this one life, I wasn’t about to risk it in a fight that I didn’t think I could win easily, unless I could avoid it somehow.

Raven smiled wildly at me. The turtle didn’t seem to have even noticed her up there. Judging I was far enough away so the turtle couldn’t retreat easily I changed my tactic.

Glancing around, I spotted Maxwell sitting on a low branch of a tree strumming away happily, completely unconcerned. I appreciated his faith in me. I shaped Mercry into a razor-sharp spear. There was no way I could easily penetrate the shell. But the snapper turtle had thick leathery skin around its neck and legs. There was a reason the other creatures of the marsh left this place alone. I doubted very many things would even be able to penetrate that thick hide.

The creature, dim as it was, did not pick up on the change in tempo of the fight. I gave it an opening, and it launched its head forward. I sidestepped it, the mud now only coming up to my ankles. I drove Mercry into the side of its neck, pouring death magic through the blade.

This was not my regular spell. It was one focused on dealing damage and leaving behind poisons. In many ways this was the better spell to use with Mercry since it further amplified the festering wounds my weapon naturally left. I wasn’t able to leave the blade in long before I had to rip it free to escape a slashing foot.

A fight began with a thousand small cuts by both me and Raven, who struck from above. The thick hide often prevented our blades from sinking into the soft flesh underneath, and the turtle would whirl and snap. One of its attacks missed me and hit a tree. The beaklike jaw snapped the tree like a twig.

The canopy above held the tree in place, but the display of power made me question the wisdom of continuing this fight. Except at that point, the amount of necrotic poison and malignant power I had pumped into the creature was beginning to show its effect.

Even as I dodged, one of its red legs buckled and gave out. One side of the creature dropped to the ground. Though its legs were incredibly powerful, and the other three compensated by sliding the crippled side around.

I focused my attention on building up poison on another leg. Given time, the poison would spread throughout the entire creature. Before long, the other rear leg gave out, and still the turtle pulled its heft, further impressing me with the power of its front legs. Then it used its tail to try and propel it in the opposite direction—it was trying to retreat.

“No, you don’t get to leave,” I said. The vicious snappers even back on Earth were problematic and generally hated, and one the size of an SUV was something I decided I needed.

I was out of the snapper’s line of sight, so it could not strike at me with its tail, even if it wasn’t preoccupied using it to push itself forward. I reshaped Mercry into a needlelike tip with wicked sharp barbs along either side and put all my strength behind the attack.

I drove Mercry through a larger wound left open at the rear right leg, pushing with all my might until it pierced the main body of the turtle nestled inside the shell.

A screech of pain came from the turtle, and my precognition warned me of an incoming attack. I gripped Mercry and accepted the blow as inevitable. I poured death energy and magic down the shaft, flooding it out of the tip.

The tail sent me spinning away to slam against a nearby tree. But I’d completed my attack. The snapper had powerful defenses, but if you could get inside its shell there was very little to resist you. The combination of death energy and death magic eviscerated the insides of the snapper.

I sat up against the tree, already circling death energy through my body to repair the damage. I reached for Mercry and pulled it toward me, twisting it so that it spun at weird angles as it ripped free. Mercry snagged on the thick skin, and when it ripped free, a putrefied black liquid oozed.

The snapper shuddered, then collapsed. It wasn’t fully dead, but it would be soon. However, I wasn’t done. I’d used surprisingly little magic in the fight. None of my magical attacks would’ve done much against its heavy shell and body, and I only needed one spell once Mercry got past its defenses. That meant I had plenty of energy to spare.

I built magic around me and infused it with death energy, casting the same spell I used to create Tuffy. Raven came up beside me, watching the outflow of magic. “Are you creating another new pet?”

“I suppose you’re going to call it Snappy?” I chuckled.

“Of course.” She gave me a confused look. “What other name would I give it?”
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The control I felt over the former giant blood snapper was far greater than I felt over the Morsursa, likely this was because the creature was not nearly as intelligent as the bear had been. I wrote a top it with Maxwell and Raven as it pushed its way through the trees towards our camp. Now named Snappy, the creature was impressive. I opened the description.

Giant Kurmor

Level: 63

Kurmor’s are a death biome giant turtle that, while a fearsome predator, spends most of their time sleeping in hibernation. When they do go out and hunt, not much can escape their powerful jaws once they have clamped on. Their shells have absorbed massive amounts of death energy and where they hunker down for their long sleeps will often become sought after territory by other lesser creatures. They can even transform small areas of non-death biome biomes into a death biome.

“You know at this rate, wherever we end up, I’m going to have to create you some kind of sanctuary or zoo for all of your pets,” I said to Raven.

“That would be amazing!” She smiled up at me. “Hey, you’re not wearing the illusion ring.”

“Oh, sorry.” I reached for my bag to retrieve it. The ring was powerful, but I didn’t want to become reliant on it. This was my body now, and if I was constantly trying to hide it even from myself, that could only lead to bad things.

“No, it’s fine,” Raven assured me. “I prefer you to look like you should, though it is a little bit scary sometimes, but you’re getting more and more fleshy bits all the time.”

I gave her what I hoped was a thankful smile. Maxwell grunted beside me, once again plugging away on his guitar. The song he was working on was getting closer and closer to being done.

When we made it back to camp there was a tense moment as Tuffy challenged Snappy, clearly someone had to be in charge. Shadow didn’t seem to follow the hierarchy, but the confrontation quickly faded as Snappy withdrew his head into his shell. For whatever reason, though it was stronger, it had no wish to challenge Tuffy.
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“There it is,” Raven said, pointing out across the open expanse of water to a hill looming in the mist.

“I wonder what’s up there.” The hill seemed out of place in the marsh. The groves were the only areas that sometimes contained slightly raised land, but it was never much. Raven had spotted the hill from on of her perches in the trees. Maxwell had been able to use it as a reference to better orient ourselves using his map. His map did show a deep bay on the other side of the hill, added by travelers sailing along the coast. No indication about what was there was made though.

As we pushed deeper into the blood marsh, the plant life had changed drastically. Everything took on a red tint, the grass became sharp, the bushes covered in thorns, the bulrushes no longer green but bloodred with bone white cattails, and the lilies were covered in rows of spikes that they used like a venus flytrap. Blood biomes, like death biomes, became predatory in the extreme.

The current strip of land we were following did not lead directly to the looming hill, instead it skirted around a large expanse of water before heading deeper in. The last day since we left the grove had been eventful. Creatures attacked us more frequently, and seemed to be growing in strength the deeper we went. But with every skirmish, the number of creatures under my control grew. I didn’t create any more death biome creatures, nothing that attacked made me want to do that, I just created zombie forms.

I did however take the time to use the more complex create undead magic to give me more powerful minions, especially with the strong ones. I was connected to all of my minions, able to sense their presence. In the water on either side of us swam large snakes, each as big as the one that killed Shadow.

Tuffy marched out front, and behind us a massive crap scurried along. I followed behind Tuffy on Shadow.

“You know, it’s a shame we have to keep moving,” I grumbled. “I would love to spend some time grinding out levels here.”

“I know you mean,” Maxwell agreed from the top of Snappy with Raven. “So far, everything we’ve fought has been strong and a great source of experience, and with you helping I breeze.”

“This place does have lots of great prey,” Raven said wistfully. Snappy was in the center of our formation, with the horses staying close to the massive turtle. The creatures of the swamp were drawn toward the horses, and after the second snake attacked, we elected to protect the horses with Snappy, while Maxwell and Raven rode atop his shell.

Eventually we made our way to the base of the hill. It was far steeper than I realized from a distance and was covered in a mixture of grass that varied in color from dark red to bright, almost neon red, and a black bush with thorns longer than my finger with beautiful bright red flowers.

It turned out that the large expanse of water we’d been skirting earlier stretched clear to the base of the hill where a stream splashed down, out of sight from where we approached.

There was an animal path leading through the bushes covering the hill. I made for the trail, but as if that were a trigger, there was a rustling that covered the hill. Immediately I backed up and everyone grew tense.

I ordered the two snakes that had been in the water on our left forward to support Tuffy’s flank. The water they’d been in had moved away from us and now it was simply muddy soil with occasional rivulets of water crisscrossing it. It wasn’t ideal terrain for most creatures to move through, but the snakes did just fine.

Raven and Maxwell hopped down as the Giant Kurmor lumbered forward. We were all on edge. While not much had been a great danger, the creatures were strong, and if we weren’t careful things could go bad very quickly.

Minks the size of sea otters bounded down the hill. Their fur varied in color from bloodred to nearly pitch-black. Their eyes glowed red and chunks of soil and brush were thrown up by vicious claws.

Individually their strength wasn’t impressive, but together, it became clear how they defended their home. Unfortunately for them, we weren’t easy prey. I jumped off Shadow and gave him an order to defend the other horses. Shadow snorted a puff of eldritch purple flame in acknowledgment.

The minks reached Tuffy and Snappy first. Tuffy tore at them with powerful claws and wicked teeth, and one of the minks got caught in Snappy’s powerful jaws. But there were dozens of minks, several focused on each of my death creatures and more poured past them straight for me.

I heard a tumbling fight taking place in the bulrushes to my left and knew my snakes were no doubt engaging the vicious creatures. I doubted they would do well. Snakes were not ideal for multiple small enemies. Music from Maxwell was already spreading out, and I expected a buff, but it did not come. It took me a moment to realize this was his new song.

Maxwell was releasing musical notes as fast as he could. Raven had transformed into her lynx form, dark magic building around her claws and mouth. I wondered about her choice, but then I realized the lynx would give her a massive agility advantage over the minks. Even this early in the fight I could tell agility was the minks’ main attribute. If you were faster than them, they were nothing but easy prey.

My role was to defend Maxwell, the power of his song was great, but it would take a while to build. With that in mind, I cast a powerful buffing spell for all my minions before the minks reached me. It was less effective for Tuffy and Snappy than it was for the zombies, but it still aided them. I then began to cycle death energy through my body in preparation to meet the onrushing furry creatures.

In open area fighting, foes that lacked armor were ideal opponents for a blade staff. Mercry boasted a straight blade that was sharp on both sides, becoming a true extension of the staff. The key to fighting with the staff was keeping your momentum going. The butt and shaft of Mercry struck the minks just as often as the blade.

I was able to focus enough to cast my favorite spell and death magic emanated from my blade. Now as the minks fell before me, they rose and attack their former littermates.

One of the minks started to get past me. I threw Mercry and pinned it to the ground. This left me unarmed, but I struck out with the magic in my rings. Bolts of lightning chained between the minks. Summoning Mercry back to my hand, it brought the mink with it, still impaled on my blade, which was already beginning to stir to life. I whipped Mercry around and sent the zombie flying at a cluster of stunned minks.

That was the last one that tried to get past me, or even had an opening. I reached a critical mass of zombie minks that intercepted and stopped every one of them trying to get past me. I sent the new zombies to support the snakes, having no idea how the fight was going but I was surprised that none had made it through yet. At the front line, Tuffy was starting to get overwhelmed, and Snappy was covered in a furry cluster of minks trying to tear through his shell. Raven flew among them, claws flashing and shredding anything that came within reach of her dark magic, rending the flesh.

Suddenly I sensed a change. It came subtly at first, and was hard to put my finger on, but I could tell something was different. It rapidly grew in effect, then the full power of Maxwell’s song hit me—he’d finished. It had only taken him a minute to build the song, but in combat that felt like ages. The minks slowed and began to sway along with the music. Maxwell’s intent carried power, and he was able to avoid the song affecting his allies, mostly, I still felt it though it was no real threat to me.

Raven on the other hand was threatened by the music, and she scrambled out of the fight, transforming into her human self as she clamped her hands over her large ears. As the minks slowed, Tuffy and Snappy continued to tear at them. I did as well, cutting several down even as my zombies surged forward.

I saw the bright red eyes of the minks begin to close as sleep overcame them. This was a slumber they would never wake from. Making enemies fall asleep on the battlefield was a hard trick for sure, nearly impossible for all but the most powerful psionics. The one exception was bards. Their unique approach to magic gave them strengths all other casters lacked. Through their music they could make their will manifest in ways, like the song, that were truly terrifying.

Harmonic magic normally would struggle with this, hence why it took so long for Maxwell to build the song. But his death lullaby embodied an aspect of death that people did not recognize or understand.

Death is only a torturous and painful event based on the aspects that affect the moment of death. A person who passes away in their sleep does not suffer in that moment of death; they simply pass on. Saying death is the final sleep is being over dramatic, yet the act of dying itself in many ways is peaceful. Some could even say soothing. A person who has been suffering from a horrendous illness, or even torture, feels relief in those final moments. This song took that relief and peace and amplified its effect to the point that it lulled the mind of those too weak to resist it into a forever sleep.

An eerie silence fell across the battlefield as every one of the minks collapsed. The song was hauntingly beautiful, and it echoed across the marsh.. The soothing melodies exemplified tranquility and rest in a way that, to this date, I’ve never seen anywhere else.

A splashing sound broke the stillness, and I looked over to see the water roiling. The snakes were still fighting the minks that had swam in after them. The water had stopped the sound, but now that it had drawn my attention, I began to move again.

I drained my mana pool to raise as many mink zombies as I could and send them storming into the water to support the snakes. With the addition of dozens more allies, the snakes overwhelmed and killed the remaining minks.

Once the battle was done, I gathered all of the bodies and turned them into zombies after summoning their death cores and absorbing them. I then ordered my horde to rush up the hill, killing whatever they found.
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We followed the trail up the hill, Snappy leading the way. His bulk pushed the thorny bushes aside and widened the trail, which wound around the hill, and we were given a brief view of the ocean. When we were near the top, we came across the stream we’d heard from the base.

“Is that blood?” Raven asked, studying the stream. “It smells like blood.”

I knelt beside her, confirming the stream wasn’t water, that was for sure. The way it moved was far too thick. It was also colored like blood, but that didn’t make sense. How could a stream flow with blood, there would have to be some creature supplying it.

Our answers came when we followed it to its source. We found the ruins of a fight, the zombie minks I’d sent swarming up the hill had converged in a cave where they attacked what must’ve been the queen and king. Nothing was alive, neither zombies nor the massive bulk of the queen or king moved. Although there was a lot of blood, that wasn’t what supplied the stream.

The center of the cave was a basin, and from that basin blood boiled up and flowed into a pool. The pool overflowed into a stream that ran out of the mouth of the cave. I could palpably feel the blood magic of this area, and recognized some of the symbols carved into the basin. The magic in the basin came from the basin itself, and I wondered what horrific ritual had been used to create an effect that would last this long.

“This isn’t a hill.” Now that I was looking for it, I could see signs. “This is a ziggurat from the time of Slatar.”

“That’s not good,” Maxwell said. “From what you’ve told us, and what we’ve seen, there’s never any good that comes of it.”

“Maybe,” I said, exploring the cave. “It depends on if there’s someone occupying and using it. Magic in and of itself is not evil, it’s how it’s used.”

The eroded stone that once comprised the ziggurat had become completely covered by plants and dirt.

I reshaped Mercry and began to probe through the covering of detritus that had built up over the years. I could feel when the needle-sharp tip of Mercry clinked against stone, and the vibrations hummed through the staff.

The others joined in, and Raven found what we were looking for. Raven meowed from the back right side of the cave, and I looked over as she shifted back into her human form. “The air coming out of this hole smells different than it should.”

Over time, the once square room, complete with arches that let in light, had become cluttered and filled, leaving only the one entrance. Unless you knew what you were looking at, you would’ve never guessed the room once had square corners.

Maxwell joined us as I reshaped Mercry into a broad headed blade. In short, I turned it into a shovel, and sincerely hoped whoever had created this magnificent weapon would forgive me one day.

“I’m not sure those big minks are dead,” Maxwell said, looking at the unmoving form of the minks.

I stared at the two large bodies, and though it was faint, both of their chests moved. Raven drew a dagger.

“Wait,” I said, stopping her. “I don’t know that we want them dead.”

I moved to the closest body. It was lighter than the other one, so I assumed it was the queen. I knelt next to her head and placed my hand on it. Though it was more difficult than using death magic, I channeled a small amount of dark magic into a simple spell. The spell did not do damage, but it did cause an uncomfortable ringing.

The queen’s eyes snapped open, and I felt her anger, but I locked gazes with it. A slight connection formed. In the weakened state of the creature, I made sure it knew I held its life in my hands, and after a moment she understood. The queen was smarter than her offspring, and through the unspoken link I pressed my will into her, and in as simple animalistic terms as I could explain, I laid out what I required from her and her king for them to keep on living.

Fear bloomed in her animalistic eyes, and also acceptance. There was no official bond between us, she was an animal, and she understood the hierarchy of power better than humans and other sentient creatures normally did. She would carry out our deal or they would leave, but in their state they couldn’t afford to try and leave. I produced a health potion and poured it down the queen’s mouth and indicated Maxwell should do the same for the king when I tossed him another potion.

“What are you doing?” Raven demanded.

“If I’m right,” I said as I picked up Mercry and began to remove soil. “This place has been long abandoned, so we can hide here.”

“Won’t the maps continue to track you?” Raven asked.

“I’m uncertain on that. The magic of this place is incredibly potent if we can get inside, and I can cast that ritual. It might be enough to break the connection completely. Especially if I’m wearing a relic at the time.”

On its own, the relic was a powerful deterrent for the ritual that was tracking me, but as explained earlier, the ritual was a very powerful one. With the combination of the massive amount of blood magic distorting the area’s natural magic, the ring, and the ritual that would disrupt the tracking, I was fairly certain I could break it.

Mercry clinked against the stone as I scraped away the final lichen clinging to the gray stone. A door stood before us. It was a slab of stone with a notch chiseled into it to serve as a handle.

I slid my hand in and pulled. There was quite a bit of resistance, but the door moved. With a grinding sound, I heaved it open to a chamber that seemed far larger than the cave we were in, but I suspected that was only because the cave was so full of detritus.

As I stepped into the room I stopped in surprise as a prompt appeared in front of me. And not one of the broken prompts that I’d been getting. This one, while different than anything I remember from playing, was clearly working properly. I read the prompt out of habit as my brain tried to grapple with what it said.

Ruined Ziggurat of the Blood Marsh

Dungeon Type: Lair, unclaimed

This is the ruined ziggurat from an age passed. Once a place of great power, it was destroyed and forgotten by time.

This dungeon is unclaimed. As a monster of sufficient power, would you like to claim this dungeon as yours?

Y/N

Note: This is a lair type dungeon. Lair dungeons are naturally occurring dungeons when places of power are left abandoned or created by powerful creatures. They offer the creature that calls it home several benefits, though these are not nearly as extensive as what is gained from other dungeon types. If the creature leaves the dungeon for an extended period of time, it will revert to the unclaimed status with all benefits and upgrades gained through the dungeon remaining with it for the next occupant.

“Is there something wrong?” Maxwell said, stopping behind me. He and Raven were crowding, not having expected me to stop.

I relayed what it said.

“Well, I guess that makes a certain amount of sense, it’s also kind of cool.” Maxwell chuckled.

“I don’t fully understand what you mean,” Raven said, “but I think you should accept it. Won’t it further help you break that tracking spell?”

I had not thought that far ahead, and saw she had a point. If for no other reason than that, I hit Yes. I could always just leave, and even the description said it would revert and there would be no side effects. If I stayed, I would make sure that none of the benefits I gained from it would be missed when I left.

As soon as I accepted the quest, I felt my awareness spreading out into what amounted to my new domain. It wasn’t like I could see everything in it, and it was relatively small, but I gained sense inside the room in front of me and two floors below me. With the power I had available, I could innately tell the different changes I could make.

Lair type dungeons could have massive amounts of variance. They could be everything from a single chamber small cave to elaborate labyrinths. If this ziggurat was to be my hiding place, I decided I could live with that for a while.

I didn’t so much have a menu that showed me the different ways I could change things, though I was certain there would be one if I looked hard enough, but I felt I could do certain things innately. The first thing I did was open the door wide enough so Snappy, Tuffy, the mounts, and the two surviving snakes could follow me in. It took a surprising amount of mana to do that and made the room cramped, but it was worth it. They would be a dead giveaway that I was there if left outside.

“I’m going to close us in here and try and disguise the front so no one else can find a way in,” I said.

“Before you do that, let me light a torch,” Raven said. I gave her a questioning look, I thought she could see in the dark. As if reading my mind, she said, “Yes, I can see in the dark, but not in the presence of absolute lack of light. I’m certain there must be a dark magic spell that would allow me to, but I don’t know it.” She gave me a pointed glare.

As she got her torch, I avoided her gaze and left the room. Outside the room I could still feel a slight connection to the lair, though it was more distant. I glanced at the two large minks, they were still unmoving.

Using my connection to the cave, I found I could affect the things immediately surrounding the lair entrance. Using more of my mana, I carefully sculpted the plant detritus that littered the floor. By the time I was done, I had cleared away the evidence of me digging, and the door was now covered in a thick layer of grime and lichen. It wouldn’t stand up to a close inspection, but a casual glance over the room would not reveal anything.

I didn’t make the door swing open any easier, and it took most of my strength to open it. Reentering the room, I squeezed past the two large death biome creatures and headed for the stairs leading down. Raven used her torch and placed it in a holder on the wall as she followed me.

“Won’t you need that?” I asked her.

“Nope,” Raven assured me. “The light it’s generating will reflect enough off the walls to provide me with what I need to see, though I would still like to learn the spell.”

“Okay, I’ll teach you as we explore. I don’t think we have to worry about anything attacking us in the area that is considered my lair.” Despite my words, I had the two snakes trailing after us. “I also don’t plan on keeping this place dark and gloomy. Just because we all can see in the dark doesn’t mean my favorite thing in the world is to live in darkness.”
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I struggled with the creation of the ritual, drawing it from my memory proved harder than expected. The potency of it was lessened due to the lack of the map as a focus point, though I did not regret tossing it into that lake. While it had shown me where my accusers were, once Rhea knew I had it, it showed her where I was as well.

I completed it far closer to the deadline of when the map would’ve updated than I would’ve liked. I was wearing the relic ring at the time to further amplify the effect, and as the magic poured over me and out into the world. I could just barely feel the thread that connected me to whatever they were using to track me.

It strained, the magic of the area distorting the string, the illusion ring fighting against it, and finally the ritual directly attacked it. Though it didn’t break, the connection warped massively, far more than it ever had before. I didn’t know how long it would last, but judging from previous experience it would last quite a while. To be safe I would make sure I redid the ritual at least twice a week, depending on how long I was here.

I left my new ritual room, which happily enough had been relatively easy to make thanks to the utility of this now being my dungeon. Quite a bit of mana went into setting the ritual room up, and there were still many improvements I would love to carry out, but it made the process of casting a ritual far easier.

Outside, Raven and Maxwell had been waiting for me, and I gave them a thumbs up indicating that it had gone successfully.

The first floor of my lair was full of what I guessed were storage rooms. They were empty except for the ruins of broken crates and dust. On the second floor we found what may have been living quarters. They were nice, likely for the low-ranking attendants who would’ve tended to the masses that once worshipped at this altar. There were broken bed frames and what had once been some kind of mattress. One of these rooms was what I had turned into my ritual room.

I positioned the two zombie snakes at the entrance to a set of stairs leading down. The most interesting thing we had found on this floor was a map in what must’ve been a dining room and cafeteria. I had no idea what language it was in, but it was carved into the wall and from what we had been able to deduce, I understood two of the legends on it. It indicated the floor below us would be more housing of some kind and that far deeper there were larger storage rooms.

Still deeper yet, there were rooms marked with the housing symbol, along with another one that I guessed was a mark for different ranks. The map showed the ziggurat went down at least ten more floors, if not more. The details of the lower floors became very lacking, which only made sense if this area were the housing for the low-ranking members of the cult. They wouldn’t need detailed information about things well above their station.

“What now?” Maxwell asked.

“Well,” I glanced up at the ceiling. “I’m going to make a few adjustments for Snappy, Tuffy, and our horses so they have more room. I’ll widen the stairs or something so they can come down and turn that first floor into some kind of stable. Then I’m going to spend a day or two resting, I need it. Raven, can you make sure they are well fed and cared for?”

“Sure,” Raven said. “But I’ll need some way to get out so I can gather resources. Besides, I want to make sure those two minks know I’m in charge.”

I just chuckled and added it to my list of things to do.

“I’m probably gunna log off for a bit then,” Maxwell said. “I haven’t had many chances to since we’ve been on the run for so long.”

“I’ll talk with you in a couple of days then,” I said.

Maxwell being gone would suck, but he hardly had had any time to deal with stuff back on Earth over our flight.
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It took me several hours of constantly depleting my mana pool to reshape parts of the dungeon to allow the animals to travel to the second floor, transforming rooms into stables, and creating a hidden exit for Raven so she could sneak out. I then returned to what would be the third floor, if you counted the entrance as a floor.

By the time I was finished, I was mentally drained, this enabled me to slip into the meditation that brought me to the Mindscape relatively easily.

“You know,” Damien grumbled as I appeared sitting cross-legged in the middle of the floating island at the center of my Mindscape, “I’m going to quit answering those messages if that’s how you thank me.”

It took me a moment to remember what he was talking about. The last time I talked with Damien had been when I got the set of rings. He had advised me to channel death energy into them so I could equip the rings that boosted my intelligence. “What do you mean?” I asked.

“You covered me in flowers.”

I looked over and saw him glaring at me.

“He didn’t mean to,” Ilore said, placing a hand on Damien’s shoulder. “He was just trying to say thank you, and they weren’t that bad.”

“I am a necromancer, I do not do flowers,” Damien protested.

“Oh relax,” Ilore scolded.

I glanced between them and tried to hide my smile. It was clear that in my absence they’d grown closer. Once again, I did not care as long as they continued to do their jobs. “I was hoping you could give me some information on this lair dungeon I’ve claimed.”

“Of course, I used several of them in my time,” Damien assured me.

“Before you two get started,” Ilore met my gaze. “You need to get better about teaching Raven dark magic if you ever want her to be able to learn from me.”

“I’m hoping I’ll have time to now that I might’ve found a hiding place,” I assured Ilore as I got to my feet.

“You had better,” Ilore warned. “Anyways, I need to get back to work. Nothing has really changed, so no point in you coming by.”

“Besides, you shouldn’t spend too long in here,” Damien said, motioning me to follow. “Rest is important even if your body doesn’t need it.”

Damien led me to the side of the island where he sat down with his legs hanging over the side. The view was spectacular. Other islands floated both above and below us, drifting around like clouds. The light of the Mindscape didn’t come from any single source, and was present all around, yet seemingly shadows still existed. There were so many things about this dimension that wouldn’t make sense in the physical world.

“So, the lair, like I said, I used my fair share of them,” Damien said. “But I can’t say I have ever been the one who occupied them.” At my questioning look he just shrugged. “I would create monsters to occupy them in my stead, or I would set up the means to create one myself, or I’d conquer one. There’s a lot of uses for lairs, so long as you maintain control over the monster you set up in charge.”

“You know, that actually makes sense when I think about it.” I leaned forward to watch one of the larger islands pass below us. “If the monsters in the lair could be pretty much anything, then of course necromancers could install their own minions to run it.”

“Exactly,” Damien agreed. “There are some hidden benefits as well. There is a certain amount of nature energy that is harnessed by lairs that can be sent to the person who controls the monster, or it can be used to reshape the lair, which is what you have been doing.”

“I thought I was using my own mana?” I asked.

“You have,” Damien confirmed. “But you’re also utilizing the nature energy, nature energy is very difficult in the best of times to use. From what I understand of your world, there are some similarities between it and how you understood energy, though that isn’t the best comparison. Simply put, you needed to use your own mana because you cannot naturally use nature energy.”

“How do I gain that ability?” I asked. I had heard about it before. It was one of the four major energy types of this universe, but had only ever seen it or heard about it in the list with no real explanations.

“You don’t,” Damien shook his head. “This is getting off topic, but to abate your curiosity I will give you a brief explanation. Nature energy is both the weakest of the energy types while simultaneously having the potential to be the most powerful. Even at the height of your power when you became a Lich, you were only just beginning to brush the edges of what it would take to truly utilize nature energy. It’s like, hmmm…” He paused in thought for a moment. “Ah, here’s an example that I hope you understand. What makes gods as powerful as they are is their ability to utilize nature energy. They can use it at its most potent form as easily as you can work magic, but it’s what sets them apart. Without the ability to utilize it with that level of ease, there is basically no point in using nature energy.”

I hadn’t really interacted with any gods, but from what I understood that was a good thing. I was by no means done being curious about what nature energy was—if anything, I was more curious. But I trusted Damien if he said that even at the height of my power, I was only barely beginning to reach that point where it was usable. For now, it was merely something outside of my ability to use.

“So why is it important that the lair creates it if it’s so hard, and nearly impossible for me to use?” I asked.

“It’s not,” Damien scoffed. “Never said it was, I just told you why I did it for myself.”

“Oh. So, what is useful for me to know?”

“Well, it would be a really good place for you to stash your phylactery,” Damien explained. “I know you get some nice buffs for carrying it with you, but you’re much better off tucking it away someplace.” I nodded, having planned to do that already if this turned out to be a safe place for me. “Secondly, and as you have already discovered, it can both hide you and provide a certain degree of magical assistance. Just the ability to utilize nature energy, even if it takes you quite a bit of mana, means you can make things like that ritual room fairly easily.”

“So, it does hide me then,” I noted.

“It helps at any rate. That ritual you cast and the blood magic in the area all work together quite well,” Damien confirmed my own thoughts on the matter.

“What do you think I should be doing while I’m here?” I asked.

“Well, there’s a lot of things you can do,” Damien met my gaze. His eyes, like mine, had the same purple glow, but were human in nature. “First off and foremost, you obviously need to keep growing in strength. The more powerful you are the more survivable you are. As we both know this is not a regular situation you find yourself. Second, you should explore that ziggurat, it both will allow you to expand your lair, and I get the feeling that there’s probably something special down there.”

He was about to continue when I cut them off. “Hold up, two things, why would I want to expand the lair and why do you think there’s something special about it?”

“Expanding is important because it both increases the power of the lair, and allows for you to leave behind a more powerful creature in your place when you move on. Heck, given the right circumstances you might be able to turn this into a proper dungeon. After all, it’s on top of a massive ziggurat. Which is also the reason why I think there is something special here. Think about it, why would somebody have built such a large ziggurat in the middle of this marsh? It’s not exactly the most hospitable place.”

“That’s a very good point,” I nodded. “The only other ziggurat I’ve seen of this size was with Friar Brown, and that had quite the forge hidden inside of it.” I shuddered a little at that memory.

“Exactly. And even though blood magic is in a way the opposite of what you are,” Damien held out his hand tilting it back and forth. “Kind of anyways. We both know that means there’s quite a bit of capacity for you to convert it. Can you imagine if you had turned that forge from the blood magic forge to a death forge? That would’ve been truly awe-inspiring.”

“Maybe I’ll get the chance to do that here.” I cackled a little thinking about how Friar Brown would’ve taken that. “From what I understand, there’s often forges like that in all of the larger ziggurats. The blood weapons they created were what they were known for.”

“Just don’t go and make any large magical changes now, that would be a dead giveaway that you’re here,” Damien warned.

“I won’t. That’s why I left the blood pool alone,” I explained. “I will just exist inside the shell for the time being. I’m sure eventually I’ll be discovered and will have to move on or dig in my heels and fight, then I can make some changes.”

“Like I said, just don’t forget to leave behind a minion to run the dungeon once you leave,” Damien said. “I can picture you now, transforming it from an altar of blood into a great mausoleum where you entomb both your followers and enemies alike and spew forth a plague upon the world.” The wistful sound of his voice made me chuckle.

“Speaking of plagues.” I pulled his attention back to me. “Did you notice that monster I created was turning others into zombies?”

“I missed that event happening,” Damien’s attention was suddenly back on me, a hungry look in his eye. “Are you saying one of your minions turned something it killed into a zombie?”

“That is exactly what I am saying.” I matched his smile.

“Oh, my dear boy.” Damien began to laugh manically. “This changes everything! You need to focus on re-creating that. Now that you’ve created it once it will be unique to you, and it’s doubtful someone else can re-create it. And since it will be uniquely your magic, you need to take the time to figure it out.”

“I don’t necessarily have a use for it though,” I protested. “I don’t want to wage war against Olattee or destroy this kingdom.”

Damien gave me an incredulous look. “You can’t be serious. You are a part of the order that serves balance, essentially, and they’re okay with you killing them. That should tell you something, aside from what you’ve seen yourself. We’re normally seen as the bad guys, but seriously, these people are ridiculous.” Damien shook his head. “Just think about it.”

We continued chatting for a little longer, Damien mostly giving me different ideas about things to do with the lair and how I should go about investigating the body. It would’ve been possible for me to replicate the spell without the body, but Damien was very glad I had grabbed it since it would make the process easier.

Eventually I drifted off into that space that isn’t quite sleep, between the Mindscape and the physical world, where my mind actually gets rest.
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Maxwell was still logged off. His character was sitting in a room while he attended to his things back on Earth. From the time compression he would likely be like that for a week from my perspective, though it would only be a couple days for him. Raven walked into the cafeteria where I was working on my subject.

I’d pulled the body infected with the disease onto a table when I had woken after meeting with Damien. I was probing it with different tendrils of magic trying to figure out exactly what the interaction was.

“What are you doing?” Raven asked, wrinkling her nose in disgust.

I explained what was special about this particular body and what I was trying to do.

“Okay, that makes it a bit better…” She still avoided the table. “I’ve been out exploring the marsh. There’s a lot of really strong creatures out there, but they’re not very observant.”

“Good, we’ll have to take some time and hunt them,” I said absentmindedly. “They should provide good material for minions.”

“Sure. So, when are you going to get around to teaching me more magic?”

I focused on her. “I’ll start helping you with it more now that we have some time here. For now, I really need to focus on this—it’s a bit more time sensitive. You can help. I’m using dark magic, so maybe you can learn something.”

Raven let out an annoyed huff, and came over to help. It took us the rest of the day to unravel what was going on that allowed the disease to spread. I did not want to know how long it would’ve taken if I had not grabbed the body.

The results surprised me quite a bit. The spell, or disease, depending on how you looked at it, was a combination of death magic, dark magic, eldritch magic, and blood magic. Damien had warned me that there would be something different about what comprised the magical aspects of the disease. After all, it had to take on a life of its own that would work with living creatures. He said to expect something like water, earth, growth, or even life magic. The presence of blood magic was what surprised me, I had no idea where it could’ve come from, it was not something I thought could have been present in that fight.

For the magic to have been created that allowed the disease to work, my spell had to have picked up trace amounts of the magic someplace. I had no idea where it could’ve gotten blood magic from. That was not something used by either myself or any of the people I was around at the time.

The problem was how to work the blood magic to use the disease. It wouldn’t take very much, but in order for me to weaponize it, I would need a small amount of blood magic. Working the others could have been handled through a magical device where I could store the magic, having it charged by some other means. I knew very little about blood magic, few people did, so I didn’t even know where to start.

However, once we figured it out, it would be something truly powerful. Damien had explained that the strength could vary widely, but generally speaking, the more potent the magics involved, the stronger it was. The example he gave was that some of the greatest diseases in history have been fueled by either life magic or higher tier healing magic of some kind. From what I understood about blood magic, in the magical hierarchy, it was quite a bit higher up the tier list.

“Why don’t we just use the fountain thing at the top of the hill?” Raven asked when I explained why I was worried.

“Because I’m an idiot, that’s why,” I nodded and shook my head at the same time. “That will work just fine, good thought.”

“You are an idiot. Now you get to teach me some magic, I learned shit-all helping you do that,” Raven demanded.
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I hissed in pain and grumbled as Raven helped me to pull my phylactery out from inside my rib cage. Losing all of the stat boosts it gave me sucked. There was a flash of etheric blue soul energy. I lost the fifty percent bump to my health pool, health regeneration, death energy, death energy regeneration, and carrying capacity. That equated to about 400 health and 700 death energy reserves. It was also about 700 carrying capacity but being able to carry nearly 1500 pounds was just fine by me, especially with the bag of holding.

Raven handed the phylactery to me, and I looked it over. The black jar was sealed tight and covered in runes that glowed with the eldritch purple light that matched my eyes.

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 by the presence of soul inside the phylactery since it will require energy to maintain itself.

Current time for complete recharge: N/A.

Time for resurrection if Lich is slain again: Unknown.

“Dammit,” I hissed. I had been worried I might lose the charge that the phylactery had when I removed it, but I’d hoped it wouldn’t happen. Worse yet, it wasn’t recharging on its own anymore. Daimen had warned me that might happen as I grew past level fifty.

The phylactery being uncharged was problematic, and meant that if I died, I would be stuck in there for a really long time, assuming no one helped me. Powering up the phylactery required certain rituals and a lot of death. I hadn’t had the time nor area to do it myself since I used up the charge back in Omark.

I had no doubt that if I died, and Maxwell and Raven made it back to my phylactery, they would do whatever it took to try and bring me back, but I questioned their ability to do so. It wasn’t for a lack of will, it was for a lack of feasibility. It took a lot to charge a phylactery, something I planned on setting up in the undead civilization we’d been creating, but since I wasn’t there anymore, there wasn’t a lot I could do.

While integrating the phylactery had a lot of benefits, it also had a number of downsides. I ran a wisp of soul energy through my fingers. I’d never been talented at the use of soul energy, but it was nice to have ease of access to it back. It also hindered the use of my eldritch and dark magic. Eldritch had been easier since it was integral to what I was, but dark magic had been very difficult to work. When I tested it, I could feel the mana responding much better than before, as first a globe of dark appeared in my hand followed by a purple eldritch flame.

Death magic was great and all, but it lacked some of the utilities that came with the other types of magic. I was also getting to the point where using eldritch magic was more attainable, the cost not so unbearably high. Higher order magic often required larger sections of your mana pool to use. The unseen, or even unlisted, caveat to that was how well attuned your body was to magic. Death magic is of the same tier, if not higher than life magic, since without life you can’t really have death, and even though it was expensive, if my body had not been so attuned to death magic, I would’ve struggled to cast it.

We set the phylactery inside the room with Maxwell. “Protect this, no matter what,” I said, and his body nodded. When a player logged off, their avatar continued to exist in the world. Meaning it actually lived, and sometimes people would set up tasks for the avatar to accomplish while they were gone. Maxwell had just simply told his to listen to whatever I told it.

“Well, let’s see what’s below then.” I joined Raven at the stairs leading deeper into the ziggurat. Down the dark stairwell was a sconce sitting in the wall. Remembering what Raven had said about light, I released a small flare of eldritch fire that flew across the distance and lit the sconce near the bottom of the stairs.

The purple fire flickered to life and settled in the sconce. Whoever had designed the sconces made it so when lit by magic, they would temporarily power the flame with their own internal magic reserves. It was a simple enchantment, and made exploring the ziggurat far easier.

The two zombie snakes that I had guarding the stairs followed us down, and when I reached the bottom I could feel I was exiting the influence of my lair. We found ourselves in another small room that reflected all of the other landing rooms we’d come across. This one had three doors leading out and was likely more housing type arrangements, but I didn’t know what would be occupying it.

We found out soon enough. Pushing open the first door led into a hallway, and from the end of that hallway we could hear flapping. I pushed Mercry out and prepared. They were bats, not very big, but there were lots of them.

An explosion of dark magic erupted in the middle of them as Raven attacked first. I was already building a spell, and sent the snakes surging forward. The flickering purple light from the other room along with my ability to pierce the darkness gave me a brief look at one of the small bats before the swarm reached us.

Its body was about the size of my hand, and was covered in dark red fur with bloodshot eyes. Bright red veins showed through the black skin of its wings, but the eyes were all I saw as they were suddenly upon us. There was no sound except for the beating of their wings.

Raven snarled beside me, but as the first bat landed a blow against my force barrier, I noticed something. The bats attacking my zombie snakes were accomplishing basically nothing. I paused, even as I heard Raven cursing as she fell back. I swatted one of the bats out of the air and grabbed it before it could recover, peering closely, I studied it and got a description.

Lesser Blood Bat

Level: 30

The creatures attack in swarms and their claws leave behind necrotic poison and damage. Their fangs drip with a powerful paralytic they can use to incapacitate large foes while the swarm feeds off of them.

“Just fall back, Raven,” I shouted. “I got this.”

These creatures could do literally nothing to neither me nor my snakes, and though it took time, one by one, I batted the annoying little bats out of the air with Mercry.
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All around me were dozens and dozens of the blood bats that swarmed me and Raven. I’d raised them as fast as I’d killed them, and had reached a critical mass. Once that happened, they swarmed and overran and killed the rest of the bats, which had in turn been raised.

“I really hope the rest of this place is full of little annoying creatures like that.” Raven kicked at one of the undead bats. The small creatures, though far weaker than either of us, were fast enough to get through her defenses and managed to land a few scratches that had festered.

It hadn’t been enough to threaten her, since she had a certain degree of natural resistance to poisons, but they’d been annoying.

“Just in case there are, let me always be out in front, you can always fall back and support me to make sure nothing gets to you,” I assured her as we explored the floor. It was bigger than the floor we were making our current home in—ziggurat floors should get wider as you went deeper. Though I do remember seeing drawings of things like ziggurats and pyramids, and they were usually mostly solid with only a few rooms on each floor. But this wasn’t Earth, so Earth logic didn’t matter nearly as much.

When we reached the stairs leading to the next floor, I received an unanticipated prompt.

Would you like to add this new area to your lair?

It will expand the power capacity of your lair, but you will be required to defend it as other creatures seek to claim it.

Warning! This opens your lair to potential hostile takeovers from other monsters.

Y/N

I of course selected Yes. Immediately, I felt the presence that was my lair enveloped the floor I was on. The warning about it needing to be defended was interesting, and I wondered how likely that was. Just in case, I left one of my zombie snakes at the top of the stairs while Raven, my minions, and I continued down.

The map indicated this next floor was for more housing, but when we passed out of the initial landing zone of the stairs, I could tell there was a difference. There were no long halls with dozens of rooms attached to them like the previous floor. Here there was merely a large area that had remnants of furniture and tables scattered around. Some were even still intact.

What waited for us were not small, pesky bats, they were large rats called giant blood rats. Whatever the ziggurat had deeper down, it was affecting all of the creatures that took up residence here. There were also a few of the bats flitting around. Before the rat saw us, I noted how the bats were sweeping down scratching at the rats, while one of the rats hissed and tried to grab a bat with its claws. Clearly this was where the bats had come for their food.

I didn’t have time to ponder on the idea of what kind of ecosystem must exist inside of the ziggurat before the rats noticed me, squealing in excitement as they rushed toward me, a gleam entered their eyes as if they believed me to be easier food than the bats. Little did they know I would not make good food. Then again, they could have been going after my snake and other fleshy companions, like Raven. I doubted the undead would taste good though.

“Pay attention!” Raven snapped as she transformed into her lynx form and leapt at the rats. I got the feeling she was excited—this would have been normally in her food chain.

I heeded her advice and paid closer attention, my bats swarmed the other bats in the room as I transformed Mercry into a heavy Pole Axe and began to slam it onto the rats. Their levels weren’t high, and they really did not stand a chance against us, but like the bats, their numbers were daunting.

Drawn by the sound of combat, more rats swarmed, and there were some larger ones showing up. When I got a brief scan of them, I noticed their levels were only in the high thirties. They would make good fodder for my minions. I decided to use them to build something bigger than a horde of rats before we headed down to the next floor.

Once the fight was over, I used the largest rat— that came storming out near the end and had been the size of a German Shepherd—as a base. The rat boss had been overwhelmed by my bats and zombie rats before Raven could even get to it. It struggled in vain before it was so overtaken with necrotic poison that it died.

I gathered the other death cores and left the one inside of the large rat. I then pulled the magic out of all the rat minions I’d made. The zombies collapsed. The low-level rats did not make great zombies, the bats, even though they were weaker, provided quite a bit of utility since they were small and so bloody fast.

I stayed with the rat theme for a lot of different reasons as I cast the spell. Instead of using death energy, I used eldritch magic to amplify it, and my mana pool depleted quickly from using the powerful magic. The bodies of the smaller rats were dissolved as the large boss rat’s body was picked up and modified.

Muscles swelled as skin split and the skeletal structure was reshaped. Truly a gruesome process. The purple fire of the eldritch magic refined the body, even as more layers of skin were added, healing where the body had torn open. I could do this to all living creatures, though I couldn’t remember if I had before. I pitied any creature still conscious caught in this spell. Capturing the spark of the creature’s soul ensure that, while it wouldn’t make it a living dead since it was a monster, it would be something beyond just a mindless zombie.

At the last moment I decided to add death energy. The purple eldritch magic became tainted with pure black death energy as I crushed the cores from the other rats and channeled it into my creation. Most of the energy focused on the death core, but also used small amounts to enhance other aspects. The addition of the extra death energy increased the overall power of the minion since it would amplify the power of the death core.

The remnants of the eldritch and death magic flickered away into the room like strands of flame burning out, and I examined the creature before me and smiled.

Eldritch Greater Zombie Ogre Ratman

Magical Creation

Level: 53

Ratmen are despised by most races of the overworld, but in Tehomal they are one of the most numerous races. They are no more liked, but it makes other races hesitant to challenge them en masse.

Individually far weaker than many other races, Ratman’s strength lays in their numbers. This is a rat ogre, bread by the brood mother’s to be able to stand toe to toe with other ogres and trolls that prey on the Ratmen. They are tough and ferocious fighters, if not very smart.

This particular rat ogre was not created through normal means. A powerful Lich fused the fallen bodies of rats with his terrible magic. It has been further enhanced by eldritch powers giving it an innate ability with eldritch magic.

This zombie is capable of awakening from its mindless state into a living dead state due to the presence of the soul spark.

The level was far higher than I hoped for. Considering the rat boss had only been around level 40, this was a major step up. I had seen bigger rat ogres before, but instead of the bulging massive muscles that they often had, this one had lean thick muscles that emanated power. The rat ogre’s eyes burned with eldritch fire matching my own, and its skin had lost most of the hair except for around the top of its head and along its spine, showcasing the pitch-black skin underneath.

It had two small rear legs and two humongous front legs, or arms depending on how you looked at it, that supported most of its weight. The connection to my creation was solid and powerful. We waited for a few minutes as my mana recovered before we headed for the nearest stairs leading down.
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I summoned the snake I left behind to me, and had it guard the stairs. With my growing horde in tow, we cleared the next floor down. This one was also occupied by rats that were a little stronger, but nothing too difficult. I created another undead eldritch rat ogre, this one a little stronger.

We continued the process of clearing another three floors before the creatures we were facing grew in strength enough that things became a struggle. As we went, we added each floor to my lair , and though I wasn’t exactly sure what the benefit was, if Damien was right and I could turn it into a dungeon, that would be a great boon.

The floor we were currently on was another housing floor with large rooms and even a kind of indoor garden—of course it was all dried up and dead now. There were obvious flowerbeds and a crystal mounted in the ceiling that must’ve provided a kind of artificial sunlight. The floor was occupied by large lizards each the size of a horse with a mouth full of needle-sharp teeth. They lacked eyes and hunted by sound and smell.

We were currently embroiled with four of the monsters, all in the high sixties for levels. I had my rat ogres double teaming one, as even with the added strength of the eldritch magic in them, they were no match for the blood skinks. However, my two new centipede minions were more of a match.

The floor after the second rat floor had been occupied by only two of the creatures, each at least twenty meters long. Even though they had gone down fairly easy, they were still nasty. Their powerful jaws released nasty acid-based poisons, and my rat ogres were strong enough to hold them at bay long enough for me to ram Mercry deep down their gullet’s, which resulted in quick deaths as their insides were rotted.

The minion I created from them was equally horrifying. It was an undead centipede type that resulted when I merged the two bodies. Working with insects is difficult for necromancers. Truly anything with an exoskeleton is difficult. I’d treated the exoskeleton like bones and completely did away with all of the flesh, resulting in a highly armored centipede made out of pure chitin that could breathe eldritch fire. That last part had been rather surprising on the next floor. It was currently trying to wrap itself around the skinks, its sharp legs digging into the lizard’s flesh.

Chitinous Eldritch Crawler

Level: 63

An unholy creation made from the desiccated corpses of creatures covered in chitin, this monster was created by a Lich and infused with their eldritch magic.

The other new minion had come from the following floor, opening into a large open space that had also been some kind of garden. The stairs leading down had been far longer, allowing space for the long dead trees there that had clearly once grown there.

Another species of bat prowled that space that was far larger than the others. Each of their bodies were bigger than Raven. I still had my smaller bats for that fight, which distracted the fewer larger bats long enough for Raven and me to bring them down with well-placed magical attacks. Once they were on the ground, the ogres and bone centipede tore them apart.

That minion resulted in a massive bat as large as the ogres, with razor-sharp claws on tiny legs, and huge midnight black wings. I poured death energy into this creature and the results showed. It pounded the skinks with bony talons at the end of each wing, clinging to its back, its vicious claws holding it in place.

Volans Death Wing

Level: 68

Volans Death Wings are vicious aerial predators of death biomes. They attack swiftly and silently from the air leaving their prey devastated in their wake. All who wander open areas in the death biomes best keep one eye glued on the sky watching for these swift and silent beasts.

The final skink we were fighting was engaging Raven. She was far faster than it and managed to climb up onto its back. There she clung, stabbing over and over with her daggers, leaving behind wounds infested with poison.

I joined Raven in her fight. I could’ve stayed back and cast magic that would’ve enhanced my growing group of minions, but I saw no need.

I left a series of deep wounds in its side as it turned its head trying to grab at Raven. It shrieked in pain and leapt back, but the damage had been done.

There was a sound of rustling and suddenly a larger skink burst into the room out of a door at the far end. It was at least fifty percent bigger than the others, and wisps of red magic swirled around its eyes. I charged past Raven, knowing that the battle was nearly over with that one.

Reshaping Mercry into a heavy spear tip, I threw it with all my strength at the new foe. My blade punched into its shoulder even as it charged at me. The blow did not slow it, and soon that gaping maw was trying to engulf me. I pointed my hand, which was practically inside the lizard’s mouth, and released a bolt of lightning. The creature spasmed just as I dove to the side, barely avoiding being crushed. The creature was unable to catch itself and tumbled to the side.

I reached my hand out to Mercry and summoned it back to me. The creatures hide was tough, but Mercry’s blade was far sharper. Trying a new skill I’d been developing with Mercry, I didn’t bring it directly to my hand, instead I raised it in the air above the creature as I reshaped the tip. The ability to control Mercry at a distance had incredible potential if I could master it.

The massive lizard tried to move its bulk out of the way, but it was too slow. Mercry punctured its chest, easily sliding between the ribs. I decided to build a spell as the creature scrambled back to its feet, Mercry still lodged in its chest delivering lethal poison deep within its body.

As magic surrounded me, its eyes locked on mine. I saw hatred, and even understanding that its life was about to end. As if in defiance, it opened its mouth and a torrent of bloodred magic poured out like fire. The magical attack hammered into my force barrier even as I finished my own spell and counterattacked.

Death magic washed into the blood magic just as my force barrier broke. The death magic ate away at the blood magic at a rapid rate.

Unfortunately, the lizards attack wasn’t pure blood magic, there was something else laced into it that pushed back against my death magic. It took me a while to recognize what it was—corruption. Not a direct counter to death, but still a very potent magic. There was a brief struggle of wills, and eventually something gave. Either the poison weakened it to the point that it lacked strength, or I simply overpowered it. But my death magic consumed its attack and flooded down the lizard’s mouth, guaranteeing its death.

The rest of the skinks I’d been fighting died quickly, and by the time it was done and I looked around, the other fights were wrapping up as well. Raven had moved to support the ogres, and my other two minions had won their fights. This floor was quite large, with multiple open areas, I had no doubt there would be many more of these lizards. I smiled as magic swirled around me.

Soon, every one of the skinks was once again moving around, but this time as zombies under my control. Finally, the bodies of the creatures we were fighting were powerful enough that I didn’t have to combine them together to create useful minions.

The rest of that floor went fairly smooth with increasing numbers under my command. The final boss was a level 75 skink that was twice as big as the one before. That mattered little, because it was dog piled by ten zombie skinks along with my other minions.

Though I lost zombies as the big lizard tore them apart like they were nothing, I had too many for him to deal with. The fight was brutal, but soon the large lizard boss was rising once again as an undead minion, more powerful than ever.

“I think we should wait here for Maxwell,” Raven said after the fight was over.

“I was thinking something similar,” I agreed. “These are finally getting to the point that these fights are giving us real experience, so we could use his help.”

I gave mental orders to the zombies to guard the main staircase we found leading down to the next floor.

“Zeke, look over here,” Raven said from the far side of the room. She pushed open a door and daylight streamed through it.

Confused about how that was possible, Raven moved over and I followed her through the door, we both stood in stunned silence.

We were on a balcony looking out over what was clearly a harbor. Several floors below us was a circular harbor with several stone piers reaching out to the water.

Moving to the edge of the balcony, I did my best to take it all in. The water of the harbor gently circulated, the currents swirling from this perspective. Most of the harbor was under the ziggurat, perhaps about half of the footprint of the ziggurat was this harbor.

Stone pillars rose up from the ground floor at either end of the harbor to support the ceiling where the ziggurat’s top floors rested. The water was connected to the ocean through a large section that had been built to allow this harbor’s existence.

Other balconies came out from different floors looking out over the harbor. “Well, this is unexpected.”

“How did I miss this when I was out exploring?” Raven asked.

“My guess is there’s some magic involved,” I said. “We saw no indication of this. I would’ve thought that any kind of illusion magic hiding this place would have faded, but evidently not.” Shapes moved along the edge of the harbor, humanoid in nature, but from their disorganized movement I doubted they were truly humans or any sentient race.

“How my floors up do you think we are?” Raven asked.

I did a quick count of the balconies I could see on each layer. Ten or less. It seemed wasteful for them to have built the ceiling of the harbor so high, but it was a spectacular sight. Whoever was the original constructor of the ziggurat had to be quite proud of this set up.

I claimed the floor we just cleared, further expanding my lair. I was beginning to like this place, and hoped I would be able to make it my home for a while. Even if it got overrun by a bunch of pesky priests. Maybe I could use the harbor and my free labor force to build myself a ship and sail out of here.
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“This is rather cozy,” Maxwell remarked as he walked into the small courtyard I’d been working on in the eighth floor.

“I figured we might be here for a while, and this was the nicest area so far.”

Three days had passed since Raven and I secured this floor. We hadn’t ventured deeper, choosing to set about turning it into at least some kind of residence. I used my power over the dungeon to widen the staircases and doors so Tuffy, Snappy, and our three mounts could venture deeper into the dungeon.

While I did that, I had set a pair of skeletons I created with some leftover bones to haul the broken furniture from the other floors down to here. Then I set about sorting through and picking out the most intact pieces to be repaired. I used a ritual to light the crystal mounted in the ceiling to provide something similar to daylight.

“You know, this is definitely not how I would picture an undead overlord setting up their lair,” Maxwell chuckled.

Raised garden beds had been tilled with new organic soil matter and filled with plants Raven had retrieved from the marsh. She’d stealthily traveled quite a ways away to find plants that weren’t part of the blood biome.

I snorted. “Not gloomy enough for you? I will forever say it: just because I am technically a monster, doesn’t mean I have to live in a depressing, gloomy cave.”

“Way to go, break that stereotype,” Maxwell teased. “I much prefer this anyways. I ran into Raven up above, and she said you guys had been waiting for me to come back to go deeper, she also mentioned something about a harbor?”

“Yeah, this floor was challenging enough that I figured we should wait for you, no point in risking it.” I then explained where the harbor was.

As Maxwell wandered off to check out the floor, I turned my attention to the furniture, wanting to use up the leftover material from my constructs. Fortunately for me, necromancers had a certain amount of skill working with bone, even in non-undead means. I used some simple magic to make sure the bones were dried out, and where the wood had shattered or been removed, I worked the bone to reshape and repair the broken furniture.

It wasn’t nearly as macabre as you might think. Bone shaping, while not a primary talent, was a pastime hobby that I had dabbled in. I finished working on a chair and took it inside the building I claimed as mine. There was a back room barred off by a heavy stone door. Through that door, I had placed my phylactery and my most powerful undead construct yet.

A powerful eldritch bone serpent occupied that space. It was similar to the chitinous crawler in some ways, but it was quite a bit more powerful. It had taken me a while to build the creature, infusing it with every death core gained from the skinks on this floor, with the exception of the boss core which was still embedded. By its nature, it was limited in how powerful it could grow on its own. I did not want to risk my phylactery in any way, so the construct lacked a spark. But that didn’t make it any less deadly.

By the time Maxwell was done exploring, I had moved to the main landing leading down to where the horde of undead guarded the stairs, then sorted my minions into three different groups.

One group would guard the stairs where we ventured down. I included my two zombie snakes in that group. While they weren’t necessarily more powerful than my other minions, particularly my newer creations and the former skink boss, they did have a greater ease in moving through the floors. I also added the chitinous eldritch crawler and the two Ratman ogres.

The second group were the monsters I was planning on taking with us. For now, the only creature in there was the volans death wing, it’s power and mobility would make it a great asset in any open areas we came to. There was a new map on this floor, and from it I had learned that the next few would be larger open areas, though I didn’t know what they were used for.

The third and final group consisted of all of the skinks, including the boss. I had debated this for a while, but in the end, I decided the skinks, while strong in their own right, were not ideal for dungeon crawls.

“What you up to?” Maxwell asked as he came in from the balcony.

“I’m about to create some new constructs. The first part will be rather gruesome, but you’re more than welcome to watch.”

“Yea, I’ll step out for the first part. The construction parts cool enough, but I’m not a fan of how it starts.”

“That’s understandable. How about you run up top and get me some of that water from the fountain, I’ll need it soon. The minks should leave you alone.”

“Will do.” Maxwell headed for the stairs leading up.

My control and connection to the skinks gave me absolute power over them. While some of the skinks, particularly the boss whose spark I captured, had wills of their own, my power was what gave them life. So, when I pulled the power out of the creatures, there was very little they could do to resist me. The simple zombie skinks collapsed first, the ones that still had their spark resisted for a moment before collapsing, and the boss held on longer than the rest. I almost felt bad, but that thought was quickly quashed. This was just the way of the world.

Once all of the skinks lay motionless, I used the power I had pulled out and then more of my own to cast a new spell. It was fairly intricate and took time to cast, using quite a bit of mana, but it was more than worth it. A circle formed under the pile of bodies as the dark magic did its work.

With this particular spell, instead of a pile of bones, flesh, and organs, the bodies were truly rendered down into their component parts.

Any fat within the muscles was liquefied and pulled out, while the muscles themselves were reduced to muscular fiber. The bones went through a similar process with the marrow pulled out, and the bones became tiny uniform geometric shapes ready to be fused into new configurations. Other than being cleaned, the teeth were left alone. The skin became strips of clean tough leather, and most of the organs were shredded into muscle fiber or connective tissue.

Likely the most interesting part, and the most intensive, was the brain and nervous system, including the eyes. The magic broke down the spinal column, gradually lifting the nervous system out and cleaning it like everything else.

The end results were five different piles of materials: muscle fibers, white bone with long sharp teeth, strips of leather, connective tissues, and by far most disgusting was the leftovers.

I ordered the rat ogres to collect the fifth pile and carried it up to Tuffy and Snappy, they would enjoy a treat. As the two zombie Ratman ogres left with their disgusting burden, I sat down and focused on meditation to regenerate my mana pool. I could use a potion, but we had a limited supply.

Maxwell poked his head back in, shuddering at the sight of the piles of material, and walked over to where I had taken a seat on the ground. “I just passed the ogres carrying something truly awful. What are you thinking about making?”

“I have a few ideas. We shall see what I can and can’t accomplish.”

Maxwell handed me a flask full of thick red liquid from the fountain, which I set into my bag of holding. The first minion I was hoping to create was by far the most complicated, but it was not the one I needed the blood-like liquid for.

“You happen to have a song that boosts crafting, or concentration while crafting, or something like that?” I asked Maxwell. “This is really going to push the limits of what I can do, and who knows, maybe your music can help me some.”

Maxwell thought about it then smiled. “Haven’t used it in a long time, but I have a song that boosts productivity. Wasn’t a very powerful song when I first learned it, but I got a lot better. Let me give it a try.” He pulled his guitar off his back and began to play a very rhythmic tune, using the body of the guitar to produce a thumping beat that he then used a magical node to continue to propagate as he played other parts of the song.

It’s hard to quantify the effect I felt, but there was something there. I transformed Mercry into its simplest form, a long black shaft, no need for anything showy, and placed it across my legs.

With slow and purposeful care, so as to not make any mistakes or have any inefficiencies in the diagram that would hamper the power I could bring to bear, I built the spell. With my illusion dropped, my black skeletal hand traced a circle in front of me—deepening my concentration and connection with my formation—utilizing black death magic.

With the base form finished, I used a tiny trickle of mental energy to form a connection. Before you get excited, this was the only kind of mental energy manipulation I knew, and it wasn’t even anything useful outside of situations like this. Damien had helped me learn it for this exact kind of spell.

The connection forged by the mental energy essentially had me sitting in the position with the construction spell that would normally be where the design I wanted went. From there I was able to shape the creature as I willed, without the hindrances of trying to get it right through a diagram. It’s almost better to think of this as a meditative state, it’s a very slow process to work in this way. The spell would normally take me a few minutes to cast, no more than ten, casting it in this way would take far longer.

I stretched my hands away from the diagram as I controlled a stream of death magic from my left hand and a stream of eldritch magic from my right. Controlling the magic like a maestro, I sent the stream of eldritch magic to the pile of brains, and the death magic into the bones.

I fused the separate brains together, building the controlled nexus of my creation. Which is far easier than you might assume, and why brains are important to save. Innately, brains have built-in neural pathways and controls for their former body that make it far easier to create a nexus. The eldritch power I used for this process also had some benefits, and though, yes, it corrupts, an eldritch mind is a powerful mind for a reason.

The geometrically shaped pieces of bone, each no bigger than a marble, began to build the body of my creature. I formed a wireframe structure for the lower part—six legs connected to a central torso the size of my torso. With that complete, I added the structural strength to hold everything in place.

The bottom of the torso was reinforced with layers of thick bone, and the body that rose up across the torso started out oval in shape, growing into a cylindrical top.

At this point I finished with the construction of the nexus—a smooth black fleshy orb suspended by the eldritch stream. Underneath the translucent skin of the orb were neurons flaring with purple eldritch light as they processed information.

I directed the orb into the center of the torso and suspended it in the middle of the lower part. The eldritch magic picked up the death core, and I created a spot to socket it directly underneath the nexus. I paused construction with the bone and used both my stream of death magic and eldritch magic to lay out the nervous system.

Technically speaking, you don’t need nerves in undead constructs. But nerves are a great medium for magical transfer of power. Using both the death and eldritch magic to lay down the nerves meant they would transfer both equally well.

With the nervous system installed, I completed the body of my creation. The legs, previously solid, I split in multiple places one at a time to add a hinge joint. I added small amounts of muscle fiber at each of the joints—technically, I did not need them, but they were more effective than having the process done by magic.

Each leg of the monster was as thick as Maxwell’s arms but made of solid bone. At the tip of each leg, I made them into sharp spikes using the teeth of the boss, I even added small barbs. These tips were meant to allow the creature to grip the stone floor. The joints were reinforced by both extra bone and some of the supply of skin wrapping around the joints as well to add even further protection.

The interior of the lower part of the torso was encased in a thick layer of bone, with large hollow spaces inside. Instead of making the entire lower torso that wasn’t occupied by the nexus or the death core out of bone, I left large spaces inside the thick shell where I wove together sections of muscle.

Muscle can store magical energy if either trained or designed to do so. As with the nervous system, I did this process with both eldritch and death magic. When controlled by the nexus, the muscles would be like a heart and provide capacity for the body. At a later date, if I came across powerful storage crystals, I could open the creature up and replace those sections.

I finished my work in the lower torso and continued up the cylindrical part of the torso. That section was built in a lattice of bone designed to take impacts and crumple, but not break. The one exception to this was the central tunnel that wound through the middle where the thick strand of nerves ran. The tunnel wasn’t straight, so there would be no direct access into the central part of the creature. Around the tunnel of thick bones was a deep groove set into the top as well.

The cylindrical top of the torso was perfectly flat and about chest high on me—that section would be saved for last. Two arms rose out of either side of the torso, with hooks to help it with maneuverability and ward off any creatures that closed within melee range. The arms were relatively weak, and I had no doubt they could be broken fairly easily, but I was confident in my ability to repair damage done.

Returning to the top of the cylinder, I built the platform that smoothly sat on top of the cylinder. It was anchored in place by a phalange of bone that fit into the groove around the nervous system tunnel, and a phalange that nestled around the outside of the cylinder coming up from the torso.

From this platform grew a wireframe of a cannon made of bone a meter and a half long. Not a cannon like you would’ve seen on a tank, the central part connecting the cannon to the nervous system was filled with muscles designed to hold magic and expel it rapidly. That section was walled off by bone, with a few strands of nerves feeding that power into the rest of the cannon.

True to design, the cannon was not a solid shape. In many ways it looked like the stretched out skeleton of a snake whose bones had been thickened and carved with runes that would project a barrier to contain the magic.

Periodically through the interior of the cannon, bone apparatuses formed and were flooded with eldritch and death magic until the bone itself changed color. They became dark purple, crackling with purple lightning energy around them. Down the length of the cannon were three of these apparatuses. The concentration it took for me to build the cannon was immense. When making the third apparatus, I’d almost lost control of my spell and was pretty certain Maxwell’s constant song had kept me going.

Pushing forward, the strain was beginning to bring me down, but I was so close to done. I placed four eyes on the turret, the lizard nature of the eyes giving them a perfect three-sixty-degree view when working together. Two more eyes were mounted at the end of each of the long arms, and though I wasn’t sure how useful they would be, I figured it couldn’t hurt. Since the nexus controlling this had been enhanced with eldritch magic, the madness and difficulty of controlling that many different ocular sensors would be far easier for it.

Now that the hardest part was done, I added some flair to the end of the cannon, making it a gaping maw with vicious fangs on the top and bottom. I retracted my consciousness from the designing of the spell, and though I was tired, there was one more step. I emptied my death energy pool into the creature, letting the magic flood into my creation. The bones darkened, and the bits of flesh in different areas that controlled the joints turned black.

Only then did I end the spell. The headache was terrible, I was completely out of mana and death energy, and was just glad I was sitting on the ground. I would’ve vomited if I had a stomach and settled for groaning and grasping my head.

Maxwell’s song ended and I heard him sigh.

“How long?” I groaned.

“Two hours.” Maxwell sounded exhausted. “That was cool, but also sucked. I don’t know if I could have played the same song on repeat for two hours before.”

We both sat there in misery for a while as we recovered from the ordeal. I could feel my connection to my creation—it was calmly waiting for orders. When I finally lifted my head, I smiled, the fleshy bits in my face pulling to do so.

The top of the cannon only came up to the middle of my chest, and the leg base was wider than I intended, but even at that I was thrilled. There might be some difficulties in it moving around, but I was certain it would be fine. With a moment of concentration, I brought up the description.

Mobile Eldritch Death Bone Cannon

Advanced Undead Construct

Level: 66

Created by: Ezekiel Vernizac

This is a powerful undead construct created and designed by Ezekiel the Lich. Cannon mounted at the top delivers a combination of eldritch and death magic in a devastating blast. Its powerful legs and numerous eyes give this creation incredible accuracy.

This was my first advanced undead construct since I had lost all of my power. I had developed this design a long time ago, back before everything else happened. This was by far the weakest one I’d ever made—by the time I developed the design I’d been much stronger than I was now, but the fact I was able to create one spoke volumes. It was also the first to be created with the ability to fire eldritch magic, I had only really gained access to that after becoming a Lich.

I gave a mental order for the construct to move to the side, the clicking of its legs reacting immediately to my command. I eyed my remaining material. Far more bone was used than I meant to, but I was certain it would be worth it. I just needed to wait for my mana and death energy to recover before I continued.
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In comparison, the next creature was far, far simpler. I didn’t use the mental connection due to the amount of bone used previously, and the skeletal structure of this creature had to be different than I initially intended. For this monster, pure death magic was needed.

The remaining two brains formed the nexus, which wasn’t a problem since this wasn’t an overly complicated creature. A four-legged skeletal bone structure was created with every bit of remaining bone to make it as strong as possible. Then I began layering muscle and connective tissue, and a small death core I had saved went in the center next to the nexus, both of which were covered in dense muscle.

You may wonder why I didn’t make it so magic could be stored in these muscles. Our bodies store magic naturally, and the cannon was made to amplify that ability. In creatures that don’t require lots of mana, there’s no point.

The skeletal structure had no neck, but that didn’t stop me. I had enough muscle and tendons to make it work. I built a thick neck that was nothing more than a flexible mouth that could split open. Its inside was lined with every one of the sharp lizard teeth pointed backward, ensuring anything it grabbed would have a hard time pulling itself free. The mouth led to a pouch in its stomach where potent death magic would break down and absorb whatever it could.

In some ways this reminded me of a bear, if the bear was shorter and built like a sumo wrestler with scaly, nasty skin. It had two eyes, and its four muscular legs had thick claws that would inject poison with every attack.

The creation of this monster was why I wanted the fluid. In the construction of this undead spell, I had included in the diagram the formula for the poison I discovered with Raven—that was included near the end, without the addition of death energy, as I worried it would interfere with the poison.

The result was a creature far from my most magnificent creation, but it was still a powerful fighter. I pulled up its description.

Flesh Horror

Undead Construct

Level: 62

Created by: Ezekiel Vernizac

This is a flesh golem. Highly resistant to bludgeoning damage and is generally hard to kill. Anything it devours will be added to its bulk, further increasing its strength. It has a poisonous bite, and its claws leave behind deadly poisons that will raise anything that dies into a zombie.

Raven showed up when all that was left of my piles of material were a cluster of eyes. I briefly debated making something, but decided I didn’t care and had the flesh horror eat them.

Maxwell and Raven shuttered when they saw the neck of the flesh horror extend as it sucked the eyes up with a popping sound.

Upon reaching the landing room at the bottom of the stairs leading to the next floor, I could immediately tell something was different. Light shone through the cracks around the single large door leading out of the room. Pushing open the door, the three of us stood in amazement as my minions pushed on ahead.

This floor was likely bigger than the one we just left since the ziggurat continued to spread out and get wider the deeper it went. From the map, I guessed there would be more storerooms of some kind in here, but that was not what we found. Maybe once there had been rooms for storage, but those were gone now and covered by plants.

The door opened out onto a crumbling hill with a crumbling, overgrown pathway leading farther down. This floor and the floor below it had either collapsed together or been intentionally combined into one. Daylight filled the room from several crystals mounted in the ceiling; it wasn’t magical light, flickers of beams of light came in from the direction of the harbor, likely with some kind of focusing lens out there to shine the light in.

The combined floor was covered in trees, vines, and all kinds of plant life. Across the large chamber was another steep hill. Three streams were visible, each of the same thick red liquid that flowed along the outside of the ziggurat. Like the marsh outside, the plant life was tinted red, but the plants in here seemed far more vigorous and strong.

Most of the floor below us was covered in uneven terrain. If you looked closely, you could see where it had been initially broken up into different fields. My only guess for a place such as this was that it was some kind of greenhouse.

I followed my minions out. The volans death wing was already scouting around as the flesh horror took up the forward position, backed up by the mobile cannon. I had no doubt there was more than plant life in this room, though if the marsh were any indication, the plant life itself would be a challenge all on its own.

It didn’t take long for our presence to be noticed, and a thundering sound reverberated between the hills. A herd of six bloodred bovine charged up the hill toward us. All of them had vicious black horns and eyes that burned a bright red. I had the time to pull up a brief description, only reading the pertinent details.

Blood Bison

Level: 64

Blood bison are a monstrous predator of any blood biome that hunt in packs. Both males and females have vicious horns that deliver necrotic poison.

Even as I finished reading and relaying the information to Maxwell and Raven, I ordered my minions to attack. The blood bison, while strong, were not fast, though they were gaining speed even rushing uphill. If they had any degree of intelligence, they would’ve waited for us to descend before they attacked, but they weren’t, they were stupid.

My flesh horror bounded in to reach them, and I followed—even with the new minions my role was still at the front line. I heard a tune from Maxwell as I passed my mobile cannon. The cannon fired, and I got to see just how effective it was for the first time. The results were spectacular.

The nexus controlling the cannon had a threat prioritization function, so I let it pick its own target. It decided that the bison in the very center was the highest priority target. The bolt of crackling purple and black energy smashed into a bison’s face in an explosion of energy, the head splattering. The creatures front legs buckled and it smashed into the ground dead. When I glanced back at the cannon, it was already charging up another shot tracking a new target.

“Damn,” Maxwell said. “We need more of those.”

I shook myself out of the reverie and resumed my movement down the hill. My flesh horror leapt at another bison, its fleshy body extending in all sorts of wrong ways. Those deadly claws tore into the hide and the mouth latched on to the thick neck. Its victim let out an earsplitting screeched, bucking its head to dislodge the fleshy mass.

Two of the other bison attacked the flesh horror, goring it with their black horns and stomping it with their hooves. The flesh horror retaliated with vicious white claws that left behind deep wounds filled with festering poison.

Right before I reached the first bison, I transformed Mercry into a heavy boar spear with large cross guard. I planted the butt of Mercry into the ground and dropped the point directly into the hulking creature’s path. The creature lowered its horns and rammed at me, but I held my position. My blade passed just under its nose, and just as the black horns began to slam into me the creature itself came to a slamming halt with a loud thud and crack.

These monstrous bison were the biggest bulls I’d ever seen on Earth. Now that I was this close to one, I realized I had underestimated how big they were. Seeing my flesh horror clinging to the side of one should have clued me in. They were closer to a rhinoceros in size than they were to a bull.

I pulled myself back, the black horn having punched through both my force barrier and chest plate with ease. The hole left in my armor healed when I poured death energy into it. The poison meant nothing to me, but I was certain this creature could’ve trampled me to death in a moment. If I could have sweated at the time, I would have been dripping buckets. I had been very careless.

There was a flash and an explosion as the cannon fired on one engaging the flesh horror. Raven was atop the sixth bison with the volans, both of them lacerating its sides with their razor-sharp daggers.

When I moved to pull Mercry free, I saw that the bison I had speared wasn’t dead. Its eyes burned with hatred and hunger, its back legs trying to push it forward. Where any other spear would’ve snapped like a twig under the massive creature, Mercry held. Then again, Mercry was indestructible. Its front legs only weakly pawed at the ground, its pelvis likely broken.

I pushed pure death energy through the blade coming out as necrotic poison that was further amplified by the innate festering effect of Mercry. A black stain began to spread out from where Mercry remained lodged in the bison.

I let go and headed toward my flesh horror. I trusted Raven had no problem with such a dull-witted creature. It might take her a while, but there was little these bison could do to her.

Deciding not to use the magic stored in my rings, I built my own spell. Eldritch lightning crackled through my skeletal fingers, and pointing with my hand in a finger pistol position, a bolt of black and purple magic fired out. The bolt hammered into the creature, tearing at its flank and leaving a deep, gnarly wound behind.

The creature recoiled and whirled to face me, but before it took a single step it was hammered to the side by another blood bison. It took me a moment to realize what happened. There was a hole as big around as a basketball blasted into the side of the chest of the blood bison. I even got a glimpse of light showing through the hole.

Before the cannon had killed the monster, my flesh horror had torn at it with its claws, leaving behind the all-important poison and raising this undead blood bison.

I extended my will to the creature to plowing into the side of its former ally. I could feel a death core inside, which was nice since not all of my minions would create death cores when they killed a creature. But advanced constructs like the mobile cannon sometimes did.

I debated what to do. My two new constructs had been incredibly effective and wanted more like them, but this was not the time to do that. I then realized what I needed and it wasn’t anything complex in the slightest. Leaving the death core in the body, I cast the spell.

My death magic surrounded the body and began to twist and change it. I poured death energy into the spell, amplifying the raw strength of the creature it was creating—thick and stout, with four legs and four long arms ending in meat hooks. The brain was gone so I created my own simple nexus, and I didn’t even bother to bring up the description. This was a simple laborer, designed to move around bodies.

By the time I was done, Raven had finished off her monster, and the other two bison had fallen, one gored to death by its previous ally. The other one was ripped apart by the flesh horror which was now happily eating it.

“That seemed way too easy. Why are your cannon and fleshy things so strong?” Maxwell asked as he joined me. He looked at my new minion as it stomped off toward one of the fallen blood bison. “And what is that?”

“Yeah, they’re quite effective aren’t they?” I agreed. “As for that, it’s a porter. It will haul the bodies of the fallen creatures back up to the next floor where I can… process them.” I tried to smile at Maxwell. The flesh on my face was filling out so it was almost possible. From his horrified expression I decided not to try again for a while. “As to why they’re so strong, think about it this way. Which would win in a fight, a level 1 dragon or level 10 rat?”

“Level is only part of the equation when it comes to strength of creatures,” Raven said, joining us. “You should know that.”

“I do know that, I just didn’t think his minions would count,” Maxwell protested, eyeing the mobile cannon as it strode past.

“If it makes you feel better about the cannon, it can’t keep up that rate of fire for more than a half-dozen rounds,” I assured him. With my connection to the construct, I knew it had depleted a not insignificant portion of its reserves with just those two shots. “And it doesn’t recharge very fast.”

Maxwell grimaced. “Well, in the next fight can we try and do it a little different so I get a bit more experience. This should have been a pretty nice amount, but I got so little.”

I glanced at my character sheet—I was really close to another level myself. “No problem, I’m certain you’ll get more if it’s a prolonged fight or one with more creatures. The longer the fight, the more your magic helps to buff everything up. Regardless, I will try and adjust for the next group.”
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Clearing out the large floor went relatively smoothly. Two more small herds of blood bison attacked, and the fights went about the same. Though I had the cannon focus on crippling the bison instead of killing them so the fights would be prolonged to help Maxwell. From each skirmish I created another porter. By the end of it, I had two, mostly intact zombie blood bison. I elected to keep them so my front line would be more reinforced, and I could focus on casting spells.

I could have built a horde and stormed over the floor, by didn’t for several reasons. For one, these fights were relatively easy. Two, my zombie bison had gained the ability to spread the poison that the flesh horror had. And finally, I liked having a more concentrated powerful group than overwhelming numbers.

The bison were not the only creatures we fought on that floor. When we scaled the adjacent hill we were assaulted by a kind of massive blood goat. Physically weaker than the blood bison, they made up for it with speed and agility. Still, they stood no chance against us, though their constant bounding around made them very annoying to deal with. The volans and Raven were our best combatants to counter that.

The flesh horror did alright if it could grab one, but in the end, I elected to form up around Maxwell with the cannon and zombie bison. I mostly let the flesh horror do whatever it wanted to. It was a surprisingly adaptive fighter. I hadn’t created it with the intention to expand and retract like it did, nor had I intentionally given it the controls to do that. It had consumed three whole bison by this point, and the powerful magic in its stomach rending down the large amount of flesh quickly added to its own strength.

The overall level of the flesh horror had gone up as well, making it level 68, and significantly faster than before. Fortunately, it was a construct so I didn’t have any immediate concerns about losing control of it. At its current rate of progression it would be stronger than me before the end of the floor.

When we reached the top of the hill, we were assaulted by the remaining goats. The fight was intense, if not difficult. We just simply weathered blows and hunkered around the fountain at the top while one by one the goats were picked off.

“Is it just me, or is that thing getting more and more freaky?” Maxwell asked, watching the flesh golem slam a goat into the ground and jump on top of it.

“Nope, you’re right, it’s getting stronger.” I chuckled nervously.

Once upon a time, Damien had warned me about constructs that grew too rapidly. I was beginning to wonder if giving it the stomach had been a good idea. Without it, the explosive growth from absorbing creatures like it was, wouldn’t be happening. For the time being, my control over it was firm and showed no signs of weakening.

My attention moved from the fight to the fountain spewing forth thick blood-like liquid. It was similar, albeit smaller than the one at the top of the ziggurat. I began to draw a ritual around it.

Maxwell noticed me working, glancing over what I was doing while he continued to strum his guitar. “What are you doing? Changing this fountain somehow I think, but are you destroying it or modifying it?”

“I’m going to attempt to change the magic being used from blood magic in the death magic,” I explained. “This is a good testing ground for if I ever do it to the one at the top of the ziggurat.”

“You can inverse the magic like that?” Maxwell shook his head. “That seems too straight forward. Surely you can’t just replace magic with something so close to its opposite without any ill effects.”

“That is both true and not true,” I said. “If the magical item in question, such as this one, is not using any principle inherent to that type of magic in the effect it’s creating, then it’s fairly straightforward to replace it.”

“Isn’t it using the principle of blood?” Maxwell asked. “The liquid it produces is awfully similar to blood.”

“Not as far as I can tell.” I pointed at a runic circle carved around the outside of the fountain. “What this appears to be doing is infusing water drawn from another source with blood magic drawn from elsewhere in the ziggurat. The thickness of the liquid is probably a side effect. If I replace it with death magic it will likely become less viscous, but that should be the only change.”

“Won’t you need to supply it with a steady amount of death magic though?” Maxwell asked.

“At first, yes. But once I finish this one, I will create one that will draw in ambient death magic.” I raised my left hand to cut off his next question. “Before you ask what the source is, the liquid will increase the ambient death magic in the area as it converts this small biome into a death biome. I’m also going to use all the death cores I’ve collected so far on this floor and a whole bunch of goat flesh to create an immobile mana generating abomination. It won’t last forever, but it will last long enough. Eventually I want to get down deep enough and convert whatever the source is to all this blood magic.”

By the time the last goat was slain, I was done with both rituals. Before I powered them, I created my fleshy immobile mana generating abomination. It took a lot of mana, death energy, and every core I had, but the result was a two meter in diameter fleshy thing that exuded a decent amount of death magic. It was quite horrific to look at, I assure you.

Then I activated the ritual that would gather death magic, followed by the ritual to convert the fountain. The first ritual cut off the stream of blood magic flowing into the fountain and began to forcibly corrupt and push out the remaining blood magic.

What I ended up doing was not exactly what I had told Maxwell. When I was in the middle of creating the abomination that would exude the magic needed, I realized I could make it exude eldritch and death magic. The modifications had cost me more mana than I planned on, and it took me a while to recover enough to activate the rituals. That was okay, it gave me time to modify them.

Now the ritual surrounding the fountain overwrote and re-carved several of the runes etched into the base, reshaping them so that death and eldritch magic would be usable by the fountain. The process wasn’t quick, and I was done powering it before the ritual had fully completed, so I waited for several long seconds in anticipation and worry. There was a small chance that it would blow up, especially with the eldritch magic added in.

The pool at the top of the fountain began to swirl and bubble as the red fluid darkened and gave way to inky black fluid with specks and ribbons of purple eldritch magic. As more and more of the black fluid was created it began to bubble over the top and run down the sides of the hill, absorbing and destroying the red fluid.
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Making our way back down the hill, I saw my porters still hauling off different bodies of creatures we had slain. Despite their strength, the porters could only move one of the huge bison bodies at a time, dragging them clear up to the previous floor.

Raven had spotted the stairs leading down to the next floor and we headed that way.

Our plan had been to continue on down, but we stopped in surprise at what met us. At the bottom of the stairs was a group of humanoids with mushroom cap heads that were all variations of red, with either black or white spots. Their skin was milky white, with veins of red running through it, and they wore armor that appeared to be made of dense organic matter. They held weapons, but they did not point them at us. When they saw me approaching, every single one of them dropped to their knees and began saying something in a language I did not know.

“What are they doing?” Raven asked.

“Surrendering? And, not to sound like a monster, but I don’t really want minions, especially if I can’t communicate with them.”

I got a flat look from Maxwell. “Are you seriously saying that? You’re a necromancer, you don’t talk with your minions at all.”

“That’s not true, I do talk with them, just mentally,” I protested.

“That’s not talking, that’s ordering things around,” Maxwell entered.

“What even are they,” Raven demanded. “They don’t smell like food.”

“They’re miciliums,” I explained. “A type of mycelium, or mushroom, humanoid. You don’t often see them though.”

“They are much more common in Tehomal,” a powerful voice said—cultured, deep, and one I knew, even if I didn’t recognize it until the figure became visible in the light coming down the stairs. “They want to become your…” the figure paused and asked something in their language, “slaves.”

His eyes drew my attention, faintly glowing red, but not like the bloodred of blood magic, the scarlet red of his kind. Pale, smooth, perfect skin covered his face, and pitch-black hair was cut short and stylized. He wore fine black robes laced with dark purple designs that reflected my eldritch magic. The robe was dirty; something I’d never seen on it before. In one hand he held a sheathed sword that I knew very well.

“Vito?” I said, my brain stuttering to put together how he was here.

The miciliums were also surprised by the sudden presence of Vito. But they overcame it quickly and jabbered at him.

“Not slaves, my apologies, vassals,” Vito corrected himself even as he glided through the miciliums.

“Vampire!” Maxwell exclaimed, stumbling backward.

“Indeed, vampire!” Vito revealed predatory fangs. “Is that a werecat, my lord?” He studied Raven with interest. “Fascinating. Your own creation. Well done, well done indeed.”

“It was more of a happy coincidence,” I said evenly. “How are you here—and coming up from below for that matter?”

“It is simple.” Vito gave me a confused look. “I have been on the lookout for you since you disappeared, and when I felt the beginning of your power arise, I knew where to find you. The last place I expected was in the heart of this accursed nation, so I had to travel through Tehomal to reach here with no issue. Under no circumstance was I going to chance running into those terrifying priests on my way to rejoin you.”

“There was a beacon of my power?” I asked, worried.

“I assumed you sent it out to summon me here. Was that not the case—do not want me to join you?”

“No, I’m thrilled to see you, Vito. I was a fool. I should have tracked you down as soon as I was reborn. But in my weakened state, I was scared and borderline insane. What I’m worried about is the people who’ve been hunting me.”

“I could tell your power was reduced…” Vito squinted at me. “I see the thread that has been attached to you. We shall separate it promptly. But first, introduce me to your friends and let us deal with these fine folks.”

“This is Maxwell and Raven. They have been with me through a lot and stayed with me when they didn’t have to. And I don’t want to necessarily kill these people.” I gestured at the miciliums, knowing Vito’s tendencies well.

Vito approached Raven and bowed deeply. “I thank you for protecting my master. I am in your debt.” He then approached Maxwell and repeated the gesture. Maxwell still looked nervous, but he at least ceased backing up. “I was not going to suggest genocide, these miciliums would make quite useful vassals. Especially if this becomes a dungeon under your control. They can stay here and run it for you when we move on.”

“Okay, I can agree to that. Tell them for now that we accept their vassalage, but we’ll come back later to hammer out the details. We need to talk, there’s a lot I need to tell you, and I would like to get this tracking ritual completely severed.”

“Of course, my lord.” Vito bowed, then talked with the miciliums for several minutes. When he was done, I ordered my minions to guard the stairs leading down while we headed for the upper floors.

Passing back through the combined floor we just cleared, I could already see the black water’s effect as the vibrant plant life was rapidly dying around it, something else replacing it.

“That is a stroke of genius, my lord. Turning this into a prosperous death biome laced with your own eldritch magic will make it a source of quite a bit of power, especially at your current strength.”

Vito clearly knew something about dungeons, I would be certain to pick his brain later.
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“This is a fine gift to receive from you, my lord.” Vito examined the relic illusion ring, the last of the rings I’d collected.

“From what I understand, they should give you a certain amount of resistance to sunlight even,” I said.

“I shall be careful in my testing of that.” Vito slipped the ring onto one of his fingers where it fit quite snuggly. “You’ve had quite a few adventures since we parted ways.”

“Yeah. How are things back in Dothar?” I asked. The undead city had been quite large, and the last I heard, its influence was spreading and quickly becoming more of a nation.

“Things were chaotic for a while after the madness swept across the lands.” Vito shrugged. “But as far as I understand it was easier for us than it was in many other places. Your guild still rules there, though your sudden disappearance was something of a mystery to them. They eventually decided you likely had just decided not to come back. I didn’t believe that for a second. Though I couldn’t locate you, I could feel your power lingering in this world.”

“I thought the connection would’ve faded with my loss of strength.” I leaned on the balcony railing looking out over the harbor.

“Connection such as ours are not so easily broken,” Vito assured me. “Though in the technical term I am the greater in the connection, if I wanted to, I could control it.”

I doubted he would do so, but nonetheless a pit of worry opened deep inside me. It spoke to how well Vito knew me, with the ease at which he read the worry. I didn’t even think I had enough flesh on my face to show most expressions.

“Worry not. This is not something I would ever consider. Unless you are about to do something that would most definitely get you killed. From what I understand, you’ve lost your immortality, with the exception of your phylactery.”

“I indeed have lost my immortality.”

A companionable silence stretched, and I wondered what Vito must be thinking. Raven and Maxwell joined us after a short while, the conversation drifting this way and that with bits and pieces of information they could supply about how we wound up here and where we planned to go.

“You said you came through Tehomal,” Maxwell said. “So, it connects here like it did to Maltis?”

“Indeed, it does,” Vito said. “However, there is a large difference between here and that connection you found in Maltis. That one was nothing more than a winding narrow tunnel that barely counted as a connection. This is a major connection to the underways of this region of Tehomal.”

“Must be why they built the ziggurat out here,” I said. “We knew there must’ve been a reason.”

“That would be a fair assumption,” Vito agreed. “If you wish, we could flee into Tehomal. With me as a guide and acting as protection, it would be no more dangerous than what you’ve already been facing.”

I thought about it for a long while before shaking my head. “I don’t know, the thought had crossed my mind, but… It’s hard to explain. I have a nagging feeling that’s not the right course for me.”

“If I may presume,” Vito said. “Listen to that nagging, the Order of Equinox is likely where it’s coming from.”

“What makes you say that?” I asked in surprise. He hadn’t said much when I told him I was part of the order other than nodding solemnly.

“The order is very old,” Vito explained. “I have had my run-ins with them, and know people who were members. Suffice it to say there is a fair number of soul vampires and regular vampires in the order.”

“Soul vampires?” Maxwell asked. “I’ve heard that term used before, but I don’t really understand the difference.”

“Vampires, such as myself, are devolved soul vampires,” Vito said. “In my case, I am the product of the lineage of a devolved soul vampire. When a soul vampire drinks blood—though technically all vampires feed off of soul energy—they have traded gaining an ease of access to power for the downsides of vampirism, sunlight hurts us, we have weaknesses to holy magic, light magic, and other such things. Blood is the vital force of the body, and through it, energy flows more easily.”

“Does that mean you can cast dark magic?” Raven asked with sudden interest.

“Vito is quite the powerful dark magic mage,” I answered for him.

“In that case can you teach me some?” Raven stared at Vito with big eyes. “Zeke is supposed to, but he keeps forgetting and doesn’t teach me anything useful. I need to learn so the funny gal in his Mindscape can teach me time magic.”

Vito raised an eyebrow at Raven. “Time magic you say? If the time wizard says you can learn it, then truly you have a powerful affinity for dark magic. I of course would love to teach you.”

“I don’t think there’s any rush for me to make a decision about what to do going forward,” I said, turning back to the interior of the ziggurat. “Why don’t we take some time to think about it and continue to explore this place. I feel like there’s hidden secrets deeper in.”

“I did not stop to investigate.” Vito headed for the door, gesturing for Raven to follow. “But there are some very interesting things deeper in this ziggurat. Oh, and so I don’t forget, we need to vassalize the micilium, but we also need to procure new creatures for that floor. Those bison and goats were their farm animals.”

“Won’t it be problematic since they were blood biome creatures?” I asked. “The micilium looked to be oriented toward blood magic, judging by the color of their caps and skin.”

Vito smiled. “That’s the wonderful thing about this odd race. They absorb the magic around them like sponges and evolve and adapt rapidly. As that biome shifts into a death biome, so will the micilium.”
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The transformation was remarkable in both the change and how rapidly it had taken place. We’d gone down with Vito and formally accepted the vassalage the next day. Vito, by far the strongest, had gone out into the blood marsh and retrieved several large boar-type creatures.

Vito was so much stronger than the creatures that he’d been able to bring them back all on his own, still alive. Even the three of us working together wouldn’t have been able to accomplish such a thing. I would’ve had to kill them out in the marsh and transform them there, which would’ve had the potential of giving away my location.

Speaking of that, Vito made snapping the tether tracking me seem like nothing more than breaking a hair. He hadn’t even needed my help or a ritual, he just focused, and with a whip-like tendril of black magic, sliced the thread.

Once he brought back the large boar creatures, he worked with me to transform them into death biome boars. Their fur was nearly pure black, and they had large, curved tusks that were so black they looked like someone had photoshopped them off, it was a little unnerving.

Ebon Boar

Level: 65

This is a death biome boar. Unlike almost all other creatures in death biomes, these boars are not exclusively predators. They, like almost all animals in the Suidae family of animals, eat basically everything.

With the presence of the boars on the farming floor, the biome rapidly changed. The description was right in that they ate everything and had a special appetite for things that were not of the death biome.

The change in the micilium was the largest. The four of us ventured down to where they called home. It was unclear what the original intention of the floor was, as it had been thoroughly transformed by the micilium. A stream of black water flowed to the middle and almost every surface was covered in some kind of mycelium. The walls separating different sections were made of thickly grown tall walls of dense fungus that were similar to the armor they wore.

The most interesting part was as soon as the vassalage was made official, over half the residents had rooted themselves to the ground and began to wither. Vito had asked on my behalf about this to the apparent leader of the small village.

“They are,” Vito paused, trying to find the right word, “molting. Though that’s not quite right because it’s also the reproductive process. If you look, they are clustered into groups of three. Each group will result in between three and twelve offspring that will grow up around them. The new micilium will have personality traits and physical traits that are some combination of the three adults.”

“So, they commit suicide to reproduce?” Maxwell asked, sounding a little horrified.

“Not quite,” Vito said. “I’m pretty sure they don’t see it that way. They see their lives as continuing on in their offspring, not ending. Regardless, the new brood will have traits that align with the new magic. Fortunately, they grow fairly fast, though it will be several months before the other half of the population does the same.”

“That’s an incredible reproduction rate.” I examined a cluster and noticed little nodules already beginning to grow from the floor around them. “Why aren’t there more of them?”

Once again Vito discussed with the apparent leader of the village before he answered my question. “He says it is because of the resources they are limited to and control, which inhibits how many groups reproduce. They live for quite a long time if they don’t reproduce, eventually dying of old age. Individually when they’re young they’re quite weak, but once they reach one or two hundred years old, they’re powers are to be reckoned with for sure.”

“If they get that powerful, why would they ever willingly reproduce?” Raven asked. “It makes no sense to me.”

The conversation with the leader was much longer with this question and went back and forth for several minutes. For the life of me I could not even begin to grasp what they were saying. Although, if they were going to be vassals, I knew I would have to learn eventually.

“That is very interesting,” Vito said. “Up until now, my only experience with the micilium has been a few very small colonies tucked away in caves, and the occasional lone one, which is apparently quite unusual. Evidently, they have a kind of sense of collectiveness, individual micilium, like this fellow, who elect not to go through a reproductive cycle are the human equivalent of a person so introverted that they flee all contact with other people. But they hold an important role in the micilium societies since they serve as leaders. The ones who abandoned and leave behind all other micilium are there equivalent of lunatics.”

“I wish there was a way to quickly learn their language, or for them to quickly learn ours,” I grumbled.

“While they are unable to understand you, I believe this next generation will,” Vito said. “The reason they can’t now, is their vocal organs don’t allow for it. But they are making some adaptations for the next generation.”

“How are creatures so adaptive not everywhere?” I asked. “I understand they’re limited in food supply here, but elsewhere I don’t understand what’s limiting them.”

Vito shrugged. “It’s a combination of the young ones being weak—their bodies are not strong in the traditional sense—and the young ones can’t really venture away from their home mycelium without major issues. By the time they are old enough to do so they are already thinking about reproducing themselves. It makes their societies very insular.”

“Now I’m wondering how they’re spreading if it’s so hard for them to leave their home.” This information was in no way useful to me, but it was quite interesting.

“Oh, I know this one.” Vito got a distant look in his eyes. “I talked about the ones who wander, the micilium who do not become leaders but instead choose to wander the world. Most of them do decide to reproduce. They find a colony and convince two others to come with them, normally waiting for them to mature to the point where they can leave. They then find a suitable place and commence their version of mating.”

“So that must grow the initial mycelium network,” I said. “Then it just goes from there.”

Vito nodded. “Exactly. The one thing I would add is that the numbers of reproduction I talked about are only for the average micilium. When one has been wandering outside of their home for so long, when they do reproduce, that cluster of three has the potential to create dozens if not hundreds. All of them will be greatly affected by the elder micilium and the experiences in the type of person they were.”

“Will this fellow reproduce then and create a whole bunch of offspring?” Maxwell asked.

The leader shook his head and said something that Vito then translated. “He says he will not. His body will adapt on its own to the change of magic with enough time. He said he is old enough that if he were to reproduce, he would generate too many offspring. The population is already going to skyrocket, but he estimates that with your help it will be a sustainable population.”

I was glad I wasn’t the only one who was thinking about the sudden increase in population. We hadn’t brought enough creatures in to accommodate such a large change, so I wasn’t certain exactly what they were expecting from me. My guess was as I expanded the control of my lair, they would expand their settlement.

I was beginning to think that turning this into a dungeon, or at least figuring out how to do so, should be a high priority. With the micilium village as a part of the dungeon I would have a workforce for maintaining it to assist whatever boss I left behind.

We chatted and explored that floor for several more hours. From questions I asked of the leader through Vito I learned quite a bit about the micilium. One of the interesting things was that some of the biggest cities deep in Tehomal had elders so old, that only certain ones were allowed to even consider reproducing within those cities, simply because the population boom would be so massive. Those that were allowed to reproduce had unique and powerful traits that they had gained in their long lives.

The adaptiveness of the race also impressed me. In the few hours we had spent on the floor talking with the leader, they were already beginning to say simple words in common. The leader had even been working on modifying his vocal organ since our initial meeting.

“I wonder if this is a race that people can play,” Maxwell asked.

“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “Can’t say I ever looked into mushroom people.”

Though the micilium bodies were very different than the human body, they were also very similar in other ways. They were shaped similar to us, and each cluster of three normally had one that could be considered a male, another with softer, finer features that is commonly attributed to females, and a third that was androgynous.

Sometimes there were clusters that weren’t just one type, even some with all of the same type. This was especially true for the androgynous ones, who seemed to be the largest portion of the population.

The leader explained that the males were the workers and stronger of the three, taking on the role of the warrior and specialized labor. Given time, they could cultivate their body for whatever profession they needed. The females were the caretakers and organizers of society. The androgynous type were quite different, at least to my human sensibilities. They were, as the leader explained, not much more useful than an animated toadstool on their own. But they followed orders without question and made up the majority of the manual labor force—they were essentially drones.

We ventured down to the next floor with my minions in tow, but as we left, the leader spoke in a very distorted voice that seemed like a mixture of all four of our voices, like he was still trying to develop his own. “My name is Michael. I look forward to working with you. The next floor has large rooms with crawling creatures in them.”

“Thank you, Michael. I look forward to working with you as well,” I said.

We were swarmed by scorpion-like creatures on the next floor, but with Vito there the fight was laughably one-sided. His power was massive, and his speed was so fast I lost track of him. Needless to say, none of us gained any experience.

“Well, you seem like a nice guy, Vito, but I don’t know that I want to fight with you on my side,” Maxwell chuckled. “I would like to get some experience.”

“This is indeed an issue,” Vito agreed. “I can return above and continue to develop the upper parts of the ziggurat. My presence would greatly speed up many projects.”

“Thank you, Vito. I would really appreciate it.” I held out my hand, the strings of black flesh covering it to the point that the bones were beginning to disappear. “It’s good to have you back.”

Vito took my hand and pulled me into a hug where he whispered in my ear, “You ever abandon me like that again, I will make you suffer.”

I just laughed. He wasn’t lying, but I also knew he meant well.

“Maxwell, before I go up, do you want me to take you down to the Altar of Creation in Tehomal below us?” Vito asked.

“How long will that take?” Maxwell asked.

“Not very long,” Vito assured him. “We will not actually be going to the bottom of the complex, there is an exit, or entrance depending on how you look at it, a few floors below sea level. The alters just outside that.”

“That works for me.” Maxwell glanced at me and Raven. “Do either of you mind?”

I just waved him forward while Raven transformed into her lynx form and curled up next to the volans.

“Let us be off then.” Vito had an evil look in his eyes. Before Maxwell could react, Vito picked him up in a fireman’s carry, and the two of them were gone.

True to his word, it did not take long for Vito to come sprinting back into the room carrying a baffled, confused, and bruised Maxwell. I just shook my head. Vito had most assuredly enjoyed that. Either way, Vito said goodbye and headed toward the upper floors.

“Just how powerful is he?” Maxwell asked once he recovered.

“I was only a little bit more powerful than him when I became a Lich, and I was around level 250.”

“How can you trust him? What if he decides he doesn’t want to be your subordinate anymore?” Raven asked bluntly after she transformed. “The powerful don’t normally submit to the weak.”

I winced a little. “We need to work on your social etiquette. Tell me, Raven, if you were a lot more powerful than me, would you still stay with me and follow me?”

“Of course, you saved my life, not once but twice now, and though I want to strangle you sometimes, I will always follow you.” Raven seemed hurt that I had even asked.

“It’s the same with Vito,” I told her. “Except it’s even more official. I saved his life and granted him the freedom he thought he would never have. He swore a soul-binding life debt to me. Not something easily broken. Though the relationship can change, he can never directly harm me. And if he did harbor ill towards me, I would feel a sense of it.”

“I can swear one of those things too!” Raven was clearly annoyed that Vito had a connection to me that she did not.

“I’m not sure you can. You have to learn how to use soul energy first.” I chuckled at the pout that appeared on her face.

“Don’t worry, Raven, because Vito isn’t Ezekiel’s type,” Maxwell jabbed.

Raven’s face flushed with anger, and she whirled on Maxwell. Before I knew it the two of them were brawling. I just watched and laughed.
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Salty air blew in through the open door as we stood just inside the landing room of the stairs. Over the last several days, the three of us had been grinding nonstop. We cleared another six floors of the ziggurat, all of us rapidly growing in strength. Since passing through the miciliums’ floor, the monsters had become stronger, rewarding us with much more experience.

With Vito securing my phylactery, I had an assurance that even if I died, I would be brought back. He would do whatever it took. Maxwell had the Altar of Creation, though we could not get to it on our own at the moment. Vtio could always retrieve Maxwell if it came to it. The only one who had any real worry about death was Raven, but she was as fearless as ever.

My growth in power was also shown by how much my body was now covered by thin, black muscles. The fibers and threads had woven themselves together into solid mats. Even though I was still horrific to look at, that thought was long from my mind as I stood in that room, finding the wind blowing through the tunnel refreshing. I truly knew it was, and not because Maxwell or Raven told me. On some level, I could sense it with my own body. This was new evidence of my progression.

I couldn’t smell or taste yet, but it was the first indication I’d had without needing to use magic. As I had grown a level, I poured the majority of my stat points into my intelligence and spirit scores. Though I did add a few to agility and dexterity, since agility was useful in combat, and dexterity made intricate magic easier to cast and build.

Instead of raising a mass horde of the undead, I focused on keeping our group small with more powerful individual monsters and constructs. The volans—which Raven named Vlad, having decided it was going to be one of her pets—had been sent back up above a few floors ago due to its lack of growth in power.

The mobile cannon had not grown in power, though I found a blood crystal I adapted and install inside of the construct in one of the cavities left open. It wouldn’t directly increase the power of the construct but allowed it to fire more rounds. It still hit like a truck, and most creatures could not withstand a critical shot.

The flesh horror on the other hand had grown so far, I was pretty certain it was no longer a mindless creature or construct, but that was just a suspicion. It kept pace with the three of us as we’d grown in level. My control over it was still strong, but its growth was alarming for many reasons.

It had a ravenous appetite and physically looked different than it had before. In fact, it was no longer even labeled as flesh horror. It was twice as big as it had been at when it started, which judging by the number of things it consumed, I thought it should be even bigger. The mouth was now full of pitch-black teeth and used a highly caustic necrotic poison

Its bulk blocked a large section of the door we need to pass through to move on. Normally a creature its size would’ve had difficulty navigating some of the narrow floors we had been on. But it was able to move its body almost like it were liquid. Rippling muscles twisting and turning as easily as a ribbon caught in the wind. I pulled up its description.

Hungry Horror

Undead Abomination

Level: 76

Originally Created by: Ezekiel Vernizac

This was once a flesh golem but was given a stomach and the ability to grow by its foolish creator. Imbued by some of the nature of its original creator, a Lich, its victims will sometimes generate death cores. Though as it has grown further away from its original creation, this ability has faded. However, the time in which it has had this ability, it has killed a large number of creatures and consumed most, resulting in a constant supply of death energy. This has allowed its own core to grow in power.

It’s all but immune to bludgeoning damage, and highly resistant to most forms of physical harm, it has used the best qualities of many of its victims to strengthen its weaknesses. It is also immune to death magic and all related magics, along with being highly resistant to blood magic and all related magics due to a steady diet of blood magic infused creatures.

It has a ravenous hunger that drives it to consume all it can. The poison left behind by its claws and bite will also turn those infected into the undead when they die either by disease or other means.

It was one level higher than I was, which was alarming. If it got too much stronger than me, I would struggle to maintain control. The description was also a little disconcerting, it straight up called me an idiot for giving it a stomach. How was I supposed to know that would happen? I just needed to stay ahead of it as far as levels went.

The front line of our group consisted of the abomination, and two other fast-moving insect creatures that were a cross between a praying mantis and an ant. Like I said before, using insects can be difficult for necromancers, especially at low levels, but after seeing the effect of these nasty little fighters, I’d taken the time to reanimate them. I had gotten around the lack of internals by stuffing them full of flesh from creatures from the previous floor.

The mantis-like creatures came up to about chest height on me and crawled over the top of the abomination to support it and prevent us from being flanked. As needed, I could join the front line. Along with the cannon, I added one other creature to our back line. It was another construct I had mostly made out of bone.

It had four legs, and though I could create constructs with two legs, it took up processing power in the nexus that controlled it, which I didn’t want to devote to the task, balance was a bitch. Instead of another cannon, this one had a humanoid torso with one of its arms being a large and thick bow strung with tendons.

I didn’t know what the draw weight of the bow was, but with the bone arrows I created for it enhanced with eldritch and death magic, it could pierce an arrow through three inches of stone. Uninterestingly it was named a bone archer, and while it was technically stronger than the cannon, the cannons could still hit harder.

After every fight, we would try to retrieve as many arrows as we could find, but I could always replenish the meter and a half long shaft with bones retrieved from bodies after the fight. I didn’t let any of the bodies go to waste and continued to create occasional porters of different types. They were in a constant stream of retrieving bodies and taking them to the upper floors. They were storing them on the large biome floor, some used as food for the creatures there and some for materials for later.

The miciliums that were not in their reproductive cycle were doing their best to tend the floor, but the environment was dangerous for them. That being said, during my last visit I could see some of them already beginning to adapt. In particular, Michael’s previously redcap had already darkened quite a bit while the spots were beginning to take on a purple hue.

“Let’s see what awaits us,” Maxwell said.

One of the creatures that had joined us was a creation Vito helped me with, due to a request from Maxwell. The technical abilities to create it were still outside of my capabilities, so we had gotten Vito to help. Now Maxwell had an undead assistant who he said was aiding him control his music. I hadn’t had the time to study it, but the last floor had felt different with Maxwell’s music being quite a bit more effective than before.

“So, Max, what’s up with the conductor?” I asked, nodding at the advanced specialized living dead. Technically it wasn’t living dead yet, since it wasn’t self-aware, but I was certain that would rapidly come. Vito had even tailored it with a suit and gray wig.

“As I’ve increased my power, I’ve started to reach the limit of what I can physically manage, even with the superhuman state of our bodies,” Maxwell explained. “He helps me manage that.”

“He really is like a conductor then?” I noted, and gave a mental order for my creations to move out.

“Yes, very much so. For now he just helps control the nodes. I could even give him an instrument.” Maxwell was already plugging away at a tune, a few nodes floating around him. The conductor was watching them and making gestures at them with a stick made of black wood. “Eventually I’ll be able to have him theoretically control other musicians in a band or orchestra type setup. It should really amplify my power.”

“We definitely did not create him with that ability,” I said, thinking over the process.

“That’s okay though. That side of it comes from my abilities, like I’m distributing my skills with music to people in my ‘orchestra’.”

“What would happen if you got a full orchestra, like what they would have back on Earth,” I asked, “and played that death lullaby song?”

“I honestly don’t know. Only recently did I start to realize I could do this.” Maxwell shrugged. “Best guess is it would amplify both the power and range. Who knows, maybe I could kill an entire city for you.”

“Did that once,” I chuckled darkly. “Not a bad way to power a ritual.” If he was right, people were greatly underestimating what a bard could do. They might not be your standard adventuring type, but set up in the way Maxwell was progressing, they could be WMDs—weapons of mass destruction.

Raven was scouting ahead, her abilities with dark magic had excelled rapidly under Vito’s tutelage. She was now nearly undetectable whenever she wanted to be. I had expected this floor to contain monsters in the interior, which was full of what appeared to be old, abandoned workshops, warehouses, and other such buildings. But we’d discovered nothing.

That changed when we stepped through an archway out onto the docks. It had not even been clear when I had first seen the harbor, but it was as if a wedge had been carved out of the ziggurat and the harbor was placed in it. Part of the harbor was covered by an overhang from the top floor supported by a massive sweeping arch, after the top floors disappeared, the harbor opened up to the outside world looking out onto the ocean. It was a dark cloudy night, but even still I could see countless shapes moving along in the darkness, climbing and jumping into the water with periodic splashes.

“There’s a lot of them,” Raven whispered from above us, crouched on a ledge above the door. “I’ve been watching for a while, whatever they are, most reside in the water. I have a feeling once the fighting starts, they will come rushing out of the water towards us. We best make sure we’re set up and ready, else we get overwhelmed.”

“What are they?” Maxwell asked.

“Some kind of humanoid,” Raven said. “They’re built like humans, but their skin is bluish, and they have fins and what appears to be gills along the neck.”

“Merfolk,” I said. “But I thought they were normally sentient and not just creatures.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Raven said. “From the way they interact and move around, they’re definitely not a civilized race at least. If anything, they must be some kind of savage tribe.”

“You think you can retrieve one for me so we can get a better look?” I asked.

“Of course.” Raven jumped off the ledge and stealthily raced out along the dock.

True to her word, it did not take long for her to come back dragging an unconscious merman. I studied it for a long moment before I got a read on the creature.

Blood Swimmer Merman

Level: 72

These merfolk have taken up residence in what they thought was a sheltered safe harbor. Unfortunately for them, the water was tainted with blood magic, though it was subtle enough that they did not realize it until it was too late. Their society devolved into a brutal animalistic society as their bodies and minds were corrupted by blood magic. Barely more than animals now, these merfolk are highly territorial and often raid hunting down both other local merfolk and unsuspecting fishermen.

“Well,” Maxwell shrugged after I relayed the description. “It sounds like exterminating them will be a public service.”

I smiled. “I can’t help but agree.”

“I know a place we can set up,” Raven said. “We should avoid going out on the piers, that would be a death trap as they could surround is easily.”


47
[image: ]


Raven led us to a small alcove that had no exit, limiting how many we’d engage at one time. Maxwell took a position in the rear with his conductor, while I positioned myself between him and the front line. Raven scaled the wall behind us for a vantage point where she could rain down attacks with impunity.

Moving into position had not gone unnoticed, and already several dozen of the savage mermen were snarling and closing on us. Pointing Mercry at them, I released a bolt of lightning that thundered as it leapt from target to target. Six of the mermen fell in screams of pain as the air crackled. Even as my spell faded, Maxwell’s music was already beginning to build, and soon we had the attention of every merman in the harbor.

War cries sounded out as they began to rush to our position. Dozens if not hundreds of mermen flew out of the water, creating a veritable horde that descended on us. Immediately I tasked my two bone constructs with targeting any mermen that stood out. I didn’t want them to waste their ammo on pointless targets.

Already the horror and the two insectoid undead were engaging several of the blood swimmers. The razor-sharp arms of the insects tore apart the mermen while the horror simply crushed the enemy with its immense weight and powerful attacks.

I focused on casting an enhancement to all undead within a certain radius of me. This particular spell would last for a while, which was good because as this battle continued, I had a sense I would get a growing number of minions.

Black lightning crackled down from above as Raven released a spell that exploded into the midst of the onrushing mermen. As soon as my first spell was finished, I was casting a second one—another area of effect. This one would turn any of the fallen into simple undead. Only the flesh horror had the ability to create the undead naturally, but in order to hold off this many, I would need more.

It didn’t take long before the area in front of us was clogged with bodies. I was supporting the front line by darting in and landing critical blows. Mercry had been enchanted with my favorite spell to create undead from those I slayed.

Not all of the mermen were the same, some were clearly stronger and wielded tridents and other spear-like weapons. While others were emaciated, like the one Raven had brought over for me, the stronger mermen likely stayed within the water out of sight.

The mobile cannon fired and there was an explosion behind the front line as it took out those who dared to stand out from the rest. Once the fighting had started in full and there was a supply of bodies, I had given the bow-wielding construct permission to fire at what it saw fit.

Even after the fallen had risen, there were plenty that were too broken to be feasible zombies that I used to replenish my constructs arrows. Also, once a creature had been raised to undead and killed a second time, my spell would no longer resurrect them, it was a pointless waste of power at that point.

The number of zombies under my control multiplied, even if they were cut down often as fast as they were created. The music from Maxwell thundered out, enhancing my attack speed as well as strength.

Thick blood coated the ground as merman after merman died. It wasn’t that they were weak, it was more that my own army was powerful. Maybe not as powerful as a player of equivalent level, but they were still mighty.

The bulk of the horror kept pushing aside zombies and I had an epiphany. I ordered the horror to charge out. There was little the mermen could do to harm it, and I now had enough zombies to hold the front line. If the horror was no longer confined by its defensive position, it would be much more effective.

I thought I heard a warbling, excited cry come from the horror as it bowled aside mermen like a ball knocking down pins. The gap left by it was quickly filled by several dozen zombies all stacked up and crammed together, boosted by Maxwel’s music and my own magic healing them. The real advantage they had was they no longer felt pain.

There was an explosion of black magic as a ball of energy hammered down from Raven. Having blown through most of my mana already, I knew she had to be getting low. And like me, she had more than one way to attack.

With the horror out making chaos amongst the ranks of the mermen, it freed Raven up to strike as she saw fit. A black streak came down and I occasionally caught flickers of her dancing among the rear of the mermen, slicing tendons and severing arteries before rushing past.

There was one group of mermen I caught sight of, now that the horror was out of the way. Immediately I recognized what it was. Whoever the ruler was of this savage group had come to the fray. A merman and merwoman, not to be confused with a mermaid, were at least a head taller than all the merfolk around them. They strode into battle, each wielding large, black tridents.

However, what they did not expect was to face a Lich. I drank a mana potion as I eyed the approaching monarchs. They moved around the horror, sensing that it was not the primary threat. They strode at a measured pace, not rushing in like they should have.

As my mana refilled, I surveyed the fight—it was laughably one-sided. My zombie numbers only continued to grow. As my mana pool reached half-full, I pointed Mercry at the approaching figures. My mobile cannon had expended all of its charges, but even with its slow charging rate it was nearly ready for another blast, it was already tracking with the monarchs. I made sure to coordinate its next attack with my own.

I reshaped Mercry into a new configuration, which wasn’t quite a new ability for the weapon, but almost felt like it. The skull head that Mercry had been shaped into for the duration of the fight does basically nothing, however this new configuration was different. Instead of a single blade it split into three razor-sharp ribs evenly spaced around the shaft. In between the ribs is a smaller replica of the focus in the eldritch cannon mounted in my mobile cannon. It had been Vito’s suggestion to give this a try, and I was more than happy with the results.

I poured power into Mercry, using the focus to cast the spell. Black death magic swirled around it even as crackling purple eldritch magic began to concentrate inside the staff. For good measure, I added a little pure death energy.

With my connection to the mobile cannon, I synchronized our attack. Twin blasts of the two magics hammered across the distance in a blink. I’d targeted the merman while the canon targeted the merwoman.

My target had a moment where it raised his hand and tried to stop my attack, but it was a feeble attempt to say the least. The bolt exploded through the flimsy magical barrier it erected and blew a hole the size of a bowling ball through the monarch’s chest. Though the focus and my staff was smaller than what was in the cannon, my bolt was by far the more powerful. The queen survived, but the attack had left her wounded and defenseless. Casually, I stretched out my other hand and twin bolts of black and purple lightning erupted from my spell storage rings in quick succession.

The lightning bolts hammered into her and arched out to nearby mermen. The fight was decided when both the king and queen rose to life as zombies. The dock was utterly littered with dead mermen. The hungry horror was happily chewing away on several bodies as we surveyed the wreckage. Not all the mermen were dead, the ones that survived had been smart enough to either retreat into the water or throw up their hands in surrender.

I debated killing them all out right but decided I might have a use for them later. None of the surviving mermen could communicate, though in a society ruled by threats of violence, I think they understood. I left a large horde of zombies there, just in case there was an attempt to retake the docks. I then summoned my porters down and set them to work, I attached a note explaining what had been down there to one of the porters to take to Vito. I’m sure he would find a way to use the mermen.

We ventured down six more floors that day, expanding my lair, and none of the fights were overly interesting or challenging. All of the creatures were some variation of some kind of underground creature mixed with blood magic. On the last floor we fought a whole bunch of vicious underground furry animals. Everything from overgrown voles to a badger the size of a SUV that guarded the next stairs. He’d been a royal pain in the ass to kill. But in the end the poison got him.

On the sixth floor we finally found the tunnel that connected the ziggurat to Tehomal and the Altar of Creation Maxwell had used. Listening to Vito’s warning, we did not dare push into the underworld. We did secure the connection to the Altar of Creation. There I left a large horde of zombies taken from the previous floor under the control of a zombie controller, the former boss badger. They would guard the pathway in the Altar of Creation just in case Maxwell ever needed it.

The next floor down I finally found what I was looking for. The stairs were long, by far the longest, and they emptied into a larger than normal landing area. A single archway led out of it. The gates were closed. But when I ordered the hungry horror to try and knock them down, they swung open with the sound of old rotten wood breaking.

The hall on the other side was familiar. It reminded me of that ziggurat I had found with Friar Brown. No creatures waited for us, evidently nothing had tried to break down the gates. The ominous presence I felt pressing down on me gave me a good indication as to why that was.

Raven and Maxwell were pale—clearly whatever the presence was, it affected them as well. I focused and emitted an aura infused with death energy from my body. It wasn’t healthy for them to be in that, but I was able to ward off the presence.

The hungry horror even seemed relieved as I pushed the pressure back. I kept an eye on my death energy, as doing this was eating through it, but not at an alarmingly fast rate. With the number of death cores I had tucked away in my holding bag, I would have no problem maintaining this for quite a long time.

We stepped into the hall and I began to use small bolts of eldritch flame to light the different sconces, illuminating the area in a strange mix of purple and red. To both the left and right of the stairs, another staircase wrapped around and continued deeper. I kind of doubted we would find anything else from here down. I didn’t know how deep the ziggurat went, but I was certain I would eventually find out.

The tall pillars on each side of the hall were not made of stone, but a red crystal that glinted in the flickering light. Between the columns was visible, but beyond that my eyes couldn’t penetrate the darkness, it wasn’t just simple darkness.

The floor was bare, yet the sound of our clicking boots was still somehow muffled as if the air was thick. All of us were on high alert as we moved farther inside.
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Out of the gloom, a clawed hand made of red vapor suddenly slashed. I plunged Mercry to where the body should be even as I let the blow land. The attack glanced off my force shield as Mercry found its mark.

A cloud-like form hovered there, with a twisting column of vaper that narrowed as it connected the body to the ground was suddenly seeable. Mercry was deep inside its body, the blades magic already dissolving the creature. It fell apart before I could even scan it.

“Maxwell, you should do your death lullaby,” I said, watching the wisps of the creature vanish.

“Why? That just puts things to sleep.”

“Yes, but it uses death magic,” I said. “Whatever these things are, my death magic is very good at killing them.”

“They must be made of nearly pure blood magic,” Raven suggested as Maxwell began to play. “If nothing else, I bet his song will make them visible.”

As the death lullaby played out, Raven’s words proved very true. Different specters floated closer, wicked claws and other appendages reaching to snare us. The music infused them with death energy, and I could see it eating away at them.

Now visible, I struck out with my own magic. Ribbons of death energy erupted from my fingers. I used them like whips to tear the creatures apart. Raven did the same of her own dark magic, but it wasn’t nearly as effective. I prevented my cannons from firing, yes it would kill whatever it hit, but I was worried what that projectile would do if it hit something else in the room. I was never able to get a scan of the creatures, but they were most likely some kind of lesser blood elemental.

We continued forward with Maxwell playing his song, and the specters became so prevalent, that I cast an area of effect damage spell, something I very rarely used. With it spreading out from me, though it was more mana intensive, it meant far less effort on my part to take them out.

We came to a set of stairs leading up. They weren’t large, only a dozen steps. We mounted them quickly and found another similar set wasn’t far away. This pattern continued for three sets of stairs, and at each interval, the creatures assaulting us got bigger but no less able to deflect my magic.

At the top of the stairs, a huge forge glowed a malignant bloodred. The power it gave off dwarfed what Friar Brown and I had found. This was the source of the magic feeding the ziggurat above us. I was fascinated, the mouth of the forge had been rendered like a toothy monster. An anvil made of pure black metal was set before it, complete with workbenches and tools.

At different points around the forge, I could see places that were literally meant as places of sacrifice. Where the blood of their victims had flowed into the forge. I gasped at a sudden pain wrenching my insides. The amount of raw blood magic emanating from the forge was tremendous, enough so that it was eating away at me.

“We need to fall back,” I hissed. “This is the source of all the magic here but it’s also very dangerous for me and my creations.”

The others agreed and we gave the forge a wide berth as we explored the rest of the floor.

The combination of Maxwell’s music and my magic continued to be effective even when we ventured down to the next floor. It was far smaller than the previous floor, and to my surprise we found yet more staircases leading down. No corporal monsters faced us as we ventured deeper, but the presence of the blood magic weakened.

Below the forge room were rooms full of abandoned archives, yet surprisingly well maintained. Clearly magic had been used on the scrolls and books stored here in some kind of stasis. Examining the books was only partially helpful, as I could not read them. I got an inkling for what they were for based on the diagrams and pictures—recipes for the forge or instructions for different rituals.

The bottom and final floor of the ziggurat was different than the rest. The regular landing chamber was replaced with a singular large room with a map on a large pedestal. The map was of the floor, depicting a maze of different tunnels. Each tunnel led to a room with an icon indicating each. One particular room at the far end where multiple tunnels converged looked oddly familiar. Some could easily be for weapons or other things from books to armor. There were no stairs leading down, however there was one spot indicated as an exit. We followed the map to the exit.

There was a thick stone door that took some working to figure out how to open. A hidden latch that when flipped, smoothly slid the door aside. A smooth stone tunnel led away from the ziggurat, carved out of sandstone. Several long veins of quartz wound along through the walls. I shifted the light coming off Mercry from its natural purple light into a pure white, daylight-like spectrum. It took effort to maintain it, but provided a much better insight into what I was looking at. The quartz in the sandstone was red, matching the color of much of what I had seen in the ziggurat.

We were about to turn to leave when I noticed something. Coming from deeper down the tunnel was a nearly palpable presence.

“There’s something down there,” I whispered.

“Maybe it’s a monster,” Raven whispered excitedly. “These last floors have sucked.”

We ventured down the tunnel. I elected to leave the hungry horror back, although there was no longer a presence of blood magic that would harm it, the sheer size of it would block the tunnel. The two insectoid zombies scurried forward in front of us.

As we traveled, the presence grew, and after about twenty meters I noticed that the red in the quartz was fading until it was almost gone, the quartz only a slightly pinkish white. Natural quartz could absorb magic, so we must’ve been nearly outside of the effect of the magic of the pyramid. I realized the sandstone surrounding the base of the ziggurat must be full of the stuff.

After another twenty meters, the quartz began to darken once again, shifting from white to gray. Another twenty meters the quartz looked more like obsidian it was so black.

“Zeke…” I heard strain in Maxwell’s voice. “I don’t know that I can go further.”

I looked over at him and was surprised to see his skin incredibly pale, his eyes bloodshot, and the veins standing out along his face were darkening. Raven was in a similar state.

“What’s going on? I feel nothing, just a growing magical…” I trailed off and closed my eyes and focused on what it must be. “Oh, it’s death magic, a lot of it too.”

“Can you shelter us from it?” Raven asked in a pained whisper.

“I don’t think so. It was one thing to counter the blood magic with my own, but even the aura I emitted affected you poorly. It’s probably best for you to turn back.”

“You plan to keep pushing on?” Maxwell asked. “You’ll be by yourself and unsupported.”

“I’ll be fine,” I assured him. “Whatever waits for us down there is emitting a tremendous amount of death magic. It might be more powerful than me, but death magic is no threat to me no matter how powerful it is.”

“Unless an undead giant crushes you,” Raven warned. “Just because you’re immune to death magic doesn’t mean you’re immune to being crushed.”

“I’ll be careful,” I promised.

Maxwell and Raven headed back the way we’d come while I continued on. I kept my promise and was careful, with my minions scouting ahead, and Mercry held at the ready. In this tunnel, I might not have the room to swing, but a spear could still be effective if I could keep whatever was trying to get me back.

My minions disappeared into a chamber where the tunnel ended. Nothing had attacked them, I caught up a few moments later. The chamber I stepped into was circular. In the middle was a large stone coffin with elaborate designs carved into the gray stone. It depicted a mostly human-looking man dressed in a splendid robe laying peacefully on his back as if asleep.

Around the chamber were thirteen other coffins, each of them ornate and displaying both men and women similar to the one in the middle, all resting. The one at the center of the chamber was by far the most elaborate, but that did not make the ones around the outside any less so.

The death magic emitted by this place washed over me like a torrent. Whoever these people were, I knew two things about them. One, they’d been powerful individuals in life, and two, they had been dead for a very, very, very long time. This small necropolis had been forgotten by time along with those entombed here, except, evidently, those who built the ziggurat.

I didn’t dare disturb the coffins, not yet anyways. Instead, I stepped back out to the hall, and noted some carvings of a language I did not recognize around the doorway. I pulled out a pencil and some paper from my bag of holding and began to draw them out. I had no idea what they meant, but I was certain it was important.

With my notes taken I returned to my friends, knowing they would be worried about me. I explained what I found and that it was best left alone until we knew exactly what it was.

On our way back through the archives, I grabbed several books on rituals, not that I wanted to learn the rituals of this accursed place, but because I knew ritual magic the best, and understanding it could help me learn the language.
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With the ziggurat fully secured, we set about improving it. Vito was intrigued by what I’d found. The blood forge itself was fascinating, but the small necropolis held his attention. At first, he refused to explain what was so fascinating about the necropolis, but eventually, he broke down and did.

“I don’t know much, I’m certain there is more information below than I know about the subject.” Vito and I were sitting around a table going over one of the ritual books I had brought up. We’d made good progress in learning the language over the last week, but it continued to elude us. “A long time ago this world was inhabited by a race known as the Nephelium. I don’t know what happened, but the presiding theory is they angered some great god who then proceeded to wipe them out. Only a handful of the race survived that cataclysm, those that did fled and disappeared into the world. Some even became god’s themselves. I’m certain what you have found is the tomb for those of that once great race.”

I felt a chill listening to him. “Any idea why the ziggurat would’ve been built near them? I feel like the presence of a source of death magic like that would be problematic.”

“I am not certain, but I think this script etched on the door will answer that question once we can translate it,” Vito said.

“The sooner we get this translated the better for a lot of reasons then.” I bent back over the book.

“Unfortunately for you, you cannot devote all day every day to this.” Vito pulled the book away from me. “You need to keep growing in strength.”

I groaned. Ever since we returned from conquering the ziggurat, Vito had taken it upon himself to become a personal trainer for all of us. He had us all in constant forms of practice of some kind. Raven he’d given a tracking talisman and set her lose out in the marsh. The tracking talisman would let him know if she got in over her head. Maxwell had been practicing with his conductor and several skeletons we had created for him, sometimes he would force Maxwell to work with regular undead as well.

For me, there was a mixture of monsters he tracked down and had me fight, magical theory, combat sparring with him. All the while the two of us also worked on translating the books and converting as much of the ziggurat as we could to death magic.

For now, this place would be my stand, and when we were found, as I was certain we would be, things would change drastically. It was an exhausting cycle, despite me not having the ability to even get physically get tired. By the end of each day, I needed to meditate for some time for my brain to process everything accomplished.

Raven and Maxwell always looked worn down. Along with Maxwell’s music, Vito would set Maxwell up in the harbor and have him fight different kinds of monsters. Those fights were confusing to watch, but I saw a steady improvement in Maxwell’s power—and not just from the levels.

After another week of studying, we moved on to more complex rituals and other books from the archives. This is one of the few places where an enhanced intelligence score shows its weight in how it affects us. While neither of us could fluently read the language we had notes and a growing translation dictionary. I was certain we were missing many nuances, but we finally reached the point where we both felt like we could answer some questions.

Vito and I traveled down to the bottom floor. He headed straight for the necropolis while I studied the map and made a quick sketch of it before setting out.

The tunnels led me through rooms clearly dedicated to different weapons. As I passed through, I examined the book laid on the pedestal in each room. This turned out to be brief summaries of what the weapon was. The first room had been dedicated to a wicked-looking dagger going off the sketch in the front of the book. The next page made me pause in shock. The first line read Omi Blade, Superior Blood Weapon.

I’d had my suspicions about what these rooms were for, but I hadn’t expected third grade superior blood weapons. In retrospect, that might have been silly, but from what I remember Friar Brown saying, I thought they were far rarer than this would indicate. If the first chamber I came to was for a superior blood weapon, I wondered what the chambers would be like for deeper in. Also, not every chamber were for weapons, some contained armor—I hadn’t realized blood weapons could include armor.

The first two grades of blood weapons were far more common and had not been hunted down by the church. The third and fourth grade weapons, superior and true blood, had been destroyed by the church. If this place was a vault for the knowledge on how to create them, it was imperative that Olattee never find it if I wanted to keep the knowledge. Heck, if they even knew that I knew about this place, I doubted they would ever let me go even if I fled the country.

I checked my map and moved on. The next room had a connecting tunnel that led back to a room marked by a staff. This one was marked by a spear; there was a definitive progression. It was another superior blood weapon.

The spear chamber did not lead to what I expected when I checked my map. Instead of one tunnel leading deeper there were two, one went right and one left. I took the one on the left and came into a room marked by a scythe. A sickle and staff connected to this room.

Two tunnels led deeper, the one I’d come from and another that the map showed curving deeper in. The other tunnel opened into a room with a symbol showing two sickles stacked on top of each other. When I read true blood weapon on the second page, I was stunned for a moment.

True blood weapons, according to Friar Brown, were wielded by the generals of the Blood Sultan armies. They were devastatingly powerful and would warp and change the wielder.

Only one tunnel led out of this room, to a room with icons that showed the two sickles attached together. The diagram indicated how they could be broken apart and used separately.

Once again, only one tunnel led out, taking me to the room I’d been searching for—the blade staff. It was the form I originally found Mercry in. As I walked down the tunnel, I reshaped Mercry back to that shape, it wasn’t overly useful in most situations, but its beauty was breathtaking.

Mercry’s blade became sharp on one side and had a rippling design like waves on the ocean on the other. The hilt was made to look like a circlet of thorns. The shaft became wrapped in a black cord while a thick black ball formed at the other end as a counterbalance.

The blade staff room was the biggest and my map told me no tunnels left it.

The first page of the book showed Mercry, and any doubt I held vanished. That was my weapon. The next page shocked me even further. The title read Blood Reaper, Living Blood Weapon.

Friar Brown had said he thought there should be a fifth-grade weapon category for these blood weapons. A grade that was wielded by the rulers of the Blood Sultanate but there wasn’t one, or so he had thought. This appeared to confirm that thought. I pulled out a blank book and began to turn pages as I used my translation dictionary to transcribe and copy down as much as I could.
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“What did you find?” I asked Vito when he joined me many hours later still working in the blade staff room.

“I was right, Nephelium are entombed there.” I could hear his smile as he continued. “From the translation, that is the tomb of the original blood god that predates even the nation that Valdor replaced, and buried around him were his closest followers. This ziggurat was built as both a vault of knowledge and to protect that tomb.”

“That’s a little disconcerting,” I said. “We have the buried body of a god.”

“It is an incredible thing.” Vito shook his head. “Gods are just mortals who touched on the divine and learned how to work nature energy at a massive scale. When they die, or more likely killed, if a body is left behind, it is no different than the body of some other insanely powerful creature.”

“You want to create undead,” I accused as I looked up from the book.

“Of course, I do, my lord.” The excitement in his voice made me smile. “It is not often you find the bones of such old and powerful beings as a Nephelium. The minions we could create would be dreadful and wonderful and powerful beyond anything.”

“Wouldn’t that mean they could overpower us?” I asked.

“No, at least not the way I am thinking,” Vito was quick to assure me. “To prevent that from happening we would tie their levels to your own. As they grow in strength so would you, and as you grow in strength so would they.”

“You mean like a scalable weapon? Like Mercry?” I nodded over at where I’d leaned Mercry against the wall. “Why haven’t we done something like that before?”

“Essentially, yes,” Vito said. “But there was no point, and nothing we have ever crossed would’ve been worthy of the effort required. Truth be told, I will likely need you to consult with Damien quite extensively. It would be best if we could create a mental construct for him to inhabit to help us.”

The muscles on my forehead twitched as I attempted to raise my not-yet-existent eyebrows in surprise. “I thought creating something like that was too expensive and difficult to bother with.”

“Normally, yes, but as we have established, this is an exceptional opportunity.” He waved his hand as if to push the topic aside. “For now let me know what you have discovered, let us focus on gathering the information we came here for.”

“Truth be told what I discovered is terrifying and gruesome, even compared to what I did to become a Lich.” I gestured at the book on the central pedestal. I had learned different abilities that I didn’t know Mercry even had, it would take a long time to learn all of them. “This book is an overview of what Mercry is, how it was created, its general abilities, and among other things. It references several different books I believe are in this chamber about the abilities, if you would be so kind as to find them.”

“Of course.” Vito moved to one of the shelves and began to read through the titles using his own translation dictionary. “Tell me what you have discovered that is more gruesome than turning you into a Lich.”

“I know you don’t necessarily agree of that assessment, but I feel like you will agree that this is just wrong.” I flipped back a few pages in my translated book. “To summarize, Mercry was created to serve as a weapon for one of the sultans. This book contains a recipe, let me just read you the first three ingredients listed.”

“Then that means, these books are like templates for creating more of these weapons?” Vito interjected before I continued.

“Yes. And I’ve double checked this twice. The lifeblood of 100,000 innocents, the broken hearts of 10,000 spouses as they watched their companions die, and the souls of 1,000 twisted by torment.” Vito stared at me with eyes truly full of horror. As a vampire, he knew when I said souls, I didn’t mean soul energy, but the soul itself. “It goes on to things that are just as terrible.”

“They bound true souls into that weapon?” Vito hissed and glared at Mercry. “What would possess them to do such a thing!”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged, having had a similar reaction when I first read it. Based on my experience with Friar Brown, I knew it was possible, so I hadn’t doubted the words. “I’m glad they’re no longer around. There is evil and darkness as the world sees us, and then there is real evil.”

“This weapon is an abomination,” Vito said. “We must take it to someone to release the souls.” Most people would consider Vito evil, and maybe rightly so. But the torture and manipulation of true souls was something even vampires were opposed to.

“I don’t think we need to,” I said as I turned to another page. “‘The wielder of this mighty weapon can feel the presence of the souls coursing through it as they bend the blade to their will.’ Something’s happened to Mercry between when it was created and now. There are no souls in it, I should be able to feel them as a Lich. You should too if you pick it up.”

Vito nodded slowly. “You are of course right, my lord.” He picked up Mercry and closed his eyes. “There are none here. How does it retain its ability to shape to your will?”

“I have no idea,” I said, turning back to my translation. “But other than the horrific side of its creation, this is very useful in explaining some of the things about Mercry. I might even be able to find a way to upgrade it so it’s more in tune with what I am. It appears that it was meant to be bound to a person, and it’s implied that it’s a deeper binding than a soul bond.”

Vito sat Mercry down and returned to reading through the books. “I wonder if it’s possible to adapt the recipe so that it would work with death magic. Obviously, we remove the bit about souls, and preferably the torture as well—things created with that kind of energy are never good. But when we convert that forge up above to death magic, imagine the things we could create.”

“I was having much the same thought,” I agreed. “There are some very interesting sets of armor I was wondering if I could create. What I currently have is incredible as far as armor goes, but it doesn’t hold the same power as what’s down here.”

Mercry was a mythical weapon, the highest class of rarity, which didn’t always mean power, but in Mercry’s case, it did. And I was guessing any of the mythical armor down here would mean immense power.
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“Let’s pause here for the night.” Ezekiel and Marissa sat on top of one of the towers enjoying the sunset with Raven.

Over the course of the day Ezekiel had told his story, they had moved around to break up the monotony of sitting in one place. At one point Vito had come in and asked Ezekiel to help him with another section of the ritual that was giving them unexpected issues.

The tower they were on looked out to where the sun set behind tall, snowcapped mountains. As it faded from view, Marissa asked, “If I remember correctly, Friar Brown told you if that turned out to be a true blood weapon, he would take it from you.”

“Good memory,” I chuckled. “Technically speaking, it is not a true blood weapon.”

“Yeah, it sounds much worse.” Marissa’s bones clattered a little bit as she made herself shake.

“It is much worse,” Ezekiel agreed, getting to his feet. “But explaining what happened with Friar Brown would be spoilers.”

“Come on, that’s not fair,” Marissa grumbled. “I’m not listening to your story for the story’s sake, I’m here taking notes, you can spoil stuff.”

Ezekiel eyed her raising an eyebrow. “You wouldn’t mind a bullet point version then? It would save us both some time.”

“No,” Marissa was quick to say. “Your story is just fine.”

“I thought so,” Ezekiel chuckled. “Now, I think I owe Raven a hunt tonight?” Ezekiel shot Raven a questioning look.

“You do indeed.” Raven sprang to her feet. “It’s going to be a tight fit though. This naughty critter has been terrorizing the locals and is tucked away inside of a tight crevasse. You’re going to need to give it a good pounding.”

“You don’t want to capture it?” Ezekiel asked in surprise.

“No, I do, I don’t see any need to kill it,” Raven gave him a concerned look. “Promise you won’t kill it.” Ezekiel raised his hands in defense. “Good! When you flush it out, I’m going to ambush it and bring it home.”

“Right, so, I’m going to squeeze into a tight space and pound some critter, making sure I don’t break it,” Ezekiel clarified.

“Exactly,” Raven nodded. “Then I will have a new pet.”

“I already struggle with all your different creatures liking me, this one will hate me for sure,” Ezekiel complained.

“Them’s the breaks,” Raven laughed.

“Just how powerful a creature is it that someone at your level needs to actually fight it, and you’re not scared to death?” Marissa asked in surprise. “Are you just speaking in a euphemism for tonight’s activities?”

Ezekiel and Raven looked at each other for a moment. Raven explained, “You’ve clearly never been out into the Uncharted, there’s a lot of things in this world that would eat either of us for lunch. When you picture this, picture something that can bullet time, move fast enough to dodge a sniper bullet like it’s stuck in molasses, and has claws that will rend adamantine plate metal fully enchanted to shreds.”

“Oh,” Marissa seemed taken aback. “I didn’t know things could get quite that powerful. If stuff like that is wandering this area, how did I get here alive?”

Ezekiel nodded to where the sun had set. “We are very near the Uncharted. But I built my castle here to control this region and push back the Uncharted a little bit so civilization could flourish here. Many of my minions patrol the skies and strike down the more common critters that come out of the Uncharted.”

With those thoughts, they left Marissa on the tower, feeling small. The distance between her and Ezekiel in terms of power was great. From what he said, there were creatures out there that made even that seem like nothing.
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The next day Marissa found Ezekiel coming up from a trail that led down into the valley followed by Raven. She knew in that direction Raven kept many of her animals.

“Was it successful?” Marissa asked.

“Yep!” Raven gave her a devilish smile. “One pussycat tamed and satiated for now.”

Ezekiel groaned and glared at Raven in annoyance, then a wave of his hand sent her flying back off the trial. “Let’s go before she gets back,” he said running forward.

Marissa could hear Raven tumbling down the steep slope, cursing and swearing the whole way down. The last thing she heard was, “Ezekiel Verniac, you had better run!”

“Why don’t we go on a tour of my lands today?” Ezekiel suggested when Marissa caught up with him.

“That might be a good idea,” Marissa agreed. “Will she be okay?”

Ezekiel eyed over his shoulder where Raven had disappeared. “A small fall like that hasn’t been any kind of real threat to her for at least two hundred years.” He laughed. “For that matter, if she hadn’t been being so full of herself, I would have never pulled that off.”

It didn’t take long for them to be mounted up in an open carriage pulled by a pair of skeletal horses the size of Clydesdales. “Where’s Shadow?” Marissa asked.

“Technically it’s a spoiler,” Ezekiel said, “but he’s down in Raven’s sanctuary. Helps her keep some of the livelier animals in line.”
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Vito, Raven, and I were working on a diagram for a ritual on a large, smooth stone wall that we were using like a whiteboard on the harbor floor, which we had made our primary residence. Another week had passed since we discovered what Mercry was in the tomb of the Nephelium, and Vito continued to push us in our training.

Maxwell was playing a soft tune, his skill over the orchestra in a constant flux of improvement.

“Maxwell, stop!” I shouted, my non-existent heart going from zero to sixty.

“What’s wrong?” Raven asked.

“I don’t know.” The beat of Maxwell’s song faded, and I’d hoped to be able to hear something, but only the sound of lapping water reached me. “Something is wrong, like there’s a presence that suddenly arrived.”

“Do you know which direction it’s in, my lord?” Vito didn’t seem concerned.

I focused on the feeling for a moment then pointed up. “From the top.”

“It looks like we have been discovered.” Vito stood and stretched. “Let’s go see our first customers. This is why we went through all the effort to get your mounts and pets down to this floor.”

The four of us ascended the ziggurat. Crossing through the mushroom floor, I noted the first round of micilium were beginning to take shape. It wouldn’t be long before they were stretching their legs. The ones who hadn’t begun a reproduction cycle were also showing signs of absorbing the magic, but many of them also looked ill.

Michael saw us rushing through and joined us. “Is something the matter?” His mastery of the common language had rapidly developed as soon as he had completed his vocal box. Now he sounded quite human, with a smooth tone that fit him as a mushroom person.

“Intruders,” Raven said. “Don’t worry, we won’t let them get to your people.”

We’d had discussions about how to protect the micilium colony if this ever became a dungeon or was invaded. Our best idea was to collapse the entrances to the level and figure out a way to bypass it. I had some ideas, but for now, it was too much work. Vito and Damien both promised that once it became a dungeon, I would have far more control, and the plans wouldn’t be an issue.
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“That pretty much confirms it.” I let out a long sigh. “It was bound to happen eventually.”

“Yeah, they were definitely sent by Olattee,” Maxwell agreed. “That cleric kept going on and on about how they were here to purify this unclean place.”

“They weren’t very strong,” Raven complained. “They didn’t even make it past the fourth floor.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “But they’ll be respawning back in the cities, and no doubt word of our little home will spread and we’ll be getting much more powerful players on their way here to hunt down whatever treasure they think is hidden here.”

“This place is full of valuable stuff,” Vito chuckled.

“They will probably figure that out,” I sighed. “Let’s get the critters restored so our defenses are in place.”

“Why not just collapse the first couple of floors and put super strong monsters there so they will be discouraged?” Raven asked.

I let out a soft chuckle. “You don’t understand players. Once they realize something is here, they won’t stop trying to get in. Even if we were to collapse the first two floors, they would eventually find a way down. Keeping weak monsters near the top will cost us a certain amount of upkeep time, but it will keep the stronger parties from taking notice right away.”

“Besides,” Vito smiled. “The more adventurers that die inside these walls, the stronger your lair becomes, and that hastens the process at which we become a dungeon.”

Vito and I proceeded to resurrect and repair all the fallen undead. To my surprise they weren’t degraded like they normally were once undead had been slain once. Vito explained that was because they’d been killed by adventurers trespassing in the lair. We kept the first three floors at levels roughly equal to the skink king and queen that lived at the top.

When I remembered them, we also went up and turned them into undead. To my surprise, I was able to claim the entrance room as well. After some deliberation we made the skinks that lived there quite a bit more powerful. The room wasn’t like the rest of the dungeon and would essentially serve as a gateway.

After we were satisfied with our work, we returned deep within the ziggurat.

“I think it’s time,” I said when we reached the harbor floor. “No point in holding off now, Olattee either already suspects I’m here or will know soon enough. Why else would there be a sudden undead presence in a region that was previously exclusively a blood marsh.”

“An astute conclusion, my lord,” Vito agreed. “I have been looking forward to this.”

We ventured down to the forge. While I could’ve done this without Vito, the process would’ve taken quite a bit more time and been far more difficult. With his help the task would be easier, and we would no doubt do a much better job.

Vito and I protected ourselves with our death magic once we reached the forge floor. We began to work on the uppermost layer of the terraced platform the forge was built on. Over the last several weeks we had both studied the forge quite a bit more and mapped out all the important parts.

The raised terrace served to contain the massive construct that was the forge itself, buried underneath protected layers of stone. The terrace was octagonal, and at different points on the different layers there were nodes we’d missed our first time through.

These nodes were contained within pillars of bloodred crystal. Around each of the thirty-two pillars, eight on each layer, we carefully drew a runic circle with an ink that had been heavily enchanted with both eldritch and death magic. Making the ink had been Vito’s suggestion. It was better than carving, since that would permanently leave behind an effect that would be unneeded once we were successful. It was only thanks to his strength that the ink would last long enough for us to accomplish the task.

That being said, we did not have time to dawdle. I worked as fast as I could, while still being as precise as possible. Still, my speed was nothing compared to Vito. I managed to do four pillars in the time it took Vito to finish the rest. He was more skilled, more powerful, and more talented at ritual magic than I was, and it showed.

With the pillars completed, we moved to the top of the terrace to work on the forge itself. We surrounded it in a double layered ritual circle. The anvil was also covered in rituals. The process took nearly half a day to complete. By the time we were done much of the area around the forge was covered in some kind of ritual pattern.

I took out a bag from my bag of holding. Even with the massive strength I had as a Lich, the weight of the bag was noticeable. It contained hundreds of powerful death cores. Whenever Vito had brought me a monster to fight, I hadn’t absorbed the core, electing to store it. After a while, Vito had started bringing me carefully selected monsters over level 100—they were weak for their levels, but that was okay. The important part was the power of the cores I got from them was significantly higher.

I was in the high eighties at this point as far as levels went. The cores I retrieved from the monsters over level 100 were not as powerful as they could be, due to my level being lower than 100, but they were still potent. Vito set out obsidian black crystals, each the size of a large dog, from his own spatial storage device. These had been placed in the necropolis where the bodies of the Nephelium were entombed.

They were artificially grown quartz that had been magically altered to be even better at both drawing in mana and expelling it into the surrounding region. The crystals were set up last, because the moment they were set down, they began emitting potent death magic.

As soon as he placed the last of the large crystals inside of their assigned ritual circle I nodded at Vito and stepped forward. I poured my Santa Claus-like bag of death cores into the gaping mouth of the forge. As soon as the last core was in, I moved back and took up my position. Already there was a rumbling as the death cores were broken down inside of the forge.

The sudden presence of death energy inside of the forge would’ve normally destroyed it, especially that amount. But before the reaction could get out of control both Vito and I poured our mana pools into the ritual around us. This served as the activation key that triggered every single ritual through connected lines of power.

Vito obviously had immensely more mana than I did, but I added a key aspect. Instead of using death mana, I solely focused on eldritch power. Vito’s death magic was the backbone of the ritual, serving to activate the large crystals he placed, drawing their mana out and into the larger diagram.

My eldritch magic amplified and multiplied the effects of the ritual, combining in places that would fuse the magic’s together to create something beyond what I would have been able to do by myself. I drank a mana potion, and Vito did the same. The ritual took hold. A controlled death energy deep within the forge began to emerge, the rituals around the pillars activating and converting them as well.

From what we could tell, those pillars and the nodes all fused together and formed a powerful ritual themselves. Our goal was not to destroy but to convert, which as I stated before was far easier than one might expect for opposing magics.

The rumbling that had been growing beneath our feet subsided. It was slow at first, then the change began to happen rapidly. The bloodred magic spewing from the forge was withdrawn as it attempted to fight our ritual. But the amount of death energy contained within the forge now was far too much for it to contend with.

The death energy purged the blood magic, converting it into death magic as my eldritch magic was mixed in like seasonings in a stew. As the ritual grew in power, the forge and terrace began to physically change as well. Stone blocks were rearranged, and Vito and I were lifted off the ground. The anvil was consumed along with all the other tools and equipment around the forge.

The red crystal pillars changed. The bloodred coloring vanished as a wave of black energy swelled up inside of them. The anvil reappeared, now obsidian black, along with different tools reforming around the forge.

The final change was the mouth of the forge reformed into a gaping skull made of obsidian black stone. I pushed my own death energy reserves into the ritual forming the final part of the process, while Vito wielded soul energy like a surgeon. My death energy served as the anvil on which Vito’s soul energy formed the core.

The core emerged above the top of the forge. It was a dodecahedron with glowing purple eldritch runes within. Once it was done, a core the size of a large watermelon lowered into the forge, passing down a hole which fused closed behind it.

A few seconds later, Vito and I were set back down to the ground as the ritual finished and all of the magical lines vanished as the power consumed them. We stood in complete darkness before the forge came to life. It’s hard to explain how blackness can emit light, but it can, it’s just very different. The black field contained within the crystal pillars was speckled by purple eldritch light like stars in the night sky. The nodes within each of the pillars had changed, alternating between one burning with eldritch magic while the other emanated barely visible death magic.

Then the eyes of the skull burned with eldritch fire as deeper within the mouth a black flame laced with purple magic began to burn.

Both Vito and I were panting, but that didn’t stop me from pulling up the description. Since this was in my lair, it was far easier than pulling up the description for something like this normally would be. I hadn’t bothered doing this for the blood forge, because in all honesty, I didn’t want to know anything more about them than I did.

Deathforge of the Eldritch Tranquil Soul

This forge once contained the souls of countless sacrificed victims. They were finally released from their torment thanks to the eldritch power of a Lich and his vampire companion during the process of converting this accursed object into death. They have found peace. Though the souls are now free, their presence has left a mark on this forge. It will burn perpetually as the soul energy contained within will power it. This was a gift left by the parting souls.

From this forge weapons and many other things of both eldritch and death nature can be created. The soothing presence of souls finally granted rest will remove, or lessen, many of the unwanted negative side effects of these two magics.

Undead created using the power of this forge will always contain the potential to become living dead thanks to the power of this forge.

The power of this forge will also serve the lair it is located in by providing a steady stream of dungeon energy for the utilization of the lair. Any creatures not already bound to the lair or slain within its sphere of influence will have their death energy harvested by the forge. That energy can be used by the smith or will be used by the forge to passively restore and rebuild fallen beings tied to the dungeon. This excludes the boss of the dungeon.

If the lair progresses to a dungeon, the forge will grow in power. As long as the forge exists the dungeon will also exist. If given a permanently bound smith, the latent intelligence within the forge will be fully brought to life and the two will work together to grow the power of the dungeon.

This is a mythical forge, but the power of the creations is based on the user. Due to the magical nature of this forge, while traditional smithing skills are equally applicable, so are skills with ritual magic.

“Holy crap, Vito, what the fuck did we just make?” I asked, completely stunned. I knew there was something wrong about the forge, but souls having been imprisoned inside of it was not what I expected. I relayed what I had read.

“I believe that settles it, I am never leaving this place.” Vito began to laugh. “Though that might not be true, if I stay here and this does become a dungeon, things will become more complicated. I’m far too powerful and it would throw the balance of this area out of whack.”

“Still…” Already I could sense the death magic flooding up through the rest of the ziggurat. “You sure we can figure out a way to access this without having to remain part of the dungeon? Unfortunately, I don’t think I can stay here forever.”

“If you remain as master of this place, it will be no problem,” Vito assured me.
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The effects of the conversion of the forge were evident nearly immediately. Vito and I traveled back up to the upper reaches of the ziggurat after gathering our supplies. Some of the micilium had already finished their reproductive cycle and we had a new group of death micilium tending to the biome floor.

On our way through we broke down the rituals that had been powering the fountain, since they were no longer needed. The death magic flooding through the ziggurat was already changing things. My zombies moved around better than I’d ever seen them do before. I was worried how it would affect Maxwell and Raven. But when we found them on the fifth floor, nothing was wrong.

In the few hours it had taken the four of us to reach the top of the ziggurat, the fountain no longer disgorged the thick blood-like liquid. Now a much less viscous black fluid specked with purple sparks of eldritch light flooded out of the fountain. We followed it and looked out down the side of the hill.

The black fluid ran into the water at the base spreading out like a cloud. Monsters of the marsh fled before it, though some curiously dove into it. Fish that had been floating belly up in the black water stirred to life and swam back underneath.

“You see that,” I asked.

“I do,” Vito said. “You told me you had a zombie-creating disease. Did you somehow work that into the ritual of the forge?”

I shook my head. “No, that was complicated enough without having that.”

“Maybe it has something to do with the soul aspect of the forge now?” Raven suggested.

“It must, I don’t know why else things would be animating.” I looked back at the black fluid. “Either that, or the eldritch magic is having an unforeseen effect. Either way, I am very thankful.”

“Yeah, it means we still have things to hunt, and this won’t become a desolate wasteland as we wait for new creatures take it over,” Maxwell chuckled. “It will make it a lot more difficult to reach us.”

Raven shuttered a little. “In there it doesn’t appear to affect me, but out here the death magic is definitely affecting me.”

“It must be because the forge sees you as part of the lair,” Vito suggested. “It’s interesting that it can already discern that much. The latent self-awareness mentioned must be quite advanced.”

“I’m just excited I’m going to be able to explore a death biome.” I’d been fascinated by some of the things I had seen when I first fled out of Dothar.

“Me too,” Raven said happily.


52
[image: ]


“Why don’t you have Vito take your phylactery when he goes?” Raven suggested as she was recovering from her latest attempt to practice what Ilore had been teaching her.

“That’s not a terrible idea,” Vito said thoughtfully. He was helping Raven practice; while he did not use time magic, his expertise in magical theory certainly helped. “I could venture down into Tehomal and build a refuge for you underneath this ziggurat. I would still be close enough to have access to the forge if I needed it, but deep enough and well enough fortified that the phylactery would be quite safe.”

“Yeah, that and a level 200 plus vampire would be there to protect it,” Maxwell chimed in.

“What do you think, my lord?” Vito pressed. Over the last week he had been pestering me about the fact my phylactery was not charged. He wanted to change that.

“You sure you don’t want to just go down and build your own little empire under the ground?” I asked, trying to narrow my eyes, but I still lacked the flesh for that.

“Well, there is that.” Vito gave me a winning smile. “I promise I would be selective in other vampires I created, and I would try to follow your ideals of not being too evil.”

Although he was being sarcastic, Vito meant what he said. “It is a good idea,” I agreed. “It would also fortify the back entrance to the ziggurat.”

“Wonderful! Is that a yes?” Vito asked.

“It is. And to remove any potential issues, if I somehow end up getting myself killed and stuck in that phylactery, you have my permission to do whatever you see fit until I return.”

Vito nodded solemnly. “As you command. I do believe I know the perfect place. I spotted it on my way here. Just remember, my lord, Tehomal, especially in this region, is a very vicious and dark place, and I do mean the literal sense.”

I felt another presence and glanced up to the top of the ziggurat. Another group had just entered. Over the last week we’d had one or two groups coming into the lair per day. They never made it past the biome floor, but it was only a matter of time before they did.

I wanted to protect the micilium, which were not strong fighters. What we needed to do was convert the dungeon. The reproductive cycle of the second group of micilium had gone exponentially faster than the last. My guess was the forge had something to do with it. All of them were now of the eldritch death subspecies.

Michael patrolled the biome floor. He was the only one strong enough to contend with the invading players. A few of the groups, the smarter and more experienced ones, had only pushed in a little way before retreating. From what Raven had overheard, it appeared that they were finding valuable material in some of my creatures.

I was more than happy to trade the resources they were taking for the death energy the stupid parties were leaving behind. The lair was at its limit. I could feel it was ready to transform into a dungeon. In preparation, we had moved our residence to the tunnel that connected to the Altar of Creation. It was also the same tunnel Vito was planning on leaving through. The control of the lair had expanded out into the tunnel, allowing me to restructure the stone walls and make them into a habitable area for us and our animals.

I’d done my best to hide the entrance, but I was not satisfied. My goal was to redirect that tunnel and close off the ziggurat there. I was going to connect the tunnel deeper down on the lowest floor, where the necropolis connected.

“Another group?” Vito asked. “I guess I should not just talk about heading out then. I will feel much more comfortable with leaving if I can take your phylactery.”

“I’ll make sure the path to wherever you set up is secure somehow,” I said. “Just in case Raven needs your help with time magic.”

“And I want to be there whenever you decide what to do with those Nephelium,” Vito said. “Using the forge to create them will result in something rather unique and powerful. I will do what I can to secure it from my end as well.”

“Michael will be happy that we’re finally doing this,” Maxwell said. “I know he’s been getting worried about the players encroaching on his village.”

Vito headed for the stairs leading up. I joined him, figuring I should let Michael know what was about to happen.

A moment later, Raven and Maxwell followed along. By the time we made it up to the micilium floor, Michael had already gone up to the biome floor. All of the micilium now spoke, and we learned from them that this group of players was moving fairly quickly. That indicated power, if nothing else.

We moved to the biome floor where Michael stood near the fountain that fed the floor. I had a sense of the progress groups were making in my lair, and knew we had time.

“Michael, is it possible for me to take a sample of the mycelium of your colony and cultivate it someplace else?” Vito asked.

“Of course.” Michael bobbed his large black mushroom cap head. “But why?”

“Simply put, I am leaving. I need to for the lair to evolve to a dungeon,” Vito said. “My hope is to cultivate an area where I could start my own micilium colony.”

“You are trying to get around young ones not being able to leave the network,” Michael nodded. “Yes, that would work. Unfortunately, because we just went through the reproductive cycle no one aside from me will be old enough for quite some time.”

“I have a feeling that might not be as true as you think,” Vito said. “Think about how fast that last reproductive cycle went, and this place is about to become a dungeon which further changes the rules.”

“I see your point,” Michael said. “From what I understand, taking things from the dungeon still alive can be troublesome. Especially if they are born or created by the dungeon.”

“There are ways around it,” Vito assured him.

“You seem awfully okay with becoming part of a dungeon,” Maxwell said. “It’s one thing to be in this layer, but it’s like you look forward to the dungeon.”

Michael shrugged. “What is there to dislike? Yes, there will be constant fighting, but my lord has promised to do his best to shelter us. All we have to do is help maintain the dungeon. With the power of the forge below, there is potential for us to accomplish great things. And once it truly becomes a dungeon, all of us will enjoy a kind of immortality, not the same as you bound souls, but more than most can dream of.”

“Put that way, I guess I see your point,” Maxwell nodded in thought.

“Vito, you should go,” I said. “This group is getting close. I think I’m going to fight this one myself. They’re stronger than the others, judging by their speed, but nothing I won’t be able to handle.”

“As you say, my lord.” Vito bowed, but I pulled him into a hug.

“Not trying to get rid of you, my friend. It’s been good to have you here,” I assured him.

“Where would be the best area to take a sample of the network?” Vito asked.

“Ask someone to take you to a node,” Michael said. “If it’s on the edge, feel free to take the node with you.”

Vito said his goodbyes to the others before he headed back down. Not keeping pace with us anymore, Vito moved at his natural walking speed, which was faster than I could run. I forgot the difference in power between us sometimes. Not all high-level creatures speed around like that, but Vito was a vampire, speed and power were kind of one of their main traits.

“Michael,” I drew micilium’s attention. “Once this group is done, I plan on evolving the lair into a dungeon. Are your people ready?”

“They are,” Michael said. “Do you want my assistance in this fight?”

I closed my eyes in concentration, focused on what I sensed through my lair. The feeling wasn’t clear, but I got a decent comparison between this group coming down and how they compared to the monsters above. Since they were my own creations, it gave me a fairly good read.

“No, we’ll be fine. I’ll pull back the watchers on this floor, no point in wasting the resources in repairing the damage done.”

Raven, Maxwell, and I moved down the hill, through the valley, and up the other side. I stretched out my will and ordered all the creatures of this floor to congregate around the fountain on the other side where Michael would keep an eye on them.

The group had just entered the floor above us. There was a pile of bones near the top of the hill, left over from either a meal or creation, and I smiled. “What you say we put on a show for these fine folk.”

Maxwell and Raven gave me an odd look, and I just chuckled as I extended my will and began to shape the bones.

Maxwell came up beside me. “Give me a chance to talk, at least for a moment.”

“Why would we talk?” Raven asked. “They’re here to kill us, so we kill them first, simple.”

“Because these players might be aligned with Olattee, but they’re still players,” Maxwell said. “It’s a risk, but if we can convince them that Ezekiel is from Earth, that might be a good thing for us. If nothing else, it would be nice to form some kind of repertoire between us and whatever guild ends up setting up on top of this place.”

“That will happen?” Raven asked.

“It always happens,” Maxwell explained. “Guilds claim dungeons. Some of them are lenient and let others use them, but some control them and exploit them for their own gains. Its actually not a bad thing, it could provide protection against the church if the guild is powerful enough.”

“It would take a mighty powerful guild indeed to be able to keep Olattee from trying to kill me,” I grumbled.

“Maybe, maybe not,” Maxwell shrugged. “It depends on a lot of different things.”
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The group of five cautiously moved out of the landing room. They didn’t see us, a cloud of obscuring black magic from Raven hid us. The group nervously looked around, on edge and ready for a fight. I could tell from experience that this was a very competent group that was used to working together.

Their armor wasn’t flashy, but it was well maintained, as were their weapons. It was a standard adventuring party layout, with two members in heavy armor, one with a large tower shield and an ax, and the other with a great sword. To rear players, one was some kind of cleric and the other was an archer, the fifth player was some kind of stealth fighter, I could see them trying to hide in a shadow.

I nodded at Maxwell. He stepped forward out of Raven’s spell. He wore a broad smile with his guitar strapped to his back, a large-brimmed hat with a feather in it, and several other accouterments that fit with his barred role well. “Greetings, welcome to the lair of Ezekiel the Lich.”

The group tensed as Maxwell appeared. Silence stretched as they didn’t quite know what to do before the woman archer stepped forward. She had a confident resolved look on her face, and the others moved to let her talk, subconsciously giving heed to her. She was clearly their leader.

“Who might you be?” she asked in a soft but commanding tone, this was a woman used to being obeyed.

“My name is Maxwell Cromwell.” He gave a flourishing bow with his hat. “I do believe I know that tone though. Livia, is that you? I can’t tell in this dreadful light.”

“Cromwell,” Livia’s voice took on a slightly annoyed tone that I could relate with sometimes. “I wondered where you snuck off to. I heard there was a bard traveling with that Lich, I didn’t realize it was you.”

“I am just making do as I can,” Maxwell said. “I see the rest of your group is doing well. Did you ever start that guild you are thinking about?”

“I did,” Livia said. She smiled, and her tone became silky smooth, the sternness gone. “So, what can you tell me about this place?”

“There is a lot I could tell you,” Maxwell said in a mysterious tone. “Most of it you’ll have to find out on your own, and much of it you won’t believe.”

“Just a small tidbit of something would buy you a lot of favor. I get the feeling we’re on top of something big,” Livia said.

“Come on, Max,” the man wielding the great sword chimed in. “For old times sake.”

“Because you asked so nice, Derek, I’ll give you three things, one of them is a lie,” Maxwell smiled at them. “The first is that this place will become a source of great power and even greater loot if given time to grow. Second is that hidden within these halls is evidence that Olattee is corrupt to the core. Finally, third, Ezekiel the Lich is from Earth.”

I heard scoffs come from the group at the last one. “You could’ve just told us the two things you wanted to,” the cleric said scornfully.

“I did, Maribel,” Maxwell replied, as smooth as ever. “Whether or not you figure out what those two things are is up to you.”

We had chosen that question because if we came out and told them that I was from Earth, no one would believe me. But if we gave them both a reason to protect this place and plant the idea that I was from Earth in their head, we could drop hints about it, slowly directing them toward that conclusion. When people thought they had come up with the idea themselves, they were more likely to believe what you wanted them to.

“Whatever,” Maribel sneered. She clearly didn’t like Maxwell.

I reshaped Mercry and pointed it at her, still hidden within Raven’s spell. Mercry was already charged, so it took no time for me to be ready. I fired, and the blast of death and eldritch magic erupted from the spell Raven had wrapped around us. The blast took Maribel in the chest and blew a hole straight through her. She was dead in an instant.

Stunned silence held Livia’s group as they tried to figure out what to do.

In that moment I spoke, still shrouded in shadows, though they were fading fast. “What a bitch,” my deep voice rolled out of the shadows. I put Mercry’s butt on the ground next to me and reshaped it into a scythe that arched over my head and glowed with purple eldritch magic. “You really shouldn’t let people talk to you like that, Max.” The shadows lifted and revealed myself and Raven sitting in chairs made of bones.

“You monster!” Livia exclaimed as she leapt back, already fixing an arrow to her bow.

“You have no idea what monsters are,” I sneered. “Besides, you and I both know she’ll be back within four hours at whatever altar you bound at previously. All she’s going to do is lose some gear.”

Livia screamed and released the arrow, coated in silver energy. It slammed into a wall of eldritch power that I raised with the activation of a ring on my hand.

“Now is when you should run,” Maxwell suggested helpfully, pulling out his guitar and beginning to play a plucky tune.

“That’s no fun though,” Raven said, her form becoming faded. There was a gasp the moment she appeared in the shadows, driving her dagger through the rogues’ head.

“Good point, and I can always use the bodies,” I said as magic swirled around me.

Right as Livia was about to release another arrow, Maribel’s body stirred and grabbed her legs. The tank and Derek were now rushing forward, rapidly closing the short distance between us. I wasn’t concerned, not even getting up I reshaped Mercry and threw it like a javelin at Derek. He tried to block, but with the flex of my will I diverted Mercry’s course just a bit and it passed through his guard and slammed into the joint between his chest piece and neck.

Poison flooded out of Mercry. Derek was dead even before I called my weapon back to my hand. Raven appeared behind the tank, slashing out his Achilles heel. The fight was over before it began. The tank fell with a few more precise blows from Raven.

I got up from my chair and walked over to where Livia was still struggling with my zombie. With a wave of my hand, I pulled the power of the zombie and it collapsed. I then got right in her face. She reeled back from the visage I bore. “Welcome to the thunderdome.”

I didn’t even bother killing her. I grabbed her and poured death energy into her body, turning her into a zombie right on the spot. It still killed her, I wasn’t going to forcibly change the race of a player for no reason. Though I felt I could if I wanted to, that was an ability I should keep to myself.

With the fight over, we looked around. “How do you think that worked?”

“Well, they won’t forget that fight very soon,” Maxwell shook his head. “The thunderdome bit was a nice touch.”

“Hopefully they’re smart. Now let’s go make this into a dungeon.”
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I stood before the forge with Raven and Maxwell, it was not easy for them to be near the forge, but they both had built up some resistance to death magic from their time with me. There was a prompt waiting before me, I could’ve done this from anywhere, but since the forge was, in a way, the heart of the dungeon I had decided to do it here.

You and your lair have grown to the point that you can advance into becoming a true dungeon. As the strongest creature in this place, you will remain as the dungeon boss, and while in your dungeon you will receive many different buffs.

Warning! If you leave the dungeon without handing off the role as boss to another creature you will be severely debuffed.

As an intelligent creature you will not be limited to remaining on your floor and can move through the dungeon as you see fit. You also will have control over how the dungeon energy is spent for modifications and upgrades.

The slain creatures of your dungeon will be restored by the dungeon at a much higher rate. The presence of the Deathforge of the Eldritch Tranquil Soul will greatly enhance the power of the creatures in the dungeon and give you the ability to make more advanced creatures. It will also serve as an access point for you to easily control your dungeon.

Do you wish to proceed?

Note: There are other options for lair progression outside of becoming a dungeon that will become available.

Y/N

I selected Yes. Vito had told me about the other options, and none of them were overly useful to me personally. At first, nothing happened, but then there was a buildup of energy. It wasn’t magic or any other kind of energy I was familiar with. It was dungeon energy.

It spread out in a wave traveling through the walls and up the ziggurat. I felt it fuse with my body, making me stronger. My awareness of the ziggurat also grew with the wave. I now had a slight feeling of everything going on just outside the ziggurat as well.

“You guys should go up to the harbor floor, I feel like this is going to be interesting,” I said.

“I hope it’s more interesting than this, it was kind of anti-climatic,” Maxwell grumbled.

“I’m sure it will be,” I said.

Giving them time to make it to the top, I opened my character sheet to see if the changes registered. There was an interesting section under my traits that hadn’t been there before. It would take some time for Maxwell and Raven to make their way to the harbor, so I went through my sheet in more detail than I normally did. It had been a while.

Character Traits:

Remembrance of the Soul

You gain xp faster until you regain your previous level.

Precognition

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

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.

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. They are now fueled by death energy. Those stats have been replaced with the death core.

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

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

Dungeon Boss

You are the boss of a dungeon. This comes with a variety of powerful boosts to your power. The power of your race and class determines much here. Since you are a Lich and a necromancer, which are already perfectly synchronized, your boosts within the dungeon will be great.

Within the dungeon, you have the ability to greatly enhance any minions you wish, your spells will be fifty percent stronger, and you will have greatly enhanced control, you gain perfect immunity to all magics adjacent to death magic, and your other resistances are further increased. Your physical body is also enhanced making you twenty-five percent stronger, faster, and more agile. Your mental attributes are kept in line to allow for proper operation of your enhanced body. You also gain experience at an enhanced rate.

Warning! All of these benefits will become debuffs if you leave the dungeon while you’re still considered the boss. You will also lose these buffs if you hand off the role of the boss of the dungeon to another creature.

The description of the power granted to me as a dungeon boss would’ve made me drool if I could’ve at the time. I already was sad for the time in which I would have to walk away from those abilities, but for now I would enjoy the power.

I opened my character sheet to see what those changes were, and liked what I saw. Not only had I grown a lot in level over the last several weeks, the buffs were impressive. Not as good as the phylactery being reintegrated, but it did have more benefits. The resistance increase made me chuckle. When combined with my Order of Equinox resistances I was going to be a very hard Lich to kill.

Character Soul Level: 89

Name: Ezekiel Verniac

Race: Human Lich

Unspent Stat Points: 0

Spent Stat Point: 445

5 Stat Points per level

Health: 1412(1765)

Health Regeneration: 43.6(554.5)/sec

Death Energy: 1470

Death Energy Regeneration: 34.4/sec

Mana: 1523(1903.7)

Mana Regeneration: 29.1(58.1)/sec

Carrying lbs.: 1933(2416.2)

Stats:

Intelligence: 171 [multiplier: .311] [40 from gear]

Spirit: 123 [multiplier: .23]

Vitality: 115 [multiplier: .15]

Resilience: 70 [multiplier: .15]

Death Core: 181

Agility: 77 [multiplier: .1]

Dexterity: 66 [multiplier: .21]

Experience: 1687 of 83962

I had been doing my best to get as many of my stats to a base score of 100, before the multiplier or any gear. As you know, at level 100 you go through something called soul compression, and the multiplier is based off that number. The minimum score to get the lowest multiplier is 100, my trait remembrance of the soul had the side effect of keeping my multipliers from my previous level. It was a very powerful benefit, and I was uncertain what would happen once I hit level 100 again. Getting as many stats to 100 as I could was my way of preparing for that.

I decided to pull up one other bit of information I hadn’t looked at in a while.

Mercry

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: 89

Abilities:

Eldritch Festering Wounds: The blade leaves behind powerful festering wounds that corrupt and eat away at flesh.

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 the blade is in default configuration

Telekinetic Control: This ability allows you to control Mercry with your mind at a distance of up to twenty-five meters and recall it to your hand from as much as fifty meters away. Your strength with Mercry when controlled in this manner is equal to the strength equivalent of your spirit score.

Death Conduit: Through extensive use of death magic and death energy through the weapon, it has grown attuned to death magic and death energy making spells using these abilities amplified.

Eldritch Canon: You have learned how to channel a large amount of power through the weapon and into an apparatus that serves as a cannon. Note: This ability was self-taught and not an innate ability of the staff.

Through knowledge gained about the origins of this mighty weapon you have also learned of several abilities.

Dual Weapon: Mercry can be split in half and wielded as two separate weapons. If one weapon is dropped or lost it will reappear with the weapon that remained in your possession. If both weapons are lost, they will remain separated.

Soul Capacity: Though the souls are no longer in the weapon the capacity for the weapon to store and use soul energy has remained.

Mercry had grown with me, and its power was undeniable. Both abilities gained from learning about the weapon intrigued me quite a bit. Soul capacity especially could have very powerful uses, at least when I wouldn’t be too weak to effectively use soul energy. The dual weapon could be fascinating. Especially if each of the smaller weapons retained the abilities of Mercry. That would be worth testing out.

I sensed that Raven and Maxwell had made it to the harbor and wondered what had taken them so long. I stepped up to the forge, unsure of what to do to access the power I sought. As if sensing my will, a prompt appeared.

Do you wish to access the dungeon modification mode?

Y/N

I selected Yes, and everything began to change.
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It was a strange feeling. Like the sense I had of my dungeon, but so much greater. My awareness spread through the dungeon. I gained a very in-depth sense of the physical layout, but at the same time couldn’t pick out individual creatures.

Innately I knew where things were located, which floor monsters were on, and their approximate numbers. I felt at the energy I had available—there would be enough, though not much to spare.

The first thing I did was dig a tunnel that led to the Altar of Creation. The excess material I gained from this process I stocked up on the harbor floor. Once the connection was complete, I used some of the material I gained to smoothly close off the entrance so it looked like we’d never been there. I created rough but simple rooms in that area large enough for both us and the animals Raven wanted kept out of the fighting.

I had done the tunneling part so I would have access to the materials I needed. Technically I could create them using pure dungeon energy, but that was a more expensive proposition.

Then came fulfilling my promise to Michael. I closed the stairs leading to the biome floor, smoothing the stone and restructuring it so it looked like nothing had ever been there. From that room, I created a larger archway leading out to a balcony. I then made stairs running down the side of the wall that faced the harbor. I didn’t put railings upon the stairs, because if people were stupid enough to fall off, they deserved it.

Putting the stairs on the outside of the ziggurat did mean that players could attempt to jump down. I was okay with this though. Being strong enough to survive that fall meant they were more than likely strong enough to survive the floors down to the harbor. That also gave me the opportunity to use flying monsters in a way I hadn’t before. With that thought, I made sure to add a few roosts for monsters under the stairs.

Once I was done and had reconnected the stairs below the micilium village, I closed off the stairs that connected the micilium village to the floor below it. To give the micilium access to my dungeon, after all they were part of my staff, I created a hidden spiral staircase that opened through a fake wall. I made several of these hidden entrances, using my expanded senses to make them as undetectable as possible.

Closing off the stairs leading from the forge down to the archive, I then created a hidden tunnel at the far end of the forge floor. To access it, one had to walk a fairly simple pattern, that pattern was just complex enough that it was doubtful anyone would do it by accident.

I looked over the changes, essentially zooming out and giving myself an overview. Something like map tacks you get when you zoom in on a map showed up when I did this. There was one for each floor, and five different ones stood out in particular.

The first two were for the micilium colony and the biome floor. When I focused, there was an option to turn them into a hidden sanctuary floor. It cost quite a bit of energy, and would be a place delvers could rest. You might think that would be pointless, but dungeons had an ecosystem of their own. The more delvers came in the faster the dungeon grew, for each successful group there would be at least four groups that failed. Places like hidden sanctuaries were favorites of players. There would be some kind of boss, probably Michael, that would protect the peace in those floors, but it would allow the players to potentially even trade with the micilium.

The harbor had an option to set up a small mermen settlement in the deepest section. There wasn’t enough of them to be of much use, but eventually they might be if they had some kind of base of operations.

The fourth pin was for the forge room, offering a list of different upgrades I could add to the boss room of the dungeon. The final fifth pin was one that represented where I had built our rooms. They called it a hidden sanctuary, evidently the dungeon understood its purpose. I could add multiple different upgrades that would increase healing or help with focus and so many different options. I used the rest of my energy to smooth out and repair as much of the interior of the dungeon as I could.

I willed myself to exit this dungeon editing mode, and before long I found myself standing before the forge once again. I could still sense the dungeon, but it was back to the way it normally was.

Once I got up to the harbor floor, I admired my handiwork with the stairs. All it had taken to make the new stairs more elaborate was a little bit of concentration, a fragment of what it took to control the dead. The edges of the stone stairs had been carved with skeletal forms, and in the wall along the stairs different statutes had been set into alcoves, also all skeletons. Every one would turn into monsters.

“That was cool,” Maxwell chuckled.

“It was fairly cool to do as well,” I agreed. “I may go find Michael and get him to have some of his people move our furniture into our new living quarters.”

The micilium, now a part of the dungeon, were able to more freely move through it than they once had. After Michael dispatched a group to do as I asked, he also set out different workgroups that would further repair and restore the dungeon. Since they were not considered the normal combatants, they all had a sense for when danger was coming and would be able to flee back into their hidden village, hopefully before they were even seen.
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I stood with Raven, the hungry horror, my two mobile turrets, and my two undead ant mantis creatures. We watched the big doors leading out to the forge floor. The transformation of the lair into a dungeon had been about a week ago. Several groups of players had ventured in, and from what Raven reported it appeared they were part of the guild that Livia led.

I glared as I felt the group finally enter this floor. They’d cleared the upper parts of the dungeon at an alarming rate. It wasn’t unexpected, guilds often had one team that was a hard-core dungeon clearing group. New dungeons like mine were unknown factors, so they often send these groups in to get a feel for the dungeon so they could give ratings and recommendations for their members.

I had a sense for the power of this group, all of them were up against soul compression. Either about to go through it or are already having gone through it. My own level had grown another two levels in the last week bringing me ever so close. I left the difficulty of the upper levels more or less the same, but I ramped up the difficulty of the floors below the harbor by populating them with stronger and stronger monsters. The floor directly above the forge had creatures as strong as I could make them en masse.

The monsters around me had all been enhanced by the dungeon and I could further buff them when the fight began. The hungry horror was the exception, as technically it was more powerful than I was. But my control over it made the dungeon recognize me as the boss. I also wondered if it knew I could beat the flesh horror in a fight, even if I lost full control of it.

I shook those thoughts aside as the door pushed open. “I really wish Maxwell was here,” I grumbled to Raven.

“Me too,” Raven agreed.

“Remember, you can’t actually die in this fight,” I said to her. “If they get you, you will find yourself waking up in your room in a few hours.”

“I know,” Raven said as an edge of steel started to enter her voice. “Fighting without the fear of death, that’s something I could get used to.”

The group of players entered cautiously and looked around the pillars. Only one of them was focused on the threat in front of them as the others scanned for danger.

“Welcome to my home,” I said in the deepest voice I could muster. “Have you come to volunteer for one of my projects?”

The forge burned behind me, and with a slight flex of my control over the dungeon and I made the eyes in the skull burn even brighter.

“I’ll pass,” a female voice said. There was confidence, not arrogance, in her voice. She was at the front line wielding a spear with a large head and a symbol to some god etched in silver. “I’d rather see what you drop.”

I tried not to let the nervousness show in my voice as I eyed the paladin, trying to get a feel for her threat level. I chuckled, trying to sound ominous. “Awful confident aren’t you, little holy warrior.” I flexed a little bit more of my control, causing the pillars to light up with purple eldritch light.

“I’ll give you props on presentation, though it’s missing something,” another female voice spoke up, this one coming from a woman wearing black wizard robes accented with scarlet red.

“Yeah, need to turn up the gloom and doom a little bit more,” a man in plate mail wielding a large kite shield and ax agreed.

“Are you saying the difference between a villain and a super villain is presentation?” I laughed, already forming a spell. “Let me try harder.”

The surge of magic from me did not go unnoticed by the group. They had two casters, one was the female wizard, and another was a mage who looked to use fire magic.

They both reacted quickly, throwing up barriers around their group, but I wasn’t attacking. Raven had sensed the change and was already on the move, going after the rogue we’d seen slip into the shadows as soon as they entered. If she could close in with him, he would be no threat—his primary weapon had been a large, heavy crossbow.

I slammed Mercry down in a dramatic display and death magic erupted from me. It flooded into my minions, the power amplifying them. The hungry horror let out a terrifying roar and surged forward, trailed by the insects.

An eldritch blast erupted from the cannon, shattering one of the barriers while the mobile turret that used the bow drew back and loosed a black arrow that was two meters long. Action erupted all around. The man with the kite shield counter charged the hungry horror and an explosion of kinetic force brought them both to a slamming halt.

One of the mantis ants went up to the paladin while the second made a beeline for the back line. I was building another spell even as I rushed forward myself. I jumped, using the back of the hungry horror like a platform, catapulting to the wizard.

Magic swirled around Mercry as I descended. I realized I had made a mistake too late. The mage had been waiting for something like this. And while with one hand he held off the mantis ant with a stream of fire, the other released a blast of fire directly at me.

The attack slammed into my force barrier, which held, but the explosion sent me off-course. I whirled and threw Mercry at the wizard even as they completed their own spell. Red lightning crackled around the wizard staff as a bolt hammered out straight into me. My barrier shattered and the attack sent me tumbling back.

My cannon was about to fire again when a black bolt slammed into the base of the turret. There was a spark of purple eldritch magic before the construct erupted as the channeled eldritch power was short-circuited. I ordered my remaining mobile cannon turret and the mobile turret with a bow to try and occupy the two casters.

With my enhanced agility, I turned my tumble into a roll and sprang back to my feet. The paladin was suddenly before me, driving her spear directly for my chest. I turned just in time for the spear to miss, though it scored through my armor and left a nasty wound that glowed with silver light. I ground my teeth in pain, it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. The combined resistance of being a boss and from the order meant the holy magic which should have been a lethal poison to me, was more like a regular poison.

As I spun to the side, I shaped Mercry into a blade staff and prepared to face off with the paladin. I spotted the broken body of the mantis, nearly severed in half from a single blow from the paladin, silver light burning around the edges of the wound.

“Cool weapon,” the paladin said as she jabbed at me with her spear. “I think I’ll take it.”

“Not sure you’ll like it.” I turned aside a blow and counterattacked with a downward slash she blocked with the shaft of her weapon. “Besides, I think this would be classified as an undroppable weapon.”

Confusion flitted across her face, but it wasn’t enough to distract her. Though she was very skilled with that spear, I was better, having far more practice than she possibly could’ve had, and I had precognition. And without a doubt, Mercry was a superior weapon. Her holy spear was powerful, possibly even a legendary weapon—Mercry was beyond that.

The kinetic blast from behind me sent the second insect zombie flying past us in a crumpled heap.

“That’s not good,” I said, briefly watching the flying form.

“Soon that will be you,” the paladin taunted as she pressed her attack. “Your vile filth will be purged from this world.”

“Please don’t go role-playing on me,” I grumbled. “I was starting to like this group. I’ve had my fill of role players fucking with me.”

I didn’t have time to waste, so I pressed her as hard as I could, funneling magic into Mercry and executing a rapid series of thrusts and slashes that left her stumbling.

As she tripped over her own feet, I rushed forward, reshaping Mercry into a needlelike point that I drove through her breastplate. The magic protecting her shattered before the power of that attack and I impaled her. I didn’t have time to rejoice in my victory, I could feel magic building behind me. I ripped Mercry free. She was not dead, but a massive amount of death, eldritch, and necrotic magic had just been deposited near her heart and were spreading through her like a disease.

I whirled and pointed my hand toward the wizard, releasing both of my stored spells, purple eldritch magic and pure black death energy hammered across the distance. Since I was likely to be fighting more powerful targets, I was no longer carrying the lightning spell in the ring. My bolts intercepted an attack from the wizard. A massive fireball erupted in the air scorching the back of the hungry horror.

The mage was building his own magic, no doubt the follow-up of the wizard’s attack, when Raven was suddenly on him. Her daggers flashed as she sliced into the mage. Except she was moving strangely—an arrow had punched through her shoulder and remained lodged there. One of her arms was basically disabled. Even as she fought, she moved slightly out of time with her body, something my precognition allowed me to see.

My flesh horror was taking a beating, and I moved to intercept an attack from the warrior just before he would’ve lopped off one of the legs. His thick armor was far harder for me to penetrate than the paladins had been, even though he’d taken his own fair share of beatings from the flesh horror.

I managed to sneak a glance at the wizard and saw that several arrows had broken through the barrier and she was clutching at a wound. But even as I watched she activated some item and her wounds began to heal. She pointed a staff at my final creature, a beam of fire as narrow as a pencil, with the force of a laser, sliced through it leaving behind scorched bone.

I spread out my senses and found the broken body of the sniper Raven had taken out. As I dueled with the fighter, I rapidly cast two different spells. The first found that body and raised it into a zombie. It was the most powerful quick cast raising spell I had. The zombie wouldn’t be worth much, but it might be a distraction. The second spell flooded into the hungry horror, healing it.

The wizard chanted something, even as a concussive blast erupted from the mage and sent Raven tumbling back. I whirled and threw Mercry with all my force at the wizard. Right before it left my hand, I reshaped the blade into a thick, heavy, razor-sharp blade—it even still had quite a bit of magic in it.

Mercry slammed into the wizard’s chest and a shocked look spread on their face. I tried to move away from the fighter, retracting the blade and summoning it back to my hand. I didn’t bring all of the way back, twirling it in the air and slamming it back into the wizard, a scream erupted from their lips as I disemboweled them.

Unfortunately, to do this I had to turn my back to the fighter, and he took advantage, landing a devastating blow that I felt break my shoulder. My precognition had warned me of the incoming attack, but my concentration had been on controlling Mercry. The hungry horror leapt on the fighter, preventing him from doing further damage. I ground my teeth as I began to cycle death energy through my body.

I was just turning Mercry toward the mage when Raven screamed. A chill went through me as I whirled to find her backed up against one of the pillars by the paladin who’d recovered far quicker than I thought they would.

Silver wounds were all over Raven where she had barely managed to avoid being impaled. Her slippery time magic barely kept her ahead of the paladin. I rushed toward her and Mercry came whirling back into my hand.

Reshaping it as I leapt into the air, I dove for the paladin. And once again I’d underestimated these people. The paladin turned to me, a glint in her eye as she planted her spear in the ground directly in my path. The resolute look on her face told me she was willing to accept this trade.

Mercry reformed right before impact, barbs growing out of its sides even as I funneled pure death energy into it. As her spear punched into my chest, Mercry drove down into hers. Destructive magic flowed through both of our weapons as we destroyed each other.

I died. It was surprising. I found myself looking over the fight. Raven was staring wide-eyed as my body was destroyed by silver magic while the smooth, perfect skin of the paladin’s face corrupted and rotted away as she died. Raven fled, and I was glad she did. I didn’t want to watch her die even if she would come back.

I hadn’t realized I was so protective of Raven until that moment. I might’ve been able to win the fight if I had just let her die, but I didn’t know if that was something I was capable of doing. With me gone, my buffs for the hungry horror dissipated and it was torn apart by the mage and fighter, the only two living players.

I looked down at where my body had been reduced to a pile of broken black bones, with golden coins mixed in. And I groaned. Dungeons didn’t just generate rewards, those had come from my own personal supply. What was even worse was I saw the glint of my force barrier amulet. I sighed as I faded and lost sight of the room.
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By the time I reappeared in my room laying on my bed, Raven was already there. “Zeke!” she cried out and tackled me. “I was so scared! I know you said you were going to come back, but I didn’t know and I was worried…”

“It’s okay.” I patted her on the head and wrapped an arm around her. I was no longer pure bone, so I felt like there was some comfort I could provide. “I was scared to.”

We lay there for a while. Whatever magic used by the dungeon to keep me alive seemed to have lessened the psychological blow of dying. That or I just had more experience with the process from my time as a player.

“We need to figure out a different solution,” I said. It was weird to see Raven so flustered. Fear wasn’t something she was used to.

“You think they’ll be back?” Raven asked.

“There is a chance,” I agreed. “But I have my doubts. They are experienced enough players to know that if they do kill me again within the next month, they risk destroying the dungeon.”

“That will stop them?” Raven asked.

“In theory, yes.” I sighed. “The problem is, from what I saw, I didn’t drop anything of high value, nor are they gaining much from the dungeon itself other than resources. As it stands, this is not something that would be considered a valuable dungeon.”

“How can we change that?” Raven asked.

“I have some ideas. But I need you to go and find where Vito is set up. We need to continue to grow levels at a faster rate than I am. I’m getting passive experience, but neither you or Maxwell are growing right now.”

“I was planning on trying to do some hunting of the parties in the dungeon,” Raven said. “I appeared to grow faster in here as well, but I might venture out into the marsh.”

“Be very careful about that.” I got off the bed. “If you go in the marsh, make sure you do your hunting a long ways away. No doubt the area around the ziggurat will have quite a few players in it, and possibly NPCs from Olattee.”
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“You’ll are early,” I grumbled at the group as they stood in the entrance to the forge. “You do realize if you kill me, you run the risk of this dungeon being destroyed.”

“I don’t know if that would be a huge loss,” the paladin chuckled. “I gotta be honest, while this is an awfully cool dungeon, there isn’t a lot that people are gaining from it. You’re a very interesting boss indeed, so it would be a shame to lose you, but the secrets you hinted at with our guild leader mean that we’re here digging for that more than anything else.”

“Well, I might have something that will change your mind.” I produced a Warhammer whose head had been made out of the thick skull of a bear-like creature Vito had sent up for me to fight. Raven had contacted him rather easily, though it had taken her a couple of days to get to him. She hadn’t encountered anything dangerous, finding evidence of Vito wiping out everything previously within the region.

Vito already had undead minions working for him, and had used them to corral the underground bear-like creature toward the dungeon for the three of us to fight. Along with that, he had sent some materials for me to use in the forge.

“And what might that be?” the paladin asked suspiciously.

“Obviously it’s a weapon, silly,” I said sarcastically. “That forge behind me allows me to create very powerful death and eldritch magic-based weapons. I’m planning on hiding some of the weaker ones I create throughout the dungeon as drops and beating the guardian of this floor will yield a much more powerful weapon.”

“Or we could just beat you and take it,” the fighter suggested. I could see the hammerhead caught his attention.

“Maybe,” I agreed. I pulled out my bag of holding and dropped the hammer into it. “You have any idea how much I have in here? The odds of you getting that hammer are tiny. After all, I’m a Lich, killing me might destroy the dungeon, but my soul is going someplace else.”

“What is this guardian then?” the female fire wizard asked. “I take it the whole point is for us to face it instead of you to avoid you dying again.”

“You’ve already met it.” I smiled, the mostly intact muscles across my face stretching in something I doubted was pleasant to look at. “But that can wait for now.”

“I’m not sure Olattee will be thrilled by us farming this place for death weapons.” Her words said that she thought it was a bad idea, but the paladin’s tone spoke of something else. Though she could likely not use the weapons, not without a lot of magic involved, her friends could.

“What more do you want?” I demanded.

“How about clues about the secrets you mentioned?” the paladin suggested.

“This is strange. We’re negotiating with the dungeon boss for what the loot table will be,” the female who wielded the heavy crossbow said, her eyes darting around, no doubt looking for Raven.

I doubted they would find her. Maxwell and Raven were on the floor waiting to back me up if needed, but they were hidden behind the pillars farther back.

“I can make that work,” I agreed with the paladin. I didn’t actually have any secrets about Olattee, but perhaps I could use it to my benefit.

“One suggestion, friend,” the fighter chimed in. “Maybe move this fight up a floor and make this a hidden area. Not everyone will be satisfied with this result. There are some pretty hard-core blowhards up there.”

I locked gazes with the paladin. I did have eyeballs. As my body had developed, the orbs that burned inside my sockets had taken on more details and were less like specs of purple fire. “I think you have one of those blowhards with your group.”

To my surprise, the paladin flushed slightly. “Not really. I just was screwing around.”

“So you’re all just going to ignore my comment about this being strange?” the crossbow wielder said.

“No, it’s strange alright,” I said. “I can only imagine what it’s like from your perspective. If back in the day I’d had this happen to me, I’m not quite sure how I would’ve taken it.”

“I’m still not sure,” the paladin said, squinting at me. “Olattee really wants you dead and gone.”

“Will Olattee ever just leave me the fuck alone?” I quietly grumbled. “I’ll tell you what. If I get a binding oath from each of you that you will not cause me nor my companions harm, I will give you access to a hidden floor and information about a secret no one else has ever found. That hidden floor is an archive from an age passed that I have hardly begun to explore. Every time you make it past Chompy, you will get four hours in there. However, you will be bound to keep the archives and what you learn there a secret, along with not using any magic unless you talk with me first.”

The paladin considered my offer, then the group talked quietly. “One question, why do we have to keep the information a secret? I don’t like needing your permission.”

I sighed. “This isn’t something that can be negotiated. I don’t know everything in that archive, but what I do know about the nation that came before is that they make me look like a ray of sunshine. I will not be party to releasing an evil back on to this world because you were too foolish to either keep what you learned to yourself or, the gods forbid, use some horrifying ritual you found down there to sacrifice a kingdom or something equally as terrible.”

“Who the fuck built this place?” the paladin whispered.

“Some crazy Blood Sultanate called Slatar,” Maxwell said, coming out from his hiding spot. It was clear we were going to make a deal. “Trust me, Zeke isn’t going to be heavy-handed. I don’t blame him for wanting to control what information gets out there. The small amount of reading I’ve done from some of the translated stuff is enough for me to never want to learn more. Oh, and because he forgot, you also get a translation dictionary.”

I nodded and the paladin met my gaze and smiled wide like she’d just won some major deal. Little did she know that I didn’t really care. In fact, them combing through the archives was like doing research for me, because I would have ears listening in to see if they found anything I needed to know.

“It’s a deal. Now where’s this boss?” the paladin asked.

I activated a ritual by pressing a button with the butt of Mercry. In the two and a half weeks that had passed I made modifications, this was still the only party who had made it to me, but I doubted that would last forever.

The floor opened like an iris in a wide circle and a platform raised. Sitting in the middle of it was the flesh horror—a modified, upgraded version. Without a doubt he was now quite a bit more powerful than I was, but in the process of upgrading it, I’d infused just enough soul energy that I tied it tightly to the dungeon. The result was that my control over it solidified, while it gained more freedom inside the dungeon itself. It was almost more like a partner now.

The party gasped, and I didn’t blame them.

I’d merged the hungry horror with my two turrets and added another set of legs and armor plating made from black bone around the joints. It was now the size of an elephant, though shorter.

“Meet Chompy,” I said. “I’ll even read you the description.”

The confusion over me reading a description was immediately clear. I just smiled. It was all part of the plan.

Chompy

Greater Undead Eldritch Abomination

Level: 105

Originally Created by: Ezekiel Vernizac

This was once a simple flesh golem construct created by a Lich. It was given the ability to consume its prey and grow in strength by absorbing the death cores along with their bio matter. Its power began to outstrip its creator, and in order to lessen the threat of rebellion from his creation, the Lich bound his creation to this dungeon.

Now more powerful than its original creator, this creature is the final boss of this dungeon. Defeating it will result in a powerful weapon gifted to the victors by the Lich, forged on the Deathforge of the Eldritch Tranquil Soul.

It has a ravenous hunger that drives it to consume all it can. Its claws leave behind a deadly poison, and it has been further modified with heavy armor plates and powerful auto turrets.

I left out the parts about its weaknesses and strengths, along with what the poison could do. No point in ruining all the surprises.

“Before you have your fun, can I get your names and oaths? I don’t want you dying and not being bound by the oath,” I asked in a jovial tone—I’d gotten everything I wanted. “As you know, my name is Ezekiel, you met Raven, she’s the werecat, and then there’s Maxwell, I’m sure you’ll come across him more later.”

“I’m Ezra,” the paladin said.

“I’m Tucker,” the fighter said.

“I’m Tiffany,” the wizard said.

“I am Scott,” the mage said.

“And I’m Susan,” the sniper said.

I got each of their oaths—an ability that actually bound someone to follow the agreement. It was both a function of the game mechanics and something NPCs could do if they had access to soul energy. They weren’t done very often, because it often implied a level of distrust. Which was fine in this situation, since neither side had any reason to trust each other.

“Wait, you owe us another secret about this place,” Ezra said.

“I guess you’ll just have to ask me about that if you survive.” I turned my back and walked away, giving a mental order to Chompy.

I didn’t watch the fight, heading back to my forge to resume the project I’d left there. Maxwell and Raven stayed to watch, though they wouldn’t interfere. Chompy was also receiving several bonuses from the dungeon due to its status as a boss.

Raven was taking notes about ways I could improve Chompy, after all, he was to be my primary stand in and as the guardian, and I wanted him to be as hard to kill as possible. If he died, it would take energy to bring him back, quite a bit of both dungeon energy and my own power. But he was worth it.

The battle was brutal, and flashes of magic and explosions constantly lit up the hall. I glanced over at one point and could see the bulk of Chompy had taken quite a beating. His turrets were broken off, and two legs no longer worked. I couldn’t see what was going on with the players though, so I went back to work.

Forging with rituals is similar to using regular forging skills. I had a specialized hammer covered in glyphs, a set of high precision chisels made of bone, and several other smithing tools for working the forge.

The sounds of battle finally died down, and Maxwell and Raven left shortly after. I was near complete with the dagger I was working on, so I stayed focused on that. It wasn’t anything incredible, but it would pack a punch. Labored breaths came from behind me, and I looked over to see the fighter staggering up the last set of stairs. The power of the forge was clearly weighing on him, along with several nasty wounds that seeped black fluid.

“I’ll be with you in a moment, don’t die,” I said, refocusing on my dagger.

By the time I was finished, the fighter was on death’s door. Deciding to show a little mercy, I shrouded him in a protection that warded off the power of the forge. I also moved from wound to wound and either pulled out the magic, or destroyed the flesh still infected so it would no longer spread. I then fed him a health potion. “Sorry for the delay, it’s hard to stop when you’re working with a ritual forge.”

Tucker took a moment to gather his wits as the pain faded, though admittedly the pain was less for him than it would’ve been for an NPC due to the interference of the game systems. “That thing was a lot stronger than last time,” Tucker grumbled. “If you had been in the fight, we would’ve never won.”

“I know,” I assured him, sitting down on the steps next to him. “But that isn’t my goal. I mostly want to be left alone to grow in power and practice my own craft.”

“You are the strangest dungeon boss,” Tucker said.

“I’m likely the only dungeon boss, if you can even call me that, of my kind.”

“No, there are plenty of Lichs as dungeon bosses,” Tucker said.

“That’s not what I mean,” I said as I produced the hammer. “This particular one, I don’t know how useful it will be in this ziggurat since it’s death-based, but if you ever get an eldritch one from me, it will be a little bit more useful. Eldritch is just trickier to work with.”

Tucker took the hammer and read over its stats. I’ll be honest, I don’t remember what they were, that was merely one of many weapons I created on that forge.

“Regardless, this is a very impressive weapon,” Tucker said as he slipped it into his own spatial storage device. “I might just sell it. But uh, what do you mean that wasn’t what you meant?”

“If you ever get a weapon for me that you want soul bound, I can make that a stronger bond than you could normally do,” I said before pausing, trying to debate if or how I could answer his question.

“You are definitely different than any other Lich I’ve heard of.”

“There is a very good reason for that,” I said. “In all honesty, I don’t think you’ll believe me if I tell you, but let’s just say I’m neither NPC, immortal, or a bound soul.” Bound soul is the term NPCs often used for players, and Immortals referred to a very special group of players. “If you don’t mind, I don’t want to send you down to the archive just yet. I need to make some changes first. Just to protect my sanctuary a little bit. I know the oath makes it so I can trust you. But still, it is my home.”

“That’s fine, I don’t want to do research on my own anyways. Thanks for the healing potion.” He stood and began to leave, but then stopped. “What was the other secret?”

“I was wondering if you’d remember,” I chuckled. “Let’s put it this way, there’s a hidden sanctuary floor between the sixth and seventh floors. Where the stairs are on the outside. I warn you, the boss protecting that and keeping it is more powerful than Chompy when within the sanctuary.” In order to protect sanctuary floors dungeons often allowed for the guardians for that floor to be massively amplified when upon that floor.

“Cool,” Tucker smiled. “We’ll make sure we find that.”
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The flash and explosion of magic drew my attention. I had just finished forging a new sword. It was made out of black bone with purple eldritch runes engraved along its length. To date, it was my best creation. So far, I’d created nearly a dozen different weapons, learning how to use the forge more and more efficiently. Ezra had ventured down and fought Chompy two more times. However, they’d wiped each time. Raven suggested a prehensile bone tail for Chompy that could defend its flank, and that made a huge difference.

I had also followed Derek’s suggestion and moved Chompy up a floor. It was already a very challenging floor, with all of the monsters now around level 80. I didn’t try to hide that I was below, creating a clear crystal floor within the boss room that Chompy resided in directly over my forge. It allowed me to keep track of the fights. I didn’t recognize this group, which instantly drew my attention.

Outside of Ezra’s group, only three others managed to challenge Chompy. So far none had succeeded. It was hard to see the exact details of the fight, but I could tell they were highly coordinated. Even more than Ezra’s group, which was saying something. There were five of them: two melee fighters, two rangers, and a cleric. I frowned when I recognized the magic as Olattee, but there was nothing I could do about that. Maxwell joined me, and the two of us pulled up seats I’d made out of bone for watching the fights.

To our surprise, the group was winning, not easily, but they were definitely wearing down Chompy. It was more a fight of attrition than anything, but the cleric’s power kept his team going. When the fight was finally over and Chompy was slain I moved toward a hovering crystal disk.

“I want a closer look, want to come?” I asked.

“Sure.” Maxwell joined me.

The disc required quite a bit of mana for me to work, but it brought me up to the roof of the floor where I could get a closer look at the players. As we ascended, I noticed that the weapon suspended in the crystal floor as the reward raised up on a pedestal. When you entered the room, the weapon was very obvious—a way to lure people into fighting Chompy to get the weapon.

The one they just received had been my greatest creation up to that point. That weapon was a bow made of black metal and etched with crimson runes. Any arrow it shot would have a corrupting enchantment attached to it that would deliver a poison to whatever it struck. It would be quite the weapon for anyone who ended up with it.

Our ascent wasn’t unnoticed, and while the bow had been grabbed by one of the rangers, the rest were already preparing to fight me. They assumed I was going to come through the floor. But I stopped—there was no way through the floor.

I smiled at the group. “I hope you like that bow, it was my best creation until I made this thing.” I waved my new sword around. The floor had been configured with runes so my voice could travel through.

“Come up and face us,” the priest sneered down at me. Something about his tone was familiar.

I frowned at them, trying to figure out what it was.

The tank spoke. “That’s got to be him, the names right, and our quest brought us here. Behave yourself, Marcus, we need to complete the quest.”

“Do I know you?” That name was familiar as well.

“I wouldn’t know.” A fighter wielding a great hammer leaned down and tapped on the crystal with his hammer. “I might be able to break this though.”

“I doubt it,” the female ranger said. “It’s notoriously hard to break stuff in dungeons, especially something like that.”

“There must be a hidden way down,” the tank said. “Jessica, Nick, try and find it. You have the highest perception of all of us.”

Then it dawned on me who they were. “Wait a second, are you that group of players who helped me through High Pass Fortress?”

They all froze, locking their gazes on me. “Keep that to yourself,” the tank said. “That could get us in a lot of trouble.”

“Don’t worry, I don’t particularly care, you did me a solid.” I squinted at him. “I don’t remember your name.”

“Trust me, it was not intentional,” Marcus glared at the tank. “I warned them we couldn’t trust you.”

“Names Aaron.” The tank flipped Marcus off. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, we’ve heard it a thousand times.”

“There was only four of you though. Who’s the new guy?”

“The names Decker,” the fighter with the great hammer said. “I hear you make some pretty impressive weapons. I saw that hammer Ezra’s group got.”

“That thing?” I chuckled. “Compared to what I can make now that might as well be a regular hammer.”

“They said you were unusual,” Jessica said.

I slipped on my relic illusion ring, just to see their reaction. My body changed into what I remember my initial disguise looking like. “So, why are you looking for me? Really, I do owe you a solid for helping me get through the pass.”

“We’re trying to complete the quest you sent us on,” Aaron responded.

“You gave them a quest?” Maxwell asked.

“I sent you on a quest once,” I reminded him. “I don’t know how it happens. Sometimes it does, I think you’ve been around me too much for it to happen anymore.”

“What was the quest?” Maxwell asked.

I scratched my head, not used to the hair that felt real generated by the illusion. “I believe it was some bullshit I made up about Mercry, something about it being my father’s weapon.”

“See, I was right!” Nick exclaimed. “He totally made it up just to get us to quit asking questions.”

“Sorry,” I tried to sound apologetic. “I was still in a bit of shell shock not really thinking straight.”

“No worries, it was actually a fairly interesting quest,” Derek assured me. “Found out a lot of stuff about that weapon of yours and about you.”

“We found out he’s a true monster. You sacrificed the entire city for your own lust for power,” Marcus snapped.

“Did he really though?” Jessica, to my surprise, actually defended me. “We spent a lot of time around Dothar. I mean, technically speaking you’re right in that he sacrificed the city; but people are still there. They’re just different now.”

“They’re all monsters.” Marcus took on a very pious voice. “They are an affront to nature and God.”

“I didn’t realize he was a role player,” I said. “That explains why he’s such a dick.”

“That and he’s just a dick,” Aaron agreed. “But you are a useful dick, so we like to keep you around.”

“That’s what she said,” I said without even thinking.

A surprised silence stretched before Maxwell burst out laughing. The rest of them joined, except for Marcus, who just continued to glare at me.

“Ezra wasn’t kidding when she said there was something different,” Aaron said. “Anyways, we found some information we were supposed to bring to you, but we actually have to give you something. How do we make our way down?”

“It’s a hidden passageway,” I said. A month had passed, and since then I’d regained the ability for the dungeon to resurrect me thanks to Chompy taking the boss role, so I could die again if they attacked me. “How do I know that you’re not going to just try to gank me once you get down here?”

“I guess you don’t,” Aaron glared at Marcus. “But you have my word we won’t, maybe at a later date we will, you are the,” he made air quotes, “‘bad guy’. But for now, we just want to complete our quest.”

“Alright, I’ll tell you where the entrance is, though it does change each time it’s accessed, so this is only a one-time thing,” I said. “If you do attack me, even if you manage to take me out, the next time you enter the dungeon, I’m going to have a specially formed hit squad that’s going to hunt you down.”

“We can take them on. We beat your monster,” Marcus sneered.

“You beat a monster. How would you fare against four of those at the same time?” I asked, then smiled. “Derek, if you keep him in line then the next time you guys manage to beat Chompy, I will have a custom-built hammer for you.”

Derek smiled broadly through his thick, red beard. “We could just kill him.” He hefted his hammer and eyed Marcus.

“I’ll behave,” Marcus huffed, the pompousness flowing out of him like a deflating balloon.

It didn’t take long for them to make their way down. While I was up at the ceiling, I replaced the reward item, even though Chompy wasn’t rebuilt yet. That would take me some work.

“It’s a rather long story, so I’m going to keep it simple,” Aaron said, handing me a book with a depiction of Mercry on the front of it and a woven pattern around it. “If you didn’t know, that weapon once upon a time was a truly evil thing, and I mean true evil, not like you evil, like desecrating the soul.”

I nodded having learned that myself.

“So anyway,” Aaron continued. “Something called a soul weaver found it after killing the man who wielded it. He almost destroyed the weapon but was so impressed with the craftsmanship that he instead decided to free the souls within it and rework it to a different task.”

“Fascinating,” I said, looking between Mercry and the book. “I suspected something like that when I found out what the weapon was. Interestingly enough, this is the place it was made.”

“Well, that’s very fortunate for you,” Aaron chuckled. “That book notes that the soul weaver made on the weapon and ways he said one would be able to improve if they had access to the place it was created and the right material.”

“I will do some careful reading,” I gave Aaron a slight bow in thanks.

“It just completed,” Nick said happily. “I got me a whole level! So close to soul compression.”

“Glad I could help.” I was eager for them to leave so I could dive into the book.

The rest of the group turned and began to leave, but Jessica approached me. “When I say we found out a lot about you, I really mean that.” She glanced over her shoulder where the others had paused, Marcus was rolling his eyes. “They think I’m crazy, but everything we learned about your time here only adds up to one thing. The records show you didn’t exist here for very long, despite being a supposedly ancient and powerful necromancer. The group you ran with were role players, and a nasty backstabbing lot at that. I think you were a player and somehow you lost your power and ended up stuck in this world.”

I stared into her eyes, a little stunned. It made sense if the quest had them learning about me in the past.

Maxwell laughed and broke the spell. “You got it in one.”

“Maxwell is right. Once upon a time, I lived on Earth as just your regular old blue-collar worker. I didn’t know becoming a Lich actually bound part of me here.”

“I recommend being careful with who you tell that too, we want people to know, but it has to be the right people at first,” Maxwell’s tone became very serious. “Think about the implications of what Ezekiel actually is getting out and becoming widespread.”

The next hour devolved into a conversation where they asked me a lot of questions and I answered them as best I could. To my surprise, every one of them, including Marcus, expressed sympathy. They understood Maxwell’s warning about the information getting out. But Decker argued that it might not be as damaging as Maxwell thought. After all, the Immortals already existed. The only problem was I wasn’t exactly like them, I could be killed.

Raven arrived and Jessica immediately fell in love with her. As the conversation dragged on, Raven got bored and turned into her lynx form, which Jessica loved even more. When they finally left, I was a mix of confused emotions. I was touched that they seemed to care, and also thrilled someone besides Maxwell knew, but I was also worried about what might happen if it got out.

Ultimately that was the goal. I figured if people knew and believed what I was, then I might gain some allies against Olattee. The problem was the player killer guilds that hunted the Immortals would find me a very tasty morsel indeed. But those were issues I didn’t have to worry about right away, and I resolved to always be strong enough or clever enough to stay ahead of any threat.

Regardless of all that, I felt like I had another ally. They’d asked if it would be okay for them to continue to do the dungeon, and I told them I didn’t mind. They would be a net loss of resources for me, but having allies around on the outside would be worth it.
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My skills with using the forge had grown. Though I was far from an expert, and I couldn’t approach taking the forge to the limits of its abilities—even to this day I don’t know that I can—I thought I was ready to build something I wanted for myself.

I had several piles of prepared materials. Everything from thorium, a metal well suited to death and eldritch magic Vito had sent me, that had been seeped in eldritch fire, to bones so infused with death magic that they appeared as black as obsidian, and several death cores.

“Thanks for waiting for me, my lord,” Vito said, joining me at the anvil. I’d sent word that I was about to attempt this forging, knowing he wanted to learn how to use the anvil. Also, his skill with ritual magic would be a great boon.

“Actually, I have two projects, there’s another I want to try after this,” I explained. “That one I will really need your help on if I understand what I need to do correctly.”

“Of course, my lord,” Vito said. He produced a stack of folded black material from his storage device. “This should work for what you described.” He proceeded to set out several other items I requested he bring, all of which were ingredients for the forging process.

“Let us get underway then,” I said, picking up the ritual hammer. Now that the dungeon was established, Vito could come and go as he pleased, though it was best he stayed out of any fighting involved in the dungeon.

At my words, Maxwell started to play a soft melody to help with focus and crafting from farther away. He now had his conductor controlling several different relatively advanced undead, which were all playing instruments made of bone and sinew.

Vito acted as my assistant, providing materials and tools as I worked. He also would occasionally adjust the rituals I was laying down, improving their efficiency. If he was the one forging the item, it would no doubt be quite a bit more powerful, but in all likelihood it would not be something I could use. The power would be too much for me to handle and cause all sorts of issues.

I started with probably a dozen large shoulder bones. The ritual hammer smoothed them out and fused them together perfectly. Soon the shape of the bone was gone completely, and reduced to nothing more than a smooth slab of black bone. I reshaped it forming the large parts of a breastplate.

On a stand next to me was a laid out diagram of the armor we were building, based off another armor I’d found described in the archives. I worked through each piece with meticulous care. The armor Bith had given me was great, but my power had increased much since then and as my body had gained flesh the need for resistance to bludgeoning damage had lessened.

This armor would be more focused on amplifying my power as a necromancer and a striker type melee fighter. The other major difference was that this would be a complete set of plate, from my feet clear up to my head.

When each section of the armor was done, I handed it over to Vito. At his workbench, each of the pieces were laid out, and he’d first sketch, then carve the runes and diagrams of a ritual circle. From a small kiln, Vito would scoop out liquid thorium. The thorium was so infused with eldritch magic that it was no longer pure silver, instead, it was a metallic eldritch purple.

With careful and steady hands, Vito filled each of the diagrams he created, wiping away any overflow of the liquid metal. He then used some of his own magic to cool the metal, solidifying it. Once he was done the pieces were stored on a rack near where I worked.

The speed at which the forge allowed us to work was far greater than anything that would’ve been possible back on Earth, but the process still took many hours. The forge burned with constant light as I pulled out different pieces of bones and other materials that had been placed in there to allow them to become malleable.

Once all of the armored sections were done, I began to connect them together. The joints were made with the material Vito had brought to me, a soft velvety leather, reinforced with carefully forged links of bone. Despite its softness, cutting and forming it proved difficult. Even with the fires of the forge having been used to make it more malleable.

I didn’t need large amounts of leather, just enough to make the joints run smoothly. The left over was perfect for the other use I had planned. The interior of the armor was lined with densely packed material from the micilium floor. It had something similar to the density of cork but with the softness of a memory foam bed. It made the perfect lining.

As I connected and finished each piece, they were assembled onto a mannequin by Vito. The helmet was simple, with a visor with narrow slits for the eyes that could be completely retracted about the head. When it was completed, I took the rest of the leather and tossed it in the forge just long enough to make it easier to form.

I then worked with Vito to make a cloak. We shaped the cloak so that it had pointed shoulders and would fall down to just above my ankles, no point in it getting in the way. The hood was simple, but deep. The entire cloak was trimmed with a dark eldritch purple. Vito then worked with it on the enchanting table for several minutes. The runic patterns Vito embedded into the cloak were made from a dark purple stain so dark it was barely distinguishable from the black fabric.

The cloak was then flung over the armor stand where it attached by clasps on the shoulder pauldrons I had left there for this exact reason. The two of us stepped back as I let go of control of the forge, the task was finished.

“That is an impressive set,” Vito said as he slowly walked around it. “Imagine what we can make once we truly master its abilities.”

“Judging by the power of Mercry, it will be a truly magnificent day when we can replicate items of that kind of quality in power.” Maxwell’s constant symphony cut off, and he soon joined us. I was impressed he’d maintained it as long as he did. I touched the armor, a moment later I pulled up a description.

Thanatrith

Plate Armor

Created on a mythical forge the power of this armor is great. It is meant to be worn by not just a practitioner of eldritch magic, but a being of great eldritch power. All else who wear this armor will suffer greatly as the need to power this armor will eat away at them. The bones and death energy used in the creation of this armor allows the wearer to repair damage done to the armor with death energy.

Set 9 of 9

When worn in completion, this set will amplify the effect of each individual piece, along with a once a day ability to create a powerful eldritch undead minion.

1 of 9: Cuirass – Enhances physical endurance and provides great protection for the section of the body while still allowing for a high degree of flexibility thanks to the spinal column of a snake integrated into the back. The runes engraved project powerful eldritch barriers that can be activated and deactivated at will. Power is stored within the armor itself, increases with each additional piece.

2 of 9: Pauldrons – Enhances physical endurance and provides great protection for the shoulders. The runes engraved upon this section of armor increase the striking power of any blow made from the arms, small usage of mana, storage increases with each additional piece of armor.

3 of 9: Vambrace – Provides great protection for the upper and lower arm. The runes engraved increase the speed and power at which the elbow can flex. Requires small amount of mana, stored within armor, increases with each additional piece.

4 of 9: Gauntlets – Allow for highly dexterous movement of the fingers while still providing some protection. Runes engraved upon the palm of the armor allow for a short ranged eldritch blast. Number of blast charges based off mana capacity, mana capacity stored within armor increases with each additional piece.

5 of 9: Fauld – Provides enhanced physical endurance and great protection for the waist and hips of the wearer. Designed to allow for optimal flexibility while maintaining a high level of protection. The runes in this section provide no additional benefits.

6 of 9: Greaves – Provides great protection for the upper and lower arm. The runes engraved increase the speed and power at which the knee can flex. Requires small amount of mana, stored within armor, increases with each additional piece.

7 of 9: Sabatons – Provides a great deal of protection for the feet as well as a high degree of comfort, no one likes uncomfortable shoes. For a cost of mana based off distant fallen, the impact force will be redistributed and absorbed. Mana stored within armor, increases with each additional piece.

8 of 9: Helmet – Provides a great deal of protection for the head. Helps with concentration and casting spells and wards off some illusions and mental attacks. The visor has been enchanted so that when it is closed it becomes translucent for the wearer.

9 of 9: Cloak – Provides a small degree of protection for the wearer. Enchanted to avoid snagging and increases the intimidation factor of the wearer. It can also suppress the aura of the wearer at a cost of mana. When full set is present, the cloak can further veil the wearer in shadows. Ability to suppress aura and hide the wearer in shadows cost mana, mana stored within armor, storage increases with each piece.

Now that you have the whole set, would you like to bind?

Y/N

I couldn’t help but smile as I hit Yes, Vito had included that in the process.

“You guys actually managed to create an armor set,” Maxwell chuckled. “I should get you to try making me something.”

“It’s on my list,” I agreed with a laugh. “But the trick will be making it so it doesn’t kill you.” Making armor sets meant that each piece of armor had a high amount of synergy with the rest, it was fairly hard to do.

“Making this into a set was surprisingly easy,” Vito said. “It must have to do with the forge. My guess is the eldritch magic is serving to unify the forces involved.” He studied the forge for a moment and shook his head. “If this is true, then the people who were using this in the past focused too much on making weapons. Even if the magic was different than the blood magic, there should have been the same effect.”

“I get the impression that the Blood Sultanate was a little more focused on mass murder than it was on trying to protect its people,” I said flatly.

“What will you do with your old armor?” Maxwell asked.

“I have an idea, don’t worry, it won’t go to waste,” I assured him.
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The next ritual was fairly straightforward, and the real reason I needed Vito’s help. With information about Mercry from Aaron’s group and some of the translations from the vault, I had come up with a process to better connect me to Mercry. Our connection was already fairly deep, but I was certain it could be more. From what the book said the soul weaver had changed the weapon quite a bit, most of its power was not accessible like it had been before.

From my understanding, when the weapon was originally created it required a soul bond with its wielder for them to gain access to the power stored within. When the soul weaver had worked on the weapon that changed. Much of the power was still there, but it needed a deeper bond than a simple soul bond.

I was uncertain what exactly I would gain from this, and kind of doubted I would get some sort of super weapon. While it was possible for low-level players to wield weapons like that, it always came at a very high cost. While I could manipulate soul energy, I didn’t come close to the proficiency Vito had with it. I was still learning how to take my first steps while in comparison Vito had been running marathons for 100 years.

Between this ritual and the armor we had forged, this ritual was simpler and shorter in time and process, but was also far more intricate.

I had been preparing myself as I stood next to the forge while Vito worked on the ritual. Mercry stood in a holder on the other side of the anvil from me. “Are you ready, my lord?” Vito asked gently as not to break my concentration. “This will feel similar to your process of becoming a Lich, but likely far more uncomfortable and potentially more uncomfortable. We are integrating Mercry with you at a very deep level.”

“I’m ready.”

Vito stood at the anvil, with me on one side and Mercry on the other. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Power flowed out of him, soul energy that energized the ritual around us. The fact that the ritual was powered by soul energy alone spoke to the power contained within.

He stretched out one hand to me and made a grabbing motion. I let out a gasp as his hand went incorporeal and sunk into me, grabbing my soul like a sheet of fabric. This was far different from how vampires normally functioned, and more like how a soul vampire worked, which was the purpose of the ritual he’d created.

Vito turned his attention to Mercry. Instead of his hand sinking into the weapon, energy flowed out of his hand, siphoned from me, and into Mercry. The process of having one’s soul energy drained is not pleasant, especially when you are not under the paralytic effects vampires exude.

I did my best to let the energy flow out of me smoothly. Eventually enough had been funneled into Mercry that Vito was able to carefully grab a hold of what passed for the soul of the weapon.

With one hand holding my soul, and the other one holding the soul of Mercry, he physically pulled them together and laid them down on the anvil, overlapping them. As he pulled, my very being was tugged away from my body. Innately I fought to resist it, and if Vito and I had been of similar strength that might’ve caused a problem, but we weren’t. All I got was an annoyed look from Vito.

With one hand he held the strands of soul together on the anvil, and with the other he picked up a specially prepared hammer. It was similar to the ritual hammer, the rituals fueled by soul energy. He brought the hammer down on the strand of my soul.

I ground my teeth and groaned in pain as an ache, very literally soul deep, filled my body. Blow after blow rained down on the anvil. The energy inside the anvil began to respond, sensing the intent. Strands of eldritch power formed within the anvil, lining up to bind together and pull the two strands of our souls into one.

Eldritch magic is one of the few magics that can affect the soul with some degree of ease. I honestly lost track of time. All I knew was the ache was growing and I felt weary, so weary. But suddenly, the tension released and I felt like I was solely within myself again.

I opened my eyes, still aching and tired. But even as I stood there, I became aware of something, another part of me that I hadn’t felt before. My eyes rested on Mercry. I didn’t even have to will the weapon, it merely floated into the air, doing so as easily as I would lift my arm.

“It is done,” Vito whispered, visibly exhausted. “That went far easier than expected. I think time with you and losing your levels has allowed you two to develop a far deeper bond than we even intended.”

“What do you mean you two?” Raven asked from a safe distance away.

I hadn’t even noticed the odd word choice from Vito.

“I’m not saying Mercry has a soul,” Vito said. “But it also didn’t not have a soul. There was definitely something there, and that something had been shaped by Ezekiel. The only thing I can postulate is that when you both lost all of your levels, some of your power began to seep through.”

“This is incredible,” I whispered, moving Mercry around me, shaping it at will in the air as it spun. Innately I felt my limit of control was around twenty meters, but I could call the weapon to me from much farther away. “This is like having another limb.”

“I would imagine so,” Vito nodded. “Few things are as bound closely together as you and that weapon are. You likely can use its innate ability with soul energy along with your own magic and soul energy control. It’s not some apocalypse weapon like it once was, but if you practice and continue to grow with it, one day it will surpass its former power with ease.”

I brought Mercry to my hand and caught it. “For now, I think I just need to sleep.”

“Probably a good idea. I used up quite a bit of your soul energy in that process,” Vito said. “You are not used to that feeling yet, so it’s understandable that you would be tired.”
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“How’s the hammer treating you, Decker?” I asked as they entered the forge floor. This was only the second time they’d come down this far since our initial meeting. The first time had been to get the promised hammer.

“I freaking love this thing.” Decker had a huge smile. “It feels like waving around a hammer half its weight, and it has an explosive attack that can pulverize a boulder, and it recharges as I continue to fight.”

“Glad it works.” I frowned as I saw that not just Decker’s group had come down, but Ezra’s group as well. I glanced upward. “Poor Chompy, never stood a chance.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Ezra scoffed. “You keep improving that bloody thing! Even with multiple groups of us it still managed to take out Scott and Marcus.”

I snickered. “Serves you right. Sorry about Scott.” I shrugged. “At least that’ll go to helping me recoup the cost of rebuilding Chompy.”

“You didn’t have it target Marcus?” Aaron asked sternly. “Did you?”

“I plead the fifth.” Ezra’s group had been down several times since our initial deal, and each time I had to rebuild Chompy, improving him. “So, why are you down here together? You do know it’s bad etiquette for groups to team up in dungeons that are not designed for large groups.”

“Sorry about that,” Aaron was trying to hide a smile. “We needed to make sure we got down here so we could talk with you, and with the strength of that beast of yours that wasn’t a guaranteed thing.”

“You could’ve talked with Michael on the micilium floor,” I suggested. “You’ve used him to relay stuff before.”

“We could’ve,” Jessica agreed. “But this is probably a better conversation to have in person.”

I was immediately on edge. Maxwell was up on the micilium floor himself, and Raven was out stalking through the dungeon hunting down unsuspecting groups. She’d been doing that for the last week, and one time she’d died. That had scared her, but it had worn off fairly quickly. That particular group had become a mini boss that now wandered the floor after I got a hold of them.

“What’s going on?” I asked, already checking the mana reserves in my armor and the soul energy reserves stored within Mercry. I didn’t think Aaron would turn on me, especially not now, but I didn’t know about Ezra.

“Easy big guy,” Tucker said, wincing. I noticed the glare from Ezra.

“We’re not here for you,” Aaron said. “We’re here because we have some very bad news.”

“How bad is bad?” I asked, squinting. I was now level 98 and had almost all of my flesh back, except for skin.

“Bad like, there’s an army of inquisitors heading for your dungeon,” Ezra said.

“Fuck…” I breathed out a long sigh. “I knew this was too good to last.”

“We hoped they would be satisfied with you staying in the dungeon,” Aaron said. “But evidently not.”

“We’ve tried to convince Livia to fight them,” Jessica said. “But she stubbornly refuses to believe what we’re saying about you.”

I instantly shot a questioning look at Ezra’s group. “Do you believe them?”

“I am inclined to, yes,” Ezra said. “So far, none of the things we have found in the archives points to corruption in Olattee, not that there isn’t useful information, just not about Olattee. Though we have hardly touched the archives down there.”

“We have scoured this dungeon from top to bottom for something like that,” Susan said. “But we have found nothing. So based off the three things you told Livia, that only leaves you being from Earth.”

“Assuming you weren’t lying from the start,” Tiffany said, expressing her lingering doubts.

“I have no way to prove that one way or the other,” I said. “But what are we gonna do about the church?”

“Tell me, Ezekiel, what happens if you get killed in here more than once within a month?” Aaron asked.

“Well, I die and will be trapped in my phylactery probably for the next hundred years. I don’t know what else to say. It’s better than being dead, but it is very annoying.”

“Can you tell us where that is?” Ezra asked.

“No. I will not tell you where that is,” I said flatly, doing my best to note their expressions. “It is safe under the control of someone far more powerful than any of us. If the worst happens and you do feel inclined to seek me out, I’m sure you can find your way to him and then do what you can to help him.”

“You seem awfully composed for someone facing imprisonment inside a jar for 100 years,” Ezra noted.

“Could you flee and let the dungeon go?” Jessica asked.

I ignored Ezra’s point—it was simply the way it was. “That has been a hot debate between me and my friends,” I assured her. “My reason for staying is complicated. I might find help in Tehomal, but at what point do I stop running?”

“There is a connection here?” Aaron said with sudden interest.

I closed my eyes and sighed. I hadn’t meant to pass on that information. “Yes, there is, but evidently this particular region is incredibly dangerous. But that’s not the reason I stay. I stay because there is something deeply wrong with Olattee. You’re right, there is no information in this ziggurat that would indicate that. But what I have seen the clerics do and summon to this world all points to one thing.”

“What is that?” Ezra asked.

I summarized what we had found with the hidden cult. “There is never a reason strong enough to summon something like that. I may be evil, but I’m evil with a lowercase E. What they are doing, like what the Blood Sultanate did, is an evil far greater than me—I’m talking uppercase E.”

“So, you intend to stay and fight because…” Ezra trailed off. “You want to stop them? If you are truly from Earth and trapped here, your life is legitimately on the line. Why would you risk it like that? Heck, you’ve told us, we can do our own investigations to prove what you have said and launch our own crusade.”

“You’re right,” I said. “But to quote an old movie: Now, we must all fear evil men. But there is another kind of evil that we must fear most. And that is the indifference of good men.”

“Ah, Boondock Saints, such a great movie,” Decker smiled.

“We’ll do what we can then.” Aaron had clearly been rooting for me to leave, but I think he knew there was no convincing me.
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I stood atop the ziggurat watching the remnants of the player camp be overtaken by columns of men and women in pure white robes. The inquisitors had arrived. The two groups of players who believed I was human, had offered to stay and fight with me, but I had told them to leave. I was better off having allies that Olattee didn’t know about, and the addition of ten more fighters wouldn’t swing the tide of this battle.

The army of inquisitors brought many large wagons mounted with unknown material that was covered with large white tarps. They were drawn by teams of horses, and the weight of the wheels left deep trenches in the soft soil.

This was the first time I’d been out of the ziggurat since I entered. The change over the marsh was massive. The water was now dark, pure black in a few places. The red tint had been replaced with a deep, resting shadow. Dark mist shrouded much of the water and landmasses. The plants had taken on a more vicious appearance. The death biome was a deterrent to anyone invading. The creatures were harder to kill, though technically they were already dead.

Scattered throughout the army of inquisitors I spotted several of them dressed in pure black robes, and also groups of players. They could be distinguished by their gear, which stood out from the uniform look of the inquisitors.

“If you scout, be careful,” I warned Raven needlessly.

“I know.” She rolled her eyes. “I always am.”

“Those men in black robes, keep an eye on them,” I said. “I can’t tell from here, but my guess is they’re of the order we encountered in that temple.”

“Hopefully they didn’t bring any of those strange creatures,” Maxwell said.

“I doubt it.” I turned back to the entrance. “While they appear to be working together now, I doubt the rest of Olattee would stand for those creatures. At least not the masses.”

Raven headed down the side of the ziggurat while Maxwell and I headed inside.

“I wonder what Rhea has found,” Maxwell said. “I can’t help but hope that bringing something like that into the light will tear apart the church of Olattee, it would sure make our problems easier.”

“One can hope,” I chuckled as we walked past the undead minks that guarded the entrance. I kind of felt bad for them, they’d been killed a lot in the last month.

A cold wind blew into the mouth of the cave. “Yeesh, it’s almost winter here. I’m glad we don’t have to fight outside the dungeon. Unlike you and Raven, I feel the cold.”

“I’m pretty sure Raven feels the cold,” I said.

“Yeah, but she doesn’t show it,” Maxwell grumbled.

I didn’t bother concealing the entrance to the ziggurat. Best to give them an access point rather than have them try to break their way in. At each floor, there was an access point where I could manipulate the floor with dungeon energy more easily. I could do it without the access point, but it definitely made it easier. I wasn’t able to work on more than one floor at once, but it meant I didn’t have to travel clear down to the forge.

Counting the small room that was the entrance, the first three floors were too small for me to set up as fighting areas, so I filled them with traps. Everything from spikes shooting out of walls to swinging axes to flamethrowers that spewed forth eldritch fire. I did my best to turn those first three floors into a nightmare for anyone who tried to descend.

Raven would not be coming back this way. We’d created a hidden entrance that connected directly to our living quarters. This was to give us a potential means of retreat if we got pushed beyond the harbor floor.

The fourth floor was finally getting big enough that we could do more interesting things with it, but I was still limited in space. What I decided to do was to put protected shooting galleries along two of the walls and filled them with a horde of skeleton archers and a few mages. I made them as powerful as I could. Keeping the upper floors of the dungeon easier was to serve as a lure for players, it wasn’t a requirement. The inquisitors were here to kill me, so I had no reason not to make every floor of my dungeon as difficult as possible.

Going down, and as the floors got bigger, I erected more and more elaborate combinations of traps, and pillboxes full of archers, mages, and monsters. Thanks to the benefits of working with the dungeon, most of my creations were either in the high-level eighties or low nineties. Unfortunately, like most regular zombies and other undead, they were relatively weak for their level. But that was augmented by the more specialized undead and monsters I scattered throughout that were very strong for their level—creatures like the skeleton mages.

When I made it to the floor that led out to the stairways that bypassed the biome floor of the micilium, I turned that into the first large-scale point of resistance. The other floors up to this point I expected to slow down and kill some of my enemies, but I doubted any had the chance of stopping the inquisitors entirely. This floor had that potential.

The lizard bodies that comprised the undead that inhabited this floor had served me well with fighting the players, and many groups never made it past this floor. But there was room for improvement. I’d been collecting death cores, not absorbing them to make me more powerful, to use for something like this. I had a dozen death cores from creatures over level 100 from the monsters Vito had us fight, but I held onto those for now.

The lizards all gained the ability to breathe an eldritch fire and their scales were hardened, while their bodies were faster and stronger. Using death cores, I elevated them from undead into creatures of a living dead. I smiled as I quickly read over the description of the boss.

Eldritch Death Basilisk

Level: 95

A fierce predator of a death biome, these basilisks hunt in packs. Equipped with teeth that inject lethal necrotic toxins and claws that can slice through stone like butter, these creatures are to be feared. This particular subspecies has been further affected by eldritch magic and can breathe a flame of eldritch power.

I chuckled. “One thing’s for certain, we survive this, the dungeon is going to be way harder than it was before.” I relayed what the description said to Maxwell.

“What is the eldritch magic do exactly?” he asked. “I’ve seen you use it more of late, but I don’t understand exactly what it is.”

I scratched my head trying to think of how to define it. “It’s really hard to explain. Think of it this way, eldritch power is a sinister force that can do a lot of different things based off of how it’s implemented. For these basilisk, the fiery eldritch breath they will breathe will cause whatever it touches to warp and break down, kinda like fire, but water won’t put it out.”

“It sounds like magical napalm,” Maxwell said.

“Oh, I like that idea,” I smiled manically. “On to the next floor where we will experiment with eldritch napalm! And other such war crimes.”

Maxwell snorted as we moved on. It was good we could still joke despite knowing what was coming.

On the stairs leading down I had plans, but unfortunately, I had to be at the forge for that part.

I removed the miciliums’ hidden access points. There was one access tower I left, but I set it up in a way so Michael could completely destroy it if the time came. I could always reopen the floor later. While Michael might’ve been a powerful asset, his people needed to be protected.

Continuing down, I made every floor into as difficult of an area as possible. There were several spots I referred to as hard points, where I thought there was a decent chance of stopping the progress of the invaders. But none were as developed or strong as what I did on the harbor floor.

There I turned the floor into a labyrinth, designed to split up the invaders with closing doors and shifting walls. I was rather proud of that part. They would all eventually lead out to the waterfront where a bunker had been built. The bunker led to a tunnel that was the only access to the next floor down. It was built up against the water in the middle of the floor.

Dozens of mobile turrets, death knights, undead abominations, and as many other monsters as I could fit were housed there. I invested a lot of my available resources into this defense.

The floors that came after were not nearly as difficult as the ones that led up to the harbor floor. They were more meant to buy me time. The final floor before the forge I turned into a jungle of stone pillars and shadowy crevices. Finally, on the forge floor, is where Chompy waited.

At the forge once again, I accessed the editing menu and used up the energy I had set aside to create a series of platforms dotted along the wall that the stairs descended on. I then moved, using dungeon energy, several mobile turrets onto those platforms. Each of the platforms were also engraved with runes that provided a certain amount of shielding. Their job was to hairy anyone who came onto the stairs, assisting the flock of volans that roosted below the stairs.
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The explosion rumbled as another of the platforms was destroyed. Rubble rained down. On the stairs, the inquisitors in their white robes battled even as they pushed forward. Of the four platforms I created, there was only one left. Most of the volans had been slain as well.

The inquisitors had arrived in a long column that steadily marched into the dungeon. I had been on the floor with the basilisk. To my dismay, while they had put up a good fight and killed many of the invaders, the power of the magic they were wielding continually pushed my creations back. On average, I could tell the level of the inquisitors was lower than my creations, but there were so many of them.

Suddenly, there was movement on the harbor floor, and I looked out and saw Michael sprinting across the open area.

“Why are you not with your people?” I demanded as the micilium reached me.

“They are safe,” he promised. “We know that if this place falls, we are likely all doomed, so those who are strong enough to fight chose to. I’m the last, the rest spent their lives well.”

“So, they’re already on this floor then?” I asked.

“Yes,” Michael agreed. “Your monsters and traps have taken a large toll, but there has been too many, and the more powerful ones are acting like a spearhead.”

“It doesn’t help that they have a disproportionately large number of clerics,” Maxwell grumbled. “They can practically out heal the damage being dealt that doesn’t outright kill them.”

“I’m glad I didn’t put more poison traps,” I agreed. From what we’d seen, that hadn’t worked very well. Any poisonous wounds left outside of a bite from the basilisk, or something left by Mercry, had been healed at an alarming rate.

Another explosion rumbled as the final platform was destroyed. The inquisitors on the stairs pointed down at me. It would be disadvantageous for me to allow them to rain down attacks.

The distance was quite large, so it would be within my power to raise shields to shelter us. I didn’t know how long that would last. Maxwell’s orchestra began to play an ominous song. He now had fifteen different undead playing instruments. The power of his music was great, and on each floor we fought on, there was a small set of bleachers for him to set up. Due to the variation of the creatures and the type of fighting taking place, the songs he’d been using were generalized power amplification, it’d worked quite well.

In a completely unneeded gesture, I pointed Mercry at the inquisitors, and directed every single one of my mobile turrets to aim in that direction. The group of inquisitors were already building a spell, but when they saw twenty different eldritch cannons pointed at them, they stilled. I could’ve fired, they knew it. The threat was implied: if they did not attack me from above, I would not shoot at them from below.

An argument broke out among them before a figure in dark robes walked out onto the stairs and broke it up. I didn’t hear what they said, but he glanced down and I felt him meet my gaze. To my surprise, he nodded and gestured for the rest of the group to continue down. Either they thought it was to their advantage to attack me on equal ground, or whoever that was had some form of honor. It was probably the former.

It didn’t take long before the first group of inquisitors charged out of the labyrinth and into the open field that was the harbor floor. Michael had been right, these were the stronger of the initial wave.

They homed in on me, and realized what they’d just run onto. While the harbor floor was open, it wasn’t clear. I’d formed stone spikes pointed away from the bunker in clusters and rows along the floor to hinder the advancement of any large group. Every single one of my cannons snapped their aim onto the group.

As it dawned on them, a volley of eldritch blasts and two meter long black arrows with tips glowing with eldritch magic all fired as one. The group hastened to throw up barriers using magical items, but there was little they could do against such an onslaught. Explosions of eldritch magic tore apart their barriers and their bodies even as arrows pinned them to walls.

I was a little surprised when one survived, having somehow dodged the attacks. Before I could do anything to stop him, he darted back inside the labyrinth. No doubt carrying word of what awaited. There was no stopping them organizing, but I had hoped to hold off that event.

A black streak shot out from the bunker and followed him—Raven was on his heels. Maybe we would have some time before they figured out what was down here. The inquisitors still on the stairs would know, but it would take time for them to reach this floor and carry the news.

[image: ]



Men and women clad in white robes poured out of three different archways onto the wharf of the harbor floor. There had been several smaller groups, each fairly powerful, that had ventured out and been ambushed, but eventually word got back, and they had stopped.

As the power of my mobile eldritch cannons had increased, I hadn’t increased the power of their attack, but the number of times they could fire. A steady stream of eldritch blasts, large black arrows, and other ranged attacks tore across the wharf, shredding the onrushing holy warriors.

Raven was by my side, adding her own magical attacks to the barrage, but something wasn’t quite adding up. There had been a lot of inquisitors, a small armies worth outside the ziggurat. Judging by how many had fallen on the previous floors and the number still remaining, I could not figure out where the numbers were coming from.

Then I noticed something. One of the white clad figures was missing an arm and no blood poured out of the wound. A moment later a pair of eldritch blasts finished him off. As I looked closer, I saw more and more of the horde had severe wounds. I tried to focus on one, and barely got a hint of a description before they were blown apart.

Purified Possession

Level: 81

Created by inhabiting the fallen body of an individual with a purified spirit. These…

“Those wagons we saw, they were full of bodies,” I said.

“What?” Raven said. “They never uncovered them when I was out.”

“The majority of these white robed people are something similar to a zombie.” I explained what I read.

“That’s rich, and they don’t like you for using the undead,” Raven scoffed.

“You have a point, but the problem is the numbers. When you stack bodies like they had, there is likely hundreds if not thousands of these things.”

“Oh… That could be a problem.”

Looking up, there was a steady stream of the white robed bodies trekking down the stairs.

Magic swirled around me as I built my first spell of the fight. I infused it with death energy as it poured out. A powerful area buff to my undead minions and constructs filled the area right before the front line reached my bunker.

Since I had my death knights defending a short rampart, I’d equipped them with spears for stabbing and long black daggers for when it became close combat. I stood behind them on another raised section, with the majority of my mobile turrets and a pair of living dead necromancers I’d just barely managed to create. I had done so with the fallen bodies of a pair of player clerics. The living dead hadn’t fully gained their own self-awareness yet, but they still had access to necromantic magic. I tasked them with healing the death knights as much as they could.

Explosions of white magic filled the air above my bunker as a barrage of magical attacks hammered into it. The defensive runes powered with eldritch magic flared to life as they formed a dome protecting us. The mana reserves built into this fortification were large—hopefully, it would last long enough.

The dome did not protect us from straight beam-like attacks, it only protected us from the heavier artillery attacks. This allowed my turrets to maintain a constant fire out over the field. I tasked the archers with targeting the mages and other range fighters they detected. While the mobile cannons had a powerful magical attack, they hadn’t leveled up as I increased the power. That wasn’t the case for the archer-based turrets. Their bolts had been greatly increased and were designed for punching through barriers, be it magical or physical alike.

Maxwell’s bleachers were stationed farther behind us, and his music washed out and was amplified over the bunker. I cast my favorite spell, then cocked my arm back and hurled Mercry out over the rampart, impaling a white robed figure. Exerting my newfound control, I split Mercry in half and reshaped each blade into a large circle that surrounded the shaft, then sent them spinning into the horde.

I couldn’t penetrate far, due to the limited range of my control, but the two discs wreaked a terrible toll on those within my range. Limbs were severed, and deep wounds were left behind. The possessed bodies didn’t seem to mind the damage, but that wasn’t all that was done. The blade left behind deadly poison and magic far more potent than it had ever been. I didn’t know how to easily work soul energy, but Mercry gave me some options. The reserves inside of the weapon amplified the effect of my magic.

The poison even affected the spirits as it drove them from the bodies and reanimated them as zombies. The section where my discs spun had devolved into a horrific cauldron of lacerated bodies and zombies tearing at their former allies.

Pulses of pure white magic flickered throughout the crowd, and a moment later those sections of white figures surged forward at greater speeds. I called Mercry back to me, reforming into a staff then into its cannon form. I did this all while my eyes remained locked on one of the sources of that pulsed with magic.

I rested Mercry on my shoulder, taking careful aim. I charged the staff, a bolt of eldritch power laced with death energy, and it hammered across the distance. The caster of the buffing spell had seen my attack coming, but his barriers were far too weak to stop it. I blew a hole straight through his chest.

Unfortunately, he hadn’t been the only one. As the fight continued, more and more pulses of magic amplified the horde. Still, my rampart and death knights held fast. The section where I had attacked with Mercry was still chaotic.

I gave a mental order to my necromancers, and they joined me in casting a much larger spell. The casters on the other side detected our swelling magic, and though I had lost several of my mobile turrets, they did manage to still suppress the casters of Olattee.

It took us a minute to build the spell, and in that time my death knights finally began to be pushed back as they were engaged in a desperate knife fight as the players and other more competent fighters reached them. The horde served its purpose and soaked up damage so that the more valuable fighters could close, I understood the tactic well.

But the mistake people kept making with me was throwing hordes at a necromancer. A massive wave of death magic swept out from us. It passed over the rampart walls before it found an ample field of targets.

Nothing happened at first, then the front line devolved into chaos as the dozens upon dozens of fallen possessed bodies rose back to life as zombies under my control. Having expended the majority of my mana pool, I moved to join my death knights of the rampart.

I drove the tip of Mercry into the back of an unsuspecting player between their breastplate armor. The razor-sharp blade of Mercry severed the spinal column and left behind its deadly poison. The woman’s legs collapsed, and she cried out in pain and surprise as my death knight fell on her, driving its dagger down into a gap in her armor.

With the power of Mercry involved in her death, it wouldn’t be long before she rose to serve me. I charged along the rampart, dispatching as many players and holy warriors as I could. The power of my armor was on full display as my cloak flapped behind me and I struck with incredible power.

An explosion staggered me to the side as I was hit by a magical missile. The eldritch barriers projected by my armor defeated it easily, but I noticed the reserves of my armor noted in a small heads up display projected by my helmet.

I whirled and threw Mercry at the cleric who shot me from outside the rampart. My blade shattered a pair of barriers before being stopped by a third. Before it even fell to the ground, I summoned Mercry back to my hand and continued my rush along the walls. The horde of zombies created by the combined spell was pushing back the horde of the possessed bodies.

It was a gruesome fight. Neither side could feel so they tore at each other with absolute viciousness. Seeing an opening, I gave a mental order to my death knights and they leapt from the wall, joining in the horde. I had my necromancers shift from healing to creating more undead. If we could get the momentum, then we could drive them back.

Things were seemingly beginning to swing in our direction, until a cadre of priests dressed in elaborate white, gold, black, and silver robes stepped onto the wharf. I felt the power as they began to build large ritual spells around them. I fell back to the upper part of the bunker where I held an advantage. I ordered every one of my turrets to target that group, and Raven was building her own spell to throw into the mix.

I had made a mistake. I thought we’d already seen what they had. There was no easy way to get my knights back up on the rampart, though I gave the order nonetheless. The barrage of magical and ranged attacks slammed into a powerful barrier of silver energy. Cracks did appear in it, but nothing passed through.

The cadre consisted of eight priests, four of which were white robes with golden rituals sewn into them and the other four wore black robes with silver rituals sewn into them. The four priests in the white robes were powering the barrier, and the four in black were building another spell.

I pointed to the man and released my two stored spells in quick succession. Twin bolts of eldritch power hammered across the distance. I was pushing the capacity of the rings with the spells, they couldn’t take much more. I did manage to bring down the barrier, but to my dismay, there was a smaller seemingly more powerful barrier behind that one.

The power of the eldritch barrier protecting the bunker was still mighty, and I hoped it would be enough when their spell completed. Above the priests in black robes, an orb of the purest black formed into the size of a bison. As I watched, it split in half, then those halves split in half. The process repeated over and over until I lost count of the number of smaller orbs.

As one, they shot out across the battlefield. The attack arched high, and I glanced behind me where the tunnel was leading to the next floor. However, the barrage was not targeted at my dome. It slammed into the ground all around the ramparts where my death knights were trying to regain the protected position.

The explosions of dark energy shredded zombies, possessed, and death knight alike. Sections of my rampart blew apart, sending chunks of rock scattering like a shotgun blast. When the attack faded, my entire front line was devastated. My mana reserves were rebuilding rapidly, and I was already building my own spell, but it would not be enough.

I expended all of my mana to cast another mass raise undead spell, then gave orders to my necromancers to continue to create as many undead as possible.

“Let’s go, guys,” I said, heading for the tunnel.

Raven followed, knowing I was right.

“I’m going to stay,” Maxwell said. “I know I’ll die, but my music is way more useful amplifying the power of what you have left here. The dungeon will re-create all of my musicians, so don’t worry about it.”

I grunted in thanks. He was right. The fighting that would come next would be very different. With a nod to Maxwell, Raven and I ducked into the tunnel and rushed down toward the next floor.
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We rushed through the next floor, and though it wasn’t a labyrinth, it felt like one. It was simply a long, winding tunnel meant to slow our pursuers. Getting to this point, it was more about us buying time than anything else. There was a passage I created that was a one-use set of doors that would slam shut and fuse with the wall around them.

“There’s just so many of them,” Raven grumbled. “I know you can raise them, but that only works if we don’t get overwhelmed first.”

I stopped right before passing through the first door. “I need one of my necromancers.” I turned back to the tunnel, connecting with them in the distance. I ordered the necromancer nearest the tunnel to come to me with all due haste.

“What are you doing?” Raven asked.

“Something desperate. I just hope I have the time,” I said.

The advantage of being living dead was that there was no need for breathing, though that did not mean the living dead wasn’t a little haggard-looking when it got to me. After all, muscle still had to function, and constant combat took its toll. I could feel the battle on the previous floor wasn’t going well. The fact it was still going was what mattered. I ordered the living dead to keep pace as we dashed through the doors.

The next two floors I designed the same—to buy time. On the fourth floor down, I ordered the necromancer to move to one side and stand in the corner as Raven and I rushed to the end. Then I accessed the terminal that allowed me to modify the floor.

When I first accessed the terminal, I was stunned, the amount of dungeon energy I had available was massive. The fight wasn’t even over, and we’d killed so many things inside of the dungeon, that despite my own losses, the pool was huge. I eyed an option that I’d been wanting to use since I first saw it, but lacked the energy. Seeing no point in wasting energy, I began modifying the floor.

Guessing that with their trump card was already revealed, my enemies would see no reason not to continue pushing their horde down the rathole after me. With that in mind, I laid traps. Nothing complicated, and nothing somebody paying attention would not be able to avoid. But these nearly mindless possessed freaks would fall for almost all of these. Where the necromancer stood, I walled him off and added a hidden door that could only be opened from the inside. I gave the necromancer one last order before we headed off.

I could feel the fight on the harbor floor was all but done. Already the horde of white clad possessed were reaching the end of the first floor. It had been time well spent though.

The next floor I did the same, though admittedly I was more rushed, so the traps were even more obvious.

We entered the seventh floor, the one right above the forge. This was the floor I had turned into a jungle of stone pillars, rubble, archways, and collapsed buildings. There were also numerous hidden exits. Raven and I split up.

I’d barely gotten myself ready when the first of a dozen inquisitors arrived. I watched the entrance from a shadow, my cloak flowing around me as I activated its ability to meld me in the shadows. It was just as good as a spell Raven or myself could have cast.

The group rushed in and stopped, looking around with instant unease. The white robed possessed weren’t among them. There were priests, clerics, and players. All of them sported the symbol of Olattee someplace on their armor or robes, or even engraved into their weapons and staff’s. Several of their group had passed the first threshold of soul compression and were over level 100.

I made note of which ones were likely the most dangerous. There was a player in flowing white robes with golden runes embroidered into the pure white fabric. Around his shoulders was a stole made of purest black and embroidered with silver runes. On his head sat a priestly miter that matched his robes. In one hand he held a tall staff with the symbol of Olattee mounted in the center of two concentric rings, the outer of which had several golden rings hanging loosely around it. Around his hip was a belt with a scepter on one side and a book on the other. I didn’t dare try to pull up a description. If you’re in tune enough with the world, you could tell when someone was studying you.

The second of the three more powerful opponents was another player. She held a golden mace in one hand and a pure black shield in the other. Her armor was of white metal engraved with black runes. The power emitting from her generated an aura that I could feel even at a distance.

The final, and by far the most powerful individual, was a cleric. I was pretty certain they were an NPC. The players, four in total, operated together but apart from the rest of the group. The other eight opponents all focused on this cleric, listening to his words and orders. In one hand he wielded a silver sword, and in the other a scepter. His robes were simple, but as I had discovered with Friar Brown, that did not mean they were ordinary.

The group began to push onto the floor, spreading out slightly, but not as much as I would’ve liked. I touched an engraved rune on the stone next to me and began to speak.

“Why can’t you just leave me alone?” I asked, my voice coming from another part of the room, echoing through the stony terrain. “I have done nothing to deserve this kind of attention.” My voice came from a different spot that time.

The group had immediately begun moving to where my voice came from the first time, but now they paused.

“Tell that to Father Mathis,” the head cleric sneered.

“He deserved what he got,” I sneered right back. “Anyone who would so callously order the deaths of innocents deserves death.” Every time I spoke, my voice came from a different spot.

“Innocent does not mean pure,” a priest snapped. “That has been made very clear by Olattee himself.”

I tried to keep an eye on the players to see if they were listening to this, though I doubted this would change the course of what was about to occur, but I wondered if maybe a seed of doubt could be planted. “So, your god advocates for the wholesale slaughter of innocents?” I let the incredulity and disgust show in my voice. “And you have the gall to call me evil.”

“You are a Lich,” the player priest said. “For you to even exist means innocents had to be sacrificed.” I heard grunts come from many of the others in the group.

I smiled. The distraction was working, they were beginning to spread out.

“Not technically true,” I countered. “Yes, I was created with sacrifice, and it’s not an excuse, but there were many things I did not know at the time, and I deeply regret what happened. But there’s nothing I can do about that now.” I saw one of the NPCs stop and begin to cast a spell, I could guess what it was. “For future information however, there are other ways to create Lichs, they are just far more difficult and time-consuming.”

“And what are those ways?” The player priest was clearly trying to keep me talking.

I didn’t mind. I watched the NPCs working on their spell, things were about to kick off anyways.

“We’ve heard some very interesting rumors about you as well,” the player priest said. “But they don’t seem within the realm of something that could be real.”

“I think if you considered all of the possible implications of what Lichs are, you might reconsider that perspective,” I said. “I don’t know much about the other ways, but from what I learned when going through the process, the other ways involved something similar to what happened to pharaohs when they died. Except instead of being dead when your organs are removed and your body is embalmed, you’re still alive and conscious through the whole process. It makes things very difficult to gather materials and resources.”

“How?” a player dressed as a cleric began to ask, as the NPCs completed their spell.

The group continued to spread out as the conversation went on. The clerics were in the center, while most of the rest had spread out far enough that they were in groups of one to three, the rough terrain having split them up. Silverlight washed out over the room. My cloak would conceal my presence, magically as well, but I was certain they would still get some kind of readout, even if it was just an empty space where there should be something.

Raven struck first. While my cloak was as good as her magic, her ability to sneak was far better than mine. She had remained hidden as the outer layer of the groups had passed around her. Now with the clerics focusing on what their spell was telling them, she attacked. Twin black daggers made out of bone slid into the back of one of the clerics. He gasped as the dark magic poured into him.

Raven yanked the daggers free and blurred as she used time magic to slash at the jugulars of two of the other clerics near her. I lost track of that fight as I acted myself. A player cleric, and a player zealot wielding a morning star approached my hiding spot.

I reshaped Mercry, splitting it in half and forming each of the blades into sickles. I struck from the shadows just as their backs had turned to me. My strength was already massive but was even further enhanced by my armor. The sickles reached around their necks and before they even realized what happened, I yanked backward, severing most of the way through their armor and necks.

As I ripped my blades free, their mostly severed heads rolled to the side, barely held in place by their spine. Blood gushed out as they were unable to scream and their bodies lost control, crashing to the ground. The magic infecting the wounds resisted the clerics’ feeble attempts to heal himself with a spell stored in a ring. I strode past them, my cloak melding me into the different shadows, so I looked like nothing more than a passing wraith.

While my attack had been silent, the collapse of their bodies had not been. There were shouts as nearby groups called out to confirm the status of those around them. I moved quickly. Mercry reformed to a single weapon, which I formed into a large scythe.

The beautiful thing about Mercry is it allowed me to use highly specialized weapons, things like the scythe, without all the downsides that came with it. In a duel where I fought multiple people, the scythe was not a good weapon, but in a one-on-one, or striking in an ambush, it was a very powerful weapon.

Rippling explosions of magic filled the room as the NPCs zealots and priests near Raven began to attack her with magic. The zealots were a hybrid magic and melee fighter judging by the one I just killed. In one hand they wielded some kind of melee weapon while the other held a scepter.

I flowed through the room, seeking my next target. I came across a loan NPC priest and brought Mercry down like the dissenting hand of the god of death. The tip of the scythe impacted the unsuspecting cleric’s shoulder right at the base of the neck. The razor-sharp tip bit through, the bone barely resisting the weight of the blow. The downward swing only stopped when the shaft of Mercry reached the cleric’s shoulder. He hadn’t even gasped in pain the blow had been so swift.

Yanking Mercry back, the scythe severed the flesh and bone as Mercry sliced free.

There was a shout from nearby, and I looked up to see through a small gap in the rubble another NPC pointing and yelling. I rushed forward, finding another deep shadow and disappearing into it.

I didn’t know how well Raven was doing, but I trusted her skill. This floor had been laid out in this manner by Raven’s request and design. It suited her combat style perfectly. As the battle evolved into a series of ambushes, I periodically caught glimpses of Raven leaping between shadows, often trailing blood and entrails from her latest victim.

If it had just been the initial group of twelve, we might have succeeded, but more players and NPCs continued to arrive. Fortunately, it didn’t seem like any of the possessed had made it, nor were there very many that were passed level 100, but increasing numbers made it harder and harder for me to stay hidden.

Staying out of any larger combat was the only way this fight could work. Pulled into a prolonged fight, I would be overwhelmed.

In order to avoid such a situation, Raven and I continued to fall back, utilizing the large area with plenty of space to retreat. I tried to focus my attacks on bringing down individuals or small groups that I could take out with a few blows.

The problem was, as the fight progressed, more powerful players and NPCs were beginning to home in on my location. I was certain they were doing the same to Raven. After all, the trail of bodies I was leaving behind did give a relatively good indication for my location.

Using Mercry in its split form as a pair of sickles, I tore apart a group of three zealots. As the last body hit the ground, a blast of searing white magic hammered me off my feet and into a pillar. My eldritch barrier absorbed most of the blow but some of the magic snuck through. I hissed in a breath at the pain.

I looked to the source of the attack and saw the player priest and his paladin bodyguard advancing on me. Instead of meeting them, I dashed around a corner, slipping into another shadow.

I sprinted across the floor, leaping from shadow to shadow. The power reserves of my armor were beginning to get low. I had quit using the ability of my cloak to suppress my magic, wanting to conserve my mana reserves, but I still enabled it to help me hide in the shadows.

I cycled death energy through my body to further speed up and repair the damage done. The magic coursing through Mercry did not create undead, instead it amplified the poison left behind so that it would quickly finish off anyone not killed outright.

My goal was to get far enough away from where I’d been hunting them that I hopefully would buy some time away from the stronger individuals hunting me. My mana reserves were about half-full, and I still had two spells stored in my rings.

As I ran across an open area, shouts of dismay and anger rose. I glanced to my right and saw the NPC clerics over level 100 sinking to the ground with two daggers planted on either side of his neck. I thought I saw the telltale flicker of a shadow as Raven disappeared.

Fortunately, the large group of priests, clerics, and zealots that had been with the lead cleric were too distracted by the eminent demise of their leader to notice me. I diverted my direction, smiling to myself as I held Mercry in the twin sickle form in each hand.

The group was too focused on trying to heal their dying leader to notice me when I hit them. I didn’t slow as I slashed out, Mercry ripping horrendous wounds in stomachs and throats as I dashed through the group. Not needing to keep Mercry in my hands, I threw it several times spinning through the group.

A spell came apart and backlashed into one of the clerics as I disrupted his casting. By the time I left the other side, every one of them had been at least scratched by Mercry. The poison coursing through their bodies would prove lethal for most.

I glanced behind me as I dove into the jungle of pillars and rubble. I saw to my own dismay the player priest and paladin hot on my tail.

Now that they had my scent, so to speak, I made a plan. Throughout this floor I had scattered several buildings that resembled old, ruined structures. I came across one that was two stories tall and leapt up to the second floor and disappeared into the shadows behind the crumbling wall. Reshaping Mercry into a scythe, I waited.

From my hidden position, I saw the priest and the paladin approach. They slowed when they reached the building, uncertain where I had gone. They had no idea I was nearby.

The priest was the biggest threat in the long run. If I got tied down fighting the paladin, the priest would be able to build a devastating ritual that would likely spell my doom, even if it didn’t kill me. I built up power in Mercry, it began to glow with purple eldritch fire rippling along its edge.

I lunged off the second floor at the priest, bringing Mercry down, the razor-sharp tip aiming for his neck. I almost landed the blow when the paladin moved at a far faster rate than should have been possible and came between me and my target. The tip of Mercry slammed into his black shield and an explosion of eldritch fire blossomed out.

The attack hit with enough force to stagger the paladin, and I used the opportunity to push myself away from him. As soon as I landed, I reversed my direction and lunged at them. Mercry reformed into a more traditional blade staff with a tip meant for penetrating armor.

I was on the paladin before she fully recovered. Mercry snaked in like a viper’s tongue, scoring the armor and finding chinks where it made shallow small cuts that festered with poison. Silver white light burned in the paladins Morningstar as she swung it at me. I easily sidestepped the blow and retaliated with a series of strikes that snaked past her guard.

Although my advantages with skill were greater, she was not unskilled either, and she possessed superior physical abilities to me. Lowering her head behind her shield, she charged as an attempt to bash me back. I took the blow and used the momentum to roll to the side where I threw Mercry like a javelin at the priest.

My aim was true, but Mercry encountered resistance. It broke through one barrier completely, but only penetrated part way through a second before it was stopped in the air. That was still enough for the razor-sharp tip to stab into the cleric’s stomach.

Seeing me disarmed, the paladin tried to grab Mercry. Before her hands could reach it, I summoned my weapon back to me. Pain distorted the face of the priest, but he did not lose control of his spell. The poison in him would disrupt his magic, but I doubted it would be enough. Since they had passed the first level soul compression and I had not, all of my magic was less effective on them.

The wounds in the paladin had begun to slow her, but before I could take advantage of this, she cast a spell of her own. Her entire body temporarily glowed with silver white light. The magic didn’t cure the poison coursing in her body, it forced it out. Every wound seeped with a pitch-black tar-like substance that was laced with eldritch purple lines. As soon as the poison had been expelled, the wound flared brightly and seared shut.

The priest chanted something I didn’t have the time to hear as he pointed his staff at me. The magic swirling around him gathered into a silver ball at the tip of the staff before it fired. The projectile wasn’t fast, but I could sense its power.

I tried to dodge but the spell followed me. I looked at the priest, hoping he was still channeling the spell so I could disrupt it—he was not. He smiled at me before he filled his hand with silver light and clapped it over his stomach. The paladin roared as she charged at me.

I fled, the silver ball speeding up. I might have been able to take them on, but I would’ve been left all but defeated if I survived at all. It was time to leave this floor. The only trick would be getting there before the ball caught me.

No longer worried about staying hidden, I sprinted through the chaotic floor, vaulting over pillars and through small holes like a true master of parkour. I lost the paladin, but the silver ball continued to pursue me. Any pillar I tried to hide behind, the ball simply bored a perfectly smooth hole straight through it.

I finally saw what I was looking for as I reached the top of a particularly tall pile of rubble. Leaping into the air, I pointed my hand at the silver ball and fired both of the eldritch blasts stored in my rings. The two powerful bolts hit the ball, and the first caused it to waver, and the second detonated it.

A ball of blinding silver light erupted and expanded as I dove down the other side of the rubble. Everything it touched was vaporized. That wasn’t my problem anymore, I had made it. I shot into a tunnel that had been carefully hidden under a slab, and my feet clipped a boulder that caused the tunnel to collapse behind me.

The tunnel had been smoothed and a lubricant applied, so I shot down it quickly, and soon found myself standing a little ways down from the closed off entrance of the main stairs. Raven was already waiting for me. As soon as she saw me, she grabbed a rope and yanked on it. The rope had several cords attached to it, all of which displaced small boulders that caused the rest of the tunnels to collapse.

I pulled Raven into a hug. “Glad you made it.” She was looking rough, having not escaped unscathed, but she managed to take down one of the more powerful foes we faced.

“There was never a doubt,” she said smugly as we headed down to the next floor.
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We took our time to recover. It would take them a while to find the way down, or so I hoped. Chompy waited for us near where the stairs let out. I wasn’t going to give anyone who came down here the option of forming up outside the stairs. Chompy was going to attack them before they even left the landing area.

I found the nearest pillar and sat down, leaning my head back. Raven sat next to me and transformed into her lynx form. A few moments later, I could tell she was asleep. It was amazing how fast cats could do that. Her warm body, a feeling I hadn’t noticed before, helped calm my mind as I prepared myself for the next fight. With Chompy and Raven by my side, we might stand a chance.

The previous floor had been about thinning the numbers of whoever made it this far. I focused on my sense of the dungeon. What I saw both gave me hope and worry. There were far more holy warriors on the floor above us than I would’ve liked, nearly two dozen. But the necromancer was on the move, and if I could last long enough, help would arrive.

When I thought the invaders on the previous floor were about to find their way down, I gently stirred Raven back to wakefulness. “Are you ready?” I asked as I gently stroked her back.

She stretched and yawned wide, shifting back into her human form. “That nap did wonders. They shall see what I’m capable of.”

Within the group coming down, there were the two players, and another two NPCs that were over level 100. The rest varied from mid-level eighties to high-level nineties based off of what my sense told me.

“That player priest,” I whispered to Raven as we watched the stairs. “He is likely the biggest threat. If he’s supported by other priests and clerics, the magic he can bring to bear might be too much.”

“I will do what I can.” Raven’s tail whisked back and forth in anticipation for the fight.

“Don’t do anything too reckless. Without you, I don’t think this is winnable,” I said.

Before Raven could respond, the first of the zealots that led the way down stepped onto the forge floor. Chompy surged as only this creature could. I almost felt bad for that pair of zealots. The last thing they saw was a gaping maw full of wicked teeth descending on them.

It didn’t take long for a coordinated push led by the player to drive Chompy back. The benefits of him being my own creation ranged from him gaining my resistances from the Order of Equinox to me being able to more effectively heal him. Since he was also a dungeon boss he gained several more resistances, meaning the holy magic hammering into him was less far less effective than it should have been. It was still enough that patches of the hulking monster’s flesh were laced with silver light that caused it to smoke and decay.

I let Chompy deal with the paladins and zealots for now. He wouldn’t win without my help, but the clerics and priests were by far the more dangerous part. If we could get to them before they had time to build up their power, things would go easier.

Raven was already cloaked in shadows and stalking forward. I was less subtle. The second the first of the casters started to enter the landing area, I hit them with a powerful bolt of black and purple lightning. It shattered barriers and drove into the leader before jumping to three others. The power ravaged through their bodies, amplified by my position as master of the dungeon and the death energy laced into the spell.

Before I finished my spell, a barrier snapped up, cutting off the stream. The black lightning splashed against the silver barrier which cracked under the barrage, but it did not break. I pointed Mercry at the barrier, configured into its cannon form. My eldritch bolt finished the barrier off, the excess energy splashing over the clerics.

I pointed, and two eldritch blasts hammered into two of the clerics. The combined attacks blew holes through their chests, and they dropped dead.

I was already building another spell, not letting up on my attack as the priests began to appear. Silver barriers formed around them protecting the casters. That was okay, my initial volley was only meant to last for a short while. I poured all of my mana and a large portion of my death energy into the spell.

My power condensed into a ball so black it looked like it had been torn out of the world, flew across the distance. It was my own version of the spell that the annoying priest had used on me—the difference being mine was quite a bit more powerful.

I targeted the ball toward the player priest. “I hope you like my version. It’s cooler!” I pulled out a mana potion, downed it in one gulp, then rushed in to support Chompy.

Right before my black ball hit the barrier, a storm of pure black projectiles erupted from a shadow as Raven broke the barrier first. She vanished once again, without stalking her prey.

Chompy was looking rough, but I poured a little bit of my regenerated mana into a simple heal undead spell. It wasn’t much, but it did help.

I targeted the zealots first and foremost. The lack of heavy plate armor made my slashing attacks all the more powerful.

The priest and clerics scrambled to stop my oncoming orb, throwing attacks at it. None of them seem to affect it, they either bounced off or simply splashed against it like water on a stone. The death energy in that spell served to protect it from lesser energies. It wasn’t impossible to overpower it, but it also wasn’t likely.

A second barrier came up, and after pushing against it, the barrier shattered. The ball was like a slowly encroaching inevitable force.

I very rarely finished off my targets, leaving them maimed and setting them up for Chompy to destroy.

My ball hit a third barrier and broke through, though it’d compromised the integrity. I doubted it was clear to them, but my sense of my own spell told me it was reaching the end of its power. I detonated the ball.

There was an implosion, not a strong one, but enough to stagger several of the nearby clerics as they resisted being pulled into the spell. Then an explosion expanded outward, a black sphere of power born into existence. That sphere caught several of the clerics, the bodies withering and dying at the barest touch of the sphere.

A beam of silver light erupted from the priests and hammered into the expanding sphere, three of the NPCs supporting the more powerful player priest. The sphere warped as the silver magic pushed it back in some places, but it continued to expand in others. The edge of the sphere reached the back line of the zealots and paladins, and their screams filled the floor.

When the spell finally ended, it had taken out all but three priests, three paladins, one of which was the more powerful player, and half the zealots.

I regretted that that wasn’t a spell I could easily use outside the dungeon. My power was greatly amplified over what a normal creature or player of my level would normally have. That spell was just ridiculously powerful.

The three priests who worked together to cast that powerful beam remained in formation, the magic still flowing through the player priest. The beam began to track toward me. My eldritch barrier would hold for a little while, but not long.

Before the beam reached me, it faltered. A black form stood on the shoulders of the player priest. He was outlined by the channeling silver magic and her little fists had a dagger planted in the side of his head and another driven into the base of his throat.

I closed my eyes, knowing what was about to happen and not having the will to watch it. The immense magic backlash in the detonation consumed all four figures. Bits and pieces of body went flying across the room.

In that moment of closing my eyes, the player paladin took advantage and struck. The blow hit my eldritch barrier and broke it, but that was a price I was willing to pay for not having that image stuck in my head. I grit my teeth. Raven had probably just saved my life, and while she would be back, it still hurt me to see her go.

The fight was now mostly melee. The one remaining cleric focused on healing the surviving fighters who drove me back.

I was engaged in a duel with the player paladin, my magic warring to its fullest effect. Each wound I left slowed and tore at their flesh. Still, it wasn’t enough. Even Chompy was on the losing end. At a glance, I knew he did not have much longer, but then I saw movement in the stairs.

I smiled at the paladin. “Good game, thanks for playing.” I laughed and leapt back as far as my massive strength would take me.

The paladin was just about to follow when she heard something that pulled her attention to the stairs. A horde of zombies poured down, swarming toward her and her remaining fighters. I used the space to build the most powerful healing spell I could and shot it toward Chompy. As he restored and the swarm overtook them, the fight ended with swift brutality.
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With the battle over, I took the surviving zombies to the top of the ziggurat. I could sense there were no more invaders in my dungeon, which seemed odd, but I decided to take advantage. I now had more forces than ever before, turning their strength into my own strength.

I walked up to the forge and decided to wait for Maxwell and Raven to make their way back before I made any big changes. That being said, I could still focus on repairing, modifying, and restoring my fallen monsters. But before that, I pulled up my character sheet to confirm something.

Character Soul Level: 101

Name: Ezekiel Verniac

Race: Human Lich

Unspent Stat Points: 5

Spent Stat Point: 500

5 Stat Points per level

Health: 1528(1910)

Health Regeneration: 54.49(68.11)/sec

Death Energy: 2286

Death Energy Regeneration: 57.7/sec

Mana: 1680(2100)

Mana Regeneration: 50.2(62.8)/sec

Carrying lbs.: 2064(2580)

Stats:

Intelligence: 184 [multiplier: .311] [40 from gear]

Spirit: 134 [multiplier: .23]

Vitality: 119[multiplier: .15]

Resilience: 116 [multiplier: .15]

Death Core: 193 (needs refinement)

Agility: 115[multiplier: .1]

Dexterity: 89 [multiplier: .21]

Experience: 1102 of 101503

As you know, when being of any kind normally reaches level 100, they were unable to progress to the next level without major struggles unless they went through something called soul compression. I hadn’t gone through the process, though the note next to my death core was interesting.

The soul compression process was where the multipliers came from, and each time you reached level 100, if you had increased your base stats beyond 100, you got a multiplier that would modify any additional stats you gained. That modifier started at a plus ten percent and increased for every point above 100 by a thousandth of a percent. For example, my intelligence score of 110 would have given me a multiplier of eleven percent. These values did not count in equipment modifiers.

Once the next step of soul compression at level 100 was passed, the new multipliers you gained were based off the non-compressed stats and were added to your old multiplier score. As I’d approached that milestone, I focused on getting as many of my stats past a score of 100 through intensive stat point training—while possible, it takes time and a lot of effort.

Once players had discovered the multipliers, it became the meta-build to get every stat, regardless if it was your primary or not, over a score of 100, at least for the hard-core gamers, and it became more important to prioritize your build. This was typically only done for the first soul compression, because so far very few outside of the Immortals reached the second soul compression.

I, however, was in a slightly different position than most. For everyone who comes to this world, the trait remembrance of the soul preserves the multipliers. I hadn’t been certain exactly how it would work, simply hoping my compressed stats would be added to my multiplier. I had feared the new multiplier would replace my older one.

As it turned out neither was true. My multiplier stayed the same though I did have a new score for non-compressed stats starting at zero once again. If you’re quick with math, you will realize that having this multiplier permanently affecting my early on stats gives me a very strong advantage. However, the price people pay for that advantage isn’t worth it. I have seen other naïve players trying to copy what I’d endured, only to end up with either their minds broken beyond recovery, or dead.

I focused on the note next to my death core and a system message appeared.

While your body has advanced through the power of soul compression, your death core remains unrefined and raw. This normally would have been completed during a soul compression process where your death core would’ve been refined. Due to your unique situation, this process has not been completed. Until it is, all future gains toward the level of your death core will be deferred, and using death energy will be far more difficult than usual due to the difference in density of power.

That would have to be something I talked with either Vito or Damien about. They would know way to fix that, and it would be a very high priority since I had become very reliant on the access to the potent energy. I turned my attention away from my character sheet and to the forge where I accessed my dungeon interface and began to restore my floors, monsters, and traps.

By then, Maxwell and Raven joined me. The time it took for Maxwell to travel back gave Raven the time for the dungeon to respawn her. I gave them both hugs.

“You have skin now,” Maxwell said.

“I do?” I pulled off one of my gauntlets, and sure enough my hand was covered in skin. It wasn’t healthy-looking skin, appearing more like the skin of a man who’d been dead a thousand years, but sure enough it was skin. Underneath was still the taught black muscles and tendons, but the ancient yellowy color of the skin hid it completely.

“I’m not sure if it makes you look any better,” Maxwell said. “But you definitely have skin. And something approaching eyeballs, they’re more like orbs of solidified purple stuff.”

“It’s definitely a change,” Raven agreed hesitantly. “Not sure it’s an improvement, but if it restores itself over time like your muscles did, it will definitely change.”

“I thought you didn’t really care?” I asked, a little surprised by her tone.

She shrugged. “Well, I don’t know. Am I not allowed to develop tastes?”

There was a bit of awkward silence.

“Anyways, moving on, let’s go up top. I want to see what’s going on outside the ziggurat, and I’m going to do something that I think will be really cool to see from that perspective.”

I noticed Michael had reopened the access to the micilium floor and a few of the mushroom people were out working on the dungeon.

From the dungeon access at the forge, I had reworked the top floors, moving the traps around so the horde of zombies could move freely. The necromancer had grown in power immensely by creating so many undead. He was now classified as a boss for my dungeon.

Reaching the top, I found the entrance much the way it had been before. They’d clearly tried to destroy the fountain spewing forth the black liquid. Even with the restorative powers of the dungeon, they managed to do some real permanent damage. But what they didn’t know is that even destroying the fountain would not stop the flow. They would have to destroy the forge itself.

I stepped out of the entrance of the cave and looked out. The camp made by the inquisitors was spread out across a large landmass. I felt a pit open up inside of me, having hoped it’d been abandoned and that they’d sent everyone in. That was not the case. Not only were there people in the camp, but from this vantage, I could see a train of wagons heading toward it.

“Why are they so invested in killing me?” I asked.

“I have no idea. This does seem like a bit much.” Maxwell shook his head. “There must be something we’re missing.”

“Well, if they want this ziggurat that bad, we might as well make it more difficult for them,” I said, turning back to the fountain.

“What’s this mystery you’re keeping from us?” Raven asked.

“Max, you know what an instanced dungeon is, right?” I asked.

A huge smile split Maxwell’s face. “No way, really?”

“What’s an instanced dungeon?” Raven asked.

“They’re something that I don’t know how to explain in a terminology that would make sense, and truthfully, I don’t fully grasp how they can exist,” I said. “But essentially, for every party that enters the dungeon, they will have their own private version of the dungeon to explore. There won’t be any other groups around, and each of these instances can take place at the same time. There is a limit to the number, but it helps prevent things like what happened with the invasion. Though those are still possible under the right circumstances.”

“How will it affect the people like Michael and you and me?” Raven asked. “Will we have multiple versions of ourselves? I don’t like the sound of that.”

“I’m not a hundred percent certain,” I said. “No one has ever done this before, but I doubt it will be something like that. Regardless, it’s a risk we have to take. It comes with a lot of benefits.”

“Okay…” Raven said quietly. “I trust you.”

I accessed the prompt from the fountain and selected the flashing option.

Do you wish to upgrade your dungeon to an instanced minor regional dungeon? This comes with several benefits, including higher resource generation, expansion abilities, and greater protections for those within.

Y/N

For an additional cost of dungeon energy, this process can also fully restore the structure of your dungeon. This will affect the world outside of the dungeon to a greater degree and allow you to venture out from the dungeon’s influence within a limited area.

Would you like to purchase this addition?

Y/N

The total cost of the two upgrades was nearly 200,000 dungeon energy, which I’d made sure to reserve enough to purchase. The secondary upgrade cost just as much as the main one, but I had a suspicion that it might be even more important. Selecting Yes for both options, I stepped away from the fountain.

A moment later, a pulse of energy emitted from the dungeon, far greater and more powerful than the first time it changed from a lair into a dungeon. Not much had changed physically about the insides, most of it had already been repaired. But I felt a sense of power and knew something was off, it took me a moment to understand why that strange feeling was different. It was some kind of temporal effect. I doubted I would’ve noticed it without my precognition already giving me a greater sense of time.

My attention was drawn away from that strange feeling as I noticed things around me beginning to change. The debris, plant life, mud, dirt and everything in the cave and covering the ziggurat began to dissolve, consumed by the dungeon.

I stepped out to the front to get a better view—it wasn’t only happening at the top, but across the entire structure that was above the marsh. As the covering was removed, gray stone was revealed. It was broken in many places, the stairs leading up to the top of the ziggurat completely destroyed. As I watched, everything began to repair and change.

The stone, worn down by ages, once again had sharp corners. The stairs crumbled and destroyed rebuilt themselves all while the stone darkened. Behind me, a pergola was constructed. The pillars supporting the roof were made of the same crystal found on the forge floor.

The stone was nearly black, and in different places specs of purple eldritch material could be seen. When one appeared near me in the stone at my feet, I bent and look; pure quartz filled with eldritch power.

Soon the ziggurat loomed above the marsh, a splendorous construction of death and eldritch power. The entire ziggurat seemed to pulse, and a flood of dark fluid exploded from the fountain. Raven leapt to the top of the pergola, and I grabbed Maxwell and followed her. That much death would probably kill them, though Raven might’ve been immune since she was part of the dungeon.

From that slightly higher vantage, we saw the water flooding out on all sides, into the ocean as well as out into the marsh. The death biome that surrounded the marsh exploded in growth like some kind of dark druid had worked his magic.

Already the blood marsh had been fully converted into a death marsh, but the potency was only strong directly around my dungeon. That had spread. The camp was consumed in the wave, and pack animals and humans alike tried to flee. A few of them raised barriers that saved them, but the rest were consumed.

The wave spread out far enough that I was no longer able to tell where it ended. I gained a sense however that wherever this biome spread, I could follow. This particular death biome wasn’t only death either, the eldritch power contained within served to further amplify the power. Thinking like a player, this region had just gone from a level 30 to 60 region to likely something pushing level 100, and it would no doubt continue to grow in strength as the ziggurat grew in power.

A prompt appeared before me, and I read over it along with the new description of the dungeon.

Transformation complete

Reliquary of the Damned

Dungeon type: Instanced minor regional dungeon

Once the ruins of a long dead civilization, this forgotten place was claimed by a powerful Lich. Through his power this place rapidly advanced from a humble lair to the dungeon you now see before you. Lost and profane knowledge is stored deep within. Some of the knowledge is so terrible, even the Lich refuses to let it leave his grasp and affect the world outside. Buried deep below is a forge where a smith forges weapons of terrible and great power.

Current number of available instances: 10 of 10

There was another section of problems that pertained to me and had several things I needed to address. As Maxwell and Raven spread out atop the large pergola, I continued to read.

You are the master of this dungeon. As such, you have many different options. With it being an instanced dungeon, and since you are self-aware, there will be a simulacrum of you that will fight in most of the instances. This will be true for all self-aware members of your dungeon, including players who have bound themselves to your dungeon. The simulacrum’s will retain all of their abilities and powers, but will also be slightly weaker. All self-aware members of the dungeon will be considered hidden bosses or creatures. You will receive no memory of the fights your simulacrum’s participate in.

In very rare instances, or in the case of invasions, you yourself will fight. If you are slain, you will be respawned up to once per week.

Creatures slain in instanced versions of the dungeon will be restored at the individual level per the instances.

Currently you are considered the main boss of the dungeon. However, if you wish to change this, you may do so at the forge. Note: if you wish to leave the dungeon you must provide a suitable replacement for you that can operate the forge since it is an integral part of this dungeon.


65
[image: ]


I had just looked away from the prompts when I felt a sudden presence, the sheer power drawing my attention. “We need to get inside!”

Just as I began to step to the edge, a blinding light struck the top of the pergola. It did no physical damage, but the moment it faded I found myself bound in silver chains.

Raven was struggling, and I began to flex my own power to break the chains, but before I could, a man strode to the top of the stairs leading up the ziggurat. He smiled up at me—it was not kind.

He leapt to the top of the pergola, landing right in front of me. He looked between me to Maxwell and then Raven. “So, you’re the problematic asshole who’s been killing my people.” His voice was deep and gravelly. “I do thank you for helping us find this place, but I think it’s time we got rid of you.” His gaze fixed on Raven. “And your pet.”

He stretched his hand out toward Raven and the chains pulled her over. She shifted into her cat form trying to escape, but the chains adapted with her. He grabbed me by my throat and her by the scruff of her neck. His hands were like a vice.

“Don’t worry, you only have to die once,” he sneered. “Neither your dungeon nor your phylactery will protect you from me.”

I heard a yell of pain escape Raven, and silver light enveloped her. It wasn’t just magic, there was something else in it, soul energy. I felt the intrusion into my very being a moment later and it surged through me, finding the connection that led back to my phylactery. A connection I was only dimly aware of myself. That power traveled down the thread and I began to panic. If he destroyed my phylactery, nothing would save me.

I began to gain awareness of my phylactery, as if part of my consciousness was traveling down the thread with his power. Then it all stopped. The power didn’t go away, but it stopped moving and my awareness came back to my body. I blinked in surprise, a man in familiar brown robes with a big belly and kind face before me. But his kind face wasn’t so kind at the moment.

A simple wooden staff was held next to this unknowing man’s head. “Enough of that, Theonis,” Friar Brown said with steel in his voice. “You and I both know he does not deserve your wrath, nor the Inquisition.”

“Brown,” Theonis sneered. “You gave up your authority to tell me what to do when you walked away from your position.”

“A regret I now carry,” Brown said. “I did not expect such hypocrisy to have seeped so deeply into Olattee as it has.”

“Hypocrisy,” Theonis scoffed. “You are ignorant. We follow the true will of Olattee, confirmed by the god himself.”

“Let them go,” Brown snarled. “I refuse to believe that Olattee himself is on board with what is going on. But nonetheless, I will continue to walk the path my feet have sent me on, and right now that path leads me to protecting this man.”

Theonis dropped me and Raven, the silver chains fading. The sound of fighting drew my attention as I was no longer under immediate threat. The camp was embroiled in some kind of conflict.

“I don’t know what you think you’re doing,” Theonis said, noticing the conflict as well. “But you’ve overplayed your hand, Friar.”

“We shall see,” Friar Brown said a moment before Theonis vanished in a flash of silver magic.

“Okay,” Maxwell was the first to recover. “What the fuck just happened?”


66
[image: ]


“Maxwell, Raven, this is Friar Brown,” I said, still reeling from the sudden shifting of events. “Brown, these are my friends, Maxwell and Raven.”

The serious frown darkening Friar Brown’s face, which seemed completely out of place on the normally jovial man, faded and he smiled. “Ezekiel, it is good to see you again, and it is quite nice to meet your friends. I have heard some interesting things about you.”

“By the fact that you saved my life instead of letting him end it, I’m assuming you’re not here to fix your mistake of letting me go,” I said, holding out my hand.

Brown shook it. “Far from it. I met a friend of yours, someone who is a kind of disciple of my own. She told me a wild story about you attacking and killing a good priest who was just doing his job.”

“That bastard deserved it!” Raven huffed. “He made Ezekiel do terrible things.”

“Ah, the werecat.” Friar Brown turned to Raven. “Your kind is often misunderstood, especially when aligned with people like Ezekiel. I know you have your role in this world.” Friar Brown nodded. “Yes, Father Mathis was not the person Rhea thought he was.”

“So, is Rhea, all that…” I looked out to where the disturbance in the camp had already settled down. Whatever the fight had been, it’d been one-sided.

“Indeed.” Friar Brown stepped to the edge of the pergola, where he sat down, swinging his legs over the edge. Maxwell, Raven, and I joined him. “She came and found me after she found something that made her question everything. I think you know what I’m talking about, she said you were there.”

“We sure were,” Maxwell snorted. “She would have been screwed without us.”

“So she says,” Friar Brown agreed. “When she tracked me down, I couldn’t quite believe the story she told. From there we did some investigating. I figured you were safe. These marshes are known to be treacherous, though I had faith in your ability.”

“Yeah, as it turns out this was a ziggurat, as you can see.” I patted the pergola. “It was the source of the blood magic, with a terrible forge deep underneath. I assure you it has been dealt with quite thoroughly. I don’t know what the asshole was looking for here, but if it was that terrible forge, well, it will never serve that purpose again.”

“We shall have to discuss this later,” Friar Brown said. “Unfortunately, I do know what he was looking for. Through a lot of digging in a hidden archive that we found, based on information gathered from where you first encountered the strange beings, I have uncovered some very disconcerting information.”

“Like what?” I asked.

“We should wait until Rhea joins us. While we do, tell me about everything that led you to this point.”

Though Friar Brown wasn’t a close friend, I knew he was someone I could trust. And lying to him would never work. I told him my story, picking up at where I left him and headed for Omark. My recounting of the slaughter of the demon-ling village had a frown clouding Friar Brown’s face, but he did not interrupt.

“I know I’ve killed a lot of people,” I said, having glossed over the portions about the forge since we would no doubt be visiting it later. “But I hold no regrets. When it came down to it, it was me or them, and I have every right to exist as anyone else.”

Friar Brown was quiet for a long moment, then he nodded. “You of course are right. It speaks volumes that Ekwin personally recruited you into the Order of Equinox. Even if that were not the case, it appears to me that while you are a form of evil, you are no more evil than a wolf killing sheep. Whether or not you are evil depends on the perspective. No doubt from your perspective Olattee is the true evil, at least the portion of it that has been chasing you.”

“I won’t call Olattee evil, at least not the religion,” I said. “There are good people in it, people like you and Rhea, but there’s also a lot of bad. Based on the claims I’ve heard, should they prove correct, then I have some serious questions about the god you follow.”

Friar Brown let out a long sigh. “You and me both.”

I looked at him in surprise. I was about to say something when my attention was drawn to the base of the ziggurat, where two figures climbed the stairs. I recognized them both, one was Rhea and the other was Tyler. Raven saw Tyler and hissed.

I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Easy, I won’t let him hurt you.”

“I didn’t believe they ever actually managed to hurt the three of you,” Friar Brown said in confusion.

That gave me pause, until it occurred to me I hadn’t explained well enough exactly who Raven was. “Tyler killed Raven when she was just a lynx.”

“Oh really.” Friar Brown looked at Raven with increased interest. “And you are not a kind of living dead creature. That ritual you used must’ve been something else.”

“It wasn’t.” I shrugged. “That’s just the thing about it. I think we got very, very lucky. The most that ritual should’ve done was turn her into a living dead, not bring her back as a completely new life.”

“There is a reason why werecats are rare,” Friar Brown said. “Even in regions with more magic and power, werecat’s are a bit of an enigma. I doubt if you did that exact same spell, within the exact same space, at the exact same time that it would work again.”

Raven sat up and beamed. “What you’re saying is I am unique and special, and everyone should worship me.”

“Once a cat always a cat.” Maxwell laughed.

I tried not to chuckle, but as Friar Brown’s deep laughter came out, I couldn’t help but chuckle a little myself. Raven glared in indignation up at me before huffing and turning into her lynx form.

When Rhea and Tyler reached the top, all of us hopped down. I was surprised when Raven cautiously approached Rhea. She’d liked Rhea before everything happened. And when the priestess went down and scratched her behind the ears, Raven began to rub on her legs, all while keeping a cautious eye on Tyler.

“Rhea,” I said quietly. “It’s good to see you.”

“You as well, Zeke,” she said. “Before we begin, I just want to say you are right, and I was wrong. I don’t fully understand it all, but Friar Brown has taught me a lot.”

I nodded in acceptance of her apology. It felt good to be vindicated in her eyes. “Friar Brown said you found some interesting information.”

“That we did,” Tyler agreed. “And I would also like to express my sincere apologies. Not only for my actions, but for not believing you.”

“Believing us?” Maxwell asked. “You don’t mean…”

Tyler nodded. “That is exactly what I mean. But we can discuss that later. I have my own convictions and a request for you.”

I frowned at his words, but my attention was on Friar Brown and Rhea. “What did you find?” I had my suspicions from what I’d begun to piece together, hoping it was wrong.

“To my immense shame, I do not know how I did not suspect or know this,” Friar Brown said. “But as it turns out, Olattee and the Blood Sultanate were not diametrically opposed as I assumed. The Blood Sultanate of Slatar was founded by a sect of Olattee. What made them shift so wide from their initial purpose is unknown, but from the texts we read, it drew the attention of Olattee himself.”

“But it was not anger,” Rhea said. “It was in interest. He saw the power of the blood magic they were using and wanted it.”

“This was not universally accepted by his followers,” Friar Brown said. “When we invaded, it was indeed the purpose of destroying what we saw as an abomination. And we did, yet a small influence remained inside of Olattee. The influence grew over time and has spread like cancer. Olattee appears to have become obsessed with gaining more power. The being you saw come from another universe? He wishes to bring a mighty one here and use it to create what he sees as a perfectly pure nation. You would be either light or dark, there would be no in between.”

“How does that come from blood magic?” I asked. This unfortunately lined up with my own theories, but I didn’t see the connection.

“The blood magic itself was not what Olattee found fascinating,” Friar Brown said. “It was merely the power it could bring to bear. In a way, blood magic followed a perverted form of purity, being the absolute worship of power at all cost. What I suspected was they were here for the knowledge contained within this ziggurat. Knowledge that would have sped up the process of opening a portal by allowing them to harness huge amounts of energy from a massive sacrifice.”

“So… what does this mean for your church?” Maxwell asked. “If your god has gone crazy, where does that leave you?”

“I do not know,” Friar Brown said, uncertainty in his voice. “I hope and pray that there is more to it, but if everything is as it appears, then we must walk that path.”

“We can only walk the path laid before us,” Rhea agreed. “No matter—” she winced looking at me, “whether or not other people will see us as heretics.”

I kept the smug smile off my face. “What’s next then? What brought you here in the first place?”

“I would like to see the forge and the archives,” Friar Brown said. “As to what brought us here, once we heard what had been found here, we realized where you had gone and what Theonis was likely after. This particular ziggurat was one of the more important ones that we missed, or what I now suspect was purposefully kept from us.”

“We also need to make sure that the knowledge is either destroyed, or this place is so heavily defended that they will never get it,” Rhea said.

“I don’t know that you can actually destroy it,” I said. “This is now an instanced dungeon. True destruction of anything inside is rather difficult.”

“Are you not the master?” Friar Brown asked. “Would you not be able to destroy it?”

“Possibly,” I said. “I don’t know how well you understand what these places are, but they break a lot of rules about how the world should work. Yes, I’m the master, but the dungeon in a way has a life of its own.”

“I have heard such things before,” Friar Brown said. “Well, if we cannot remove the information, we shall help make it so this place is impervious. Can you take us to the forge?”

I was just turning to the door to lead the way when Vito was standing there. His dark red blade was raised, and he wore pitch-black armor with a closed faceplate shaped to look like a dragon. “My lord, step away,” Vito snarled, his sword pointed straight at Friar Brown.

I was thankful I recognized his armor. “Wait, Vito, this is Friar Brown, he is not our enemy.”

“I felt power coursing into your phylactery and knew you were in trouble from some despicable priest.” The anger in his voice made his words sharp.

“This is not the one who was attacking me,” I tried to assure Vito. “In fact, he saved me.”

Those words reached him, and after a moment he lowered his sword. Vito was powerful, and he’d only grown in strength since I’d been resurrected as a Lich. Still, I doubted he could take on Friar Brown. The fight would’ve been spectacular for sure, but Friar Brown was quite a bit stronger than even I had been.

“He’s a vampire,” Rhea hissed, summoning magic to her staff.

Before anything could escalate further, Friar Brown grabbed her and threw her to the ground. “Think before you act,” he scolded and then turned to Vito. “Peace, vampire, we are not here as your enemies but your allies.”

To my surprise, Friar Brown laid his staff on the ground.

In response, Vito sheathed his sword and took off his helmet. “You speak truth when you say this is Friar Brown?” he asked me stiffly. When I nodded, Vito gave Friar Brown a short bow. “Then I apologize. You deserve my thanks not my scorn. You’ve saved my master twice now.”

Rhea got to her feet with a thunderous expression. “I get Ezekiel, but he is a vampire.”

“Who would’ve killed you in the next instant if Friar Brown had not stopped you,” Vito snapped. “Listen to your better, and think before you act. A mouse should not threaten the dragon.”

“He is right,” Friar Brown said. “Besides, the way Ezekiel is talking to him, this is clearly one of his allies.”

Rhea smoothed her ruffled red hair before she sunnily lowered her head. “You have my apologies,” she ground out.

“You know, if I could grow gray hair here, I’m pretty sure these last few minutes would’ve made me go gray,” Maxwell said.
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“I think I prefer your zombies to the possessed creatures we were fighting out there,” Rhea said when we reached the forge floor.

As we’d traveled down the ziggurat, I had explained what the fighting had been like, and she said they’d encountered some of the same creatures out in the camp.

“At least my zombies are good honest undead,” I chuckled. “Not some weird combination of other universal magic and a dead body.”

Friar Brown and Vito, who never ventured far from the friar, were inspecting the forge. They had been for several minutes, and finally Friar Brown came back. “You did an excellent job in repurposing this forge. You are right, there is no way it can ever be returned. Have you been able to use it?”

“We have. In fact, I’ve found something out that I should tell you before we ventured deeper.” I explained the history of Mercry. At first Friar Brown looked angry, but when he let me finish explaining, and I handed him the book from the soul weaver, he nodded.

“I told you if it turned out that weapon of yours was one of those living blood weapons, I would be forced to destroy it. But it appears that whoever this soul weaver was, was very skilled and repurposed it. I see no need for its destruction now.”

I sighed in relief. “Then let us continue deeper. Most of the text down there is in a different language, but we have a translation dictionary.”

“Worry not, I can read that accursed language,” Friar Brown assured me.

I was worried that on the archive floor it would take Friar Brown a long time to sift through the information. But it didn’t. He knew exactly what he was searching for and even had a spell that helped him search for it. The number of times I remember being lost in libraries trying to find a book made me very envious of that spell. Unfortunately, he did find the information we had been worried was here. A single black book covered in bloodred runes.

“This means we need to make sure this place is very well guarded,” Friar Brown said.

I glanced at Vito. “I wonder if he can help?” Vito looked at me in confusion for a moment, then to Friar Brown in understanding. The vampire glared at the friar, but that didn’t stop me.

“Help with what?” Friar Brown asked.

“Let me show you the next floor, and then we can have that discussion,” I said, leading the way to the next set of stairs.
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“I do have to say this is probably one of the only times I’ve ever worked with a holy man in creating a super duper powerful undead monster,” Damien said, his voice emanating from the body of a zombie.

Friar Brown had known a way to bring the mental assistant onto this plane, at least for a temporary time. Vito had been working on something, but he’d lacked all the required ingredients.

“This will be a first for me as well,” Friar Brown said. “On top of that, we’re working with the skeletal remains of the Nephelium, whatever we create would be a real monster for sure.”

“And you’re okay with that?” Vito asked skeptically.

“Of course,” Friar Brown shrugged. “Rhea may not understand—” Rhea had left with Raven, Maxwell, and Tyler, not wanting any part of what was about to happen. “But truth be told, in reality, purity is not as traditionally good as one might think. Like I told Ezekiel long ago, pure black is just as pure as pure white.”

“We’re going to leave philosophical discussions about the morality of your souls for later,” Damien interjected. “I don’t have a lot of time in this body after all.”

“How do we create a monster powerful enough to protect this dungeon without it being strong enough to break from my control?” I asked Damien.

“Well, judging by the power of this fellow,” Damien indicated Friar Brown with a nod, “and the power of the individual that grabbed you, who was likely in the high-level 100s, probably right up against the second soul compression, I would say to be safe you should have a creature at least in the 200 range.”

“What?” I was completely floored. “There is no way I can maintain control over that.”

“Normally I would agree, but you have a lot of things going for you.” Damien shrugged.

“There is no way Ezekiel can create that,” Vito shook his head.

“You would be right, normally,” Damien laughed. “But you have me helping you. I may not bring to bear much power, but with my skill and access to the power between the three of you, there should be no problem. Though the friar’s power is going to be trickier to work with.”

“I am not sure level 200 will be enough in the long run,” Friar Brown said. “As far as my power goes, if I can provide you pure dark mana, can you use it yourself?”

“I get to use you like a mana battery?” Damien’s zombie tried to smile, and we all winced as part of the cheek fell off. “That would work great. It might not be much to work with, but it will be enough. As far as levels go, don’t worry about that. We’re going to bind this creature to Ezekiel through the dungeon. That will both strengthen his control over it and allow it to continue to grow in strength based on Ezekiel’s own level.”

“How will Ezekiel prevent it from breaking free of his control?” Vito asked. “It will be nearly twice his level, and the difference between level 100 and level 101 alone is big as far as power goes.”

“That is where you come in,” Damien said. “You and Ezekiel have a fairly profound bond, through that bond, I am going to make sure this creature knows that you would support Ezekiel if it ever tried to rebel. That should be enough to prevent it from ever trying, at least until Ezekiel is more powerful than it.”

“Wait, if it levels at the same speed as I level, how will that happen? It will start out quite a bit ahead of me?” I asked.

“We’re bending the rules a little bit with this one,” Damien said. “Normally dungeon bosses under the control of a master must be weaker, that’s just how it works. What we’re doing is simply saying that Ezekiel managed to somehow suppress a super powerful monster with the help of an ally to take control of the dungeon. This likely would never actually happen in a real scenario, but it’s the scenario that we’re telling the dungeon is going on. So as time passes, Ezekiel will level significantly faster in comparison to this creature. However, once he passes its level it will begin to level at a regular rate.”

Vito nodded. “Damien, just who are you? You are a master necromancer, clearly, you have huge amounts of experience with controlling dungeons, and you discuss the power Friar Brown and I have like it’s nothing.”

Damien smiled, and his jaw fell off this time—thankfully his voice wasn’t coming from the mouth, a zombie body was just not meant for this kind of power. “I don’t know whether or not you would know me, I don’t know which habitable section we’re in, and I died a long time ago, so a lot of things have changed. Tell me, does the dead continent still exist? If this is even the right section.”

“This is the right section,” Friar Brown said. “It does still exist, though it is not anywhere near us.”

“Good to know.” Damien could no longer try to smile, but the one eye that wasn’t completely burst seemed to sparkle. “I wondered how long my creation would last. That brings back some really fond memories. Good times.”

“I don’t believe you,” Vito said flatly. “There’s no way you’re the one who created the dead continent, that necromancer became a god.”

“Who was then later thrown down by some do goodie paladin and his righteous crusade,” Damien sneered. “But that was a long time ago, we need to focus on right here now. Not sure how much longer this body is going to last.”

The three of us set to work. Friar Brown was not familiar with the rituals we were using, so he mostly just watched. Damien and Vito did most of the work, and I did what I could. Vito was fast; his body completed large chunks of the ritual in the time it took me to do smaller parts. Damien, limited by his body, was not fast, but his skill was beyond any of us. He worked on the inner circle, easily creating rituals far more complex than I could even begin to comprehend.

At the center of the four-layered ritual was the anvil, and on the anvil sat a pile of blackened bones. We’d taken them from the tomb at the center of the Nephelium crypt, the one where the god had been buried. There was a pile of death cores taken from those fighting with the invaders stacked nearby. It wasn’t all of them, but it was the majority.

In another stack was a pile of other needed materials. Everything from crystals to a blacksmith’s hammer engraved with runes glowing with eldritch purple light. I did my best to absorb as much of the process as I could. Perhaps I could make something similar with Vito’s help later.

“Okay,” Damien said when he finished. “Ezekiel, your job is the forge, it is the most important part of this. Without the power of the forge, this is not possible. You need to focus on channeling and controlling the power, while Vito and I do the rest.”

I took a deep breath, even though I didn’t need one. “I’ll do my best. Let’s get this done before your body falls apart.” The magic Friar Brown had used to bring Damien here came at a cost, and that cost was disintegrating the body of the zombie—he’d lost an arm a minute ago.

“One last reminder, this will pull on both of your soul energies,” Damien warned. “Not a lot, this is not a soul created undead, and that’s not something either of you are ready to play with, but it will be noticeable.”

I grunted in acknowledgment, already standing in my position and sinking my mind into my sense of the dungeon, the connection to the forge in the heart of the dungeon becoming more tangible.

Damien and Vito took up positions around the ritual, with Friar Brown standing next to Damien. He was both going to provide mana to Damien and focus on controlling the stability of the spell. Something that purity based magic was highly effective at.

Power flowed out of both Vito and Damien. Vito provided the death magic while Damien channeled dark magic from Friar Brown. I exclusively poured in eldritch power. In comparison to the other two, the power I was putting in was paltry, but eldritch power had a massive potency by itself.

Damien controlled the ritual like a master, and rings began to rise up around the anvil. The connection between me and the dungeon was seized by his spell. I had to focus on maintaining myself as the conduit to channel that power. Dungeon energy flowed through the connection into the spell as the death cores dissolved and the pile of materials was picked up.

I felt the tug on my soul and saw wisps of the etheric energy being pulled out and consumed into the ritual. My focus returned to the dungeon connection, and I was already straining to maintain the massive power. It was using up all of my remaining dungeon energy, including what I had saved for other projects.

I lost track of time, and before I knew it, I felt a new connection form, not between me and the dungeon, but me and the spell. Between the creature and the dungeon core directly. With that part done, the spell began its completion.

As the ritual diagram’s spent themselves, starting on the outside and working in, the figure became clearer. When it was just one ritual spinning around the tall black skeleton, I knew the spell was almost finished. This interior ritual was the one Damien had put the most work into. As it spun, it moved up and down the tall body before encircling the head and shrinking. It vanished inside the skull, and I felt the last dregs of the power of the spell end.

Both Vito and I were exhausted, while Damien and Friar Brown seemed completely unfazed. Admittedly, Damien’s body had now lost a leg and he was balancing on one. As the black skeleton stepped off the anvil in a smooth, almost elegant stride, I focused and pulled up a description. I was momentarily completely floored by what I read.

Kellnock

Elder Living Dead

Level: 203

Kellnock was created by a powerful ritual within the depths of the dungeon at a forge from myth and legend. An elder living dead is a force to be reckoned with. Their bones come from an age passed, and while they do not have memories of that age, their countenance reflects that age. Any a skill they learn they learn rapidly. The elder undead of the world are often considered amongst the greatest craftsman in all of the world.

Special Traits

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

Dungeon Lord: This creature was created to rule over a dungeon, and its connection with the dungeon it was created for is deep. Once established as the new lord of that dungeon, it will become one with the core on a very deep level. This means they will always come back unless the dungeon is destroyed. But it also means that it cannot leave the confines of its dungeon.

Master of the Forge: Integral to the dungeon this creature was created for, is a mighty mythical forge. In the creation process the dungeon itself poured all of the knowledge this new creation would need to work the forge to the extent of its abilities. Once established, it will use the forge to create mighty weapons and expand the dungeon’s power.

Collector of Secrets: Part of the will of the creators in the creation of this creature was for it to guard dark secrets hidden within this place. It will follow that directive and protect the knowledge within, but due to the intelligence of this creature it also now has an urge to collect more secrets.

Divine Materials: The bones used to create this magnificent creature belonged to a god. Though that god has been dead for multiple ages, the divine power of his body remained. This power is not attuned to any one kind of magic, but will be shaped by the environment in which it resides. Every creation of this creature has a 0.001% chance of containing a divine blessing in tuned to the environment in which it was created.

I shared the description with the others, and everyone stood in silence mulling it over. I tested my connection to Kellnock, and felt his eyes fixed on mine. Both of our eyes burned with the same purple eldritch light. His mind was not yet awake, but it would wake eventually. I don’t know what Damien had been, but I trusted his word on that.

Through my link, I did not feel resentment that I was weaker than it, I felt acknowledgment. I wondered how that would change when he became aware of his own being.

“Not the most powerful thing I’ve ever been a part of,” Damien said quietly. “But this is a magnificent creature nonetheless. Power is not everything, and few things have been so intricate. It was like the dungeon wanted this. Not all of it was my ritual.”

“You are appearing quite rough,” Vito pointed out.

“Yes, it’s about time for me to go,” Damien said, turning to Friar Brown. “I don’t know if it’s because I was using your mana, or if it has to do with the connection we have through this body, but I feel like I learned something about you. And through that I can see the path you are walking, even if you cannot yet.”

“What do you mean?” Friar Brown asked.

“I don’t mean to be cryptic, but that is the way of these things,” Damien said, his body rapidly beginning to fall apart. “Think long and hard about where your power comes from, and do not be afraid to take that first step, though it may seem like the end.” Damien’s last words were practically a whisper on the air as his body crumbled.

“Well,” I looked at Friar Brown in confusion, “that was weird.”

Friar Brown did not match my look, instead he had a very deep and contemplative expression.

I turned back to Kellnock and found him standing close to me. He stared down into my eyes, and I could feel his intent. I realized what he wanted. It was why he was created.

I stepped over to the forge and accessed the menu.

Do you wish to hand over the position of dungeon lord to Kellnock? You will still be the master of the dungeon and able to access it, but your direct control over the dungeon will be forfeited to Kellnock. You will lose all of your benefits of being a dungeon boss since you will no longer be a part of the dungeon. In this process, your companions will no longer be considered part of the dungeon, and any minions you choose at this time will remain behind as part of the dungeon.

Y/N

I selected Yes. Then from another menu that was hugely long, I removed all of Raven’s pets and our mounts from the dungeon. Finalizing it, I closed out and I felt the shift. My body weakened, having lost the benefits of being a dungeon boss, and my sense of the dungeon all but vanished. All I could feel was a faint and distant connection to the forge and the heart contained within.

Kellnock turned to his forge and stood in front of it. I was certain he was acclimatizing his body and his senses to that of the dungeon.

“Let’s go,” I said. “I felt a visitor up above before I handed over control. I don’t think they are hostile.”

The three of us made our way up to the harbor floor where I found Raven, Maxwell, and Rhea talking with a dark skinned man I didn’t know dressed in loose fitting, colorful robes.

“Who is this?” I asked.

“He sailed in on that boat,” Raven said gesturing to a boat dock at a pier. “He said he’s part of the order and was sent here to meet you by Ekwin.”

“Really?” I asked, eyeing the man. I didn’t get a sense from him that he was powerful. “What does the Order of Equinox need?”

“You know, if you just bothered to read that book he gave you, I wouldn’t have had to come here.” The man spoke in a clipped, fairly annoyed tone. He wasn’t weak, I knew that, there was no way he could’ve entered the harbor if he was.

“I feel like you will have much to discuss, and I need to go out and tend to the camp,” Friar Brown said.

“Hold up there, Friar,” the man from the order said. “My name is Elias, and since I was being sent here anyways, I have a message for you. Ekwin says the Pantheon knows and it will not interfere.”

“Truly?” Friar Brown, his lost expression growing even more so.

“Does that mean what I think it means?” Rhea asked.

“It means war,” Friar Brown sighed. “It means civil war.”

“Unfortunately, you’re probably right,” Elias said.

“And what is needed of me?” I asked. I had benefited greatly from my membership in the order, but had never done much to fill whatever role I was supposed to.

“The order does not work that way,” Elias said. “Ekwin chooses his members carefully. If you have been chosen personally by him, then your judgment is trusted until it is proven otherwise.”

“Then why are you here?” I asked again.

Elias glared at me. “To tell you two things. One is to read that goddamn book.” I sheepishly looked at my storage bag, I had kind of forgotten the book existed. “And second is to let you know that if you walk down Vindication’s Path, the order will support you. After all, struggles like yours are why we exist.”

Friar Brown and Rhea were looking at me in question. I already knew what I was going to do, and glanced between Vito, Maxwell, and Raven. “I’m going to need an army.”

A smile split Vito’s face. “Ah, yes! Back to the good old days of world domination. I already know where to start, my lord. In fact, I have a whole plan.”

I groaned as I felt Rhea glaring at me, though Friar Brown laughed. “Rhea, cheer up. Our job just became easier, we now have an ally.”

“Yes, an ally who’s going to destroy half the country in the process and turn it into some kind of undead abomination,” Rhea growled.

“Hey, I resemble those remarks,” I said with a smile. “World domination is quite fun.”

[image: ]



“Where did you get the army?” Marissa asked as the carriage they were riding pulled into a small town.

“Be patient, that part of the story will come in time,” Ezekiel said, hopping down from the carriage once it pulled to a stop near a stable. He held out a hand to help Marissa down. “No illusions here. You need to get comfortable with what you are. This town is full of odd folk anyways, so you won’t stand out.”

Marissa grimaced but she let the illusion fade, and no sooner did she notice that he was right. Just in the few moments they’d been there, she already saw one person that was clearly a living dead opening a shop.

As they strolled through the small town, Marissa saw more and more people. Many were living dead, some demons, and more were of types she had never seen before. There was a surprising number of adventurers, players, and NPCs alike, all of them quite strong.

“Why so many adventurers?” Marissa asked.

“This is the nearest town to the edge of the Uncharted,” Ezekiel explained. “When Damien created the dead continent, he protected large chunks of the habitable section from the Uncharted. I don’t believe that was his intention, but he did. I elected to do the same in a different region.”

“I didn’t realize people were strong enough to go out there,” Marissa said.

“They often aren’t. Many of these groups are designed, not for engaging, but escaping. The Uncharted is full of all sorts of valuable resources if you can survive. What people don’t realize is how large the step up in difficulty is between what you can encounter in the civilized lands and what’s out there. But that’s not what you should be thinking about. There’s an important thing in my story you should’ve picked up on.”

Marissa thought about it. “The only thing that springs to mind is what you just told me about with this ‘Vindication’s Path,’ but I’m not certain what you mean.”

“That’s it exactly. Vindication of something is the clearing of blame or the justification of something,” Ezekiel said. “I just want to make sure you heard that, I understand it might not yet make sense without the context, but it is important nonetheless.” He gestured where people were gathering at the town square. “Let’s enjoy this day, it’s their feast day, where hunters show off the greatest kills over the last year.”

Marissa continued to think about Ezekiel’s comment on vindication. If this was the second big point, and the first one was redemption’s cost… What would the third be? She thought she might know, or at least have an idea.

Her thoughts were interrupted the closer they came to the town square, and she became fully distracted as the celebrations got underway.


THANK YOU FOR READING 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: Vindication’s Path 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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A magical new world. An ancient power. A chance to be a Hero. Danny Kendrick was a down-on-his luck performer who always struggled to find his place. He certainly never wanted to be a hero. He just hoped to earn a living doing what he loved. That all changes when he pisses off the wrong guy and gets transported to another world. Stuck in a fantasy realm straight out of a Renaissance Fair, Danny quickly discovers that there's more to life. Like magic, axe-wielding brutes, super hot elf assassins, and a talking screen that won't leave him alone. He'll need to adapt fast, turn on the charm, and get stronger if he hopes to survive this dangerous new world. But he has a knack for trouble. Gifted what seems like an innocent ancient lute after making a questionable deal with a Hag, Danny becomes the target of mysterious factions who seek to claim its power. It's up to him, Screenie, and his new barbaric friend, Curr, to uncover the truth and become the heroes nobody knew they needed. And maybe, just maybe, Danny will finally find a place where he belongs. Don't miss the start of this isekai LitRPG Adventure filled with epic fantasy action, unforgettable characters, loveable companions, unlikely heroes, a detailed System, power progression, and plenty of laughs. From the minds of USA Today bestselling and Award-winning duo Rhett C Bruno & Jaime Castle, An Expected Hero is perfect for fans of Dungeon Crawler Carl, Kings of the Wyld, and This Trilogy is Broken! 
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He thought he was ready for the apocalypse. Then it happened... A Secret Service operative and dedicated survivalist, Special Agent Del Roosevelt had a plan for every world-ending scenario, and regularly trained for them all. But all that training, all those rations, all that prepping? Useless for the apocalypse that actually played out. Del wakes up half buried in a giant trash pile, missing his thumbs. And, um, covered in red fur. He’s stuck in a world of fuzzy monsters, senseless violence, and cult-like crusaders. He knows he’s got to get to the top of the tower he’s in to find the wizard who presumably turned him into a living toy. Will the help of an academic rat and an exiled little dinosaur get him there? Doubtful. But in all his failing, Del starts to realize how ridiculous his life as a prepper actually was. After all, what’s the point in surviving if you have no one to live for? Master of Puppets is the first book in an all-new LitRPG Adventure by Eric Ugland, bestselling author of The Good Guys. Strap in for an immersive adventure full of quests, powerful magic, tower climbing, leveling up, wise-cracking landlords, and murderous cookies.
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Betrayed by his guild... Left for dead... He must become stronger than they ever imagined. Ever since Arwin was summoned as a child, all he has known is war. And now, to claim the demon queen's life and end the war, he has to sacrifice himself. But, as he deals the final blow, the Hero of Mankind is betrayed. Caught in a magical explosion thought to end him, Arwin awakens a month later to find that everyone has already moved on. His [Hero] class has changed to a unique blacksmith Class called [The Living Forge] that is empowered by consuming magical items, but some of his old passive [Titles] remain, giving him the power to forge his new future exactly the way he wants to. Arwin isn't going to settle for anything less than completely surpassing the powers he wielded as the Hero. After all, you are what you eat – and Arwin’s diet just became legendary. Don't miss the next epic LitRPG Saga from Actus, bestselling author of Return of the Runebound Professor. With nearly 7-million views on Royal Road, this definitive edition is perfect for fans of Seth Ring, Jonathan Brooks, Michael Chatfield and lovers of all things Progression Fantasy and Crafting. About the Series: Features a healthy mix of crafting and combat, a strong-to-stronger MC, power progression, a detailed magic system, item enchantment, smithing, unforgettable characters, and much more!
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