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The story so far…




After the long delve into the Descent and a meeting with the Fae cluster she calls Superfae, Ilea returned home to Ravenhall. She welcomed the more mundane schedule of training resistances, teaching the Sentinels of the healing organization she and Trian had founded, and working on her skills in preparation for hopefully unlocking the third Class the Fae had hinted at.

Her routine was interrupted by a request from Riverwatch, a request that led her on a collision path with Lord Harken, a Baralia noble looking to besiege and take over the independent city that had grown close to her heart. The conflict ended when she landed in front of the invading army and challenged them directly.

Once back in Ravenhall, she helped the Sentinels unlock their first Classes by diving dangerous dungeons with them, then gifted them armor made from Stonehammer steel recovered from the vaults of Rhyvor and bone from ‘Lilith’ herself.

Months of fighting, preparation, and training culminated with Ilea acquiring her third Class: The Faen Valkyrie, a Class mainly focused on space magic.

Shortly after, with the situation in the war-torn lands of Baralia taking a turn for the worse, Helena, a member of the Golden Lily, chose this moment to invite Lilith for afternoon tea and send her on a mission into Baralia to find and stop the blood rituals being conducted by the Order of Truth.

Ilea was accompanied on this mission by a few members of the Golden Lily, General Ryse of the Empire of Lys, a gold mage called Michael, Hector, the self-proclaimed Destroyer, several members of the Dawn Company hailing from Asila, Kyrian’s home country, and Felicia, Edwin’s sister and long-time friend of Ilea, now a major in the military of Lys and head of House Redleaf.

They embarked on the mission together, finding strange insect-like creatures within cities destroyed by the blood rituals. They finally clashed with the Order of Truth in Yinnahall, stopping another ritual from taking place and finding the location of the next.

Things didn’t quite go as planned when Michael made sure the next ritual was a success, though without the sacrificial cost associated with the previous ones. A fissure in space was opened, and Ilea soon found out that it led into the desolate lands of Erendar.

They fought the remnants of the local survivors, who were unwilling to reach a peaceful agreement, before Ilea made contact with a being she soon began calling the ‘Endless Meadow’, an ancient and powerful wood, space, earth, and life mage that took the form of a meadow. They found an agreement and worked toward bringing the remaining survivors of the Erendar species to Hallowfort, where the mana density was sufficient for them to survive. All before the eclipse on Erendar came, allowing more powerful astral spirits to make landfall.

Ilea trained and learned from the Meadow, improving her Classes by challenging the unending hordes of spirits found in the wastes of Erendar. She stayed behind once they succeeded in saving the survivors and found an old friend of the Meadow to help defend the tree-like being while it closed the fissure in space.

With the height of the eclipse on Erendar drawing closer, the Meadow shut the gate. The large amount of mana exuded quickly attracted Daughters of Sephilon, powerful astral spirits from the nearby planet of Sephilon. With the help of Icy, a gigantic antlered ice elemental in the form of a wolf, they succeeded in shutting the fissure, preventing any spirits from getting to the other side and invading the realm of Elos.

Together with the Meadow, now the size of a basketball, Ilea headed back to Elos. A combination of long-range teleportation and the rapidly developing skills of her third Class allowed her to manage the feat. Barely.

Joyous and excited, she showed the Meadow her homeland and then brought it north to Hallowfort, where Catelyn and her council agreed to let the being stay below their settlement, a new citizen of the old den of scavengers and survivors.


ONE
Overleveled





Ilea was having dinner near the peak of a mountain, looking down on the storm-covered valleys of the northern wasteland. Today, her meal was a spicy chicken curry with some vegetables she had never tasted before. The dish had a decent bite, despite her resistances, enough that she suspected that Keyla had started experimenting with low-level poisons to enhance her flavors. Maybe Ilea shouldn’t have raved to her about a certain Golden Lily member’s baking…

Earlier today, she had arrived in the north and brought the four-mark entity she affectionately called ‘the Meadow’ to its new home below Hallowfort. It really was the perfect place for someone so ridiculously powerful whose physical form was a tree. She couldn’t imagine what kind of reaction normal humans in the Plains would have had to a being like that, but she imagined it wouldn’t have been particularly favorable.

Here, on the other hand, she imagined the denizens of Hallowfort would welcome such a powerful being with open arms – not only because of its insane magics, ranging from healing to space to earth, but also because it came from a place far away, having lost its home and seeking a new one. She imagined quite a few people in Hallowfort could relate to that.

With her exposure to the Meadow in Erendar, she wasn’t surprised that its area of influence now extended out for dozens of kilometers from its new domain between the scavenger town and the depths of the Descent.

The council had reacted with varied degrees of surprise and tension. Of course, it would take time until they trusted the being, but she was sure they would come around before too long.

“How do you like it?” she asked the Meadow directly. The space magic tree was already in the habit of automatically establishing a telepathic connection with her whenever she was in the area.

“It is perfect, Ilea. There is so much life and chaos throughout the depths and even the skies of these lands. So many creatures are at the cusp of awakening, and the variations of the Awakened already living in Hallowfort are staggering!

“Quite a few of them can talk to me as well, some through sheer resilience of mind, but others through magical means or specific organs! I would vow to protect this place even without all the agreements that were required.”

Ilea smiled. She was glad she had brought it to her realm. That hadn’t really been the plan, but she had realized the impact its presence would have on Hallowfort earlier that day when it had casually rerouted a massive snake-like creature with a barrier, sending the approaching beast into a crevice kilometers away from the town instead.

It was kind of obvious, and she had considered it, but her main focus had been on getting the tree out of Erendar and away from the spirits threatening the moon. And, of course, on not losing a friend she had made along the way.

“You seem pleased with yourself,” the Meadow sent to her.

“Damn right I’m pleased. We got you out, and now you’re settled in a place I care about. I can only imagine how it will change and grow in the coming years. I would tell you to focus on your new environment and leave me to my dinner if I didn’t know you could hold a dozen conversations at the same time.”

“A dozen? Surely you’re joking. I couldn’t possibly be that limited.”

Ilea smiled and continued her dinner in silence, save for the distant booms of arcane lightning striking down upon the northern landscape.

Now that the portal in Gyffold was closed and she had brought the Meadow to the north, her immediate goals were fulfilled. Catelyn had mentioned that Elfie had called for her, and she wanted to report everything that had happened to Claire, but she didn’t think either of those things required any particular urgency.

When she was done with her dinner, the Meadow called out to her again.

“There are two things I could use your assistance for.”

“I have time. Shoot.”
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The first one concerned one of the councilmembers – apparently, Doravin, the large armored warrior and boss of the guard, really wanted to have that fight with her. The second related to some questions the Meadow had about the Soul Rippers in Tremor.

The flight would have taken less than a minute, but Ilea deactivated her Space Magic Resistance instead and let the Meadow do the work. She instantly appeared within the cathedral at the top of the ancient capital of Rhyvor.

“Personal teleportation mage, Meadow, at your service.”

Ilea smiled. “I appreciate it. Guess I won’t have to travel through those tunnels anymore. If only your range wasn’t so limited.”

“Always something to complain about.”

“No, it’s just that I’ve been thinking about something linked to that since your arrival here. Let’s talk about it later. What did you want to have me check here?”

“First, there’s an opponent that wants to fight the great Lilith of ash and flame. I already placed him on a large square close by.”

Ilea cracked her neck and sighed. She wasn’t the Endless Meadow, but she supposed she did have a reputation to uphold.

She blinked, teleporting a few times until she reached the large square. One she was very much familiar with from her time fighting undead in the dungeon. There were still cracks from her last battle here.

It’s been a while.

Doravin jumped from a nearby ruined house and landed a dozen meters away, crouching in a way that minimized his impact.

“Ashen Healer. You have brought the Meadow to our home. And long has it been since you took a spot in the minds and hearts of people I respect. I’d like to see how you fight.”

A Councilmember of Hallowfort, eh? Let’s see how I fare against him.

Ilea smiled. “Come at me, then.”

The warrior vanished.

Ilea spread her ash, using her limbs to stabilize herself as her auras flared to life.

The axe hit her like a freight train an instant later, stone cracking in the cobbled ground behind her.

She didn’t budge.

Yeah. That won’t be enough.

“Good,” the Awakened said, jumping back. “No need to hold back.”

He advanced again, shrouded in wisps of dark magic that licked the air and ground as he moved.

Ilea watched him vanish, a slow black line appearing in his place, moving through space and to her side.

A slowed teleport?

His axe appeared mid-swing, but Ilea was already crouched, letting it pass by above.

An aura of darkness exploded outward from Doravin, his hand outstretched toward her. The aura ate away at her health, but with her resistances, she barely noticed it.

It was obviously meant to create distance, but Ilea simply remained where she stood, grabbing his armor as she activated her reversed healing.

“Who will lose first?” she asked with a smile.

He ripped himself away and jumped, only to find himself displaced right in front of her again.

“Back so soon?” she asked.

This almost feels unfair with my space magic. Maybe I overestimated him. Or I underestimated myself.

He growled, punching aside her outstretched arm before he vanished and reappeared some distance away.

Ilea looked at him and focused on the frameworks around him, visible due to her Space Awareness skill. She had trained hard to separate out the frameworks of dozens of spells from the Meadow in the span of a split second. This would be as easy as stealing the heavy and enchanted two-handed battle-axe of a ten-year-old child.

This time, it wasn’t Doravin that she teleported with Displacement.

“Pretty heavy, I’ll give you that,” she said, inspecting the ludicrously massive weapon that was no longer in his hands.

“Stop with the tricks,” he said, slowly walking toward her.

“Oh?” Ilea asked, dropping the weapon. “Okay.”

It was still falling to the ground when she reached him, a punch rushing his way, neither Destruction nor Storm of Cinders activating upon impact.

His magic was active as he tried to punch back, twisting his armor and body as spikes formed on his gauntlets, but Ilea’s precognition, coupled with her healing, buffs, and massively higher speed, made dodging his strikes trivial.

She dented his armor a few times, going for his right leg with a kick before she disengaged, seeing the axe fly through the air back toward him. Perhaps he’d thought to surprise her with the move.

Instead, she jumped at him, displaced the weapon into her own hands, twirled in the air, and slammed it into his chest with both her strength and its momentum. It carved through his plate, digging deep into his chest.

Now we’re getting somewhere.

Doravin staggered back, chuckling to himself. It was a deep, resonant sound.

“I understand,” he murmured and sighed. “Beaten with my own weapon,” he added, ripping the axe free. “I stand not defeated, but entirely outclassed.”

“Sure you don’t want to keep going?” Ilea said, not quite managing to keep the disappointment out of her voice.

He seemed to consider the idea, the look in his eyes changing for a split second, but then he relaxed again. “No. I see that it would be… frustrating. You have earned your titles, ashen savior. Please forgive my arrogance,” he said, and he bowed deeply.

Aw. Well, guess I’ll have to find other things to fight.

“No need to apologize,” Ilea said, watching his armor reform. Only darkness had been below it – no blood was visible on the steel blade of his axe. She wondered how long it would take to truly win against him if they both went all out. But she supposed there was no point if she could disarm him that easily.

“I will see you around, Lilith,” Doravin said before he vanished, doubtlessly helped to do so by the Meadow.

“That was quick.”

“He lost his weapon, and he lost the direct exchange of strength. There was nothing left to prove,” the Meadow replied.

“I guess. Would’ve expected him to keep going anyways. Maybe he’s less of a musclehead than I thought.”

“Or you’re more of one than he thought.”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions.”

“Punch to conclusions.”

“You’re happy here, aren’t you?”

“I am.”

“So, you wanted to talk about the Soul Rippers?” Ilea asked.

“Indeed. They are very strange creatures that don’t fit into this ecosystem at all. It is as if they are a manifestation of the void itself, of void magic. There are runes in the depths of a cavern that I think may have something to do with it, but I know you’re familiar with the area, so I wanted to discuss this with you. I’ve been unable to communicate with them or get a reaction out of them. Maybe you can interact directly with one of the creatures? If you feel up to the task.”

“I’m interested in seeing those runes. And I’m not surprised to hear all that.”

Ilea had told the Meadow what she knew about Tremor. That Rhyvor had been under attack and that strange creatures had appeared in nearby dungeons. She had also told it about the environmental shift and that, at least timeline-wise, it related to the disappearance of a third sun that had once supposedly been in the skies of Elos.

“I want to see if I can kill one before we try anything else.”

Ilea displaced herself into the darker part of Tremor, her sphere and teleportation speed allowing her to find a single Soul Ripper almost immediately.

The creature stood out in the street, unmoving. Its long arms held up its nearly skeletal, purple body, its flower-like head closed like a tulip before its bloom.

Around level six hundred again. Shouldn’t be a problem at all by now. Let’s see.

Even after having fought spirits of death, the creatures still creeped her out. She assumed it had to do with their stillness and the decrepit ruins all around.

She started charging Heart of Cinder, standing there until the heat within her began to eat away at her health. Then, she activated Phaseshift and started sacrificing health for both Flare and Awakening.

A few seconds later, her skill deactivated, white flames igniting on her near-black ashen armor. The Soul Ripper turned toward her slightly but didn’t jump yet.

Ilea took the chance instead. She displaced herself next to the creature, setting it alight with burning ash. Her hand extended, and she released the stored-up heat in a single beam.

As the energy and light subsided with a sizzling sound, only the smoldering remains of a dead Soul Ripper were left behind.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Soul Ripper – lvl 620]

She looked down at her hand and smiled.

“Nothing to be afraid of.”

Guess I have grown quite a bit since last time. My damage just wasn’t there yet.

Ilea charged her spell again, flapping her wings as she flew toward the open fields outside the city walls.

“What do you want me to do, exactly?” Ilea asked.

“Just get them to move, attack, or do anything,” the Meadow replied.

“You don’t mind if I kill them?”

“They feel similar to the spirits in that I believe they are closer to magical phenomena than to living organisms.”

They’re not the most perceptive creatures either.

She formed a cloud of ash, letting it all float slowly down toward the hordes of Soul Rippers. The third tier of Flare of Creation let her extend the white flames onto any of her magical constructs.

As the cavern lit up with white fire, engulfing the many creatures in deadly flames, they ran around, looking for the culprit.

Oh, I do like these abilities.

“They’re moving around.” The Meadow said brightly. “Thank you.”

Ilea grinned. “Do you mind if I continue a bit?”

“Knock yourself out. I am watching.”

“Freak.”

“I will pretend I understand what you mean by that.”

Ilea spread her arms and let herself fall, a grin on her face as she landed in the largest cluster of the dangerous monsters. A glint of joy lit her eyes, though perhaps it was just a reflection of the fiery energies exploding outward.

Her charged heat and fires spread far, leaving behind a crater and a slew of dead monsters. She continued to fight through them for a little while but quickly realized they weren’t putting up much resistance.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Soul Ripper – lvl 580]

…

‘ding’ You have defeated [Soul Ripper – lvl 656]

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 376 – 1 stat point awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 377 – 1 stat point awarded

‘ding’ Flare of Creation reaches 3rd lvl 15

The monsters remained creepy, but that was the only thing they had left. Ilea had killed them now, had bested them easily. It didn’t feel like fighting a dangerous creature anymore, more like murdering pests. And she wasn’t exactly in the mood for extermination.

Oh.

Ilea saw the attack coming, the jumping Soul Ripper trying to grab her mid-flight. She avoided it easily, flying around the creature with her high-level wings.

A hundred more beings followed, so Ilea flew higher as she maneuvered herself through the sea of eldritch grasshoppers.

Hundreds of the monsters now looked up at her, their flower-like heads blooming and pulsing with dull purple energy.

These are the monsters I was so terrified of? She smiled. You’re not so different from those Drakes now, are you?

Ilea floated around, occasionally using Displacement to move herself or one of the beings.

“I’ll see if I can show you their magic,” she told the Meadow.

She blinked to reach a Soul Ripper standing a little way away from the largest groups, appearing right in front of it. Her gaze was focused on the opening flower, fleshy tendrils slithering within.

The creature grabbed her with both hands, its long fingers wrapping around her ash like moving twigs. Energy formed in front of its head, concentrated void magic biting into Ilea’s head. She could see the damage coming and stayed.

Her skull remained, as did her ash. The spell caused internal bleeding, and a chunk of flesh vanished, but nothing majorly concerning.

A direct hit, she thought with a grin, displacing herself out of the monster’s grip, easily separating its framework in the fabric of space from her own. It does feel pretty good to be able to do that.

As she flew past the hordes, most lost interest as soon as she reached the cavernous entrance to their apparent domain. No new notification appeared to inform her of a newfound dungeon, though.

The Soul Rippers down here were the same, quickly forgetting about her after she vanished. She let them use their void attacks on her before disappearing, just to show them how futile it all was.

‘ding’ Fear Resistance reaches lvl 13

Look at that. Showing up again after such a long time.

“Their attention span is very limited,” the Meadow sent.

“Yeah.”

The Soul Rippers’ domain was just a bunch of burrowed tunnels with several layers, making it a spiraling deathtrap with little to gain. Rotted wooden beams and scattered pieces of rusted gear suggested this place had not always been abandoned.

The creatures were still close to the levels of the Spirits of Death in Erendar, even more regularly above level six hundred. Compared to the Astrals, however, the difference just wasn’t enough anymore, neither to level her skills nor her Classes. Not while she was at four hundred.

They’re not even twice my level!

When she reached one of the deepest chambers, Ilea slowed down and her eyes opened wide.

“You found the runes,” the Meadow sent.

The entire end of the tunnel was a dead end clad in steel, with runes carved into the metal wall. They weren’t just similar but pretty much identical to those she had found in the Descent.

So it was the Ascended…

“Yeah. And they look familiar.”

Ilea squinted, finding the space at the center of the runes slightly distorted.

“What do you think?” she asked. “It’s not space magic. And yet it affects the fabric.”

“Blood and void. But I’m not an expert in either. Most of the power seems to have gone as well. Based on the creatures nearby, I would assume the goal was to rip a tear into wherever these beings reside. I suggest destroying it.”

“You don’t want to study the runes? To understand what they do?”

“I’m unfamiliar with the runic language that is used here, but I understand that the application is at an expert level. Meddling with anything here is dangerous without the foundations. I will seek knowledge to understand those foundations. You have an idea who could provide those?”

“I do have an idea, but no way to get that knowledge. Have I mentioned the Ascended before?”

Ilea released Heart of Cinder, melting most of the metal, and the disturbance in the fabric disappeared. She checked the tunnels for any other runes and then returned upward, telling the Meadow everything she knew about the Ascended on the way.

“The steel structure that you mentioned,” the Meadow said. “At the very bottom of the Descent. I cannot see it clearly due to the powerful magical fluctuations in the layers above, but I have the impression that it was all destroyed.”

Ilea raised an eyebrow at that. “I can’t imagine someone else attacking it.”

“Maybe the Ascended you met thought it better to leave nothing behind that could be scavenged. Perhaps it had thought it impossible that someone would reach it in the first place. However, I will see what I can find by talking to local ancient beings and looking through everything left behind in the Descent. Perhaps there are artifacts I could study as well. With all of these puzzle pieces you have mentioned, it seems we should try to learn more about them and what they were after in this realm.”

“The most obvious idea but also the stupidest one is that they were responsible for the missing sun,” Ilea said.

“Yes, I would think such a thing impossible, but the fabric is vast, and it would not surprise me if there are experts out there far beyond my own abilities. Let me know if you find anything else about them and their magic.”

“We should have some pieces of their technology lying around in Ravenhall. I can see if I can bring some of it to you.”

“I’m always interested in a good riddle.”

Ilea landed in the cathedral and summoned a bottle of ale. “There are a few riddles I could use your help with. Or, should I say, we could use your help with. I just… I just don’t want to abuse this friendship.”

“I appreciate it, Ilea. Give and take. You’ve done more than enough to earn my trust. Now tell me about these riddles.”

The riddles, of course, were the Taleen teleportation gates. Iana and Christopher were still working on figuring out how to find Kyrian and on replicating the technology itself. Ilea could only imagine the impact that working teleportation gates between major human cities and maybe even places like Hallowfort would have on everyone who lived in those cities.

The Shadows, the Sentinels, or even just Ilea herself could simply appear where they were needed or wanted to go. It would eliminate travel time altogether, let alone the logistics of securing and building new settlements. Granted, that would only be the case if goods could be teleported, but with everything she had learned about space magic, she didn’t see why that would be a problem.

“I will want to see those prototypes and talk to the researchers,” the Meadow reflected. “I’m happy to offer my advice, but this is not something easily accomplished. I wouldn’t get your hopes up just because I have a lot of space magic knowledge. I’m only entertaining the thought at all because there are already existing gates that work. And because I’m interested.”

“I can’t imagine a better team working together on this. I’ll talk to the council in Ravenhall, see what they think, and if I can, I’ll bring Iana and Christopher here to talk to you.”

Ilea felt a strange mix of emotions at the suggestion. There was definitely excitement at maybe finding Kyrian faster and at the prospect of actually getting working teleportation gates.

But she also felt like she was starting to meddle with things that were far beyond her. Fighting huge monster spirits or riding Elementals just felt natural.

But at the same time, she couldn’t really see a downside. Just as with the Medic Sentinels, it would benefit everyone in the end. And she wouldn’t even be doing the work. She might help with a bit of testing, but her main contribution would be flying people from one place to another.

And if they manage to get the gates working, I won’t have to even do that anymore. Which would free up so much time for other activities, like fighting huge monster spirits and riding Elementals.

Meadow cut into Ilea’s ruminations. “Will you be leaving, then?”

Ilea stretched. “If you don’t have anything else for me to look at? But I won’t be going south yet. I’m long overdue checking in with Elfie.”

“There’s nothing urgent that I can think of. However, if I haven’t misunderstood completely, it sounds like you are no longer interested in continuing your studies?”

Ilea tried very hard to look busy. Then she smiled sheepishly. “Well… I kind of got you here, and that was kind of the point of all that training?”

“…”

“Hey tree, I really do need some time off to punch something dangerous. Maybe we can call it a vacation? Extended leave? Gap year?”

“Year?”

“Gap time?”

“I mean, I’m sure I’ll hit a roadblock again sometime in the future.”

“And then you’ll come crawling back to your ancient teacher, hoping it will accept you once more?”

“I’m sure I will have learned from my naïveté and will return to you with newfound wisdom and a whole lot of remorse?”

“I’m sure you will.”

She grinned. “I’ll check in soon. I’m sure you won’t miss me with everyone around. Can you teleport me as far west as you can?”

“All I am to you is a teleportation device.”

Ilea appeared above the raging storms of the north. “It’s very useful magic. You’ve got the mark, so call for me if you need anything, or if you just want to chat.”

“I will. Thanks again for bringing me here. It’s lovely.”

“Sure, I’m glad you’re not stranded on Erendar for another few millennia. Hope you settle in nicely. And keep the godly acts to a minimum.”

“I will try. Though sometimes the odd miracle does slip out by accident.”

“Can’t do anything about that, I get it. We’re just too incomprehensibly awesome to fool people consistently,” Ilea said with a sly smile.

“We? Oh, we’re not even in the same dimension, little human.”

“Sure, old tree. See you soon.”

“Be safe. And don’t forget to eat and drink.”

“I would never.”

[image: ]


When Ilea arrived near the Izna dungeon, the mists started to fill each crevice, burrow, and crater as far as the eye could see.

The first spinning Miststalkers appeared soon after, twirling in their ethereal dance as the stars watched from above.

She had always liked the north, and she had always liked Hallowfort, but knowing that the Meadow was now part of that settlement made her feel even more comfortable there. She was already looking forward to returning and visiting her ancient tree friend.

Maybe it’s their level too. Most everyone else sees me as some powerful monster or as the famous ‘Lilith’…

She knew that her friends didn’t care all that much, but knowing how ridiculously powerful the Meadow was, she just felt very comfortable around them. Maybe she felt understood.

Strange thought that. Feeling more kinship to a tree than most people in the south.

Ilea smiled at that as she entered the Taleen facility, quickly making her way toward the Centurion factory part of the dungeon. She didn’t exactly have to use any skills to find her first target.

Thinking of strange ancient friends…

She flew close to the floating being and waved.

“Long time no see,” she said.

“Hunter of ash…” Goliath said with his deep, vibrating voice that seemed to come from everywhere at once.

Ilea’s wings flapped once. She watched the creature of stone, steel, and darkness float a little closer, his two golden eyes twinkling as he turned toward her.

“You have changed, become more powerful once more. And that… feeling… it is as if… Have you met another spirit of old… or… what is that magic I’m sensing?”

“Oh, you have no idea…”

Ilea grinned as she started telling the smith about her adventures and her third Class.

Goliath had extended his workshop down here in Izna. A dozen forges burned nearby, prototypes of armor and weapons displayed on shimmering green steel racks. Pieces of art were mixed in, much of it abstract enough to be indiscernible from usable equipment. At least to Ilea.

“You have met the Fae core. That is… joyous to hear.”

Joyous?

Given how he’d talked about the Fae, she would’ve expected something different, but he simply seemed happy for her. Which was nice. It was the same with her story about Erendar. He reacted like an old man hearing a child retell some benign adventure they’d had in the forest. Which, again, was nice, but she couldn’t help but feel very young, more so than when she talked to the Meadow.

How ancient is Goliath, exactly? And what kind of shit has he seen?

“Enough about me. How have you been? How are the elves? Everyone still alive?”

“I have been well. Many options present themselves in this forgotten crypt of steel and death. Yet more secrets wait to be uncovered, and I am never without a splendid task.”

“I’m glad you like it here,” Ilea said.

Now I feel like a grandchild.

“I am too. The elves are… alive. Many nights and days have passed since last they visited,” Goliath said.

“Then I’d better go look for them.”

“Enjoy your adventure, ashen one.”

“I will!” Ilea laughed, waving goodbye before using Sentinel Huntress to try and track the elves through this maze of a production facility.

They’ve been here for some time. Let’s see how much they’ve managed to achieve, she thought with a sly grin. Did they get past three hundred? Maybe even past four hundred…? I doubt that. Especially if they’ve fought together all this time. And the same type of creatures.

I remember when I was fighting Centurions for weeks on end.

Good times.

The first signs of residual magic made her speed up slightly, teleporting through the levels of the manufacturing plant in quick succession and checking for any movement. The factory ran deep, dozens of layers having now been cleared out by the group of Cerithil Hunters.

All she found were scraps. Centurion scraps and the signs of explosions. Bent and blackened steel, dented floors and ceilings. Plenty of forges had been damaged and destroyed, and spilled liquid steel had cooled and merged with everything it touched.

Messy.

Ilea was unsure which layer she was on when she heard a muffled explosion. She followed the noise, speeding up through the various layers until she emerged on what seemed to be the bottom layer. Her sphere showed her only solid stone below.

A large double gate at one end of the near-empty steel layer had been blown open, the doors blackened and bent inward.

She displaced herself toward it and blinked through, finding herself in an expansive hall with one distant exit. The walls, ceiling, and floor were made of steel, like everything else in the facility, carved into the deep underground of the north. Evenly spaced magical lights on each side of the large hall shone an eerie green.

Ilea stood on an elevated platform about five meters above the ground floor, a flight of stairs to her left leading down into the hall. A single exit lay at the other end, remaining shut for now. Flashes of light flickered ahead, created by the four armored mages and their foes.

These facilities aren’t quite as eerie with all my new vision improvements.

She stepped out toward the platform’s railing and watched the ongoing battle.

The elves were clad in new gear, two of them in steel armor that reflected little light, one in something a little more shiny and thick, and the last in armored robes.

Goliath has been supporting them.

The ground was littered with scraps of destroyed dwarven creations, shrapnel embedded in the walls. Ilea noted a few new Centurion variants among them.

Did I ever see those?

Six foes remained, two of them being Centurion Rippers, each holding four serrated swords in their four arms. Two of the Centurions looked like Guardians but weren’t. Six sword-like arms curved outward from their central bodies. The main difference was that the swords the creatures wielded were flying through the air, controlled by the machines like Ilea controlled her ash.

The last two only had two arms, ending in cannon-like contraptions that gathered energy as they tried to create distance. Beams of bright yellowish light magic extended from their weapons, streaking through the hall with blinding speed.

Ilea leaned onto the railing with her arms, relaxing as she watched the battle. She could see various dents in the machines and the shrapnel all around that suggested dozens, if not more, previously destroyed Centurions.

No Praetorians?

Ilea watched a bright white barrier appear near one of the elves, runes glowing on it that thrummed with energy, blocking a few incoming beams of light.

Elfie, she noted, glancing down at the elf clad in armored robes and a steel mask that covered his face and hair.

The more heavily armored elf in the group didn’t look quite as gracious, summoning daggers made of fire. He threw them in the general vicinity of the Centurions before the projectiles exploded in bright red flames. His armor had been damaged, the left shoulder piece entirely mangled. Half of his helmet had been ripped off, revealing some of his red hair.

Heranuur looked imposing in his set of heavy steel plate. Standing over two meters tall now, he faced three of the creatures alone. Instead of dodging or avoiding them, however, he let them strike. Explosions spread out after he entangled a Ripper’s blades with his hands and his armor, and a shield appeared to his right, blocking a beam of energy before it flickered out again.

Still the same reckless behavior. I’m not sure I approve. Okay, maybe I approve a little.

One of the six-armed Centurions found itself caught by vines of wood, roots growing from the ground before they immobilized the target. At first, Ilea assumed Neiphato planned to let someone else finish the job, so she found herself surprised when the wood continued to expand and grow, crushing the machine until its green lights flickered out, steel bent and ripped as its lifeless husk lay entombed in a prison of wood. A deafening explosion burned through the timber a moment later, contained and localized by the elven mage.

Impressive. I almost want to join them. But I mean… these are just Centurions.

She grinned.

Seviir appeared near one of the ranged light magic users, his own steel armor covered by thin lines of bone. His hands expanded further with claw-like protrusions that dug into the fast-moving machine. He vanished yet again to avoid one of the beams, a shield of light flashing out in front of him when he reappeared.

Elfie glanced back at Ilea, his helm’s facemask expressionless, before he focused on the fight again.

Heranuur now looked a little worse off than before, more of his armor dented and ripped, barriers flickering up around him to deter the swords coming at him. He jumped back and threw four bright, fiery blades at the constructs, each one missing.

The blasts of the explosions pushed the three Centurion variants toward him, making them stagger slightly before a bright dome appeared around them. Wood came to life within, and Heranuur and Seviir immediately went for the two ranged variants not caught within the dome of white light.

The trapped Centurions strained under the magic of the wood creator, glowing green eyes cracking before their light went out. The three explosions resounded in quick succession, none of them breaking the barrier, although it did crack slightly before Elfie dispelled it.

Two more explosions echoed through the room a moment later, and Elfie started floating toward her. He stopped not far from her, hovering in the air in his armored robes.

“Welcome back,” he said as his mask vanished, his flowing red hair falling down his back as he gave her a predatory grin.

“Yeah. Okay. You look pretty cool, I’ll admit it.”

She smiled when he hissed in amusement, but she didn’t miss the slight tension in his jaw and the look that he gave her. He seemed uncertain.
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Elfie landed next to her, still taller than her at two meters. He straightened his hair with one armored hand, his eyes glancing back at the three other elves standing amidst the fires and shrapnel.

“It is good to see you alive and well,” he said.

[Mage – lvl 325]

“And you, Niivalyr. It’s been some time. I see you didn’t waste it,” Ilea said with a smile.

“I shouldn’t be surprised to see you already past four hundred, what with everything you’ve done in the Descent. But how exactly did you advance that quickly? Did you find another dungeon?”

“Not exactly.”

The other three approached then. Seviir hissed at the sight of her as Heranuur jumped and landed nearby. “The human is back.”

Seviir walked right past her.

Someone’s in a huff. What’s with him?

“Back to visit. I like the big armor, little fire elf,” Ilea said, looking at Heranuur.

He smiled and hissed in a challenging tone. “I don’t know how you do it, gaining such strength so quickly. We’ll see you later.”

Heranuur followed Seviir, heading back the way Ilea had come.

“Nothing else? Not happy to see me?” Ilea called after him, but the elf didn’t react.

Neiphato gave her an apologetic look and bowed his head. “Ilea, it is good to see you. I will leave you two to catch up. I need to have my armor checked and repaired by Goliath.”

“Good. Well fought, Neiphato,” Elfie said, and he watched the other elf go.

Once they were alone, Ilea addressed the elephant in the room.

“You seem on edge. What’s going on?”

Elfie hissed softly. “It’s not been… particularly easy, these last months.”

“I see. Tell me.”

He was quiet for a moment, and then he smiled. “It’s good to see you. It feels like I’ve been going mad down here. We’ve destroyed hundreds of them. And they keep on coming. Deeper sections still are protected by Praetorians.

“And that is not the end. We’ve found a gate, a teleportation gate, leading to yet more facilities like this one, and we’re not even done here. I’m trying to stay focused on my purpose… but it’s not easy.”

Ah, I see.

“You’re not taking breaks.”

He looked at her.

It was then she noted the bloodshot eyes, the deeper lines carved into his face, the hollow look one got from a lack of sleep. “It seems like you’ve been pushing too hard.”

Elfie stood straight-backed. “I made a decision, Ilea, that day I went into this dungeon. To help fight those Praetorians. To protect the young ones. I’m a Cerithil Hunter now. That is my purpose and my responsibility.”

“And going nuts will help you with that? You’re fighting against machines – you’re not one yourself. And it’s not your responsibility to defeat them all on your own. This war has been going on for how long? Thousands of years? I’m sorry, but I don’t think there’s a rush.”

Elfie hissed sharply. “You don’t understand.”

“No, I probably don’t. But I love fighting, I love it when I can find a new challenge and grow by overcoming it. I’ve fought spirits of death for weeks on end in Erendar, and even I need to take a break sometimes to relax and eat some good food. Otherwise, you go mental. That’s what I understand. And I understand that I care about my friends. That I care about you, and that I will call out your bullshit when I see it.”

He hissed again.

“You’re acting immature.”

“I am exercising restraint. I want to tear open your throat.”

Ilea laughed. “You’re free to try. I’ve got some new toys in my arsenal, and I’d be excited to show you what I’ve learned.”

He sighed, deflating a little and looking even more fatigued. “I don’t think I want to be beaten down right now.”

“Then you really are unwell,” Ilea said. “When was the last time you ate something proper?”

Elfie just shook his head.

“Alright, we’re going outside for some fresh air, and we’ll hunt something for you to eat.”

He sighed.

“Fresh, juicy, bloody meat.”

He looked down his nose at her. “I’m not an animal.”

“Elfie, we are all animals. Now come on, we’ll catch you some dinner, and you can tell me all about your troubles. I’ve got some news to share as well.”
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It didn’t take long for them to find prey, a Drop Saurian unlucky enough to be looking for its own dinner in the mist-covered lands.

She built a small fire, not that it was necessary, though, as Elfie simply bit into the dead creature’s neck.

“You look like a vampire.”

He glared at her and hissed, not unlike how a vampire would.

She let him eat for a while, enjoying the clear skies and the dancing Miststalkers in the valley and cracks she could see.

When he was done, he threw the carcass aside and sighed, sitting down on a boulder.

“It seems like your teamwork has improved, at least. I remember when the young ones could barely fight a single Centurion together.”

“We have been improving, and we’ve got all that way through the facility, but the machines are unending. They are frustrated. I am frustrated. Seviir and Heranuur have left on their own more than a few times, gone for days without telling me where they went.

“And I can’t blame them. I thought… I thought that after my decision to enter this dungeon, to leave my past behind and join the Cerithil Hunters, things would become easier, less complicated. But I still feel conflicted, sometimes.”

Ilea let him talk.

“I thought that we could fight back, but at the end of each tunnel, each part of the facility, either we destroy the last machine, or a stronger one is waiting. And I know the gate leads to more factories, more machines, most of them likely far beyond our own power.

“It feels like it never ends. And I’m not sure what exactly it is that we’re supposed to be doing. Just fight without pause? And if I’m wavering in this pursuit, how can I expect my students to excel, to keep pushing onward?”

Ilea gave it some thought, trying to understand where he had come from and trying to understand the goal he now had. Going into that dungeon and becoming a Cerithil Hunter had meant the rejection of everything he had been before, all the rules and the society of his people. She had never made a decision like that.

“I think that becoming a Hunter was a pretty crazy thing to do. When I met you, there seemed to be a lot of conflict inside you. I don’t really see that conflict anymore.”

“Of course not. Not in the same way, at least. I can’t go back, and I don’t want to go back either. I’m not questioning the decision, I’m questioning what I’m doing right now.”

Ilea smiled. “Then that means there has been change. A lot of it. And what I understand about change is that sometimes, it takes a lot of time to settle and to process everything. You don’t have to do all that in a day or a few months.”

“But I feel stuck, and I don’t know what to do. I can’t lead the others like I thought I could. I can’t face the Taleen like I thought I could.”

“I mean, personally, I would just keep hitting them until I destroy every last one of them, and if I’m not strong enough to face one variant or another, I would find something else to fight to get stronger. But I understand that I might not be the best person to give you advice on how to face this problem. Though I might know just the guy.”

“The… Isalthar. I don’t know. I’ve failed to live up to⁠—”

She hissed. “I’m proud of you. You’ve made an incredible choice to fight for and protect those you care about. You’ve not failed at anything. I think you need some advice and some time. That is all.”

He grimaced. “It’s not supposed to be like that. I’m supposed to be powerful, make the right choices and decisions, lead by example and strength, not be conflicted and weak.”

“That’s fucking stupid. You’re new to this. You can’t expect to be amazing at something immediately. It’s like me when I was struggling to fight a bunch of wolves. I struggled and survived, got a lucky Class, and then continued struggling – first against Drakes, then Guardians, then Centurions. I’ve learned from all that, and now here I am, still learning.”

She nodded to herself before continuing. “You try things and see what works, and you learn from those experiences. You can learn from others too, but it doesn’t replace your own understanding, I think. All of this uncertainty and conflict, this frustration, is part of your growth. And I know that it sucks sometimes.”

He was quiet, looking into the distance. “You almost sounded wise there for a moment.”

She smiled. “Exactly. That’s exactly it. We’re not perfect, and sometimes we have to go through a sucky phase to learn whatever it is we’re supposed to learn. Though I guess sometimes a phase is just shit for no reason. I’d like to believe we can learn things even from that, though.”

Elfie arched an eyebrow. “From the fact that the phase was simply ‘shit’?”

“Yeah. But you’re alive and through it, and that could be something.”

They were quiet for a while.

Elfie was first to break the silence. “I’d like to meet Isalthar.”

“Awesome. I’ll see if I can’t set up a meeting or get him interested in what you’ve found down there. A gate to another facility might be worth his time. And about Heranuur and Seviir, should I go talk to them?”

“Do you want to?” he asked. “I’m at my wits’ end. And I understand their frustrations.”

“I mean, sure, while I’m here. I’ll see if I can find them, then I’m going south.”

They talked for a little while longer. Ilea shared what she had experienced in Erendar and told him about the Meadow, but it was obvious he didn’t quite believe how powerful the tree was. She left a mark on Elfie too, now that she had enough of them available.

Sentinel Huntress allowed her to find the two younger elves after a brief search. Seviir was fighting Miststalkers in a broad lake of mist, and Heranuur was throwing rocks into it. He hissed when he saw her land nearby.

“Good to see you too,” she said. “Do you want to spar?”

“No. You’re too strong.”

She hissed, sitting down on a nearby boulder. She grabbed a few rocks and started throwing them into the lake too.

Heranuur hesitated, then stopped throwing his. “What do you want?”

“You seemed excited to fight the Taleen when I first met you,” she said.

Seviir had always seemed angry and distant, but Heranuur hadn’t been like that.

He looked at her properly for the first time since she had arrived, then looked down at the ground. He hissed, but it sounded more like a sigh. “I guess I was.”

“What changed?”

“I don’t know. I guess it seemed exciting. Felt like the right thing to do, to leave all those old fools behind.”

Ilea looked at the rock in her hand and threw it.

“But now… I don’t even know what we’re doing. It’s boring. Pointless. We’re cursed, and we can’t go back. But I don’t want to spend the rest of my life fighting these stupid machines.”

“I understand that much. I wouldn’t want to spend all my time fighting the same thing either.”

“Hmm.” He hissed again. “It was easier before. But now we can’t go back either.”

“You can take time off, you know? Figure out what you want to do. There are other things to fight, even now that you’re a Hunter.”

He shook his head in a frustrated manner. “Maybe.”

Seviir joined them then, glaring at her. “Leave, human.”

She stood up and sighed. “I see that you need space. But think about it. This isn’t a black and white choice. You can do what feels right. I told Niivalyr I’ll be asking some of the Hunters I know to come north to help out with your facility. Maybe you can talk to them too.”

“We don’t need someone to talk to,” Seviir said and hissed.

Heranuur gave her a conflicted look.

“I’ll leave you be. Take your time, and if you don’t want to go into the dungeon, don’t. You can do what you want.”

Ilea left and flew for a little while, thinking about the four elves she’d met up here in the north.

It does seem like a lot to handle. I hope Isalthar and the others can give them some perspective. I bet that the young ones would like Feyrair at least.
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Ilea returned south, using her third-tier Blink to travel the distance in a mere moment. Her house was untouched, and she spread her wings as she appeared above it.

Had a house built, and I barely spend any time in it.

She found that she didn’t really mind it. Her adventures were simply more fun than staying in, and yet she loved knowing that she had a quiet place to return to whenever she wanted, a place that she could call her own.

She would have to talk to Walter to arrange a meeting with Isalthar and his crew, but first, she planned to stop by Ravenhall and inform Claire of everything that had happened.

Flying to Ravenhall, Ilea met Claire in her office. As always, a pile of well-organized work sat in front of her, despite the late hour. For once, Claire didn’t seem particularly stressed, but of course, Ilea had just arrived, and she was bringing news from far away.

Ten minutes later, Claire was pacing with one hand to her chin, murmuring to herself with an almost manic grin on her face.

“You brought it here. You maniac! You absolutely crazy, battle-frenzied, apparent student of space magic! You brought it here. And you’re sure it hasn’t started killing everyone?”

“Why would it kill people?”

“I’m not saying it would, but it could.”

“I could probably wipe out this entire city, and nobody could stop me. And I’ve met a few beings able to do similar.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. But I know you, and I’ve yet to meet this Meadow. A four-mark ally! With expertise in runic languages I couldn’t even dream up, let alone its space magic, healing, earth, and wood magic. Do you have any idea what this could bring about?”

“I’ve had some specific ideas, yes. But I also want to let it settle in and not overwhelm it with our lowly requests. I don’t think there’s any rush either, the Meadow is here to stay.”

Claire tapped her desk several times and then almost launched herself into her leather chair. She bit her lower lip. “Gods, this is so frustrating. There’s no way you can take me there right now?”

“I’ve never seen you like this, and I don’t think it would be a good idea. Let’s focus on Kyrian.”

Claire threw up her hands. “Sure, yes, and all the tech Iana and Christopher have been working on. I’m sure they would love cooperating with an expert like that, but if this Meadow is everything you say it is, I don’t think we can justify keeping this to ourselves. I’ll organize a meeting with the council, and we’ll discuss what all of this could mean and what Ravenhall is willing to risk.”

“You think that’s going to go well?”

She paused. “Sulivhaan especially won’t be thrilled to work with an unknown, powerful entity. I would imagine some of the Shadows on the council may feel the same… but the opportunities here are staggering. Plus, if we plan to be able to face threats as dangerous as some of those you have faced yourself, then we’ll need more allies as powerful as you.”

“What about the elves?”

Claire shook her head. “I think you should bring it up, but don’t expect anything but hostility. Cooperating with them isn’t something the council will agree on, even if they are a splinter organization separate from the Domains. You’ll have my support if you need anything, and I’m sure you have other people to rely on, but Ravenhall will not get involved.”

Ilea felt a little disappointed, but it made sense. She had seen what the elven attacks had done to the western independent cities. She had fought and killed a few of them herself before she’d met Elfie.

Not that she could imagine Ravenhall being much of a help against the Praetorian variants she had met.

Claire managed to calm herself a bit, but her eyes still glowed with intensity. “I will put the gold and treasures you’ve brought from Baralia to good use. I’m glad that your first exposure to the Lily went as it did. Their lack of a united front makes them a lot less dangerous than I initially feared. I’ll try to find out more about all the members that you’ve met and the others that were mentioned. And I’m sure they’ll be in touch soon. Probably once Baralia is taken.”

“The capital still holds?”

“It is their last bastion, and the information we get is delayed. I imagine the city has already fallen, or it’s just a matter of time. I’ll let you know what I learn.”

“Thanks, Claire. I appreciate it.”

She waved a hand. “Of course, and you keep me updated too. Will you be in the area? I can call for you when I have a council meeting set up.”

“Do that, I’ll be around.”

Before she left the city, Ilea went to check in with Trian, but when she reached the Medic Sentinels’ Headquarters, she met a new but familiar face.

“You’re bigger,” Ilea said, walking around the Centurion standing in the entrance hall.

“It took a while to get used to, especially the spear,” Aki said, looking down at the weapon in his metal hands.

His body was obviously that of the Centurion she had brought in, but he didn’t quite look like any she had seen before. Iana and Christopher seemed to have repaired the damage, and they had added more plating here and there – metals that gleamed with a bronze sheen, covering the dark green steel below.

There were also small utility additions like lights and hooks, presumably for bags or other gear. More than anything else, it was the way he moved that struck her, tracking her with his head and slightly adjusting his core section and arms. He was still a machine, but he seemed pretty alive.

“I’m glad it worked out.”

[Centurion of Akelion – lvl 300]

The first level three hundred member of the Sentinels.

“Me too. The Sentinels are growing quickly, and I want to provide an adequate challenge.”

“I’m interested in seeing you fight.”

“Maybe you will soon. Are you here to see Trian?”

“I am.”

Aki directed her to Trian’s office, where she gave him a quick rundown of what had happened, like she had with Claire, and of what they were planning. He took some time to contemplate it all, but he didn’t seem particularly fazed.

“Exciting, but also risky, everything you’ve talked about. I’ll inform Iana and Christopher. I’m sure they’ll be excited to prepare. And either way, of course I’ll support you in the council.”

“Thanks, Trian.”

“Of course.” He shook his head in disbelief. “Four-mark trees…”

Ilea smiled. “How are things with the Sentinels now that they have their Classes? I saw Aki.”

“Progressing very quickly. And yes, he’s… he’s probably our most powerful teacher now, besides you. Speaking of which, there are a few things you could help out with if you have time. An exam. The first of them have reached level two hundred. And we’ve got a batch of new students who could use your help with resistance training, but there’s no rush.”

“I’ll check in with Walter first, but I’ll let you know when I know more.”

A new batch of students already.

She found that she liked the thought – more people to train, more Sentinels for the world. They could probably even get Space Magic Resistance from her now. And maybe she could teach them some basics she had learned from the Meadow.

“Of course. Whenever you’re available.”

“Soon. If the elves aren’t around right now, I should be able to help with the exam. Can’t believe they’re already that far along.”

“They’re catching up with you.” Trian smiled in an almost self-satisfied way.

“Oh? Given up on chasing after me, so you’re having your students try instead?”

He shrugged.

She winked at him. “Two hundred is barely worth mentioning. Let’s talk again when the first of them reaches three hundred.”

Trian smiled, and she grinned back.
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Ilea spread her wings and was on her way northward mere seconds later.

I’m just a glorified messenger girl these days.

With the flight speed of a fighter jet.

No wonder the Sentinels are catching up so quickly.

She was proud of them, and their quick advancement validated her and Trian’s decision to start their own organization. Soon, the first level two hundred Sentinels would go out there on missions. The same starting level as a Shadow.

The journey to Riverwatch was familiar, Ilea rushing past the few landmarks she’d memorized before Karth came into view. The marks she had left on both Walter and Dale helped, but they were hardly a necessity at this point.

Ilea flew low past Riverwatch before stopping along the treeline overlooking most of the expansive town. Hundreds of torches and lanterns illuminated the streets, light pushing through many of the windows.

Visiting almost feels nostalgic at this point.

She thought about her first time in the city, visiting Earl and talking to Dale. First time I met a Shadow too.

She could see a lot of details, even from a distance. The guards didn’t spot her, but they seemed vigilant, patrolling with their eyes open and ready to face potential threats at short notice.

Did I really save this city from a Baralia takeover?

It had only been, what, half a year since then? A strange thought, to see all these people, all these houses. How many would have died if she hadn’t intervened?

Ilea summoned herself a bottle of ale, raising it toward the city before she took a sip. May your night be quiet.

Then she moved her wings, making her way into the western forest.

She quickly reached the Calys mines and blinked through the hidden passage, entering the Vultures’ hideout with Displacement.

Do you have space magic detection? she wondered, sipping on her ale.

Another two uses of the skill brought her to the common room. Walter was sitting at one of the tables, engrossed in a few official-looking documents.

She knocked on the door and entered. “Evening. Everyone still seems to be up.”

“Ilea. You disabled the runes?”

“No. Space magic.”

“Ah. Of course.” Walter stood up, stretching before he took her in. “Well? Sit down. Have you eaten?”

“I could do with some dinner. And some ale.” She looked at her empty bottle and made it vanish, then sat down at his table. She sighed and looked at the fire in the hearth. “I always forget how cozy this place is.”

Walter chuckled. “I care a lot about the atmosphere. Not everyone appreciates it quite as much as you.”

He went behind the counter and then into the kitchen beyond, coming back a few minutes later with a platter of cheese, veggies, and meat.

“So, space magic?”

“Yeah…” Ilea said distractedly, having grabbed one of the documents and read it over.

“Do you always look at people’s confidential documents?”

“I think this is the first time. You’re trading with Riverwatch?”

“Alistair wants to have everything in writing. Not exactly a fan of all the bureaucracy, but at least we’re on the same page.”

“Sorry for snooping, I didn’t think.”

“Must be the homely atmosphere. It’s not just about trade – we’re opening a brewery in town.”

Ilea stood up. “Walter! That’s great news. I mean, that’s really cool.”

He smiled fondly. “It is. A lot of work too, but I’m looking forward to it. It’s been a while. Have you been well?”

“Yeah, more or less. Crazy adventures. Busy, but very fun.”

She gave him a quick rundown.

“Quite a lot, as usual.” He laughed. “You found this place because of the elven attack, and now you’re here at the behest of one. This Meadow sounds very interesting too.”

“I would have expected a bit more of a response. Not that I want the attention, but you seem super casual about all this.”

Walter looked at her and smiled, picking up his lute from the bench next to him. He played a few notes and then looked at her.

“Lilith, the defender of Riverwatch. Riding Elementals into battles on distant moons in other realms. You know, I think when you first came here, I saw you as a bit of an eccentric young healer with a knack for battle. But right now, you increasingly resemble the kind of people others write stories and sing songs about. I think it took some time for me to accept it, but at this point, I’m just happy to hear another interesting story.”

“It’s always nice to come back here. I mean, it’s cool to be able to do what I can do, and I’m excited about everything going on, and I’m interested in getting a little more involved with the elves, seeing how it may well help me find Kyrian. But here, I do feel like that young healer you talked about.”

“I know what you mean. At this point, we could probably even move there, but I’ve grown very fond of this place.”

“How are things with Lucia?”

“Good. I think we should make more time for each other. She’s been very focused on her work lately. What about you? Any special people in your life?”

Ilea gave it some thought. “Things have been so busy lately, I haven’t really thought about that at all. Maybe I should make more time, check up on some friends. But no, nothing serious. How are the others?”

“There’s always something going on. Eyn is improving at an alarming rate. I wouldn’t be surprised if he joined your Shadows in another year or two. With how Alistair is treating us, I don’t think we have to worry about security as much anymore.”

“That does sound like an improvement.”

“It is. So, the elves? I’m scheduled to meet them next in around six weeks. What’s this about?”

“Mhm. That’s quite some time, but sure. Elfie, a friend, is at a bit of a loss, and I think he could do with some advice from someone with a bit more experience being a Cerithil Hunter. He’s also cleared a lot of a production facility and found a working teleportation gate, likely leading to more facilities. Not sure what we’ll find, but it could be interesting – and very dangerous.”

“You make it sound like you plan to join them.” Walter refilled his mug, then hers.

“I mean, yeah. Of course, it’s been a while since I fought a Praetorian. Well, not that long.”

“Always looking for the next beast. I remember when you were nearly killed by one of those things.”

“Yeah, trust me, me too. But now, things are different. Because the numbers I see in my head are bigger and I have new magics.” She took on a mock battle stance in her seat.

He laughed. “That solves almost all problems, if your primary concerns revolve around punching increasingly dangerous creatures.”

Ilea nodded sagely. “Exactly.”

“Can you describe this Erendar a little more? I might write a song about it. Don’t worry, I won’t include you in it.”

“What if I want to be included?”

“Do you?”

“No.”

They spoke for a short while longer, but Ilea left soon after. Walter agreed to signal her with her mark, a day before he would meet the elves. Six weeks was more than enough time to introduce herself to a new group of Sentinels-to-be. And to check in with the highest-level ones.

Ilea hummed a happy tune to herself as she flew back, and it was only when she was already a third of the way there that she realized she could’ve just teleported back to her home.

She kept on flying, her black winged form flashing over the countryside, almost invisible from the ground.
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Vienna finished the last few repetitions, pushing the heavy barbell up and focusing on her breathing.

“There she is!” Chana exclaimed as she glimpsed inside the training room, the door slightly ajar. “Oh… I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Well, you did.

But she kept the comment to herself. She knew that Chana meant well.

She slowly let the barbell descend into the steel brackets, breathing out as she sat up. “You’re not interrupting.”

“No, I am. But! We wanted to grab lunch together before our exam. I know you want to spend every waking moment training, but I don’t think that’s healthy,” Chana said, opening the door wider.

The girl was smaller than Vienna, but not by a lot. Even so, she was one of the strongest Sentinels, at least physically. She had long brown hair, and her tanned skin suggested a life lived mostly outside.

The main thing that Vienna always noticed about her was her easy smile. No matter how grueling or dangerous the training, Chana almost always had a smile. If she didn’t constantly add some dry or sarcastic remark about whatever they were doing, she may have been Vienna’s favorite teammate.

Elias appeared in the doorway as well, waving at Vienna with a slight smile. His physique, shaved head, and thick beard suggested he was older than the eighteen years he claimed to be.

“Our exams aren’t for another three hours, and we’re ready,” Vienna said.

Chana pouted.

Elias chuckled to himself. “You can see it as a team-building exercise, if you want.”

Vienna would have rolled her eyes at that once. They had fought and bled together – having lunch together surely wouldn’t make much of a difference. But she supposed she had started to enjoy them too, whenever she had allowed herself to join.

She looked at her hands, at the calluses from all the training and all the work. Her healing didn’t remove them. She had wondered why that was. Maybe because they helped her fight a little more efficiently.

I’ve been in my head again, too focused.

She knew it wasn’t good for her team and, supposedly, not good for her either, but she’d had a few disagreements about that with the faculty. And encountered a few difficult things to face about herself. About why she had such a hard time trusting people. About why she always had to do things herself.

She hadn’t processed all of it yet, but she understood now that there was something there that she had to figure out. And sometimes having lunch with the others did help, though she still found it hard to talk to them about how she felt.

“I’m so fucking nervous,” Chana blurted out as she walked over and looked at the barbells. “Can you believe it? We will be the first!”

“If we succeed. Gael is past us in level, and he’s not a Hunter yet,” Elias said.

“We’ll find out what happens when we get there,” Vienna said.

No matter their path, they were here now. They were the first team of Sentinels facing the Hunter exams, and some of the first who had reached the two hundreds.

A few years ago, even a few months ago, Vienna never would have thought it possible to ever get to this point. Equipment, education, a whole lot of specialized training, dangerous monsters to face with no chance of winning, and the new Classes. It would have taken her years of work just to get the equipment and a fraction of the education.

Let alone a team as competent as hers.

Vienna, former… nothing much, and now, first-generation Sentinel, ash and healing at her beck and call. She told herself that this exam didn’t really mean anything, but she knew that, deep down, she felt nervous.

She wasn’t scared of failure. They had all failed here plenty of times, and it had taught them a lot. If they failed this exam, it simply meant that they weren’t ready.

But she didn’t want to fail. She wanted to make the teachers proud of her, she wanted to make her peers proud, and more than anything, she wanted to prove to herself and to her team that they were ready. Ready to go out there.

She had long imagined the kind of missions they would do. Joining an expedition into a dangerous dungeon, simple monster subjugation, or supporting a team of Shadows with something more dangerous. And on the way, they could offer support and healing to anyone they came across. Any village or town too far removed from bigger settlements or too poor to attract the big healing orders.

She looked at the others. The two she had fought and trained with since the start. “Let’s go get lunch. I don’t think I can get anything productive done right now anyway.”

Chana squealed in delight, hugging her with her thick arms.

Vienna felt her body compress. Internal bleeding and a cracked rib. Well done, Chana.

“You injured me,” she said.

The woman looked up with a shocked expression, letting go immediately. “I’m so sorry, Vi!”

“You need to learn to gauge the resilience of your counterparts. Not all of them can heal themselves,” Vienna said as she took care of her injuries.

You absolute monster.

“But I can heal them too…” Chana said.

Elias sighed with a slight smile. It was clear that they were all nervous as they left the training room. They had to walk down here as teleportation outside the training halls was only allowed for good reason. People just crashed into each other too often if they teleported around at full speed.

Most everything down here had been built for efficiency. Anything beyond that wouldn’t have survived for particularly long. As they headed toward the main hall upstairs, a swath of fire rushed out into the hallway from the doorway ahead, the cheap wooden door reduced to ash.

“Aw fuck… not again,” someone said, the voice quite far away.

Vienna picked it up easily, though, already picturing the face of the Sentinel it belonged to.

Merran. Losing control of his fire again.

She knew that it was really about his anger. And he wasn’t the only one dealing with outbursts of emotion. She had been learning more about that too – about her tendency to repress her anger, and other stuff.

She no longer commented on the performance of those not in her team. Her words could be harsh, both to others and, as she was learning, to herself. And yet she still wanted to be the best, which led to a whole lot of confusion. Confusion she didn’t need in the coming exams.

Climbing the central stairwell, they stepped out into the mess hall to find their table not quite empty.

“Oh nooo,” Chana exclaimed in a whisper.

“He doesn’t bite,” Elias said, going to get a plate of food from the counter.

Vienna locked eyes with the man sitting in their spot, neither of them relenting for a moment before she went to the counter too.

They sat down a few minutes later, Vienna sitting across from him.

Gael, the highest-level Sentinel besides the faculty. He wore short, dirty pants and a stained shirt, though only to comply with the rules. Outside of common areas, the man was always covered in ashen armor. He had deep brown eyes, sometimes shifting toward an autumnal crimson, and long black matted hair reached down his back. He stood nearly two meters tall and was broader than most.

His massive steel pole rested on the wall behind him. The plate in front of him had a mountain of meat piled on it, much of it raw.

“Greetings,” he said.

“Hey there, Gael,” Elias said and patted the man’s back.

Taking unnecessary risks before an exam…

Vienna encouraged her teammates to fight dangerous enemies and train with powerful peers, but Gael was a little different. And he didn’t like people touching him or getting into his space. One might as well fight an actual wild monster.

Which was why she liked sparring with him from time to time.

“I wanted to wish you well. I heard you’ll be the first to take the exam. To become Sentinel Hunters.”

Vienna nodded. She wasn’t sure what to make of this. Gael didn’t talk much, he didn’t share much, and he wasn’t in a team either – the only one who was allowed not to be. At first, she had been irritated by that, had found it unfair, but now?

At this point, she was more curious about why he had been allowed to remain alone. Though she did experience bouts of envy from time to time. He was also at a higher level and had yet to undergo his Hunter exam. She was curious about that, too.

Chana grinned. “Yes. We’ll be the first to pass and to go out there. And to show our existence to the world.”

Gael grunted.

[Warrior – lvl 232]

He was five levels lower last time.

“What about you? You were the first to reach two hundred,” Vienna said.

He looked at her for a moment and then continued his meal.

“Maybe being able to kill monsters isn’t the only requirement to become a Sentinel,” Chana said.

The tables around them quieted as Gael chewed. A few people had made comments in the past about his attire or the fact that he kept to himself, some less well-meaning than others.

They didn’t do that anymore.

“Maybe it should be,” he murmured.

The tension broke in an instant, the nearby conversations resuming.

“Sure, maybe Lilith can just throw you into an approaching monster horde from above,” Chana laughed.

Gael breathed slowly and shook his head ever so slightly.

“Thanks for the well wishes, Gael,” Elias said.

“So, what do you guys think will happen?” Chana asked.

“It doesn’t matter. We’re prepared for anything,” Vienna said.

“Gods, you can be so boring!” Chana exclaimed.


THREE
Normal Exams





Vienna checked her bracers, her chest plate, and finally her boots. The rest was already in order.

Her ashen armor spread over her light gear, wisps of dark gray moving slightly as her defenses expanded.

Most Sentinels had a form of ash armor – the differences, however, were quite staggering. At least now that the levels had spread out from as far as twenty to two hundred. Her own would probably be classified as a light version, providing protection without impeding her with much additional weight or a bulky design.

Her Ashen Ranger Class had changed the armor into something a little more lithe at two hundred, but so far, she had a hard time gauging the differences, even with all her perception abilities. Chana, on the other hand, had evolved her Classes into something more attuned to earth and stone.

Bulwark of the Sentinels.

She repeated the name of the Class in her mind. It was certainly a mighty declaration. One that a few others had challenged because of a lack of ash. They didn’t complain anymore.

Chana sat, finishing her armor check, a much bulkier plate version of the stonehammer and bone armor Lilith had provided them with. The helmet looked fierce on her, deadlier than many of the monsters they had faced in the past weeks.

She took a deep breath and formed her spear of stone, thin lines appearing on the still-growing material before the runes flickered once.

Chana grabbed the weapon and checked the enchantments she had placed on it before she glanced at Vienna.

“Oh… did I do something weird?” she asked, scratching the back of her helmet.

“Not at all,” Vienna said, standing up. “Are you ready?”

Elias opened his eyes, floating up on a gust of wind that formed below him. He remained cross-legged for a moment before he cracked his neck. He landed and went through a few combat forms in fluid motions, his Sentinel armor even thinner than Vienna’s. The man was by no means without defenses, however. His ash armor was not only highly versatile but also helped by additional air defenses.

Not that he needs it in the first place, Vienna thought, allowing herself a slight smile.

They were as prepared as they would get. Whatever the faculty threw at them, they would tackle it to the best of their abilities.

A knock on the door echoed through the space.

“Ready,” Vienna said.

Orthan stepped inside, handing her a map. “You have six hours. Good luck.”

Vienna took the map, and the trio looked at the clue together.

“Mountain ranges,” Elias said.

“Ravenhall is here,” Vienna said, pointing at a specific spot. It wasn’t marked, but she had made sure to familiarize herself with the terrain surrounding the city. To an extent, she’d done so even before she had become a Sentinel. Her father had always insisted on little things like that.

“I know this peak. Eight kilometers away,” Elias said.

“There isn’t a direct route, not if we can’t fly,” Vienna said.

And they couldn’t. Elias wasn’t strong enough to carry the three of them.

“We take the route toward Morhill before we turn back here.” She indicated a spot, then put the map into her pack.

“Can we make it there and back in six hours?” Chana asked.

“We have to,” Vienna answered.

The three of them teleported up and out of the Sentinel Headquarters, meeting behind the building to avoid attracting too much unnecessary attention. The citizens of Ravenhall were relatively used to the presence of powerful Shadows and adventurers, but their Headquarters remained something of an unknown.

For the time being, that was.

The three sped through the city using their teleportation abilities, only stopping when they reached the northern gate. They slowed down as they exited, Vienna giving the Shadowguard a quick nod before they continued their mad sprint.

All three of them were aware of the limits of the others. They could easily make it to Morhill by running and using teleportation. The terrain would then become harder to traverse, meaning they could slow down from time to time to use their Meditation.

They had six hours.
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Vienna used her Air Step ability to climb over the deep crevice leading down into a frozen abyss. She could see a thin road down below, her eyes managing to pierce through the icy veil. They had reached the top of the mountain range.

The rest of the way should be simple enough.

The winds were stronger here, a freezing cold sweeping over the group despite the time of year.

Chana broke out of the ground with an explosion of ice and rocks, landing briefly before she vanished again. Elias simply floated next to the others, occasionally giving Vienna a hand to conserve their collective mana.

Few monsters showed themselves, the terrain providing neither food nor prey. Any shelter in the area would be farther down or hidden. The ones they met either weren’t interested in the group of humans or were shooed off with a few spells.

They didn’t have to check the map for a final time when they found a plateau of ice and stone spread out for a few hundred meters with an obvious cave entrance behind. They were looking at it from an elevated position, hidden by snow and stone. In the midst of the field stood the stoic form of Aki.

“Had to be him,” Elias said next to her.

Vienna could make out the machine’s eyes. She was sure his sight was no match for hers. The assumption wasn’t arrogance but based on hundreds of bouts and training sessions.

“Are we supposed to get into that cave?” Chana asked.

“We could avoid him, try to cause an avalanche maybe?” Elias suggested.

“No. If he’s here, we’re supposed to show what we can do,” Vienna said.

“But this is Aki. None of us has won a single fight against him,” Chana said.

“When was the last time we fought him together?” Elias asked.

“Exactly,” Vienna said. “And this is an open space. Remember, he can’t fly.”

She made two gestures, one suggesting formation four, the other one suggesting immediate action.

Her teammates vanished, and Vienna formed her bow of ash as she stepped up, finding solid footing before the arrow formed. She watched the machine, knowing that she had now shown herself.

Her spell activated, and the ashen arrow thrummed outward with increasing speed, aimed at Aki’s chest. The machine moved slightly to the left before the arrow exploded in a puff of ash.

Vienna teleported to change her position, forming another ash arrow, this one much thicker. She pulled back the ethereal bowstring, pushing mana into her creation.

She waited until Chana surfaced from within the rock of the plateau, teleporting to close the distance to the Centurion of Akelion. Her spear clashed three times with the machine’s before Vienna let her arrow loose.

Aki’s thrust attack was deflected by the stone covering Chana, glowing enchantments visible on her gray armor as she advanced with heavy steps. She attacked when the arrow exploded with heat and ash. The Centurion was pushed to the side, singed slightly as he continued to deflect spear thrusts.

Elias appeared behind him, his timing perfectly set up to deliver a blow of his intrusive wind mana. He deflected the butt of the spear coming for him with a simple movement.

Vienna teleported downward, stepping through the air until she reached the plateau herself. Her arrows formed more quickly now, shot from a shorter distance at the limbs and spear of their combat instructor.

She focused on weight more than anything, not using her area attacks in an attempt to keep her allies from harm. This wouldn’t be the only step of this exam.

Aki’s attacks increased in both speed and power, his green eyes glowing brightly as he slashed through Chana’s armor, his spear digging deep into her stomach.

Vienna used the opening to send an ashen arrow at the machine’s left eye. He moved his head at the last moment, the homing properties of the spell not enough to adjust at such a short distance. The arrow slammed into his head instead, pushing it back slightly.

Aki ripped out Chana’s spear and jumped back, slashing at a retreating Elias before he suddenly threw his weapon, and the man was forced to teleport away.

Vienna didn’t let up, watching as Chana knelt down to heal her injury. Aki tried to get to her but was intercepted by Elias and a continuous barrage of arrows. When he threw his spear, it was deflected by an explosive ash arrow, diverted just enough for it to graze Chana’s head instead of impaling it.

He’s not holding back.

Vienna took a deep breath, creating a few dozen smaller projectiles that hovered in front of her ashen bow. She teleported closer to join the fray.

So we won’t either.

Elias was entirely on the defensive now, a few dozen dents and cuts showing on his armor.

Vienna veered to the side, releasing her projectiles in an expanding cone. Aki jumped back but was hit by about ten of them anyway, their force pushing him back and twirling him to the side.

Stone shot up from below him, trapping the machine for a moment. At that moment, Vienna loosed her arrow, the dense piece of ash crashing into the joint of one of his legs, denting it in the process.

Elias appeared close to the machine and kept it busy as more stone plates burst out from the ground. Vienna kept her next volley ready, adding to the density as she mixed in explosive mana. As she did, Chana boxed in the machine, forcing it to jump upward.

Vienna aimed and shot.

Sixty dense ash projectiles slammed into the warrior before exploding in a red light. Stone spikes thrust out of the ground where the machine would land, catching his damaged form.

Vienna appeared close by, another volley of arrows already floating in front of her bow.

“You are defeated,” she said.

Elias appeared next to the machine and stomped down on the spear, his fist hovering above Aki’s arm.

Chana emerged from the ground behind him, her own spear leveled close to Aki’s head.

“Indeed, it seems I have been bested,” Aki said flatly.

If Vienna was honest, he didn’t look bested. There was a slight dent on one of his legs, and his armor was slightly singed and blackened, but she didn’t detect any major damage.

And they had used considerable mana to get him that far.

She released her volley of projectiles, aiming at the leg joints. Chana slammed her spear into the joint where his arm was connected, while Elias sent his wind mana into the machine.

Aki broke out of the stone with a whirling motion, his spear swiping past them.

Vienna had seen it coming and was already far enough away to let the weapon pass harmlessly in front of her.

Chana, though, took a direct hit to her throat, her stone armor pierced as blood spurted into the air. Elias took the worst hit, his right arm separated entirely due to his close proximity to Aki.

The machine rushed Vienna, thrusting his spear at her with precise and deadly attacks.

She remained calm, her steps calculated as she continued to avoid his attacks, volley after volley of ashen arrows pushing him back. She noted that the joint she had damaged earlier didn’t look the same anymore. It looked like it had been fixed.

Reparation.

Well, it’s only fair.

Chana held her throat with one hand, the other one steadying Elias’ detached arm to make it easier for him to reconnect the limb.

Take the bait.

Aki dodged a volley and turned around, rushing at the two injured humans.

Vienna knew that Chana’s throat had already healed, while Elias was perfectly capable of reattaching a severed arm. They had trained together hundreds of times, after all.

The machine took a last step, his spear rushing at the defensive stone wall erected by Chana. Before he could reach her, the ground opened up under him, swallowing the creature into a shaft of stone and ice.

Vienna stepped through the air above the shaft and saw the machine slam its spear into one of the walls. She released a single charged arrow that hit the spearhead and exploded in a shock wave of mana, ash, and heat.

Chana slammed her hands together, and a loud groan of moving stone echoed up from below as the shaft’s walls were pushed together to form a narrow crevice.

Vienna landed close by, aiming downward at the now slightly bent and flattened Centurion. Mana flowed into her arrow.

“Well done, Sentinels. You may pass,” Aki said. “Find what the deepest chamber of the dungeon holds and return it to me.”

Vienna dissolved her ash, kneeling down next to the crevice. Their instructor wouldn’t invoke the name of the Sentinels in a ruse. That rule had never been broken.


FOUR
Experience





Vienna slowly recovered her mana. She wasn’t sure. Aki was strong – even now, he could have beaten each of them individually.

Had they won together? Or was he simply satisfied with their performance? Either way, it didn’t matter. They had received their next objective.

Their six hours were still running. They had to return to Aki, or perhaps even Ravenhall, before that time had elapsed.

“Should we assist him?” Chana asked.

“Mana? Thirty-five,” Vienna said.

“Fifty,” Chana said.

“Sixty-five,” Elias added.

Vienna had a way to gauge their resources, but it was always better to be precise.

“We rest for ten minutes,” she said. “Then you can let go of your spell.”

Elias checked his arm, making sure there hadn’t been any issues with the reattachment and closing and opening his fist.

Soon after, Vienna motioned for them to continue toward the dungeon entrance, which led to a chasm that went nearly straight down.

“It’s dark,” Chana said.

‘ding’ You have entered the Veiled Abyss dungeon

“Unfamiliar,” Vienna said.

The others confirmed.

“Torch,” she said, watching Chana retrieve one.

A touch from Vienna ignited the tool before Chana placed it into her stone armor. Vienna didn’t need the additional light, but the others would benefit, at least until they knew what they were dealing with.

Vienna motioned downward, and the three of them jumped after one another, with Chana going first. She had the highest chance of surviving a powerful blow from a monster beyond their capabilities.

The group landed on a black rock floor at the bottom of a tight crevice. Chana led the way, her stone spear in hand, the flames of her torch reflected on the shimmering runes glowing on her stone armor.

After a few minutes of careful teleporting and climbing, the crevice opened up into a larger cavern.

“More crevices ahead,” Chana said.

“Noise?” Elias asked.

“What about our retreat?” Vienna asked.

“It’s all stone,” Chana said.

It was a risk. The monsters here could have a way to manipulate stone too, or to move through it unimpeded. But they had a solid position here, with enough space to fight fairly efficiently, and the way forward looked difficult to handle. But they had to move forward.

“Noise,” Vienna confirmed.

Chana cupped her mouth and shouted.

The group didn’t have to wait long for a response – the question of whether the dungeon might be uninhabited was answered immediately.

Weird slushing sounds came from one of the crevices ahead, stone spikes forming along the exit. Chana added a simple wall in front of Vienna, who took up a position at the back of their group.

A horse-like skull slid out of the crevice, blackened and covered in dripping black sludge. Tendrils of the muddy liquid pushed forward, slithering behind the form as it pushed itself through the narrow passage.

[Veiled Praenar – lvl 242]

Ashen projectiles struck the creature immediately, followed by stone spikes pushing into it from the very corridor it had come through.

The Praenar kept moving toward them.

More monsters were slithering through the passage, trying to push past the sludge of the first Praenar.

Chana extended her earth magic as Vienna shot arrow after arrow into the approaching creatures.

Elias stayed put for now, preserving his mana so as not to get in the way of the others. He had taken a position close to the crevice, ready to join the fray when the first monster managed to push itself through.

The first three Praenar died before managing to do so, their sludge sliding down the walls. A fourth monster managed to exit, though, the black sludge expanding as it took the form of a horse, tendrils of dripping sludge slithering outward.

Projectiles impacted it immediately, and Elias now attacked the monster directly. His armor was instantly damaged by dozens of hardened tendrils lashing out at him, a few drawing blood as he continued his assault, his intrusive mana eating the creature up from the inside.

The monster fell, and Elias retreated to heal his wounds as the others continued their ranged attacks.

Only three more of the beings showed themselves, each one unable to break through the stone obstacles Chana had prepared for them.

“That all of them?” Elias asked after he had finished off the last creature with a punch, its skull popping.

“We’re done, yes,” Vienna confirmed.

The trio explored the dungeon for the better part of the next hour, fighting a few more of the creatures that now only came at them individually. They mapped out the main tunnels and crevices, quickly finding the cavern they were looking for.

“What do you think?” Elias asked, squinting into the dark cave.

“There’s something at the center. A sphere. Magical,” Vienna said.

“Nothing has reacted to our approach,” Chana said.

“Something’s in there… There’s more of the black ooze the Praenar were made of,” Vienna said. “Set up traps, Chana, in case we have to retreat. I expect the most powerful monster in this dungeon resides here.”

“Should we fight it?” Elias asked.

“That depends,” Vienna said, using all her perception abilities to pierce through the veil of darkness.

Placed atop a simple stone altar, the sphere shimmered lightly. Around it, there was only darkness. Vienna smelled and heard the black ooze dripping to the ground, unsure exactly where it came from.

“Our mission is to retrieve the orb, but if we can kill whatever’s in there, we do that too. Same priorities as always. If we fail here, we can try again some other time. Take adequate risks,” Vienna said, trusting her companions to make the right choices.

If the monster was beyond them, or if there were too many, they would assess whether taking the orb was a possibility. If it wasn’t, they’d retreat and regroup, or flee if nothing else was possible.

She signaled them to go forward. Chana took the lead, her skin turned to stone to make sure an unexpected initial strike wouldn’t be quite as devastating.

“Ash,” Elias said after taking a few steps into the cavern.

The torch now illuminated most of the area. Vienna saw the orb more clearly now, and something large lying behind the altar. An oozing blob of dark matter. The ground nearby was covered in ash.

“There’s a skull here,” Chana said, pointing at a large horse-like skull, one side entirely shattered.

Vienna looked around the room, finding nothing but feeling the use of magic. Something was definitely here, staying just out of her spherical perception.

“Smoke out,” she said, and the group prepared spells to find the hidden being.

Vienna saw the ash on the ground suddenly move, swirling up behind Chana before it wrapped itself around the torch.

The woman reacted in time, jumping away before a black tendril lashed out from behind her, cutting the torch from her shoulder and covering it in ash, the light going out instantly.

Vienna heard the sounds of various spells being readied, shifting ash and stone, a breeze from Elias’ magic. Her own arrows were prepared as well.

“Together.”

The others joined her, and they stood back to back as a circular wall of ash formed around them.

Vienna saw the sphere shift – the top of the altar had been broken off and was now carrying the relic through the air. Chana’s work.

A sudden low growl reverberated through the cavern.

‘ding’ You have heard the growl of a dangerous predator. You resist its effects.

Vienna tried to make out where the sound had come from and felt an aura expand from her right. She could feel the fear take root in her mind. A panic tried to take over, one that came from a deep instinctual realization that this creature was the hunter.

And they were its prey.

Meditation activated immediately, a soothing power emanating from Chana to her left.

“Fear not the dark,” Chana said, giving her spell form as the walls around them flared up with runic light. She now carried the sphere in her right arm.

The illumination didn’t last long, but long enough to reveal the ash that surrounded them. An all-encompassing mist.

They had often trained with ash, initially with Lilith, and later on with their own abilities or by meditating in a room covered in it. Each Sentinel had their own connection to it, positive or not.

Vienna tried to take control of the ash, tried to move the mist to reveal their enemy, but she couldn’t.

It’s her.

She didn’t have time to ask herself more questions.

Lances of ash came from within the mist, breaking through Chana’s defensive walls with explosive power.

“Retreat!” Vienna shouted, still unable to pierce the ash with her abilities. Something lit up to her right.

Magic.

She saw it now. Amidst the darkness floated a winged creature with sixteen limbs, heat and magic flowing freely from its core.

And then it was gone.

Vienna vanished at the same time as the others, reappearing outside the cavern, Chana with the orb in hand.

Vienna was about to gesture to the others when the sight in front of her changed once more and she was back in the cave, albeit upside down.

She teleported us back? How?

But there was no time to think. Instead, Vienna used Air Step to reach the ground in a crouch. She made a clicking noise, and two others sounded nearby.

Vienna saw the attack coming before it happened, ducking under the fist before she used her elbow to strike back. To her surprise, her arm connected. Her eyes opened wide, already comprehending what would happen next.

Something grabbed her arm and twisted it in an unnatural way.

She activated Air Step and pushed against the being, ripping herself free at the cost of a broken arm and shoulder. Her pain had already been deactivated. There was no need for it here.

She used her teleportation again once it became available, the order to retreat still very much active.

This time, the three appeared in the open tunnel outside without disappearing again immediately. The problem, however, was that someone else had joined them.

They split up immediately, Elias weaving through the ashen tendrils as Vienna tried to avoid them with Air Step. Her stomach was pierced, the ash moving through her entirely before it flung her to the side, her back hitting the stone wall with a slight crunch.

She coughed up blood, assessing her injuries as her healing activated. Elias had somehow avoided the strikes, still in the process of dodging the fast-moving limbs.

Vienna could only watch as Lilith deflected each of Chana’s spear thrusts with small movements, closing the distance with three quick steps before her fist snapped out and cracked her teammate’s armor.

Chana slid back on the ground, staying on her feet before she coughed up blood.

Vienna held up her arm and formed as many projectiles as she could, aiming them not at Lilith but at the tendrils moving out on her back. Lilith glanced at her, moving her wing lazily to the side to catch the ash, a few of her limbs swaying toward Vienna.

Elias didn’t waste the moment, appearing in front of Lilith to allow the others time to heal. He attacked with a few feints before Lilith struck back. He managed to deflect the blow, twirling to keep his balance as he prepared to dodge the ashen limbs.

But they weren’t there anymore – both her wings and tendrils were gone as the Sentinels’ founder charged at them.

Vienna had fixed her back, and the bleeding had stopped, but the wound was still regenerating. She formed her bow nonetheless, charging a volley as she watched Elias desperately dodge and deflect the woman’s attacks. He adjusted his arms before the strikes came, but Lilith did the same, finally hitting his chest with a direct blow.

Stone spikes forced Lilith back then, and Chana caught Elias with one arm. Vienna appeared next to them, keeping her bow at the ready for now.

They knew Lilith was playing with them. And they didn’t waste the chance: Vienna dropped an ash mist bomb, and they fled. They kept their teleports at the ready, just in case Lilith used her own ability to move them.

Quick, decisive movements brought them up through the dungeon, Vienna at the front now, having memorized the layout. More ashen mist spread out every few seconds to both divert and mask their retreat.

Vienna noticed that the sphere was gone now, but it didn’t matter. This was not an enemy they could or should face, no matter the objective.

“Mana? Fifty,” she asked as they climbed, floated, and burrowed out of the dungeon.

“Sixty,” Elias said.

“Twenty,” Chana said.

They rushed out of the entrance and back onto the frozen plateau, where both Aki and Trian were waiting for them.

Vienna gestured to the right, and the team moved close together as they circled the two faculty members, putting them between themselves and their pursuer.

We failed to retrieve the orb… but we survived.

She went through everything they could’ve done differently, but winning a fight against Lilith wasn’t on the cards. Not yet.
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Ilea stood in the cave, holding her fire orb before she made it vanish.

As soon as Vienna realized who they faced, they fled.

She felt a little disappointed. She had been promised a fight to test them.

Oh well. Let’s see if Trian thinks they did well enough.

She used her teleportation a few times until she was out of the caverns, appearing on the plateau as the three students rushed to a position behind Trian and Aki.

Hmm?

“The test is over, Sentinels,” Trian called out.

She saw them relax a little. Just a little. Their eyes were focused on her ash-covered form.

The two of them clad in ash do look pretty similar to me now.

Ilea grinned to herself and joined her friends. “Trian, they ran away immediately. I thought there was supposed to be a fight?”

He gave her a sly grin and watched as the students approached. They had wary looks on their faces.

Oh, that was the task, wasn’t it?

“How boring,” she said, pouting. Calling me here with the promise of a fight.

She glanced at Aki. Maybe you’ll do, but later.

“Report,” Trian said.

Vienna came a little closer and started telling him everything that had happened from the moment they entered the dungeon. Each enemy killed, their status throughout, injuries received, and spells cast.

Damn, she’s efficient.

“Explain your decision to leave the orb,” Trian said after she was done.

“Lilith was our enemy. Any objectives other than ensuring the survival of the team and myself were discarded immediately,” Vienna said, giving Ilea a quick glance.

Yeah, yeah, you go and get stronger so that we can have a real fight.

“You didn’t wish to engage her?” Aki asked.

Vienna considered. “I did. And I’m sure the others would have wanted to prove themselves too. But that wasn’t the goal of this mission, and we had to assume she wouldn’t hold back against us. Based on previous encounters, I deemed it unreasonable to engage her in direct battle. Had she been an unknown, we would have probably tested ourselves against her for a little longer before disengaging.”

Previous encounters. Ilea smiled at her. Sure.

“What do you think?” Trian asked.

“Sound reasoning,” Aki said.

“Yeah, boring for me, but I’ve run from quite a few battles too,” Ilea said.

That seemed to surprise Chana and Elias.

“I agree with the assessment, minus the boring part. Well done, Sentinels,” Trian said. “You managed to reach this place in an exceptional timeframe, you scouted the area, and you managed to immobilize a level three hundred Centurion.

“You managed your resources and didn’t rush. You cleared out the dungeon with quick, reasonable decisions and decisive strikes. You found the mission objective and evaluated the enemy. You supported each other, kept cool heads despite the obvious danger, and abandoned the objective based on your evaluation and experience.

“You pass the exam and thus receive the ranks of Huntress and Hunter, respectively,” Trian said with a bright smile. “Return to the Headquarters and write your reports. Your time is still ticking.”

Vienna nodded before making a few gestures, and the three of them left in a wide arc to avoid the three examiners.

“Holy shit,” Ilea exclaimed as she put both hands behind her head. “What have we created?”

Trian grinned. “We simply gave them the tools. It was clear that this team was ready, but we still needed a test of sorts. To think they didn’t even flinch at your aura.”

“A proud moment, to be bested by my own students,” Aki said, touching his metal face as if he were about to cry.

“It’s alright,” Ilea said, patting his steel back, though she had to float next to him to do so. He was much taller than her with this new body of his.

“I know you held back considerably,” Trian said with a sigh.

“I did not!” Aki shouted.

Ilea laughed. She had watched, and she wasn’t entirely sure. The three Sentinels were pretty good.

“It doesn’t matter,” Trian said. “They fought well. You agree to the missions too, then?”

Ilea glanced at him. “Yeah. You know you didn’t have to ask me.”

“Sending the first of them out there is a big step. I wanted to make sure everyone in the faculty is in agreement.”

“So, the Medic Sentinels are soon going to be known.”

“Beyond the rumors, yes.”

Ilea felt good about it. It had gone so quickly, from just an idea to the first Sentinels being ready to go out on reasonably dangerous assignments. Faster even than her own training at the Shadow’s Hand.

“Do you remember our first Shadow assignment?” she asked Trian with a smile.

The man frowned. “We would have died against those spirits, if it hadn’t been for Eve.”

“Yeah.” They were quiet for a while. “Feels like a long time ago.”

“A lot has happened since,” Trian said.

“I went from dagger to Centurion,” Aki said.

“That might actually be the biggest change any of us have gone through,” Ilea said. She cracked her neck and her knuckles.

A cold breeze flowed over them, and strange gurgled noises came from the frozen plateau.

“Either of you need a lift back?”


FIVE
Breakfast?





The council meeting happened in the same nondescript office as last time in Viscera. Almost everyone had joined: Claire, Trian, Dagon, Elise, Sulivhaan, William, Iana as a guest of Claire, and the Shadows Charles and Anna.

Ilea stepped to the front of the room once everyone had settled in. “I’m sure that you’ve heard about my meeting with the Golden Lily by now and the mission that they asked me to join in Baralia. Let me tell you what happened and what we found…”

She finished her summary without interruptions. A few murmurs and the scribbling of a pen were the only other noises in the room.

Sulivhaan took a step forward when she was done. “You brought a sapient four-mark creature into our realm.”

It was difficult to tell how he felt about it due to the mask, but his voice sounded confused and agitated.

“I would like to meet it,” Dagon said immediately after. He raised one of his hands in a placating gesture toward Sulivhaan. “I trust Ilea, and from everything she says, this being is far more amicable than half the politicians in Lys. I will want to meet it to ascertain that it is trustworthy.”

Sulivhaan huffed. “You want to learn whatever secrets you can from that creature.”

“So what? If it is as powerful and knowledgeable as Ilea claims, it would be a worthwhile endeavor. If, of course, the journey would be possible at all?”

“I can bring you there and back in a week or less,” Ilea said.

“How?” Anna asked.

“With wings.”

“And I understand that the goal is for this Meadow to cooperate with the enchanters in your employ, Claire?” Dagon asked.

Claire nodded. “If it is willing and if Iana and Christopher agree to meet the Meadow and potentially stay in the north for a while.”

“What is the status of your research?” Dagon asked.

Iana glanced at Claire, who gave her a nod. “We are making steady progress thanks to the help and the artifacts brought to us by Lilith. However, we have hit several problems that will take time to decipher. If this being is as expert a space mage as Lilith claims, we believe it could at the very least support our work and, at best, accelerate results.”

“Let’s assume you meet this being and that it agrees to help,” Sulivhaan said. “Let’s assume the improbable and you find a way to access the Taleen teleportation network or even build an imitation. If gates like that are built, this creature would have access to Ravenhall or any other human city in the Plains. And any other enemies we have could do the same.”

“You have faced elven warriors before,” Ilea said. “And as far as I understand it, the ones that attacked our cities in the west were just young ones looking for a thrill or sent there to push the humans back a little bit. Tell me, what stops them from coming here and killing an untold number of people in our streets, even without teleportation gates?”

“The Shadow’s Hand.”

“Sure. Now, what if that elf is a higher-up in their domain? What if it’s not an elf at all but three-mark Taleen war machines? What if it’s a four-mark being of steel? An Ascended?”

“You’re talking about fairy tales.”

“I’ve seen all of those things. I’ve fought them. There are Praetorian variants beyond level six hundred that move faster than I can fly. One of those could slaughter an entire city, or ten. Come on, Sulivhaan. You know what’s out there. We need stronger allies.”

“Like the elves you’ve been meeting?”

Gasps came from a few of the others.

“I was curious about some of the information you shared,” Sulivhaan continued. “And I looked into potential sources and came to Riverwatch. Is that what this is all about?”

She could tell he was tense. Magic wasn’t yet in the air, but she felt that a single spark could light a fire.

Ilea sighed. “I fought elven youth at your side, Sulivhaan. You remember that, don’t you? This was another proposal that I wanted to bring up. When I was in the north, I met an elf who didn’t want to disembowel me. Well, not after we fought it out for a little bit. I learned some things about their people and about the endless conflict they are in.”

She told them what she knew about the Taleen and the elves, as well as the goal of the Cerithil Hunters. Surprisingly, Sulivhaan stayed calm throughout it all.

“I will try and help the friends that I’ve made, and I will try to destroy as many of those machines as I can. I don’t really expect the council to aid me in this, but considering the potential allies in the future, it may be a worthwhile endeavor.”

“We cannot support any collusion with elves,” Sulivhaan said. “If that became known, not only would Ravenhall lose its reputation, but it would also become the common enemy of all the nations of the Plains. I strongly discourage you from getting involved in these affairs, lest you bring the ire of the elven domains upon us.”

Ilea raised an eyebrow at that. “I will do what I think is right. If you are worried about elves attacking us here, then that’s all the more reason for us to get in touch with the Meadow and Hallowfort.”

“Working teleportation gates would allow us to move Shadows into a city that is under attack instantly,” Claire said. “We could evacuate and gather our strength. Not to mention the ridiculous shift this would bring to our trade and potential expansion. I am apprehensive about collaboration with elves, no matter their supposed affiliations. But if anything, it confirms our need for stronger allies. Otherwise, humanity will remain at the whims of beings we hardly know a thing about.”

“Then let us come to a vote,” Dagon said. “If there is nothing else to be said?”

“If we are to meet this Meadow, I will join as well,” Sulivhaan said.

Ilea nodded.

“So, then,” Dagon said, addressing the room, “raise your hand if you are in favor of sending a delegation consisting of me, Sulivhaan, the enchanters, and Lilith to Hallowfort to meet with this Meadow and discuss our collaboration.”

Ilea watched and smiled as every hand was raised. She didn’t expect the next vote to go the same way, but she hadn’t expected that before the meeting either.

“All in favor. Next, raise your hand if you are in favor of contacting the Cerithil Hunters and providing support for their endeavors, as Lilith describes them.”

Trian raised his hand, as did William and Anna.

No vote from Claire? I guess because it wouldn’t have mattered.

“Ravenhall will not contact or support the Cerithil Hunters,” Dagon said, looking at Ilea. “We will officially distance ourselves from any actions taken by any individuals in this matter, and we expect them to take responsibility for such actions.”

“I understand,” Ilea said.

“Is there anything else that needs to be discussed today?” Dagon asked.

“Nothing to be discussed, but I wanted to remind everyone that we expect the war in the former kingdom of Baralia to conclude very soon,” Sulivhaan said. “Our somewhat recent independence shouldn’t be put into question immediately, but once Lys is no longer occupied with this conflict, I expect pressure to build again. We are working to strengthen our position both politically and economically. If you have individual requests or suggestions, or would like to be involved more directly, come and talk to me.”

“On that note, I would like to congratulate Trian, Lilith, and the Medic Sentinel Corps for succeeding in unlocking specialized healing Classes for our new local healing organization,” Dagon said.

“How long until we have decent healers in the city?” one of the Shadows asked.

“The first healers will officially go out on assignments this week,” Trian said.

“So quickly?” Dagon asked.

“Go out there?” Charles asked.

“The Medic Sentinel Corps trains and equips battle-healers inspired by Lilith. We do not exactly aim to compete with existing healing orders. Once more of them reach the required rank of Hunter, I’m sure some teams will choose to support a group or two of Shadows on dangerous missions or expeditions,” Trian explained.

Charles seemed intrigued. “How does one reach the rank of Hunter?”

“Level two hundred and a combat and character evaluation.”

Charles whistled. “Two hundred? It’s been, what, not even a year? Since I first heard about this idea?”

“They have been eager to go out there since the day they joined.”

“A quick rise like this was necessary, or the big healing orders would have started to put pressure on us once the war ends. Well done,” Sulivhaan said.

“If there is nothing else, I will conclude this meeting. Ilea, Sulivhaan, Iana, please remain so we can discuss our departure,” Dagon said. “Thank you for coming, everyone.”

Trian gave Ilea a look before he and everyone else left, leaving the four of them alone.

“When could we start this journey?” Dagon asked.

“As soon as possible, ideally,” Sulivhaan said. “Things are going to become a lot busier once news of the war’s end reaches Ravenhall.”

Ilea thought about her meeting with the elves, but if nothing major stopped them on the way north, it shouldn’t be hard to get them there beforehand and even stay for a few days.

“We can leave later today, whenever you’re done with the preparations.”

The others agreed and prepared to leave, but Sulivhaan asked her to wait behind. Dagon gave them a glance but closed the door behind himself, leaving Ilea and Sulivhaan alone.

“The Cerithil Hunters. Did they have names? Or did they give you a name?”

“Why does it matter to you?” Ilea asked. “You didn’t seem to care.”

He hissed behind his mask.

Ilea raised her eyebrows. That wasn’t just a hiss. It sounded like a challenge. There was more to this.

She hissed back, and they were quiet for a long moment.

“Sulivhaan. What does that mean? Are you⁠—”

He stiffened. “No. Maybe one day, I’ll tell you about my past.” Then he sighed and seemed to deflate. “You put me on edge. I trust you, Ilea, I really do. But when it comes to the domains… we cannot be too careful. What you said about the higher-ups, you’re right. More right than any in this council will know. A single Ancient, or Chosen, could end this city, perhaps even destroy an entire nation.”

Sulivhaan knew a whole lot more than most everyone she had talked to about elves. But the main thing Ilea was thinking about was the hiss. It meant he didn’t just know about them – he had also spent time with them. And yet, just like he claimed to trust her, she trusted him. He was one of the first Shadows she had worked with, and he had been there through it all.

“Then why not help the Hunters? Ally ourselves with them. If the domains really are that powerful.”

“Because once the Taleen are gone, and that is a massive if, what do you think will happen?”

“Their young will no longer be killed in this endless war.”

“Yes. And where will they go? Who will they challenge? The Monarchs do not care about our kind. But I know that if we get involved in their affairs in a major way, if the Hunters somehow manage to prevail, things may change.”

“They destroyed Salia, Sulivhaan. We’re already involved.”

“Losing a few cities is nothing compared to what they could do.”

“Then we’d better make sure we’ve got some powerful allies lined up for when they take notice.”

He sighed and shook his head. “I just… can’t imagine a force standing against them.”

“Meet the Meadow and see what you think. And if you ever want to join in or support the Cerithil Hunters, I’ll be meeting up with a group of them soon. Their leader is called Isalthar.”

He was quiet for a long moment and then nodded. “You are playing a dangerous game, Ilea Spears. But I can feel your power. Show me what you found on the moon of Erendar, and I may just find it in me to believe in all this change.”


SIX
From a Distant Moon





Ilea went to find the enchanters in their sanctuary at the very bottom of the Sentinel Headquarters. She found them in a state of preparation.

“Ilea!” Iana exclaimed. “It’s good that you’re here already. We’re packing our research into my storage ring. Including the prototype platforms. What else do you think this Meadow would like to see? You said it came from another world?”

“Yeah. I mean, books would be cool, I think? Science stuff, and maybe even stories.”

“Oh, we’ve got that. Chris! Take the entire library too!”

“Yes, dear,” he answered from another room.

Ilea smiled. “Not just research partners anymore, are we?”

Iana went beet red and shook her head. “We’re about to meet a four-mark space mage in the north. We don’t have time for this.”

“Oh, of course not. Sure.” Ilea’s grin only grew, but she didn’t push things any further. “Do you have any armor for yourself and Christopher? I don’t expect us to be attacked by anything dangerous, but it wouldn’t hurt.”

“We are prepared. My father made sure of that,” Iana said as a set of dark blue steel armor appeared on her body. Various enchantments glowed on the gear, and a shining rapier was fastened to her belt. The armor had obviously been fitted and made just for her.

“That is a nice set,” Ilea said, then nodded at the weapon. “How good are you with that?”

Iana unsheathed the rapier and gave it a quick twirl and a few thrusts. “I can hold my own. Not against a Shadow, but enchanters have their own tricks.”

“I don’t have tricks,” Christopher said with a sigh as he emerged from another room. “Oh, hello, Lilith. Are we showing off our gear?”

Iana rolled her eyes. “What do you mean, no tricks? What about the trap enchantments you made? And the explosives? You finished the implosion device too! Just activate and throw them.”

Christopher scratched his head as if it had just occurred to him. “Ah, yes… I suppose I could do that. I will bring those too then. Anything else?”

“Check C18. I made something for you. Just in case.”

Ilea gave Iana an amused glance, but the young woman was trying very hard to ignore her.

“Oh wow… This will be… quite useful!” the man exclaimed as he looked through the armor pieces. “I will get dressed immediately!”

“Not very modest, are we?” Ilea asked, not loud enough for him to hear, as he got changed where he stood.

Iana’s face turned a little red, and her eyes focused on the ceiling.

He was done a few minutes later, joining them again with a smile.

Compared to when Ilea had found him, in Arthur Redleaf’s ‘employ’, the man now positively glowed. He looked a few decades younger too.

His gear consisted of belts and pockets, strapped onto intricate, lightweight armor with bits of steel and leather. Masterful work, but what else was to be expected from Balduur and Iana?

“I think with this, I can distract a few monsters. Or set up some barriers at least,” Christopher said, gingerly opening and closing some of the compartments.

“You still have the stuff I brought you from the demon realm? The Ascended tech?” Ilea asked.

“Yes, of course. You think it would be interested?”

“Yes. We found some runes in a dungeon not too far from Hallowfort. I think they’re Ascended.”

“We’re missing a lot of pieces trying to figure out more about their technology, but sure, we’ll take everything with us. I still have a little bit of space.” Iana went to a storage compartment in one of the walls, then made an entire unit vanish into her storage ring. “I love this thing. Imagine trying to haul all of this stuff to the north without a storage device.”

Ilea thought about her journey with the survivors of Erendar. “Yeah, that would be crazy… Are we ready, then? We’ll pick up the others at the western gate.”

They found Sulivhaan and Dagon waiting for them, both wearing only their armor. Ilea assumed they each had a storage device too.

“So, how is this going to work?” Dagon asked.

Ilea’s ashen armor formed, limbs and wings spreading out behind her. “I will carry you. And I don’t want you to die, so I’ll have to hold on pretty tight. My healing should offset any damage you take, but I’ll have an eye on all of you.”

Sulivhaan sighed.

“So, based on your estimation, we would pass out and die after less than a minute of flight,” Christopher said, looking at one of the ashen limbs. He nodded awkwardly to it as if it were a living creature.

“You won’t die. We’ll start slow and accelerate,” Ilea said.

“You’ve done this before, right?” Iana asked.

“Yes, but everyone keeps dying. I’ll try to do my best this time, though,” Ilea said with a dry tone, giving the woman a thumbs-up.
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Nobody died. But she did have to go a little slower than she wanted, which meant the journey to the north took six days and nights to complete. With her marks on the Meadow and Catelyn, at least it was trivial to stay on course.

She would’ve liked to fly through the storms as well, instead of avoiding them for the sake of the others, but it did mean there was ample opportunity for conversation.

“Raven to tree, do you read me?” she sent as soon as she felt the mental connection snap into place. They were now closing in on Hallowfort after the non-stop flight.

“I can hear you, if that is your question,” Meadow said.

“You’re supposed to reply with something like, Tree to Raven, I read you. But whatever. I’m bringing friends over. Is that okay?”

“Of course. Humans from the south? The enchanters you mentioned?”

“Yes, plus a librarian and one suspicious councilmember who wants to make sure you don’t plan to destroy our realm and eat all humans.”

“But that’s what I want to do, Ilea. We’ve talked about this.”

“Yes. He’s not too big on sarcasm either, so suit up and clean your apartment.”

“I have a cave.”

“Right. We’re ready to be summoned, but I can delay, too, if you need time to prepare.”

She could feel its magic take hold, so she deactivated her Space Magic Resistance.

“We’re getting summoned.”

Space shifted, and as they appeared in the expansive cavern, Ilea finally let go of the group.

Christopher fell to the ground and coughed, and Iana landed next to him, her hands on her knees. “We survived. I thought it would never end. By the gods…”

“You don’t believe in gods,” Christopher said.

“What is this…” Sulivhaan whispered, taking a step closer to the distant glittering lights and crystal tree. The mana density here was high, but the Meadow had summoned them at an appropriate distance.

A field covered in black grass and plants native to the region spread before them for a few hundred meters, the Meadow’s tree now standing on a small hill. A few fireflies were present, and a creek flowed through the scenery, ending in a small waterfall somewhere out in the crystal cavern’s expanse.

There were a few beings present who glanced at the newcomers with curiosity, a few of them bowing their heads toward Ilea.

“Welcome, councilmembers of Ravenhall, to the north,” the Meadow said.

Ilea assumed both Dagon and Sulivhaan could understand it without issue. Floating stone tablets appeared in front of Iana and Christopher.

“That’s neat!” Iana exclaimed. She looked around and locked in on the tree. “The mana density is exquisite. Chris, come on, let’s start measuring and see how close we can get.” A few tools appeared in her hands, and she handed one of them to Christopher. “Greetings, Meadow! We bring gifts!”

“I like that one,” the Meadow sent privately to Ilea.

Ilea laughed and watched them go. She then turned to the other two. Sulivhaan was locked in place as if frozen, while Dagon was looking at the tree.

“You really are something,” Dagon said, glancing her way.

“Sounds like you didn’t believe me,” she hummed.

He laughed. “Well, I’ve worked with Shadows for long enough to know how much they like to boast. You, on the other hand… I’m starting to see your stories in a different light.” A stone chair appeared, and he took a seat. “Thank you, Meadow. Now,”—he summoned a book and adjusted his glasses—“let us start with philosophy.”

Sulivhaan shook his head and crossed his arms. “I need a moment to think,” he said, then walked off to one side.

“Seems like they’re happy to see you,” Ilea sent.

“I will try to accommodate them.”

“Good. I’ll be around too to help if needed. And I’ll have to take the ones who won’t be staying back.”

The Meadow sent an amused thought.

Half an hour later, all of them were focused on their own conversations with the Meadow. Sulivhaan was tense and pacing, while Dagon was sitting, occasionally laughing or grunting with interest as he took notes or summoned different books to show the Meadow.

Iana and Christopher had already set up a small workshop with the help of Meadow’s earth magic. They had yet to receive the go-ahead from Sulivhaan and Dagon, but the enchanters had plenty of ideas and theories to talk about and test with the help of the ancient being.

Right, Ilea thought as she teleported closer to the crystal tree, landing nearby and sitting down with her back to it. She stretched and closed her eyes for a nap. This is going to take a while.
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When she woke up, Iana and Christopher were standing amidst an assortment of workbenches and tools, both of them examining a group of floating stone plates covered in runes. Stone tablets in front of them conveyed what the Meadow wanted to explain, and they were offering their thoughts in turn.

“Seems like you’re getting along,” she said as she spread her wings, landing near the enchanters. “Having fun?”

“Quiet, Ilea. We need to focus,” Iana said immediately.

Right.

“You have a way with researchers,” she sent to the Meadow, reminded of its interactions with Michael.

“They offer intriguing ideas. And compared to you, they’re not always after the most battle-focused outcomes and solutions.”

“Hey, I can appreciate a nice spell for its own sake,” Ilea replied as she flew over to the other two. “But yes, yes, I get your point.”

“You are free to join the conversation, though I believe you lack a few decades of experience.”

“Ditching me immediately now that you have cooler friends?” she asked with a smile.

“I would never. They need you for transport, after all.”

She laughed, landing near Dagon and Sulivhaan. “How’s it going? First impressions?”

“It’s not like we could talk openly here,” Sulivhaan said. “But I suppose it’s sufficient to say that I’m yet to have any of my suspicions confirmed. Were it anyone else, even a high-level human, I would’ve long since accepted its sincerity. But with someone as powerful as this, it’s a different story.” He sighed. “Not that this being couldn’t just rip us apart where we stand with barely a thought.”

“Yeah, I can confirm that from experience,” Ilea said.

Dagon laughed. “Contrary to my companion, I’ve found great pleasure in conversing with the Meadow. If our initial agreements for cooperation come to fruition, I’m sure both of our libraries will benefit greatly.”

“You have a library, Meadow?” Ilea asked.

“Of course. Though it seems to be modest compared to what humans in this realm have amassed. I’ve learned about many noble institutions from Dagon. It is a pity that I cannot travel.”

Ilea narrowed her eyes. “Why does that sound like a threat?”

“Well, I might need eyes at some point. I just have to prepare you for my takeover.”

“You wish, space tree. My mind will be impenetrable, I’ll make sure of it.”

“I’m joking, just so you know. I appreciate you bringing these people here. The two young enchanters show a lot of promise and a very creative perspective. It will be interesting to collaborate with them.”

“That’s good to hear.”

She saw Catelyn and Elana appearing nearby.

“How are the other talks going?”

“Appropriately, considering the subject matter and potential future collaboration and impact on human politics and relations – and, of course, on Hallowfort. Catelyn and Elana will be joining us once Sulivhaan has accepted that I am no threat to humanity.”

“I’m glad I could bring everyone together.”

She summoned a meal and strolled around the cavern. She soon saw Catelyn and Elana shaking hands with Sulivhaan and Dagon, which she assumed confirmed that Sulivhaan was happy to move on.

Ilea was thinking about her own next steps. She would meet Isalthar and the Hunters as soon as they arrived near Riverwatch. If they agreed, she would bring them north and maybe join them, depending on what their plans were. Now that she had brought the enchanters here, she wasn’t exactly needed for gate testing anymore.

But she still had time until the elves arrived, and the new batch of students could use her help with some resistances. She couldn’t expect them to work on that all day, however. And she didn’t want to focus fully on teaching either.

I’m sure I can think of a few places to visit. If I’m going to help Elfie and the others, I’ll be glad for every skill and Class level I can get beforehand.
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It took the better part of the day, but the three parties eventually came to a preliminary agreement. Iana and Christopher would stay with the Meadow to continue their work on the teleportation gates. The two cities would both receive and control the technology if the project came to fruition, having already agreed to basic trade and non-conflict agreements.

“Well, we will see if any of this is more than imagination. Plenty of people have tried and failed to understand and copy the ancient gates of the Taleen,” Sulivhaan said as he shook paws with Catelyn. “Congratulations on your four-mark protector. I hope it proves to be the right choice to trust it. For both of our sakes.”

Catelyn showed her teeth. “The lands of humanity are far from the north, shrouded one. We have long since learned to cooperate based on trust and instinct, no matter one’s power or shape.”

Dagon smiled. “It has been an honor, Lady Catleyn, and Lady Invalar.”

“Likewise, Librarian,” Catelyn said.

Sulivhaan cleared his throat. “Lilith, if you are ready, we can depart at any time.”

“Does that mean we can finally start?” Iana asked as she walked over, glowing blue runes visible in her eyes.

“Yes, we have reached an agreement,” Sulivhaan said. “If you are willing to stay, you may collaborate with the Meadow in your research.”

“Yes!” Iana grinned from ear to ear. “Chris! Summon the gates!”

Ilea watched as crate upon crate of stuff appeared near the workbenches. A building of stone formed around it all, and everyone present looked on with interest.

“Yes, feel free to unpack everything. It’s all labeled and numbered, so you should find it easy to assemble,” Iana said to the air.

The hovering crates started unpacking themselves in the air. Stone pieces covered entirely in metallic runes hovered for a moment, then floated to a cleared section of ground where, slowly, the two prototype platforms were assembled.

“Oh, now this is an intriguing piece of work. Yes, you were right when you mentioned this puzzle to me. This is going to be enjoyable,” the Meadow told Ilea.

“Do you see the layered connections we talked about before?” Iana asked, before tilting her head. “Yes… yes, exactly.” She read the stone tablet floating before her. “Yes. Yes. No. Yes, we’ve tested that with Ilea.”

“Results are in crate 8b,” Christopher supplied as more crates appeared and were unpacked by the space magic being. The slowly growing structure was already beginning to look like a workshop.

“I’m pretty sure this was a good idea,” Dagon said, looking around at all the floating bits and pieces.

Sulivhaan remained quiet.

“I think we can leave them to their work,” Ilea said as she stretched.

Dagon sighed. “Now, I don’t want to complain, but I’m not looking forward to another six days of flying.”

Ilea smiled. “Good. Me neither,” she said, activating her third tier of Blink. “Good to see you, Catelyn, Elana.”

“And you, Ilea,” Catelyn said.

Elana gave her a nod.

“What is that spell?” Sulivhaan asked, looking at the runes forming around Ilea.

“It’s our way back. Come a little closer.”

“You couldn’t have used that to get us here?” Dagon asked.

“It’s one way. See you soon, Meadow!”

“Until next time, Ilea.”

The spell formed and activated, and when Ilea connected Dagon’s and Sulivhaan’s frameworks with Displacement, all three of them appeared back in her home near Ravenhall. Faint sunlight shone through the windows, the suns of Elos slowly setting over the eastern horizon.

“Where are we?” Sulivhaan asked.

Ilea walked over to the balcony and opened the glass doors. “Just a short flight from Ravenhall.”

“You have a house here? And you never invited us?” Dagon asked with a laugh as he flew out. “And you can teleport here from anywhere? With other people, too?”

“I can, but taking people with me is a recent addition. You can thank the Meadow for that.”

Dagon flew farther out and then down toward the water breaking against the cliffs.

Sulivhaan joined Ilea on the balcony, looking out over the ocean, before he sighed. “It’s rare to see him this excited.”

Ilea leaned against the wall and crossed her arms. “What do you think?”

“I’m starting to understand why Claire complains about you so much. I’m not fully convinced yet, Ilea. But not for my own sake. The risks involved with everything here could be disastrous for Ravenhall and the Shadow’s Hand.

“But I won’t deny the potential of a successful collaboration with both the Meadow and with Hallowfort. You’ve certainly made interesting friends on your journeys. I hope I’m not missing anything, but I do believe they are good people.”

He paused. “I’m sorry for the suspicions I’ve levelled against you and them. What happened with Adam… something like that cannot happen again.”

“I get it. And I’m glad you’re on our side, Sulivhaan.”

He grunted. “Keep us in the loop if you learn of any progress or if anything is needed in the north.”

“I will.”

She eyed the masked Shadow. “So, care to tell me how you know about elven hissing?”

He kept his head turned to the ocean. “If you can keep a secret.”

“I’m not the best at that, but maybe in your case I can make an exception.”

He laughed and started floating. “I do have human blood in my veins, but let’s just say I’ve also learned a few things from my father.”

Ilea watched Sulivhaan go, and he was soon joined by Dagon.

Interesting. So, what? He’s half elvish? He didn’t exactly say that, though, did he?

She stretched and smiled. “I’ll bother him about it again in the future. Until then, report to Claire… and then…” She cracked her neck and spread her wings to follow the others. “Then I want to fight something.”


SEVEN
Stone





Her report to Claire was short, but it was clear she was elated. In relation to the Taleen tech and the enchanters, all they had to do now was wait and let them work. In the meantime, Ilea would help the next generation of Sentinels with the beginning of their journey.

But first, she flew westward, looking to meet up with some old friends. She had some time until her meeting with the elves, and she wanted to use it as efficiently as possible by having as much fun as possible.

Ilea’s wings carried her over the southern mountain range and toward the kingdom of Kroll. Her journey westward was quick, and she entered the familiar settlement with a few uses of Displacement. She went straight for the dungeon, checking her sphere for any familiar faces. There were none.

The caverns looked the same as last time, Ilea quickly teleporting through the upper layers, using her wings to guide her toward the section she was interested in.

They were so helpful last time, letting me unlock my third Class, she thought, floating into the dark void of the deep cavern.

The air stilled, the lack of noise suggesting monsters, or life itself, had ceased to exist. As if forced out by a boundary of power. A pervasive feeling of rotten wrongness instead took their place, something Ilea was all but immune to at this point.

She stretched out her arms. “I’m back.”

I wonder if this rot is an aura, or perhaps an artifact? It’s not just mana density, that’s for sure. I hope it’s an aura…

The cavern remained quiet. The Specters she had fought and killed were gone, their posts vacated and not retaken.

A limited supply of monstrous experience bags, then, hmm. I really was quite lucky to have stayed in Erendar for as long as I did. Now I have to go out and look for high-level creatures again.

Ilea went farther, soon discovering an entrance of stone that was slightly ajar. The stone gate was about five meters high and set into the back wall of the large cavern. It was simply constructed and bore no markings.

Let’s see what else we can find here.

Slowly, she flew into the darkness, whistling a happy tune to herself whilst rot tried to find purchase on her floating form.

The entrance didn’t offer any insight into what this place was. It was just made of crude stone. Ilea had seen enough magic and construction to know that the entrance had been built for efficiency, not aesthetics.

Someone had opened it at one point or another, though, likely releasing the Specters that had been waiting within. The bones she saw through her sphere suggested both that it had happened quite some time ago and that the intruders hadn’t been quite as prepared as she was.

On the other side of the door loomed a long hallway shrouded in dust and darkness. It hardly mattered to her eyes.

All that resistance leveling wasn’t for nothing.

Ilea smiled and floated inside, using her wings to navigate the rather spacious stone hallway. A single closed stone door was visible at the end. Runes were etched into the surface and within the stone itself, suggesting that enchantments had once protected this place, though it was now ancient and without anything to fuel them.

Ilea decided to drill into the entrance with a few ashen tendrils, just in case the place acted as a trap with enchantments activating as soon as she stepped through. Both the Ascended and Meadow had proven to her without a doubt that there may always be a way to get trapped, no matter how many bullshit skills and abilities she possessed.

She worked as quietly as possible, taking her time to dismantle the entrance. When most of it was gone, she stepped through the opening, entering a round hall with a dozen exits. Her sphere had shown no creatures within. The walls were lined with sockets filled with burnt-out torches, the wood rotten and decayed.

Ilea floated through the dark chamber, the ceiling quite low. Skeletons of humanoid beings lay scattered around, some holding weapons. Going farther in, she turned when she felt the presence of a monster manifest behind her.

The Specter looked the same as those she had fought outside, its lifeless eyes set in the malformed skull of an abomination, twisted into the malevolent creature of death and bone it had become. Or perhaps it had been summoned here, much like the demons had been.

This could’ve been Ravenhall if we hadn’t retaken the city.

“Been a while. You’re not sapient, are you?” Ilea asked, her excitement rising as she stared at the floating creature.

[Specter of Rot – lvl ???]

Its answer was near-immediate, vanishing before it reappeared next to her. Two bone swords rushed out to impale the intruder in this ancient chamber. Ilea remained where she stood, bursting into flame before she caught both blades with her hands.

The Specter was stronger than her, but its weapons no longer cut through her defenses. She felt the blood magic coming but simply let it happen, the slight rupture exploding within her chest quickly healed as the being was ravaged by the recoil of her high-level resistance.

Ilea held onto its swords, her ashen limbs curling around the two weapons as a mist of ash swallowed the large creature. The room lit up when the mist burst into flames, reversed healing coupled with Flame of Creation burning away at the monster’s regeneration and health.

She ripped through its body with her remaining limbs, Storm of Cinders bursting into it with waves of heat and cinders. The Specter never let go of its blades, dying in the exact spot it had first attacked her.

Ilea watched its lifeless remains burn, leaving a monstrous skeleton and ash.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Specter of Rot – lvl 630]

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 378 – 1 stat point awarded

Ilea smiled at the notification. I’ll need about five thousand more of you guys.

Her body tensed when she felt a wave of rot – just a slight change in the atmosphere, and only for a moment.

Hmm.

She chose the exit opposite the entrance and continued onward.

Ahead of her was another hall, this time accommodating a dozen rooms filled with simple furniture, mostly formed of stone or perhaps carved into the walls themselves. A few skeletons lay still, lying in their beds with the remnants of decayed blankets.

No cobwebs, insects, nothing. Just magical rot.

Ilea continued onward until she reached a staircase leading down. Her sphere, however, made her pause. A Specter had moved into its range, unaware of her presence as of yet.

As if they weren’t creepy enough. She watched it float through the solid rock of this underground settlement before it left just as suddenly as it had come. Appropriate name, I suppose.

Ilea walked down the stairs, her wings a little too bulky to reasonably fly in the tight stairwell. In her sphere, she saw many tight corridors below, fanning out in a haphazard way with tiny rooms connected to each and every hallway. The walls looked to have been constructed as simply as possible, the space just wide enough for a single person, and just high enough for someone like Ilea.

She looked at the lonely skull of a man sitting at the bottom of the stairs, forgotten and half-covered in rot. Moving on, Ilea found the next set of stairs and headed down once again.

Four more floors of labyrinthine corridors and rooms followed, each capable of accommodating a person or two. Many skeletons lay moldering inside, and her sightings of Specters grew more frequent.

Ilea didn’t make a noise, nor did she try to get the creatures to come to her. For now, she was content with exploration.

The intensity of the rot marginally increased the farther down she went, suggesting a source of some kind, or at least a core of the natural phenomenon. A place where she could perhaps level her resistance if nothing else.

Ilea teleported through the next few layers, finding little that she hadn’t seen before. However, as time went on, she realized that this wasn’t just a random crypt or underground hideout. It was a city of its own, spanning far and wide into the deep rock of the Kroll mountains.

Who would build something like this?

There were toilets, storage rooms, and the occasional larger room with stone tables and the like, but most of the city was just filled with simple, cube-shaped stone rooms. There weren’t even doors.

All inside, no visible ventilation system… though there had to be one, otherwise everyone would’ve died pretty quickly. Probably little hygiene. Maybe a plague or something killed everyone? Or the Specters came… Would have been an absolute massacre with them moving through the walls. At least if these were normal humans.

The larger common rooms didn’t offer much either, any decoration or writing they had once had long since faded or eaten through by the rot.

Ilea found the first piece of usable evidence in a room about twenty floors down, though her estimate wasn’t exactly accurate due to the liberal construction of said floors. Some weren’t exactly level, blending into those above or below.

Ancient wax remained where candlelight had once illuminated the spacious chamber. Rotten bindings and paper long faded were still clutched in the arms of a few bony residents. A few carvings had survived.

And for once in Ilea’s dungeon explorations, she didn’t need a scholar to translate them.

She brushed away the dust and dirt with her ash, revealing the writing chiseled into the small altar.

‘We remain in the depths, where we are safe.

Queen Lumian will guide us. To freedom and light.

The time will come.’

“Did it, though?” Ilea murmured, glancing back at the skeletons. A small carved statue sat atop the altar of a woman clad in a flowing dress, a smile on her otherwise featureless face.

She went deeper into the complex until she reached the lowest level. It seemed the builders hadn’t been quite as conservative in their application of magic here.

Stone stairs broadened out until they led up to a set of large double doors. Carvings and symbols decorated them. Ilea couldn’t discern any meaning to them, so she stepped through the open doorway.

A spacious, dome-like hall opened up before her, pillars of stone reaching up to the ceiling. Houses built with care and adorned with the rotten remains of flags on stone poles were visible at the edges of the dark, forgotten hall.

She saw a large courtyard at the center of the hall and, behind it, what looked like a palace of stone. Towers reached up to the ceiling about sixty meters above her, adorned with stone gargoyles. Gray vegetation had been carved into the walls and towers.

The courtyard had perhaps once held flowers, grass, and hedges, though all were gone now. The rotten remains of a few trees still stood, hollow and black like the rest of this place.

Ilea counted the Specters floating through the area, stopping at a few dozen. The creatures came and went, sometimes vanishing into the walls, often just floating in place without so much as a twitch.

She watched a few of them vanish entirely, either teleporting or perhaps using another spell she couldn’t discern from a distance. None saw her, or they simply chose to leave her alone.

Ilea glanced at the entrance to the palace a few hundred meters ahead, another set of large double doors made of stone. These ones, however, were closed.

Let’s save that for last.

Instead, she started charging Heart of Cinder, waiting for the heat to damage her before she activated Phaseshift.

Surprise attack.

Tens of thousands of health fueled her building auras before she blinked into the midst of the Specters. Her spell deactivated, and the bright white flame clinging to her armor flared out immediately. Ilea smiled at the monsters’ near-instant reaction, two-thirds teleporting toward her.

Yes, my children, come to me, she thought with a dramatic voice as the first blood magic spells ripped into her body, doing little damage.

She focused on the Specters that remained outside her range and activated Displacement, their forms quivering slightly as they were gripped by her powerful space magic before they vanished and joined the monsters close to their enemy.

The first bone swords crashed into Ilea as a fiery sphere of bright energy expanded outward, disintegrating most of the Specters instantly. Those who had been sheltered behind several of their brethren were quickly dispatched by swaths of burning ash fanning out from Ilea.

She twirled as her wings carried her upward, deflecting the few blades that came for her, answering them with punches and burning ash.

The battle ended quickly, Ilea’s ashen limbs stabbing through the final two Specters before she flung their lifeless bodies away, pale white flames mixing with fiery wisps and cinders, all clinging to the still remains.

The blemishes on her armor were reforming and her resources were starting to recover when she heard a muffled shriek resound from within the palace. A wave of power washed over her, and she tasted rotten blood in her mouth. She wiped at her nose and found blood sticking to her ash.

She smiled. This just got interesting.

‘ding’ You have heard the mourning shriek of a vengeful being. You resist its effects.

Not quite, actually… Or was that a separate spell?

Ilea hovered there in the courtyard, the flames still moving below her the only light source in the whole dungeon.

Vengeful being. Who might you be?

She waited for a minute outside the palace, mostly just letting her mana recover.

“Not coming out, are you?” she said, squinting at the door.

When her mana reached full capacity again, Ilea decided to investigate for herself. She blinked over to the double doors and checked for enchantments. She found nothing with her limited detection abilities, so she gave one of the two stone doors a firm kick, sending it rumbling inward. It flipped once before it slid to a stop.

Ilea walked in, finding a large hall with a stone seat at the very far end. It was larger than every room she had visited in the dungeon, besides the courtyard. And yet it had no decorations. No windows adorned the walls, and no flags, be they torn or decayed, were visible.

The seat of stone was decorated, though, carefully carved, and she couldn’t help but think that this place was a throne room. Nearby stone pillars and its elevated position gave the seat an obvious sense of authority.

The rot here felt stronger to her, denser in a way, if only to her magic perception. Her resistance and general resilience managed to counter the effects, but it was starting to eat into her natural health regeneration.

Then Ilea felt the source. Something chaotic, constantly pulsing. Limitless in a way that both concerned and intrigued her. While the Elementals she’d met had felt like a constant, powerful presence, this felt like a beating heart.

A single door, at the far end of the long hallway and behind the stone seat, led toward the source. Ilea went and checked the door for enchantments, then opened it.

Let’s find out what is hiding down here in this ancient tomb.

The smell hit her instantly, like a wave, accompanied by an almost physical presence of rot. She turned away and tried very hard to keep her lunch in her stomach, nearly managing it, as her sphere was distorted by the raw magic coming from within.

‘ding’ Rot Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 6

Yeah, I’d rather not.

Okay, maybe.

Ilea gave herself a minute to get used to the sensation, only retching up bile three more times. Then she went inside.

The room was circular, similar to the very first hall she had entered back in the caverns. Stone coffins lined the rounded walls, while mounds of bones filled the floor.

Looking at them more closely, Ilea realized they weren’t quite mounds. The skeletons had been carefully stacked, each corpse retaining every bone, placed there with meticulous intent and attention.

As she walked around the closest mound, she saw someone sitting at the center of it all. A silver-haired woman with porcelain skin, wearing a simple dress, now in tatters, her body thin and malnourished. Her arms were hugging her knees close, her quiet sobs echoing in the dusty crypt.

She was the source.

[Queen of Rot – lvl ????]

Oh no.

“Hey,” Ilea said in a calm voice.

The woman looked up at the greeting and turned her head, her eyes clouded and dead. She opened her mouth, letting loose a high-pitched howl that resounded through the small crypt.

Whatever happened here, I think I’m a few hundred years too late.

Ilea didn’t feel magic from the cry itself, but four Specters formed as if stepping from the coffins lining the walls, each immediately attacking her. She blinked back out into the throne room and formed ash around herself, the monsters following after her instantaneously.

Ilea used Flare of Creation, then ripped through the four beings with various abilities to overwhelm their regeneration. She finished the last of them with Absolute Destruction and twirled to face the small door again.

“I’m Ile⁠—”

A surge of magic slammed into her, causing Ilea to wobble slightly in the air. Her sight blurred as her eyes watered. Healing flowed through her, quickly stabilizing her body.

The Queen entered the throne room, bare feet padding quietly across the stone floor. She looked at Ilea with dead eyes. Her power flowed out in waves, like ripples in a pond, each one pushing Ilea back, causing her insides to tremble.

Ilea was outmatched. She knew as much just from a glance. It wasn’t the four marks but the feel of her magic that told her.

And yet, this being was no Meadow, no Elemental.

The Queen lifted a hand, pointing at Ilea. She saw the connection in her sphere, shifting to the left, right before the spell manifested. Her shoulder exploded in a rupture of blood and rot, both seeping into her near-instantly.

Ilea barely flinched, her ashen armor containing the localized damage that had already begun to heal. She examined the Queen, whose shoulder had burst from Ilea’s resistance feedback, blood and tissue falling to the ground and staining her tattered dress. Strands of flesh reached out from the undamaged sections, closing the wound. Her shoulder had reformed by the time Ilea’s had.

Nice regeneration you have there.

Ilea prepared herself. Her Veteran skill let her know that the Queen was just above level one thousand. A tomb of rot and death. She smiled. Exactly what I came to find. Let’s see if I can face a four-mark.

Ilea vanished, reappearing in a wave of magic that immediately overwhelmed her. She tumbled through the air as a dozen spells ruptured her insides. Bones formed on the ground below, shooting up to impale her as flying blades of blood slashed through her wings.

She displaced herself, catching herself with her hands when she found most of her legs missing and her wings in the process of reforming.

Yeah.

This is going to be fun.


EIGHT
Forgotten Queen





Ilea dodged past the many projectiles that didn’t just fly at her but homed in on her too, even returning to annoy her after they had passed by. A cyclone of blood and bone. The ground was covered in bone spikes shooting up to impale her, more growing with each passing moment.

What happened to you? Ilea thought when the next wave of blood and rot magic ravaged her body. Mana intrusion and regeneration, a tough combo. Almost like it’s hard to kill people who specialize in those things…

Ilea activated Phaseshift and poured health into her spells, bolstering Flare of Creation. The Queen looked around, various visible pulses emanating from her, but it seemed like she couldn’t pick up Ilea’s position. Even though she was visible to the naked eye.

The cyclone calmed, magic floating around the hall as if time had slowed. Ilea watched as the Queen walked out into the courtyard, the cyclone of magic slowly floating around her, still looking for the intruder.

Phaseshift came to an end, and she returned to normal space, white flames flaring up around her.

“I’m here,” she said, and she watched the being turn. “You don’t happen to be sapient, by any chance?”

The Queen didn’t reply, but her magic advanced quickly again.

“Right.”

Ilea displaced herself close to her target, shooting burning ash at the Queen. Her limbs slashed at her and had an easy time cutting the Queen’s flesh, but she was unable to cut or break the bones below. She tried to aim for the eyes and brain.

A pulse of blood and rot magic washed out in a sphere around the being, leaving the ground untouched but punching through Ilea’s body like a magical freight train. She was pushed back, spinning in the air once before she stabilized and dodged the many blood blades and bone spears that came her way.

Seems like I can stay alive, at least, Ilea thought as she dodged the oncoming onslaught. The damage to her body was extensive, but the Queen didn’t have the necessary frequency of attacks to lock her down entirely. Didn’t expect my bouts with the Meadow to prepare me for something like this.

‘ding’ Bone Magic Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 7

‘ding’ Rot Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 7

But she’s regenerating too. And I can barely get any damage in.

Keep going, then. Slowly acclimate myself to her attacks and magic. Let’s hope she’s not retained a whole lot of tactical intelligence, and I’ll have my resistances maxed in no time.

Ilea blinked and displaced both herself and many of the projectiles, but the swirling storm around her never abated and quickly caught up with her fast-moving form. The targeted blood magic and rot attacks never let up; Ilea was only able to deal with them due to her precognition.

I wish I had that much mana to throw around – and that much control over my ash and fire.

Ilea watched the Queen in awe. Of course, someone like Icy was more impressive, but it was more difficult for her to compare herself to an ice wolf or a crystal tree. What the Queen was showing here felt immense, but almost attainable.

Sentinel Core was working overtime, returning large chunks of mana from the devastating attacks of the likely ancient being.

I think I can keep this up.

The Queen howled again, summoning six Specters from thin air, weapons drawn and teleporting toward Ilea.

Interesting.

Ilea focused entirely on the Queen’s attacks, using her offensive capabilities to shred through the new Specters. She had to retreat after two had died, her body and ash too ruined to consistently deliver damage. Flare of Creation was gone again too, the benefit from her phased form disappearing.

She wasn’t using the skill at the moment – the cost in sacrificed health was something she didn’t want to counter right now. Not with the heavy damage the four-mark was constantly dealing.

Ilea twirled through the cyclone as her spells recharged, ashen spears speeding out toward the four-mark, deflected by blades of blood or simply skewering her without a reaction. Pushing away from the waves of magic, her stomach ruptured, along with her lungs, heart, and left arm.

The pulses were the main problem. The blood blades dug deep into her armor, but only perfect direct hits managed to get to her skin below.

She displaced herself closer to the Queen after activating Phaseshift.

Health is alright. She healed herself, already supplying her auras with huge amounts of health. Mana is… surprisingly high… Well, I haven’t had much of an opportunity to attack. Yet.

‘ding’ Rot Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 8

Ilea deactivated Phaseshift, and the four remaining Specters immediately appeared next to her before quickly burning away in her returning flames. She blinked close to the Queen and activated Heart of Cinder, the spell shooting out of her right arm.

Bright flames and energy enveloped the being, burning deep into the stone ground and wall behind her. Ilea spread her ash in front of her, sending a burning mist at the skeletal remains of the Queen to hamper her regeneration.

She was forced back when the blades started to cut up more than just her armor. Ilea watched as the monster lifted a bony arm, vast amounts of blood magic coalescing at the tip of her index finger.

A small red sphere came to life, quickly sending out wisps and strands of red energy that seemed almost alive. The woman’s body, in the meantime, knitted itself back into existence, her pale flesh quickly reforming over her durable bones.

The flesh doesn’t matter, then. Which means I’ll have to destroy her bones, or overwhelm her regeneration.

The blood magic sphere grew, and so did the strands of energy, digging into the stone and earth in the courtyard like bloodied whips, pulling Ilea in.

Gravity magic?

Ilea blinked toward the palace, watching as the Queen finished her spell and sent it flying with a flick of her wrist. The cyclone of blades and bones had never ceased, still hunting for Ilea like an invisible force controlled them.

Awesome manipulation skills.

She imagined herself controlling a couple of hundred ashen spears, all moving around her, hunting a single target while she just floated there.

I do enjoy getting in close, though, she thought, laughing as she moved her body through the onslaught of weaponry.

The cyclone didn’t move quickly toward her, but the blood magic whips that swirled around its dense, near-black center ripped through the ground with ease, some even reaching the ceiling and taking down chunks of stone. The rotten remains of trees were slashed apart.

Ilea found that a direct hit cut deep into her flesh and decided that it may not be the best idea to get too close to the more turbulent center. She tried to displace the thing close to the Queen, hoping the whips would damage her too, but Displacement failed to grasp the creation.

Can’t stop this thing, but it has to explode or something at some point. Guess I’ll just get some distance.

She used her teleportation abilities until she climbed up a few floors, but her eyes opened wide when she saw the spell materialize in the stone hallway ahead, the same distance it had been from her before.

Oh no.

The walls shook from the gravitational pull, wisps of blood cutting through the stone on this floor and those above and below.

Ilea started to become affected too, already finding it harder to move now that she was getting closer to the phenomenon. Heart of Cinder flashed out, burning into its core without a visible effect.

Yet it kept moving closer.

Is that space magic or what?

A few whips of blood were now cutting into her flesh, too close and fast for her to dodge. Blink activated, and Ilea focused on the wisps, seeing some sort of connection to herself within her sphere before the spell manifested again, the distance to her maintained.

Another few floors were devastated, Ilea having moved up even higher to avoid the Queen. So far, the being hadn’t used a single teleportation skill, besides this moving cyclone.

Okay, what to do? she thought frantically, watching the cyclone move closer as more and more tendrils of blood cut through her, already reaching her bones.

Ilea used Flare of Creation and the third tier of Azarinth Awakening, supplying both with high amounts of health before Phaseshift activated. The resilience bonus should help, she thought, even though she didn’t expect the magic to just pass through her without harm.

She still took a ton of damage, though, and it increased as the spell drew closer. Just before it reached her, she used the third tier of Displacement to form a gate about one centimeter in front of her and another right behind her.

The wisps of blood lashed into the gate and came out behind her, and Ilea pushed more and more health into her abilities while Phaseshift was active.

Come on, move faster, she thought, looking at her rapidly dwindling mana supply as the cyclone drew closer. She could tell that its gravity was starting to distort the space itself as it moved closer, the cyclone now entering her gate.

The gate is coming apart…

Ilea saw half of the cyclone appear on the other side before her spell collapsed in on itself. Energy exploded outward as her gate vanished, the black sphere separating into two halves with hundreds of red wisps slithering out and into Ilea.

Despite being in Phaseshift, she raised her arms to protect herself and displaced herself, but the fractured spell still connected to her, pulling and distorting her form in different directions. As it did, the blood magic passed through her, dealing massive damage to her health with each strike.

She screamed as rock and ash disintegrated around her, Phaseshift the only thing that kept her somewhat whole. Blink and Displacement took her to places she didn’t intend to go, the gravity spell tearing at the fabric of her surroundings and everything in the vicinity.

Then the two halves of the sphere vanished without a sound, taking with them a hundred meters worth of stone, with Ilea at the center. She gasped as the force pulled at her mana and phased form, and she floated in the air for a moment before her third-tier healing took over.

Phaseshift ended a moment later, causing her to fall fifty meters down to the cross-section of the cut-apart ruin. She lay there for a few seconds, her massive mana pool just about spent and pouring everything it regained into her healing.

“Blood magic, or gravity, or void. What a shit spell,” she murmured, slowly sitting up.

‘ding’ Blood Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 10

Yeah, it better have.

She checked, but her Gravity Magic Resistance was already at the end of the second tier.

‘ding’ You have survived the Seeking Wrath of Lumian spell while below level 1,000 – 1 Core Skill point awarded

“Good fucking job,” she murmured, looking at the destruction left behind by that red thing, stone still falling from the now almost two-hundred-meter-high ceiling.

How was I supposed to get away from that? It wasn’t using space magic to move. Was a mark left on me or something?

She checked her body but couldn’t find anything.

Well, she’s probably regenerated back to full health now. I think I could use a few more levels and resistances for this one.

Ilea blinked and displaced herself upward until she reached the area where she had first fought the Specters. Her resistance deactivated, and she immediately felt the nausea return.

Something isn’t right, she thought, coughing up blood.

Then her eyes opened wide before she blinked up into the caverns above.

Ah, fuck.

The rot reached farther than before. Tunnels that had been unaffected were now permeated by the rotten aura.

She’s the source. And she’s moving.

Ilea tapped her leg with a frown.

If she reaches even just the top floor of that stone settlement, the whole town above will die a fucking miserable death.

And I opened the door. And bothered her in her crypt.

And here I thought there would be treasure. Guess I won’t find two friendly necromancer monarchs stuck in their crypts.

The hard way it is, then.

She stretched, then blinked down again, her mana still recovering. The Seeking Wrath spell had taken a heavy toll on her.

Ilea found the Queen a few floors above the courtyard, projectiles simply cutting through the stone as the woman used some form of perception to hunt her.

“I’m back,” Ilea said when she appeared, her fist slamming into the woman’s head before she vanished downward again.

The sphere of magic didn’t reach her this time, and Ilea used Monster Hunter when she reached the courtyard, calling for the Queen.

Ilea cracked her neck and breathed in deep. I woke her up, I’ll put her to sleep.

The four-mark took her sweet-ass time to reach her again, floating out of the stairwell with the same expression she’d had on her face since the start. Hollow eyes stared at Ilea, her hands rising to create more spells.

Ilea used Phaseshift immediately, stacking her auras again before she unleashed a charged Heart of Cinder. She used her ranged attacks and limbs constantly as she teleported in and out, delivering just a bit of destructive mana with each attack.

Storm of Cinders would strip away any defense the woman had against mana intrusion, and the longer her fight lasted, the stronger Ilea would become. Body of the Valkyrie had activated too, the damage reduction allowing her to take a few more hits before she had to retreat, more with each passing minute.

And still, the monster’s skin reformed time and time again.

For the sixth time in an hour, Ilea had to blink up through the ruined settlement to deal with one of the annoying rage balls the Queen liked to summon. By now, the high resilience bonus from Body of the Valkyrie allowed her to tank them with medium success, meaning she only almost died. As long as she didn’t fuck up the gates.

The underground structure and tunnels didn’t fare quite as well; Ilea left vast areas of destruction behind whenever she fled to deal with the spell. So far, the whole thing hadn’t collapsed on her. But it wouldn’t last much longer.

The main problem, of course, was that during the time it took her to deal with that spell, the Queen could regenerate her mana and health. Ilea didn’t know how much she had, but if her own power at level four fifty was any indication, the Queen had a lot to draw on.

What if it’s not the skeleton that’s my enemy…? I guess I’m just looking for something less indestructible. Shit. Let’s see if there’s a clue somewhere.

Ilea reached the lower floors again, calling for the Queen to catch up with her. She wouldn’t risk engaging her in the tight corridors, requiring space to dodge the far more powerful creature.

She sent a few ash lances at the approaching woman and vanished into the palace, most of the front of which had been destroyed by the first blood whip ball. Ilea went into the small chamber behind the throne and checked the various graves.

No artifact, nothing. Just bones.

And she didn’t have time to check her monster encyclopedia for a potential curse-breaking ritual to release this angry Queen from her skeletal prison.

This may be the wrong decision.

Ash spread out in the room before Ilea set everything alight with a pale white flame. Every skeleton, every tomb – all of it was reduced to ashes.

“Please find rest,” Ilea murmured.

Probably just created six more curses to strengthen her.

A howl resounded from outside.

Something’s happened, at least, Ilea thought before wisps of blood cut through the wall separating her from the throne room.

Okay, no, she’s just angry.

She displaced herself outside, heading toward the floating woman and finding herself face to face with the dark sphere of her most powerful spell.

Ilea sighed and blinked upward, repeating the step a few times until she reached a sufficient distance from the four-mark.

Activating Phaseshift, followed by the gates close to her body, Ilea dealt with the spell quickly, leaving her with about half her health.

This isn’t working, she thought, checking the few notifications she had.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Specter of Rot – lvl 625]

…

‘ding’ You have defeated [Specter of Rot – lvl 632]

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 379 – 1 stat point awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 380 – 1 stat point awarded – 1 Core Skill point awarded

‘ding’ Sentinel Huntress reaches 3rd lvl 18

She felt the mark left on the Queen as she floated through the tunnel created from her last explosive encounter with the Seeking Wrath spell.

‘ding’ Phaseshift reaches 3rd lvl 9

‘ding’ Flare of Creation reaches 3rd lvl 16

‘ding’ Displacement reaches 3rd lvl 12

‘ding’ Body of the Valkyrie reaches 3rd lvl 11

‘ding’ Body of the Valkyrie reaches 3rd lvl 12

‘ding’ Identify reaches lvl 18

‘ding’ Veteran reaches 3rd lvl 14

‘ding’ Blood Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 11

‘ding’ Blood Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 12

‘ding’ Bone Magic Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 8

‘ding’ Bone Magic Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 9

‘ding’ Flesh Magic Resistance reaches lvl 9

‘ding’ Rot Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 9

…

‘ding’ Rot Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 14

Alright, let’s see what we can do.


NINE
Uphill Battle





Letting the Queen move up toward her, Ilea quickly checked her status. At least the woman was pretty slow and didn’t teleport. A very welcome change of pace compared to the Specters.

Name: Ilea Spears

Unspent stat points: 8

Unspent Core Skill points: 63

Unspent 3rd-tier General Skill points [1920 total skill levels]: 2

Class 1: The Azarinth Sentinel – lvl 447

- Active: Absolute Destruction – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Sentinel Reconstruction – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Azarinth Awakening – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Blink – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Sentinel Sphere – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Sentinel Core – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Azarinth Fighting – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Sentinel Huntress – 3rd lvl 18

- Passive: Azarinth Perception – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Azarinth Reversal – 3rd lvl 29

Class 2: Kin of Ash – lvl 443

- Active: Armor of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Aspect of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: True Ash Creation – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Heart of Cinder – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Storm of Cinders – 3rd lvl 29

- Passive: Ash and Ember Unity – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Ashen Wings – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Eyes of Ash – 3rd lvl 29

- Passive: Avatar of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Keeper of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

Class 3: The Faen Valkyrie – lvl 380

- Active: Phaseshift – 3rd lvl 9

- Active: Flare of Creation – 3rd lvl 16

- Active: Displacement – 3rd lvl 12

- Passive: Space Shift – 3rd lvl 7

- Passive: Body of the Valkyrie – 3rd lvl 12

- Passive: Space Awareness – 3rd lvl 3

General Skills: Hidden

Status:

Vitality: 1300

Endurance: 450

Strength:447

Dexterity:450

Intelligence: 1200

Wisdom:1300

Health: 20842/22594

Stamina: 2480/4500

Mana: 16823/26000

Hmm… I reached nineteen hundred total skill levels at some point. So I’ve got two third-tier General Skill points available. Could go for Rot once it’s at level twenty, but right now, that doesn’t help me. Gravity is an option too now.

She checked it.

Gravity Magic Resistance

You have survived the Seeking Wrath of Lumian. How? You don’t know. Maybe some more gravity resistance will help next time around.

She considered it but then dismissed the message. She could deal with the spheres well enough with her heightened resilience, and she doubted she could even think about actively damaging the Queen and facing all her other magic while the ball of blood and gravity was damaging her.

It could give me another benefit, though. Hmm. Maybe. Let’s see what else I can do. I’ve also got some Core Skill points.

Core Skill points available: 63

[3rd-tier Class Skill Point]

[Stat Gain]

[Skill Boost]

[Locked]

[Locked]

[Locked]

[Locked]

[Locked]

Nothing new unlocked. I’ve already got everything in the third tier, and skill boosts to help level them don’t seem worth it at this point. They’ll advance while I fight this thing.

She glanced at the Stat Gain option for a little while. Two points for fifty points in a stat. Twenty for five hundred? Forty for a thousand? I mean, how many might I need at my next evolution?

Ilea didn’t want to waste the points, but her Intelligence was sitting at 1200. If she invested just twelve core skill points, her damage should theoretically increase by twenty-five percent. With all her multipliers, it may be enough to overwhelm the creature.

Theoretically… if the cost doesn’t increase, I could nearly double my Intelligence.

The town was in danger. Kind of because of her choices, but more than anything, she didn’t feel like running. She wanted to win this fight.

Plus, the achievement of killing a four-mark alone would surely be massive for my next evolutions. But I don’t want to dump all of my gathered Core Skill points into this fight either.

Okay, first, let’s try the normal way. I can try to inspect her with Sentinel Reconstruction to see how much of an effect various abilities have. Let’s see what I can learn. Won’t be the first time I’ve spent days on end fighting something. And if I can’t deal enough damage, I can think about it again.

Ilea continued the fight, now more familiar with the Queen’s spells and movements. With the full fifty percent damage reduction from Body of the Valkyrie, she could almost ignore the cyclone around her.

Even so, direct applications of blood and rot magic still damaged her enough to force a short retreat. And while the Queen’s attacks weren’t quite as frequent as those of the Meadow, they could quickly overwhelm her if she stopped evading.

Now that she was getting into her flow, accepting that it would take a long while to even just potentially overwhelm this being, Ilea found the training to be quite efficient. All her Class skills were benefiting from this.

Reconstruction also allowed her to gain some insight into the Queen’s health and anatomy, though what she learned didn’t exactly reassure her. If anything, the creature was closer to a spirit than a human at this point. A being of mana, not one of flesh and blood.

The only noticeable damage Ilea managed to deal was caused by a powerful use of Heart of Cinder, coupled with overcharged auras and the fifteen-minute bonus from Aspect of Ash.

It really was quite ridiculous.

And when she checked a mere second later, the damage had been healed.

Funny, she thought as she blinked up through the destroyed complex of tunnels and rooms, most of it now just a collection of holes and collapsed corridors in the mountain.

Ilea landed, staring at her Endurance. It had nearly reached zero.

How?

Watching the numbers go up with each second, she shook her head. Admittedly, fighting the Queen took a lot of concentration and movement, her body, limbs, and wings constantly in motion. Her precognition allowed her to keep up with the sheer number of spells flying around, but she couldn’t just tank it all, not with the Queen’s main attacks dealing so much damage.

How long have I been fighting her?

She had no clue.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Specter of Rot – lvl 612]

…

‘ding’ You have defeated [Specter of Rot – lvl 640]

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 381 – 1 stat point awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 382 – 1 stat point awarded

‘ding’ Phaseshift reaches 3rd lvl 10

‘ding’ Space Shift reaches 3rd lvl 8

‘ding’ Body of the Valkyrie reaches 3rd lvl 13

‘ding’ Monster Hunter reaches 3rd lvl 9

‘ding’ Blood Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 13

‘ding’ Blood Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 14

‘ding’ Bone Magic Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 10

‘ding’ Rot Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 15

…

‘ding’ Rot Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 18

Should probably get that one to the third tier once it’s at 20.

Ilea saw no reason to advance her Bone Magic Resistance; she was easily able to avoid heavy damage from those spells because of her speed, teleportation, and ability to escape when grappled.

The rot damage, however, was high and constant. The nausea could be dealt with by using her healing coupled with her enhanced body, only worsening when the Queen directly used the magic type on her, but realistically, it reduced Ilea’s regeneration.

But it’s not enough. Even if I’m a hundred percent resistant to that or could double my regeneration, that still won’t allow me to just stand there and deck it out with this relic from the great skeleton war.

It felt like a puzzle she couldn’t solve. The four-mark simply had overwhelming power. And it annoyed her. It was as if this were just a numbers game, and hers weren’t high enough. There was no organ to find and destroy, no way to disable her brain, no way to outlast her with all that regeneration.

What I need is enough damage to whittle her down.

[Stat Gain] – Gain 50 stat points to distribute freely – Cost: 2

Hmmm. Okay. Let’s use eight points and see if it makes a difference.

The cost didn’t increase with each use, leaving her with 55 Core Skill points and 210 total stat points to spend.

She put 210 into Intelligence.

Intelligence: 1410

My highest stat now. Direct magical damage. Let’s see if it’s enough to make a dent.

Ilea felt her aura, trying to gauge a difference. She did feel more powerful, but only marginally so. Two hundred points would’ve been massive a few years ago, but now, it was less than a twenty percent increase.

I hope she’s not leveling her resistances and regeneration against me too. But an ancient being like that, and a monster to boot? Surely that won’t be the case.

She used Phaseshift to charge up her auras.

At least I have a constant mana supply from her rot magic.

She blinked down and flew past the monster into the courtyard, displacing herself away from her expanding aura before she used Monster Hunter to call her new training partner back toward her.

Ilea used the last few seconds of her Phaseshift boost to inflict as much damage on the Queen as she could. Her ashen limbs lashed out before she was pushed back again by blood and rot magic, her body ravaged by the overwhelming power.

She felt neither pain nor anything else the spells may have caused in a human being. Her body regenerated as she pushed forward again, closing the distance with intent.

Heart of Cinder released in a cone from her left hand, stripping the monster of its flesh and digging a burning gash into the stone behind. Her right fist slammed into the skeleton’s head, Absolute Destruction and Storm of Cinders releasing as her ash spread out and set the Queen alight with white fire.

A pulse of blood magic sent her tumbling back, sharp bone spikes splintering as her body slowed down in the field of death. Her wings shredded as she displaced herself out of the bones slowly digging into her ashen armor, thanks to her ability to see their spatial frameworks. A use of blink got her close again, and she resumed her attacks before the creature could even reform her body.

Stuck in an eternal fight with an ancient four-mark Queen, deep underground in some forgotten dungeon.

The thought amused her. She wondered what someone else would think when they came across the two of them. Then she remembered that the rot would quite literally melt them away in seconds.

I could use an Elemental to help out right now.

But there was no Elemental here. Only her.

Ilea’s limbs and ash attacked the dark sphere that the Queen started to form again. She tried everything to disrupt or stop the spell, but her efforts proved meaningless.

So far, at least, Ilea thought, using her Space Awareness coupled with her sphere to try and once again understand what the spell was and how it connected to her. Even just severing the connection would be helpful. She inspected her own body again too, mostly using her healing and Soul Perception. Neither revealed anything particularly useful.

Not until she blinked up.

A tether… what’s that?

It wasn’t a connection through space but something much more physical. Ilea used her teleportation a few times to get some distance from the Queen and slowly zeroed in on what she was looking for.

Did I just miss it before? Or has my higher Intelligence let me see it? It’s so subtle.

She smirked, opening her armor as four of her ashen limbs cut deep into her chest, tearing her rib cage apart before she reached inside. Ilea ripped out her heart and stared at the beating organ, blood dripping over her hand and to the ground. A new one had formed already, the wound in her chest closing.

I can barely even see it.

And yet she was pretty sure this was it. Ilea looked at the approaching blood magic spell and casually threw her heart at the floating manifestation. It was torn apart by dozens of red wisps, pieces of it splattering onto the spell’s core as it attracted everything around it.

Ilea watched with joy as the spell broke apart, flaring up just before it exploded in bright crimson light. She didn’t waste any time, teleporting back to the Queen a moment later. She didn’t know if the target would always be her heart, but now that she had figured out more about the spell, she could deal with it much better. And more importantly, she could keep her pressure up.

Slowly, she worked through each and every spell that the Queen could throw at her. She checked the damage she would take, the mana she absorbed, and the frequency with which the four-mark could use them. The Queen did switch things up from time to time, but she didn’t show exceptional cunning or battle experience, not nearly as much as the Specters.

Because she was a queen and not a warrior, Ilea thought, wondering how the woman had gotten as powerful as she was now. Was this another case where magic had taken over somehow, transforming this place into a dungeon? Where it strengthened the creatures within?

But she was human once, probably. Did she die? Or did something take over at one point? Madness or corruption?

Ilea flew sideways, letting several blades cut into her before she activated Phaseshift. The Queen used her powerful blood and rot magic right before the spell activated.

I’m getting better at the timing, Ilea thought as she healed the damage.

The direct attacks provided a lot of mana, but they also cost her a lot of health. The time it took to retreat and focus on healing was problematic, given her opponent’s regeneration. So, instead, she healed during Phaseshift, using the time to empower her auras as well. The Queen had no way of detecting her so would usually remain stationary for a few seconds whenever Ilea vanished.

Three… four…

Deactivating her spell, Ilea displaced herself close to the Queen and greeted her with a punch to the skull. Her white flames spread out and over the woman; every split second they remained on her was important.

Ilea smiled as a quick check with Reconstruction showed a change in the Queen’s health. Just a small bit. The important thing was that it hadn’t been topped off entirely. Her continued assault was starting to have an impact.

Ilea ripped out her heart again when the next Seeking Wrath spell formed, but this time, the organ flopped against the incomplete sphere without an effect. It didn’t matter – Ilea just kept throwing hearts until the spell exploded in the Queen’s face.

Getting to the heart of the matter!

Follow the heart!

She laughed and immediately pressed on. The fight had been going on for a while now, and rot was in the air. Slowly but surely, Ilea fell into a trance, enjoying herself now as she circled the creature, knowing that she was making progress, sending out her spells in quick succession and perfectly timed with the Queen’s counter-aggression.

The heart trick didn’t work the next time, so Ilea had to figure out what part of her body the Queen had chosen as a connection. In the end, it hardly mattered, be it limbs, or even her head or brain. In the latter cases, she blinked up to prevent another spell from taking her down in the short time she needed to recover.

Slowly, she advanced, yet even as her power and knowledge grew, she still couldn’t overwhelm the Queen. The only explanation she could come up with was that her own resistances weren’t the only ones getting stronger.

‘ding’ Rot Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 19

‘ding’ Rot Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 20

Rot Resistance

You’ve basked in the power of an incredibly potent rot aura. Most humans would die near-instantly when exposed, but you, of course, have come to enjoy it.

The third tier was available, and with the arduous progression of the fight, Ilea thought it necessary to invest a General Skill point.

She had to make a decision between Gravity Resistance and Rot Resistance, and she decided on the latter. The gravity magic from the Queen’s spell was more dangerous whenever she cast her spell, but now that she had a way to stop it, there was no need. The rot magic, on the other hand, constantly ate away at her health. She hoped to reduce that.

‘ding’ Rot Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 1

Rot Resistance – 3rd lvl 1

With your regeneration and healing, it was unlikely that such a resistance would ever manifest. However, you have found a powerful source of unnatural rot. Perhaps fueled by a curse or magic. Congratulations on yet another painful and horrific experience.

2nd stage: Your body has endured more than most, solely thanks to your magical regeneration. Time and exposure have made your body more resilient to infection, damaging bacteria, and fungal growth.

3rd stage: You damn near bask in rotten magic. Rotten matter has become a delicacy to you. The process of rot has become beneficial, destroying yet healing you at the same time. The more familiar you become with specific sources, the more you’ll be able to benefit from this boon.

Ilea felt the change immediately. It was as if she had been fighting in a haze before. The damage she received lowered significantly, allowing her to ignore more of the direct attacks while stacking her offensive skills with a higher frequency.

The higher resistance meant more mana from Sentinel Core, too. Now, she was constantly fighting with the full benefits of Body of the Valkyrie, and any defenses against mana intrusion the fake skeleton had were long gone. Storm of Cinders made sure of that.

Still, every lapse of concentration led to heavy damage to her body and, in turn, a short period where she couldn’t attack. In those seconds that slowly ticked by, Ilea turned the powerful four-mark’s mana into her own offensive healing and fire.

Each of her skills worked in tandem, with healing and defensive spells keeping her alive, Sentinel Core and Meditation keeping her resources up, and Flare of Creation working against the enemy’s regeneration and healing.

Had her Classes been entirely focused on offensive power, Ilea would’ve never been able to challenge this being. She would’ve been a smear on the stone floor the moment this creature set its glassy eyes on her.

But they weren’t. And she was making progress.

Ilea was a long way off from wielding the same magical power that beings like this one commanded, but hunting them?

That, she could do.


TEN
Perseverance





Ilea had stopped checking the Queen’s status, confident in her own growth and entering a trance-like state. Every dodge and strike flowed into the next, each spell now familiar, every movement of her enemy’s body telling her more than her precognition ever could.

She reacted on instinct, the spells dodged or taken with a calculated risk. Most of the magic flying around served no other purpose than to fuel Ilea in her continued pursuit of whittling down the Queen’s enormous health.

She had expected a change at some point, another burst of power when the enemy had reached a critical state, or perhaps entirely new spells she could use when a dire situation demanded it.

Her expectations weren’t met, however. The Queen didn’t majorly change her approach and neither tried to flee nor focus more on defense. Perhaps whatever was left of her mind couldn’t understand how a comparatively low-level human like Ilea could even still be alive. Or she simply wasn’t thinking at all.

The Queen’s armor was stripped away by a charged blast of cinders, her skeleton wreathed in white flame a moment later. Visible damage now showed on her form, the dark material scorched and brittle. Any attempts at reforming her armor of flesh were interrupted by Ilea’s ashen tendrils, only pushed back for a split second by the concentrated blood and rot.

Ilea slammed her fist into the Queen’s skull with Absolute Destruction, her fire-clad body ready to dodge the response. Powerful mana flowed into the creature, forming lines of fire and energy that were visible through the cracks in her bones.

And this time, the Queen didn’t retaliate.

Ilea floated backward, her fists at the ready in case something new came, now that she had critically damaged the being.

Instead, a ding resounded in her mind, followed by a dozen more. Her muscles remained tense and ready to react as she watched the skeletal form slump to the ground, now just a pile of bones glowing with the light of cinders, pale white flames flickering upon them.

She didn’t dare check the messages, instead charging Heart of Cinder, more heat and power forming in her core with each passing second.

It was quiet. Entirely so. As the permeating presence of rot slowly faded, Ilea focused on the pile of bones that had previously held the most powerful entity she had faced without allies.

There were no cheering warriors next to her, no prisoners waiting to be freed, no Meadows waiting to be rescued. It was only her. And the knowledge that the fight was over.

She’d done it.

She’d killed her first four-mark. And nobody knew about it.

It was a strange feeling. There was pride, sure, and a reassuring calm, the knowledge that she was getting closer to holding her own against beings like the Ascended or the Meadow.

Although the fight had felt more like a puzzle than the usual brawls she enjoyed so much.

I came here, essentially woke her up, and then I won. Got the town above into incredible danger and then dealt with it, and nobody will ever know.

The thought was both sobering and fascinating. How many situations like this had occurred in the past? Clashes between powerful beings hardly anyone had ever heard of? How many cities had been destroyed because someone had failed to take down an ancient monster?

She approached the body. “Not sure how much of you was left in there. Thanks for the fight.”

Ilea released Heart of Cinder, burning away the bones that now lacked any enhancements the Queen had previously supplied them with.

The courtyard was calm, wrecked by their long battle. She assumed some adventurers would come here in the coming years, now that the rot was gone. If they could get past the abominations still moving through the caverns.

She looked into the empty throne room, gazing at the stone chair at the far end. They’ll wonder what happened here.

She breathed in and out. The air was stuffy, but no longer entirely permeated by rot. She smiled to herself, turned, and left.

Ilea teleported upward until she reached the cavern ahead of the ancient settlement. Seeing that there was no rot here anymore either, she finally relaxed and looked through her notifications.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Queen of Rot – lvl 1062]

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 448 – 5 stat points awarded

…

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 461 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 444 – 5 stat points awarded

…

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 456 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 383 – 1 stat point awarded

…

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 405 – 1 stat point awarded

‘ding’ New skills available for [The Faen Valkyrie]

New skills? I already have too many to choose from.

‘ding’ Sentinel Huntress reaches 3rd lvl 19

‘ding’ Azarinth Reversal reaches 3rd lvl 30

‘ding’ Storm of Cinders reaches 3rd lvl 30

‘ding’ Eyes of Ash reaches 3rd lvl 30

‘ding’ Phaseshift reaches 3rd lvl 11

…

‘ding’ Phaseshift reaches 3rd lvl 14

‘ding’ Flare of Creation reaches 3rd lvl 17

…

‘ding’ Flare of Creation reaches 3rd lvl 19

‘ding’ Displacement reaches 3rd lvl 13

‘ding’ Displacement reaches 3rd lvl 14

‘ding’ Space Shift reaches 3rd lvl 9

‘ding’ Space Shift reaches 3rd lvl 10

‘ding’ Body of the Valkyrie reaches 3rd lvl 14

…

‘ding’ Body of the Valkyrie reaches 3rd lvl 16

‘ding’ Deviant of Humanity reaches 2nd lvl 13

…

‘ding’ Deviant of Humanity reaches 2nd lvl 16

‘ding’ Meditation reaches 3rd lvl 12

‘ding’ Monster Hunter reaches 3rd lvl 10

‘ding’ Monster Hunter reaches 3rd lvl 11

‘ding’ Veteran reaches 3rd lvl 15

‘ding’ Blood Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 15

…

‘ding’ Blood Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 18

‘ding’ Bone Magic Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 11

…

‘ding’ Bone Magic Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 16

‘ding’ Rot Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 2

‘ding’ Rot Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 3

‘ding’ Rot Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 4

‘ding’ You have laid to rest the lost spirit of Lumian, freeing both her and the people she had sworn to protect – 1 Core Skill point awarded

‘ding’ You have defeated a four-mark creature alone before reaching level 500 – 1 Core Skill point awarded

Two points back. And another slew of stat points to spend.

She checked the new potential skills for the Faen Valkyrie, despite having no intention of switching any of them out at the moment.

Skills available for the Faen Valkyrie:

Active – Ward of Creation

Summon a shield of flame that floats around you. The ward blocks and absorbs spells, growing in power. When the ward has reached maximum capacity, you may unleash the stored energy in a blast of fire.

Category: Fire Magic – Space Magic

Active – Force Projectile

Unleash an invisible blast of concentrated space magic.

Category: Space Magic

Active – Force Tear

Use space magic to tear out or damage a part of your enemy.

Category: Space Magic

Passive – Space Drift

Move your body with space magic. Increased mana expenditure enhances the speed of flight.

Category: Body Enhancement – Space Magic

Passive – Space Telepathy

Learn to communicate through space itself, forming thoughts into perceivable concepts for space-aware sapient beings.

Category: Body Enhancement – Space Magic

Offensive spells for the active slots. Hmm. If only I had more slots to use, because I’m not switching out any of my skills, even though some of these sound very interesting.

Ilea put her new stat points into Wisdom and Vitality, as well as three points into Strength to get it to an even 450, the same as her Endurance and Dexterity.

With that done, she spread her wings and exited the dungeon. Once she’d landed and covered the last stretch on foot, she saw a nearby guard scrunching his nose as he turned toward her.

“By the gods, woman… what is that smell? What did you find in there?”

“Rot. And I got rid of it,” Ilea said. She strolled past as he glanced at her with confusion and disgust.

A bath sounds nice.

The dungeon settlement wasn’t large, and Ilea quickly went to the only tavern in town. She entered the building with a standard set of leather armor on, quickly making her way to the counter. A few groups started murmuring about her as she crossed the room.

“I need a bath.”

A flash of recognition lit up in the innkeeper’s eyes. “Yeah, you do. Rooms are full, though.”

“I can pay premium,” Ilea said.

The man looked at her for a moment. “Five silvers.”

She summoned the coins and placed them on the counter.

He shouted to someone in the back, then nodded toward the stairs as he looked at Ilea. “Second floor, last room to the right.”

Ilea nodded and vanished.

More luxurious than the Queen’s room, she thought, looking around at the spacious area.

She crossed her arms and summoned her fire sphere, displacing a few pieces of firewood into the hearth before she set them alight.

Using her sphere, Ilea saw a young woman carrying a large tub upstairs, pausing every few moments to place it down and knead her lower back with her hands. Ilea lent her a hand, displacing both the tub and the woman herself into the room.

“Wha…” she exclaimed, her eyes bulging at her new surroundings.

She looked to be in her late teens, wearing a modest outfit of brown pants, a red and white cotton blouse, and a leather apron. She had long black hair, a little curly. Freckles and a pair of black eyes adorned her round face.

“Please don’t scream. I’ve had a long day,” Ilea said.

To her surprise, the girl nodded quickly.

“Yes… of course. That’s a rare spell, miss,” she said, glancing at her a few times as she set up the tub, connecting it to a pipe in a nearby wall.

[Mage – lvl 21]

A rare spell? How would you know that, exactly?

“What kind of magic can you do?”

The young woman shook her head. “Nothing much, miss. Water and heat, mostly. Was the only way my father would agree to let me learn. It’s useful in the inn.”

“Makes sense.”

Ilea stored her clothes, walking past the woman before she stepped into the water.

The teen flinched back. “It’s ho…,”

“It’s perfect, don’t worry,” Ilea said as she closed her eyes, feeling the scalding heat slowly getting rid of the rot and blood clinging to her. “Thanks for the bath.”

She could still see the teen in her sphere. She had made no move to leave, her expression changing from scared and hesitant to brave and courageous, only to falter back to the former. Then she slapped her cheeks and spoke.

“Are you the one they call Lilith? The Ashen Healer?”

Ah, so that’s what this is about.

Ilea opened one eye and glanced at her. “And what would you want from the Ashen Healer?”

She clasped her apron and looked down at the tub. “I… I would ask her to train me!”

Ilea couldn’t help but smile. She really just wanted to take her bath, but the girl seemed so earnest. “And why would Lilith want you as her apprentice?”

The teen looked up now, locking eyes with her. “Because I want to become a healer like you. Because I want to get out of this place, and I want to become powerful. I want to fight monsters like you did. I want to defy assholes like the ones lounging around downstairs, doing nothing but getting drunk and fighting each other.”

“What’s your name?”

“Willa, ma’am,” she said and bowed.

“Don’t bow to me.”

“As you wish.”

“So, Willa. What are you willing to do for that? To become powerful, to become a healer like me. It would mean a lot of pain. It would mean facing monsters that could rip you to shreds in seconds.”

“I’ll do it,” the teen said without hesitation. “Better than growing old in this place.”

“I see. And what do your parents think about that?”

“My mother supports me. When I talked to my father, he simply laughed, telling me to bring Lilith to him when I find her. Miss… I heard the rumors. You’ve been here before. I knew it was true. Please, I’ve heard of the Sentinels. If there is any chance…”

“I’m going to take my bath in peace. And when I’m done, we can visit your parents.”

The girl damn near lit up, her mouth quivering slightly as she grinned, tears forming in her eyes.

“I… I… The songs say you love food… I shall help prepare dinner. If you wish to stay?”

“At your parents’ place?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Willa said.

“Sure. That sounds nice.”

Ilea closed her eyes again, sliding a little more into the tub. Willa seemed lost for a moment and then left quietly, closing the door behind her. She didn’t miss the fist pumps of joy the girl did before she straightened her apron and went downstairs.

Have I become a cult leader? Stealing teenagers away from their parents? But I mean, if she really wants to become a Sentinel, why not?
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Ilea stretched her arms about an hour later, the water still hot thanks to Heart of Cinder. She blinked out of the bath and summoned fresh clothes onto her body, absorbing the residual heat with her Lava Magic Resistance.

She cracked her neck and back, teleporting out of the inn and landing in the mud with her bone armor boots. Sentinel Huntress led her toward Willa, Ilea strolling through the small dungeon town until she found the tiny house where Willa lived with her parents.

A muffled voice could be heard from the other side of the front door.

“I’m telling you, get this out of your head… I told you not to believe these stories. Adventurers have nothing good to share with you – all they want is your coin, or worse. Lilith either doesn’t exist or the songs are lies anyway. Someone like her would never visit a backwater dungeon town like this one.”

“You’re being too harsh,” another voice said.

He is.

Ilea knocked on the door. Maybe she would have a little bit of fun. Not too much, though.

“We’ll have dinner, and then you’re going back to the inn. I won’t have another discussion with Hudson about your work ethic,” the man said before he opened the door.

What he saw was a winged being clad entirely in ash, wisps of white flame moving lazily on her horned helmet.

“Good evening. I was promised dinner.”


ELEVEN
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The man staggered back, eyes wide, before stumbling and landing with a thump on his rear. “A monster!”

“And here I thought I didn’t exist at all?” Ilea let her ash fall away. “I’m Lilith. Your daughter invited me for dinner.”

He sat there for a moment, stunned, before standing up. He was bulky and nearly bald. He narrowed his eyes now, his look stern, his face betraying nothing as he sized her up, arms crossed in front of him.

“Lilith, huh? Who says you’re not lying?”

[Mage – lvl 42]

“Really? Battle healer, ashen wings, high level? It’s one thing if you don’t believe me, but you’re being downright rude. Willa invited me.”

“She did, and you will get fed,” Willa’s mother said, and she shot a glare at her husband. “Good evening. So you are Lilith. We’ve heard a lot about you. Please, come in. I’m Briana.”

Ilea leaned through the doorway and looked inside. It was a rather threadbare cottage full of straw-packed furniture and too-close stone walls. The ceiling was low even for Ilea’s modest height. Still, it was warm and well-kept, and the well-worn wooden floor looked freshly swept.

“Nice to meet you. What have you heard? Maybe I can correct a few things.”

Briana smiled mischievously. “Oh? Willa goes on and on about you. The most powerful healer in all of Elos, she said. The hero we needed. The savior of Riverwatch. Or was it Dawntree?”

“Mother… please,” Willa said in a quiet tone. Her face was beet red.

Briana giggled. “Okay. Sorry, love. So, Lilith, it’s really you? How exactly did our daughter attract your presence?”

“I stayed at the inn. She then talked to me about wanting to become a healer. Or, well, my student.”

“Oh dear,” Briana said with a soft smile. “I’m so sorry. She’s been frustrated with her work here, I’m sure⁠—”

“It’s fine. I’m inclined to offer her an opportunity.”

Briana blinked.

The father stepped closer now. “What are you talking about? You’re not taking our daughter away.”

Ilea gave him a long glance. “Maybe we should ask her how she feels about that?”

She glanced at Willa and smiled, the girl smiling back shyly.

The father almost growled, then he sighed. “I’m Andres. If you must, come in.” He peered behind her and closed the door after she entered.

Ilea joined them at the dinner table, where she was served a plate of potatoes, meat, and cooked root vegetables. She dug in and got seconds when it was offered.

“So, what brings someone like you to the Kroll Mountains?” Briana asked after a bit of silence.

Willa seemed excited at Ilea’s answer, Briana hesitant, and Andres guarded.

“There’s a lower section to the dungeon with more powerful creatures that I’ve been fighting. I think I’m pretty much done now, though.”

I’ll have to find another place to train. Hmm. I wish I could go back to Erendar for more spirits. But maybe that wouldn’t be the best idea either. I’m sure there would be more Daughters now.

“Well, that’s interesting,” Briana said, obviously trying to keep the conversation going.

Ilea didn’t want to leave her hanging. But she wasn’t about to talk about fighting monsters either.

“We’ve built a healer organization in Ravenhall. The Medic Sentinel Corps. The second batch of students started their studies recently, and I could get Willa an interview with the faculty to see if she could join.”

“We know about healing orders. Our daughter will not join one,” Andres said.

“Dad!” Willa called out.

Ilea kept eating. “It’s not a healing order. It’s a new organization, but I can see why you’d be suspicious. I can take you all there to meet the faculty and talk to some of the other students, if you want. And if Willa doesn’t like it, she doesn’t join.

“There’s no contract or anything either, so if she doesn’t feel up to the training or doesn’t like it, she can leave at any time without any repercussions. Though I guess if you’ve been there for a while, there’s probably some social pressure that will make it more difficult to leave.”

“We can’t be going on a vacation to Ravenhall. Some of us have to work for our livelihoods,” Andres countered.

I’m starting to understand why she wants to leave.

“I can cover the cost for lost income, and I can take you there and back tonight. It’s not a long flight, and I can protect you on the way.”

“How much would an education like that cost? And will she be fighting monsters?” Briana asked.

“We aim to bring more healers to the world, which means we cover the entire cost. And yes, she will probably be fighting monsters in the future. We’re training battle healers like myself.”

“This sounds too good to be true, and when something sounds too good to be true, then it is,” Andres grumbled.

Ilea blinked. “Okay. I mean, sure, that’s a worldview to have.” She thought about it for a moment. “We have a lot of resources. Many of those resources come from my own adventures, and obviously, Ravenhall benefits greatly from having a loyal healing organization based in the city. It’s a net benefit for everyone. That’s why everyone’s happy to put those resources there, and the students give it their all because they’re being given an opportunity like this.”

Ilea really just believed it was a cool thing, and for her, it was a no-brainer to have Claire invest a ton of gold in the Sentinels. But she could see how someone would find it difficult to trust them. Especially if they’d been scammed before or heard stories of the more tyrannical healing orders. The recent rituals from the Order of Truth didn’t paint them in a very positive light.

“Is this really what you want, Willa? Training to become a fighter, going out there and facing monsters and all that?” Briana asked.

Willa looked at her and nodded. “I don’t want to stay here and work at the inn forever.”

“You trust her?” Andres asked Briana, his eyes flicking to Ilea.

“I don’t know, Andres. You’ve heard the songs. What if some of it is true? And if she can show us those Sentinels, why not at least talk to them? John isn’t going to be bothered if you miss work for a day or two, not for something like this. He’s fond of Willa too. And I can take the time off, Wallace won’t mind.”

Andres frowned, was silent for an extended moment, then sighed and looked at Ilea. “Eighteen silvers. For two days of work, for the both of us.”

Ilea summoned the money and put it on the table. “I told you, I can get you there and back today. But maybe you can have a short vacation in Ravenhall too, I know a few nice places I can get you a room.”

He glared at her, though it seemed he was more confused than anything else. Finally, he gave her a begrudging nod. “Okay. That would be… nice.”

Ilea finished her meal, amused by the disbelief she saw on Willa’s face. The teen stayed quiet, as if she didn’t want to disturb the miracle unfolding before her eyes.

[image: ]


A short time later, Ilea was waiting for them outside the cottage. The family joined her in travel clothes, packs on their shoulders as if they were going on a trip to a nearby town.

Ilea spread her wings and ash. “Let me know if things are uncomfortable. I’ll heal you if necessary.”

Willa squealed for half the journey, only really stopping when she was out of breath. They reached Ravenhall that same evening, and Ilea introduced them all to Trian, letting him take over before giving Willa a wink.

She stretched out in the hallway and then went to grab some more food. Many of the Sentinels were still having their dinner or simply talking to each other, and she heard the whispers in the hall. All the attention was on her, and she could see the knowing smiles of the first-generation Sentinels and the intrigued looks of the second.

I did miss a few days with that battle. I think I’ll start classes again after a good night’s rest.

She smiled and saw quite a few of the more seasoned Sentinels gulp.
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Ilea crossed her arms, letting the four students in front of her attack without retaliation. Spears of ash grazed her skin. Gael rushing her again, his incomplete ashen armor revealing the bloody grin on his face. His ashen claws extended and cut into her, leaving bloody gashes in her skin.

This lesson was mostly for him. The other teachers had a hard time giving him a good challenge, and Aki couldn’t be available only for Gael all the time.

[Warrior – lvl 232]

She had deactivated her own ashen armor and various resistances to make sure the Sentinels had a chance to inflict some damage.

Gael roared as his attacks increased in speed, tenacity, and sheer brutality. He ripped into her face and chest, her limbs and stomach, even targeting specific organs with his claws.

The students had mandatory combat evaluations, but some were good enough to challenge even the instructors by now. Gael, though, was a little too strong even for that. Only Aki was strong enough to consistently win against him.

The Sentinels had been trained to take on monsters more powerful than themselves, after all. And providing a safe environment within the Headquarters for them to do so was getting difficult. For some of the students, at least.

Ilea slapped his face, the man’s large body flying to the side before he hit the ground and bounced back up. The blow had broken a few bones and wiped ash away from his face, and blood was dripping to the floor.

“Finally. A fun challenge,” Gael murmured before he charged again.

He had his Class mostly under control – he was the only Sentinel that had gotten anything close to a berserker Class. The problem that remained was his overextension when he attacked something. Normally, he could out-heal even higher-level monsters, but it was only a matter of time until he found himself in a similar situation to what Ilea had encountered with the Queen.

A cool head and precise evaluation were necessary in those scenarios. And right now, she was trying to show that to him. The pain he inflicted with his blood and flesh magic was irrelevant to her, the damage he managed to cause insignificant.

Ilea blinked toward him and kicked. Her boot slammed into his stomach, pushing him back a few meters, then she displaced him toward herself and punched him in the face. Gael hit the ground hard, his body paralyzed.

Ilea ignored the projectiles cutting into her back and knelt down, a bit of ash connected to him to prevent teleportation. Her fist pummeled his face a few more times in quick succession, leaving most of it mushed, the bones broken, before she grabbed his leg and threw him into a nearby wall.

The other three Sentinels didn’t blink an eye at that. This wasn’t the first time that had happened, after all.

Ilea shot a few projectiles at them, watching as they dodged or deflected.

Not bad.

Gael pried himself out of the wall, his large form regenerating as he stumbled a few steps forward. Ilea saw his eyes had regained some focus.

“Too aggressive,” he said.

He retained some awareness in his frenzy-like state, but he had to learn to control it.

“Again,” Ilea said. Five attacks was the goal for now. At ten, she would strike back.

The Sentinels attacking from a distance had the goal of injuring her while remaining vigilant for signs of counterattacks or teleportation.

Gael appeared next to her, his claws slashing her arm three times before he jumped back. She allowed herself a smile but then realized he’d done the same.

There he goes again.

The man closed the distance and started cutting her up, each strike going deeper. He drew blood with the tenth strike.

Four ashen limbs pierced through him, one ripping off an arm before another threw him at one of the other Sentinels. Hadley dodged to the left, her eyes focused on Ilea as her next spell formed.

Trian appeared in the hall, glancing at the blood and the groaning Gael. “They’re ready.”

Ilea nodded, then looked at the Sentinels. “We’re done for today. Gael, train with a few monsters you find, try to get it under control. I’m sure your next evolutions will be promising if you do.”

The man went to one knee, his arm reforming slowly. “Yes, ma’am.”

He’s stronger than a lot of mid two hundreds I’ve fought, Ilea thought as she followed Trian out.

“Willa joined,” Trian said.

“That’s good to hear. You think she’s a good match?”

“She’s maybe not quite as driven as some of the others, and I think there’s a chance she’ll want to leave again, but I also think her background could benefit the others as well.”

“I’m surprised there are a few students who can injure me with their ash magic,” she said, thinking back to the fight with Gael. Granted, she’d had most of her defenses disabled, but not too long ago, none of them had even had Classes.

“Their progress is frightening,” Trian said with a smile. “Only one I’m worried about is Gael, but I think with you here, he can at least try and learn that slamming his head into the problem isn’t always the solution. Until he’s more in control of his Classes, we’re not sending him on any missions.”

“I’ll try to be around as much as I can in the next few weeks.”

The two entered another training hall, where the entirety of the second generation of students was waiting to meet their new resistance training instructor. She and Trian stepped in front of them and took in their faces.

In a few months, they’ll be battle healers in their own right.

She breathed deep and smiled. “Hello, everyone. My name is Ilea. You may know me as Lilith. I’ll be your instructor this afternoon, and we’ve also been joined by the Headmaster himself.” She spread her ash. “Now, tell me, what makes a battle healer different from any other adventurer?”
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Over the next few days, Ilea focused purely on the Sentinels and Gael until Aki interrupted one of her bouts with the man to let her know Claire was asking for her.

“We’ll pick this up again when I’m back,” she said to the regenerating Sentinel.

He growled in response, glancing at Aki.

“Still your mind, Gael,” Aki said.

To Ilea’s surprise, Gael took a slow breath, then attacked the wall instead.

Slow and steady progress, she thought with a smile before teleporting through the city, stopping in front of Claire’s office and knocking on the door.

“You called?”

“I did. We have a visitor in town. One quite interested in poisoned cake,” Claire said.

“Where is she?”

“Popi’s shop. She’s asked to meet Lilith.”

“What do you think she wants?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe discuss your involvement with the rituals? Or another proposition.”

With everything that had happened in Erendar and with the Meadow, Ilea’s initial cooperation with the members of the Golden Lily had kind of moved to the background.

Helena’s presence in Ravenhall reminded her of their existence, but she no longer saw them as the unknown and dangerous secret society they had once been to her. They were a group of powerful and potentially dangerous people, and that was it.

“It’s also possible that she’s trying to gauge both you and Ravenhall, all while reminding us of who she represents.”

Ilea nodded. “Sounds a bit tedious. Any tips?”

“I agree. Try not to be too hostile?” Claire suggested. “She came here to meet you and to talk. I know you don’t like her. I don’t like what she represents either, but I don’t think it’s going to help anyone if we actively work against each other.”

Ilea sighed. “Yeah.”

“Good luck, Lilith.”

She left and teleported a few times until she reached the shop. Ten members of the Shadowguard had taken up positions around it, both on rooftops and on the street. Onlookers were curious but were told to move on.

Through her sphere, Ilea saw that Helena was wearing a cute green summer dress, her hair flowing freely. She wore no makeup, just as she had the last time Ilea had met her. The woman was currently laughing at something Popi was saying, the large man sitting on a comically small chair opposite the woman.

Ilea casually passed the guards and joined them at the small table, taking a chair from a neighboring set. Most of the shop was empty – the plates left behind on the tables suggested the patrons hadn’t been given much of a choice.

“Ilea, my dearest, it is so good to see you,” Helena said and smiled. It didn’t reach her eyes.

“Helena. I can’t say I expected you here.” Ilea glanced at Popi. “I hope she wasn’t any trouble?”

“Oh? No, no! You see, this nice woman here is a baker too. Like me!” he exclaimed.

“I know, I’m aware of her profession.” Ilea flicked her eyes at Helena. “Is it alright if I talk to her alone for a while? I’m sure you two can swap recipes afterward.”

“Sure!” Popi leaned in closer. “She is a good baker,” he said in a deep voice, looking into Ilea’s eyes as if it were a warning. Or perhaps something to respect. He left, whistling to himself, entirely ignoring the palpable tension of his surroundings.

Ilea indicated the Shadowguards watching them. “I don’t suppose we can find a more… private place to talk?”

“But the pastries are just wonderful here,” Helena said.

“Then let’s take some with us.”

“As you wish,” Helena said, standing up and brushing her dress unnecessarily before she grabbed her plate, a half-eaten piece of cake on it.

Ilea went into the store. “Can I get a few plates with a bunch of everything?”

Melly glanced between Ilea and Helena, a tense expression on her face as she nodded. “Of course, ma’am.”

“There’s a terrace nearby where I usually eat breakfast. It’s quite lovely,” Ilea said to the head assassin, or whatever title it was she preferred to use.

[Warrior – lvl 322]

Strange, now that I think about it. I’d have expected her to be a rogue or mage.

“The mountain air is quite welcome. Though I do like the calm of my hometown,” Helena said, eyeing the city guards with no visible concern at all.

“Hence the terrace,” Ilea said, receiving the platters before she made them vanish. “Follow me,” she said and blinked, quickly reaching her usual spot.

There were no customers present – one of the privileges of owning half the city. A waiter looked at her and took a deep breath before he straightened his hair and made his way over. Helena was already there.

“What can I do for you, Lilith?”

“Just privacy for now, James,” Ilea said. “Thank you.”

He nodded and left, closing the door on his way back inside.

“So, where were we?” Ilea summoned the platters onto the much larger table and took a seat, calming herself as she gazed at the nearby mountains. The snow wasn’t quite as low on their peaks as it usually was. “Ah, yes. Welcome to Ravenhall, Helena. I didn’t expect you to visit personally.”

Helena straightened and switched her attention to the pastries. “Thank you for the selection – I shall not hold back. I understand we both comprehend the beauty of delicious baked art.”

She helped herself to a few select pieces and looked at them gleefully. Ilea helped herself too.

“As for my coming here, I have heard a lot about this bakery. Big Ass Pastries. Quite vulgar, if I may say so. When I looked into it, I learned that it’s part of the Lilith Empire, so by coming here, I realized I could kill three birds with one spell.”

Ilea couldn’t help but feel like almost everything that Helena said was a veiled threat.

“The first? Tasting these. I have talked to Popi already. Marvelous ideas. I had thought about convincing him to work for me, but I suppose some healthy competition isn’t entirely useless. Especially in such a faraway corner of the world.

“My second reason for being here is a small vacation. The cleanup from this war has been… messy. There is still a lot left to do, but I suppose sometimes it’s acceptable to let those paid and trusted do their work and get a little more hands-on experience.”

She paused and took a bite from a tart, chewing, then swallowing.

“My third reason is, of course, you.”

Ilea started eating, letting Helena continue. It was the first time that she had heard about the end of the war. In fact, it had ended a while ago as far as she understood it, but the capital city of Baralia had still been under siege. She wasn’t surprised that Helena had a quick information network. Still, she could just as easily imagine that the woman was lying, for whatever purpose.

If she was honest, this all felt like she was giving Ilea a reminder that she existed. Some kind of general threat, perhaps. She didn’t feel like Helena cared about her. In fact, she didn’t feel like Helena cared about anything much at all besides control and power, but maybe she was wrong.

“Your mission was an outstanding display,” Helena said. “I had expected a clash with the Destroyer, but to think you almost befriended that old pirate! Quite an achievement. The same is true for your help in both cleaning up those horrendous rituals and preventing more from happening. You took on a far more active role than I expected.”

“Go on,” Ilea said. The way Helena said it, it didn’t feel like a compliment; it just felt like she was pleasantly surprised that one of her supposed assets had performed better than expected. Ilea was confused more than anything.

Helena took another bite of her tart, taking her time savoring it before she swallowed.

“There was a vote. The Golden Lily welcomes you as a member to our esteemed organization. Or, perhaps, the band of wolves and assassins that you prefer to see it as. You have the choice to join or refuse this membership.”

There it is.

Was she surprised? Not particularly. She had fought alongside some of their members, and she had more than held her own. If they really were what Helena claimed, they could hardly ignore her entirely. Especially with Ravenhall’s growing population and wealth, as well as her quickly improving Sentinels, whom she assumed Helena knew more about than most.

“I’ll have to discuss this with some trusted allies,” Ilea said. “I appreciate your invitation to join both the organization and the mission to prevent more rituals. I think we did good work in Baralia.”

Helena gave her a long look. “I think so too. I expect to hear from you soon about this.”

There was a short lull in the conversation before Helena spoke again.

“I was surprised to hear both Michael and Velamyr speak so highly of you. They don’t do so about one another.”

“You’ve come here and given me a lot of praise,” Ilea said. “What’s your angle?”

Helena smirked, looking almost annoyed before she schooled her expression. “So brazen. My dear, just because I’m the owner of the largest guild of assassins doesn’t mean I can’t simply praise someone for a job well done. But you’re right. There is something else I wanted to know, given the stories I have heard about this place called Erendar.”

Ilea raised her eyebrows.

Does she know already? That would mean she has access to the council, or did I mention it to someone else? Michael suspected it, but I don’t know what kind of relationship they have.

“To speak to a four-mark creature is both a terrifying prospect and a marvelous privilege. It’s a shame it could not travel through the realms and join us in our humble endeavors.”

Ilea looked up, stuffing her face with a filled croissant as she tried to keep a poker face. “Mhm.”

Yeah. She probably knows. Or suspects it.

Helena watched her, taking a sharp breath before leaning forward. “You come back here, mere months after entering that portal, a hundred levels higher than when I last saw you. What did you find in there, Ilea?”

Ilea blinked. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, come on, don’t play coy with me. We are both warriors.”

Are we? Really?

“There were spirits. Hordes of spirits of death. The pirate saw them, too. Faced them. Everyone else left, but I stayed behind, and I fought those creatures.”

“That’s it, then?”

“Look, I don’t know what you’re trying to get at. With all your assassins roaming the world, you must have access to tons of dungeons and dangerous creatures to fight. It’s not a novel concept, and I’m confused how someone in the three hundreds would find this so unbelievable. You must have fought thousands of creatures yourself.”

Helena gave her a long look. “I had expected you to advance, but to see you beyond my identification range? There must have been a lot of powerful creatures.”

“Thousands,” Ilea smiled. “It was wonderful.”

Helena seemed to relax ever so slightly. “I can imagine.”

I’m starting to think that you can’t.

Helena stood up and again brushed imaginary crumbs off her dress. “Lilith, it was a pleasure to meet you again and to taste these creations. I do hope you consider joining our humble order and cooperating with us in the future. I believe it’s for the best – for all of humankind.”

Ilea almost rolled her eyes. “Is that a threat?” she asked, unable to stop herself. She had killed her first four-mark alone, and this woman was acting like she was ruling the world from the shadows.

“My words are often interpreted as such. I’m not threatening you. I have people and places I care about too, despite your worst assumptions. And I won’t see them harmed over a childish dispute with an upcoming power like yourself. Your refusal will be met with disappointment and perhaps overeager ambition, but not from me. That, I promise to you right now.”

Bringing up places and people we care about. Nice.

Ilea gave up. It seemed like this was just who Helena was.

“I suppose, then, we’re on the same page,” Ilea said.

Helena smiled, then she vanished.

Ilea saw the line of her teleportation going through the fabric of space. She’d gone quite far but not outside of the city. Ilea let her have her mysterious departure.

Until next time, Helena. I hope it’s a long while.

She stored the rest of the pastries and left to talk to Claire. She found her talking to a group of craftspeople in the lobby of the government building where she had her office. “Please excuse me for a moment,” Claire said and vanished into her office. “Well?” she asked when Ilea appeared.

“A bunch of veiled threats. And I’m invited to join their cool kids club,” Ilea said.

“Good. That’s good. It means they’re truly prioritizing stability. Is it acceptable for you to join?”

“If you can handle the paperwork? I don’t think they’re more than a network of powerful people looking to secure the status quo.”

“And you very much threaten the status quo. I suspect your actions in Baralia may have garnered you more favor among the members of the Golden Lily than expected. An invitation honestly seems like a compromise on their part. But I can only speculate. Either way, this should buy us time at the very least.”

“Why do you sound excited?”

Claire grinned. “Ravenhall has rebounded far more quickly than anyone would have expected. The first Sentinels are already in the two hundreds, and it seems like you’ve maneuvered one of the potentially most dangerous organizations out there into a standstill, at least in relation to our independence. Of course I’m excited. I’m elated. Let us hope Iana, Christopher, and the Meadow are successful in their endeavors, and then we can see where all of this goes.”
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Ilea continued her training with the Sentinels, all of whom were steadily improving, Gael included. And she had some plans for her own advancements, too. One of her skills was falling behind.

It was early morning in Ravenhall, the first light of the suns still hidden behind the mountains. Ilea stood next to a large table on the same breakfast terrace where she had met Helena. On it was a map.

I have nine free marks…

Besides Claire and Trian, none of her marks were in Ravenhall, and while she could gauge a general direction for the others, it was impossible to pinpoint their exact location. With Claire and Trian, however, she could at least attempt to make a guess about exactly where they were.

“Ma’am? There’s a woman here… looking for you. She… has a lot of cats with her,” James said when he stepped out from the stairwell.

“Yeah, let her up. I hired her,” Ilea said.

James disappeared again, and a woman in her thirties joined Ilea on the terrace a minute later. She was slightly disheveled in a way that suggested that she didn’t care about her appearance. Her hair was tied back in a tight bun, but many strands had come loose to waft about her head. A dozen cats either clung to her leather robes or walked close to her.

[Mage – lvl 84]

“Pleasure to meet you,” Ilea said.

“You’re the one they call Lilith?” the woman asked. “I’m Cali. You don’t strike me as particularly impressive, I’ll be honest.”

“I don’t really care. Are those wild cats that live in the city?”

The woman eyed her and nodded. “Yes. Just like the request said. But let me tell you, if you plan to eat, sacrifice, fuck, or skin them, I’ll make them leave right now.”

“I just want to mark and track them. It’s harmless.”

“Of course it is,” Cali said and walked a few steps closer.

Ilea displaced the closest cat into her hands, using her healing to calm the frightened animal. She stroked its head with a smile before placing a Sentinel Huntress mark on it.

“That’s one,” she said as she let the cat go.

The woman watched with a confused and then intrigued gaze as Ilea placed the rest of her marks on the other cats.

“You didn’t take that one,” she said when Ilea was done, pointing at a white cat sitting next to her.

“Mhm,” Ilea said, turning to the map. Only nine. “You can let them go now. I promise I’ll cause them no harm.”

“As you wish,” Cali said, though something about her aura had changed.

A few of the cats remained nearby, the others jumping onto nearby roofs or leaving through the stairwell.

“Good luck with your experiments then, Lilith,” the woman said and turned away.

Ilea watched her go before she focused on the map again. Nine ashen dots floated over the location of the terrace. Two dots hovered over other locations in the city.

Sentinel Huntress was quite a bit behind her other Class skills. Beyond the Meadow’s comments about a fourth tier, she wanted to advance her skills as far as she could before her next evolution. And she was already at four sixty in her main Class. Five hundred felt right.

She focused on her skill and took a deep breath.

Okay, now we wait.

She tried to visualize the various marks in her mind, using her ash to sketch their movements on the map. The first twenty minutes were absolute chaos, but as time went on, Ilea slowly got the hang of it. She also flew up above the city a few times to get an aerial perspective – the different marks were much easier to distinguish from above.

When she landed for the fifth time, a new face had joined her on the terrace.

“Sulivhaan,” Ilea said as she landed and moved the ashen dots on the map.

“Ilea, I heard you were in the city. You’re busy?” he asked, his face covered by the same mask he always wore before he turned his head toward the map.

“I’m working on a skill. What can I do for you?”

He stepped over to the map and inspected it. “A tracking spell?”

“You figured that out quickly. I’ve marked a bunch of cats.”

“Cats. Okay. Something came up. We recently discovered a group of smugglers dealing in weapons and substances below Ravenhall. They must have used what remained of the old tunnels to get things into the city. I assume our expansion into the mountain threatened their supply line and they tried to find another way.”

“I’m listening,” Ilea said, moving the ashen dots around slightly. A few cats were starting to move more quickly.

“They ran into a problem, and now we have inherited that problem. They broke into a cavern and found a dungeon beyond, ruins below the mountain. Monsters in the one-fifty to two-hundred range have emerged and attacked, teleporting past them and into the expanding construction sites we’ve set up. I’m afraid it led to a few deaths due to their fast movement, but the situation is now under control. Both the Shadowguard and Shadows themselves can deal with them without much trouble.

“It’s the dungeon itself that’s the problem. We’ve only managed to push through two rooms so far. It’s heavily trapped, dangerous even to mid-level Shadows, and the experts I would usually ask aren’t in town. I’m very interested in what these ancient ruins are and why they are below these mountains. They need to be cleared either way, as we plan to build deeper. And if they’re a danger to us, I want them to be dealt with as quickly as possible. Claire told me you’re good with traps.”

Ilea smiled. “It’s been a while. Ruins below Ravenhall. Sure, I’ll help. Let’s hope I don’t unleash another ungodly creature.”

“As long as you can kill it again afterward. Or lead it away.”

“That’ll be my intention, yes. Maybe have someone seal the exit once we’re in. And, this may be overkill, but maybe prepare an evacuation? I recently found a rot-magic queen of sorts whose mere presence would’ve wiped out most of Ravenhall.”

He was quiet for a few seconds, then seemed to recover his composure. “Of course. We have two talented divination experts who will be able to track your movements and actions at a distance of a few kilometers. And a mind mage who will be able to communicate with the Shadowguard in case the tunnels need to be collapsed.

“Two Shadow teams will trail you as you advance, to make sure no creatures slip past. And I’ll be joining you as well. And there’s no need to worry about evacuation. We’ve made allowances in our constructions for the potential of attacks from below or within the city, both with the new walls and with enchantments and barrier mages on standby.”

I don’t think that would’ve helped with the Queen, but okay.

“Alright,” she said. “This is starting to sound like a bigger operation than I thought.”

“It may not be, but because it’s so close to the city, any risk becomes greater. There’s a reason I came to you.”

“I’m flattered.” Ilea grabbed the map and rolled it up. “Might help with my skill too if I’m moving around avoiding traps.”
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“Another one is hiding in the tunnel ahead, to the right, hanging from the ceiling,” Josie said, feeling the presence of a weak mind in the dark tunnel.

They’d been tasked to deal with the emerging Threshers and to communicate with whoever Sulivhaan managed to hire to go down there into that killing maze.

Uriah gestured to the team, his shield held up above his head as he turned the corner.

The Thresher jumped down immediately, dodging the sword that came for it with the use of its teleportation spell. That ability was the only reason any of them had gotten out into the construction sites in the first place. The creature was covered in gray scales and had one yellow eye and claws on both its hands and feet.

Josie felt the Thresher appear and sent a beam of light at its right leg. The small monster stumbled back, its one eye blinded by the flash of her spell.

Uriah slammed into it with a charged shield bash, his heavily armored form swatting the creature into the wall with a wet thud. An arrow slammed into its eye, finally killing it.

‘ding’ Your group has defeated [Thresher – lvl 163]

Josie glanced at the large claws, walking closer before she inspected the body. “This one has scars too. Corruption in its right shoulder. I believe its eyesight was impeded as well, though I can’t tell if it was injured.”

“It’s the last one?” Uriah asked, the massive warrior stepping closer as he held his shield out toward their water mage. A beam of pressurized water cleaned off the blood and bits of Thresher.

“I can’t detect any others in this area,” Josie said.

“Then let’s circle back, see if we’re ready to move into the dungeon anytime soon.”
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“Back already?” Finnley asked as he glanced at the group. His yellow eyes twinkled in the torchlight.

Josie was sure the leader of the other team of Shadows had no difficulties seeing in complete darkness. She tried to avoid his gaze. He made her uncomfortable.

Uriah stepped toward him. “How’s your rogue?”

Finnley nudged the man sitting next to him. The heavily bandaged Shadow had been gravely injured when exploring one of the dungeon chambers. Something to do with saws.

“He’ll survive,” Finnley said.

Josie felt a third mind materialize next to the rogue. Makai, the third and last member of Finnley’s team. He wore black robes with a large cowl. Darkness seemed to gather within that hood, which revealed nothing of his face. The robed mage felt like death and decay to her, like a spirit or cursed monster.

Rationally, Josie knew that the man was a human. His mind didn’t look different, after all. Yet it still took everything she had not to shiver whenever he was around. She’d be glad if he reined in his aura or whatever it was, but then again, Makai wasn’t the first Shadow she’d met who felt the need to constantly remind everyone of their power. She supposed it just came with the territory. She vowed to herself to never become that pretentious.

Makai whispered something to the rogue before he straightened from his crouched position.

Finnley glanced back toward the dungeon entrance and smiled. “Finally. The masked one is back. And he’s brought someone.”

We both know Sulivhaan. You don’t have to call him the masked one.

Josie looked toward the entrance, a simple rectangle cut into the stone wall. Everything here was new, carved out by expert earth mages and coordinated by architects. It was obvious where those tunnels ended and the ancient ruins began.

To think there was something below. But I guess it wouldn’t be the first time we found a dungeon in an unexpected place. Maybe this used to be part of Ravenhall at some point? Or it was once a dwarven city? she thought, glancing at the torches.

Uriah was farther back in the ancient tunnels, advancing slowly as the Shadows cleared everything ahead of him. He had agreed to join mostly because of the promised backup. Their team had taken few missions since joining the Shadows. She hoped he wasn’t throwing caution to the wind for reputation.

Josie looked at their leader, his body covered in thick plate armor, his head protected by a sturdy helmet, his face entirely hidden. A slight smile came to her lips.

He wouldn’t.

Uriah gestured for them to follow and walked past Finnley, his shield always in a position where he could react should the other Shadow become more than just provocative. You never knew when violence might occur. They all knew about it, all felt the tension.

It was something she’d had to get used to since joining. People didn’t outright attack each other in the Hand, but there was definitely a sense of competition. Many just enjoyed fighting, beating each other’s heads in, and testing their magic. She supposed their group was an outlier.

Sulivhaan came through the entrance a moment later. As always, he was wearing his dark robes and mask. He had always been friendly to Josie, but she felt a little tense around him anyway, mainly due to the pressure she sensed around him that she had rarely felt before meeting him.

[Gravity Mage – lvl 275]

He wasn’t just one of the highest-ranking Shadows but a councilmember of Ravenhall. Perhaps that was why Uriah had agreed to take the job.

Sulivhaan was followed through the entrance by a woman clad in simple leather armor, her blue eyes taking in the surroundings. Josie’s mouth opened slightly, her lips trembling as she felt something brush against the mental defenses that protected her mind.

[Battle Healer – lvl ??]

The woman locked eyes with her and smiled. “Hey there.”

Did she… was that her? She’s a mind mage too? But that shield, what is that?

“Look who finally decided to show up. Now, can we get the fuck on with it?” Finnley said as he walked past their group toward the newcomers. “If it isn’t Lilith, the ashen cunt. Sulivhaan shat his pants so hard he had to bring your fairy ass down here?”

Uriah gestured for their team to take a step back. Josie felt his aura strengthen. They’re looking for a fight.

She sighed. The Hand was known for power, but apparently not for maturity.

“Of all the unwise things to say,” Makai said with a hint of amusement, watching his team leader advance toward the two monsters with his arms wide.

If that is Lilith, she’s going to slap him out of existence. Serves him right.

Josie found herself shrugging. She’d always considered herself kind and compassionate. Maybe all the Shadows were rubbing off on her.
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Lilith didn’t react to Finnley’s words, instead taking in the surroundings.

Josie didn’t question Finnley’s identification of her. Perhaps he had met the woman before. He was a veteran Shadow, after all. She wondered how he had survived all this time despite being so provocative.

If the stories are true, she could shred through everyone here in a few seconds.

Admittedly, Lilith didn’t look like much to the naked eye. Her long black hair was tied into a single braid that fell down her back. She wasn’t overly tall or bulky, nor did she look tense or dangerous. If anything, she seemed relaxed, entirely carefree. There was more to her, and Josie didn’t need Identify to realize that.

I should probably answer her.

“Greetings, Lilith,” she sent and bowed lightly. Not too much, but not too little either. They were both Shadows, but it was obvious who ranked higher in the hierarchy.

Uriah glanced at her but didn’t say anything.

Lilith had looked at all of them, and then she moved her attention to Finnley. “And who’s this prick?”

“Don’t remember me?” the man asked before he laughed. “We fought together in the fields, slicing up demons side by side. I suppose I didn’t make an impression on the great and legendary Ashen Healer.”

“There were a lot of people there,” Lilith said, scratching her cheek. “I do remember that guy,” she said, gesturing at Makai. “Certainly a memorable look.”

Makai bowed deeply. “I greet thee, Lilith. This one’s name is Makai. I appreciate your consideration.” His voice quivered lightly, his excitement palpable.

“Lilith agreed to support us on our mission, for the time being,” Sulivhaan said and stepped next to the woman. “Finnley, I would appreciate it if you could keep the hostilities to a minimum.”

Finnley took a step back. “Hostilities?” he asked in a mock hurt voice. “My dear Sulivhaan, I do hope you’re not being serious? I’m just messing with her.”

“I suggest you don’t do that, lest we actually lose a Shadow to this operation,” the gravity mage said as he walked past the man. “Form two ranks behind Lilith and stop any stragglers that make it past her. The Shadowguard will keep the perimeter secured and report to the city should we remain inside for more than an hour without contact.”

“How have you got so much stronger since we met last time? Found some poor ass monster that couldn’t fight back?” Finnley laughed.

Lilith glanced at him and smiled. “Sure.”

She walked past him.

Don’t, Josie thought, seeing Finnley’s hand move toward Lilith’s ass.

A sliver of ash formed from thin air. A moment later, the tunnel was silent when his severed arm slapped to the ground, blood dripping down from Finnley’s shoulder as he made a grimace.

“Alright, alright. Message received,” he said with a grin and grabbed his arm, pushing it against his shoulder as he winced.

Lilith didn’t continue, however, simply standing in front of the man. “What was that? What did you just try to do?”

He raised both hands and smiled. “Hey, look, no offense meant.”

She simply stood there and looked at him. Josie glanced at her team and then back at the two of them. Everyone had gone silent.

“Come on, I tried to grab your ass, you cut off my arm,” Finnley said. “You’re making this a bigger deal than it is. No reason to make everyone here uncomfortable.”

“And you get to make me uncomfortable?” Lilith paused. “You do this kind of shit a lot, don’t you?”

He grimaced. “Look, I’m sorry, okay? Can we move on? We’ve got a mission to do.”

He looked to the others for help, but nobody reacted.

“I don’t think you are sorry,” Lilith said. She stepped closer to him. “In fact, I think you’ve never faced any consequences for anything that you do. Because you’re a big, strong Shadow.”

“I just tried to touch your ass, it’s not a fucking big deal, all right? I was just teasing you.”

Lillith’s face betrayed nothing. “Did I give you the impression that I was interested in you? Was I flirting with you?”

He opened his mouth and closed it again.

“I could snap your neck like a twig,” she said without inflection. A simple statement of fact.

Finnley froze up for a moment. Josie saw him glance at Sulivhaan – as did Lilith.

“Do you think Sulivhaan would stop me from doing this? Do you think anyone would care? Do you think I would face any consequences? Like the ones you faced after touching people without their consent? Or whatever else you’ve been doing?” Lilith asked, taking another small step toward him. Finnley was now up against the wall. “This wasn’t the first time, was it?”

He gulped.

She was quiet and watched him.

Finnley was barely breathing as he looked at her. “We’re both Shadows,” he whispered.

There was a long silence. “Yeah. We are. So be an adult and stop abusing your power. Or I’ll abuse mine.”

Josie finally breathed out as Lilith stepped past Finnley, who stayed staring ahead. Their gazes met, and she could see him narrow his eyes before he looked away.

Serves you right, asshole.

She could feel her heart beating fast, but she followed the others when Uriah gestured them to join Lilith.

Finnley took a deep, shuddering breath and sighed, then followed as well.

“Greetings, Lilith. I’m Uriah,” their team leader started. “We’re a rather new Shadow team. I’m a close-range warrior with a focus on defense.”

“Nice to meet you, Uriah,” Lilith said.

He gestured toward Pak. “Our healer and ranger.”

“Greetings,” Pak said.

“Sivya, I’m a water mage,” Sivya said with a smile. “It’s reassuring to have you join us.”

“And that’s Josie, she’s our light mage,” Uriah said.

Lilith looked at them before her eyes fell on Josie. “Oh, we’ve already talked. Greetings to the rest of you.”

Lilith summoned a rolled-up map from a storage item. Dots made of ash moved around for a moment before they slowed down. She smiled slightly.

“Okay, shall we?”

“Traps nearly ripped apart our poor scout,” Finnley said. He sounded entirely sobered up. “You should be cautious, even if you’re a healer.”

“I’ll make sure not to be careful,” Lilith said, strolling into the dungeon without a care in the world.

Not to be careful?

Makai was about to follow when Sulivhaan gestured for him to stop.

“She takes the lead,” he said with a voice that suggested finality.

Makai looked ahead and sighed in a disappointed manner. “She is marvelous,” he whispered.

I’m glad I met my team before becoming a Shadow.

Josie watched Lilith as she reached the center of the first stone hall. A whistle cut through the air.

‘ding’ You have heard the challenge of Lilith. You are paralyzed for three seconds.

Josie couldn’t do anything but count the seconds. First time it’s not a hostile monster.

She watched as around twelve mind signatures appeared, the Threshers teleporting to meet the enemy challenge. They surrounded Lilith in a mere moment and jumped her. Black tendrils lashed out from her back, just for a split second.

By the time Makai had taken a single step toward the entrance, bloody chunks of Thresher were slapping to the ground around her.

They’re all dead. That was barely a blink.

Josie gulped and glanced over at her team. The creatures weren’t very powerful, but they still took a bit of work to take out.

“We wait until she gives us the all-clear,” Uriah said in a calm voice.

He had always been reliable when an overwhelming force stood against them. It was a new experience to have that force on their side instead, but his demeanor was strikingly similar.

“Beautiful,” Makai whispered. “Death incarnate… A manifestation of darkness, ash, and the end of the world.”

“You’re losing it,” Finnley murmured.

Josie glanced at them.

Makai turned his hood toward her. “Ah… apologies. I’m quite thrilled, you see.”

Is he… embarrassed?

“No worries,” Josie said.

“Can’t find any traps here. Plenty of corpses, though,” Lilith called from up ahead.

Sulivhaan teleported inside, gesturing to the others.

“Scout nearly died in the next room. Beams of light came from all around,” Finnley supplied as the rest joined.

Josie noted the wet ground. Nobody’s bothered by the blood or smell. We’re usually the veterans when we work with others. And here I feel like a damn rookie.
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Ilea unfolded her map again and focused on the cats’ new position. It was easier to track them from far below the city, it turned out. With all the distractions, it still proved a challenge, though.

Tries to touch my ass, just like that. Hasn’t happened to me since I was a teen, Christ. Fucking entitled pieces of shit.

Ah, eight and nine, there you are, she thought, rolling the map up again.

She moved to the next room without a word. Her sphere couldn’t penetrate the walls, enchantments preventing such spells from working.

When she appeared in the spacious stone hall, several things happened instantly. First, Ilea’s armor moved out from her back, mostly to protect her leather armor. Then, a hundred beams of light slashed through every square inch of the room, leaving slight streaks on her armor that evened out again immediately.

That’s a lot of energy for a trap.

When she took a step forward, the beams formed again, this time remaining for a few seconds, though it still wasn’t quite enough to cut through her armor.

“You should wait there for a moment,” she called as the beams tried once again to cut her apart, looking at the floor.

Oh… that’s why they’re not cutting apart the room.

Her ash lashed out, cutting into the walls and ground to disable the enchantments. When her sphere could pierce the walls, she quickly found the source of the energy and displaced it out of its socket and into her hands.

[Call from the Light – Ancient Quality] – [Forms a scorching beam of light]

It was a cube covered in enchantments. Quite heavy and certainly unwieldy. Ilea could tell there were about fifteen openings where the beams would form and decided against activating it right now, lest she cut up both the room and the people waiting behind her.

Cool piece of tech. I do hope this isn’t another fucking Ascended facility, though.

She doubted it. Compared to what she’d seen in the demon realm, this trap felt downright archaic.

Anything else here?

She walked around, putting her weight on various enchantments before she destroyed them.

Just the laser room, then.

“Should be safe,” she called, looking at the cube as Sulivhaan appeared next to her.

“May I? We can have our enchanters have a look,” he said.

Do I want to keep this thing? Hmm… No.

She handed it over.

Probably not Ascended, not Taleen either. So who put this thing here?
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Lilith had her arms crossed, her eyes focused on a cube she had quite literally conjured out of nowhere. It looked to be the device that had caused the powerful light magic she had withstood without any visible damage.

What would happen if we fought? How could we stop a being like her?

Josie had no clue. And only now did she realize how close Finnley had come to dying before. What Lilith had said – it was true, wasn’t it? Nobody would stop her. Nobody could stop her. She was glad the woman didn’t seem like an egotistical asshole.

Lilith glanced at Josie. “Any clue what this is? You’re a light mage, right?”

Josie stopped herself from taking a step back. “I… I’m not particularly knowledgeable when it comes to runes and enchantments.”

“Hmm, I see,” Lilith said, turning toward the hallway ahead.

Josie watched as the woman stepped forward, triggering several traps at the same time.

Spears slammed into her from one side of the hallway, her arm darting out to steady herself against the other. Metal groaned and stone broke as the internal mechanisms powering the massive steel pikes lost their battle of durability against the ashen monster.

“Now this one feels very Taleen,” Lilith whispered with amusement, her ashen limbs slashing into and through the wall to her right, ripping out or bending the spears in her way.

The others followed in Lilith’s wake, Josie and her team exchanging glances.

The room ahead lit up with powerful heat and brilliant light as soon as Lilith stepped inside. Uriah followed at a distance with his shield held up high, the rest of the team gathering behind him. Finnley and his group did the same, and the man’s left side was singed from the heat alone. Only Sulivhaan stood alone, unbothered by the escaping power.

A minute passed before it all subsided, darkness returning to their surroundings. Pak started healing everyone, focusing on Uriah, who had started breathing more heavily. Plate armor and heat weren’t the best combination for human skin.

“It’s safe now,” Lilith called out.

The group slowly joined her, finding the ashen healer standing amidst ripped-apart steel plates, the remains of complex enchantments still visible on the parts she had spared.

Lilith summoned her map again and moved the ashen dots around, entirely unconcerned with her surroundings.

“It’s entirely excessive,” Sulivhaan said. “But it’s not Taleen.”

“Trap enthusiast?” Lilith asked, not looking up from her map. “It’s pretty impressive, conjuring up magic that comes close to what a three-mark creature can do. I met a guy once in a place that was pretty excessively trapped.”

She seemed lost in thought for a moment, then shook her head as she walked up to a large steel gate that barred the way forward.

“Wow… this is better than that vault.”

Vault?

Pak flinched when Lilith punched it, her map floating next to her on a bed of ash. Both mana and air rushed out in waves with each consecutive hit, the steel not moving a millimeter.

“That should do it,” Lilith murmured after a while, a loud hiss escaping after a final punch.

The enchantments…

She bit her lip. Her curiosity took over. “How did you break the enchantments?”

“Mana intrusion. Reversed healing, to be specific,” Lilith said.

“Reversed healing? Like offensive healing?”

“Essentially.”

“Do you have a mind magic Class too? How did you initially talk to me?”

“It’s the third tier of Mental Resistance, allows me to establish contact.”

Third tier. Sure.

Josie glanced at Uriah. “Why are we even here?” she whispered.

He didn’t answer, his steel visor facing Lilith’s back, whose arms and ash were deep inside the steel gate now, prying it open bit by bit.

Sivya gave Josie a look that suggested she seemed to agree.

“Focus up,” Uriah said. “Our task is to take care of stragglers that manage to get past her, and that’s what we’ll do. If only to protect the Shadowguard.”

A sudden loud creaking from the gates drowned out their conversation, revealing a circular stone arena with a layer of sand beyond. The silhouettes of numerous statues in various poses were just about visible to her in the distance. She couldn’t discern a ceiling above, but the walls curved away to the left and right, surely meeting on the other side a few hundred meters ahead.

‘ding’ You have entered the Forgotten Passageway


FOURTEEN
Defenders





“Now, that doesn’t sound ominous,” Ilea said, stepping onto the sand in the coliseum-like structure.

Dozens of armed and armored statues, likely golems of some kind, littered the spacious grounds. Some even hung from the ceiling or clung to the walls.

The entire area was in darkness, their party’s torches the only light in the vicinity. She could see well enough, and based on her companions’ reactions, so could some of them.

They’re made of stone or metal, maybe? Hard to tell.

She squinted at the humanoid statues. Most looked like rather large humans, smooth even at the joints. Spears, large curved swords, halberds, and even large morning stars were their preferred weapons. Or more likely, the weapons they were given by their creators.

“There are about thirty statues scattered around the place, and something tells me they’re not just there for decoration,” Ilea said, seeing Thresher corpses strewn about.

I should lure one of them to see what they can do, she thought.

“Any idea about their level?” Uriah asked, twirling the sword in his right hand.

“Too far away,” she said.

“I can’t even see them,” the man said.

“I could get their attention,” Finnley suggested with a smile.

“Please refrain from brash actions,” Uriah said. “You’re not alone with your team.”

Makai stepped forward. “I shall sacrifice myself to lure one of them here,” he said and bowed.

What did I do to deserve this? Ilea thought with a sigh, looking at the robed figure. Is this how Meadow feels all the time? Maybe it put some kind of curse on me, and now I have to deal with stupid underlings.

No. It’s just these guys specifically. The other team is fine.

“I can target one with a small-scale light beam,” Josie said.

Ash projectiles would have an audible impact… and so far, they haven’t reacted to our torches.

“Yeah, you go for that,” Ilea said.
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Josie only saw the outline of a few statues. That would be enough, however, to attack one.

“Now?” she asked.

Lilith gave her a thumbs-up. “I’ll engage it alone once it comes. If all of them converge on us, you guys retreat and observe. I’ll let you know if it’s safe.”

Nobody complained, to Josie’s surprise. Maybe they’ve finally understood who we’re dealing with here.

She aimed carefully, taking a few more seconds than necessary just to make sure she wouldn’t embarrass herself in front of the ashen healer.

Mana pooled on her index finger before a thin beam of light hit the statue she saw in the distance. She stopped the beam before the creature reacted, just to make sure she didn’t overdo it and alert more of them.

A few seconds passed.

Maybe they’re not gole⁠—

Before she finished the thought, the creature burst into motion.

Josie watched as its long legs sprang into a sprint, charging right at them with massive strides. It had a slight metallic sheen, perhaps a little rusted.

The golem reached nearly three meters in height, its legs ending in single spikes of steel. Its head featured neither eyes nor mouth nor nose. Simple in design and made for one purpose only.

In its three-fingered hands, it held a steel battle axe taller than even Uriah. The weapon looked dull, its cutting edge lost, but the weapon now turned into a bludgeoning nightmare.

[Ancient Defender – lvl ???]

“Three-mark,” Josie said. The distance at which she could identify a being was a little higher than her team’s.

“Prepare,” Uriah said, his auras exploding outward as he took a step forward.

Their team got into position behind him, though far enough apart not to stand in each other’s way or be struck by an attack targeting another.

Finnley and his group fanned out too, their magic surging.

This won’t be easy. That thing doesn’t look like it has an obvious weakness. She glanced at Lilith. Is she going to handle it alone? A three-mark?

“Whittle it down with ranged attacks and avoid counters,” Uriah said. “I might not be able to take a direct hit. Focus on its legs. Retreat at half mana.”

“Ancient being, bring me to the end!” Makai called out as he spread his arms wide. Two curved blades glowing with dull purple light appeared in his hands.

There were a few glances toward Lilith, but they were readying themselves for a fight just in case, unsure how much she would be involved.

Sulivhaan remained standing next to Lilith, turning his head slightly her way. She started walking toward the running golem, her steps as casual as could be.

Yeah. I thought so.

Lilith neither stopped nor charged into a sprint.

“Prepare to support her,” Uriah said.

The golem swung its axe at her in a horizontal arc, the speed far exceeding what Josie thought possible for a creation of that size.

She nearly yelped when Lilith didn’t even teleport away. Instead, the woman just slapped the weapon aside, the metallic sound reverberating through the vicinity.

Lilith took another step and slammed her fist into the golem, cinders and mana flashing with dull light. Two ashen limbs lashed out, cutting through the thin legs at their base.

The creature fell, still trying to angle its weapon toward the woman. Lilith grabbed the axe by its handle, ripping it free before she twirled the oversized weapon above her, bringing it down in a straight arc.

The air parted before the dull steel crashed into the golem’s metal chest. The axe won out, digging deep as the golem tried to grab at her. Lilith stepped over it, kneeling down before she punched its head a few times, too quickly for Josie to count.

A final metallic crunch had her dig deeper, her fist now inside the golem’s head. Finally, she pulled her arm back, taking the head with it.

A three-mark. Just like that.

Josie smiled slightly. This had turned out to be their easiest job in a while.

Lilith twirled the head in her arms, even though the thing was as large as her chest.

“Pretty durable,” she commented as she walked back to the group, throwing the prize at a silent Makai. “I’ve seen nothing like it before.”
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Ilea smiled as the robed man caught the head. His hood hid his face in shadows, but her enhancements allowed her to see through that effect, mostly, so she saw the man staring at the head with intense eyes.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Ancient Defender – lvl 515]

They really are quite durable for that level. I thought a single punch with my spells would be enough. At least my ash is enough to cut through them.

“They’re pretty low-level three-marks. Would do your levels good if you faced them,” she said to the mute and motionless group of Shadows.

“Three-marks are too dangerous for just our group,” Uriah said firmly. “The rewards aren’t worth the risks.”

Ilea glanced at him and nodded. An expected reaction, she thought, though she was perhaps still a little disappointed. But she understood. The safe way to level up was not facing three-marks at level two hundred.

When did I kill my first three-marks? The Undead Knights? I was close to three hundred then. Maybe I’m expecting too much, even with my presence here. Shadows aren’t Sentinels, after all.

She summoned her map again and tracked the cats.

“I have to agree, as much as it pains me. That demonstration was enough for me to know I won’t be able to stand against them for long,” Finnley admitted.

“I shall… fight them all,” Makai said, looking at her with a broad grin.

“No, you won’t,” Ilea said, focused on her map.

“I won’t,” Makai agreed.

Good boy.

“Can you clear out everything?” Sulivhaan asked. He looked the least fazed. Perhaps because of the mask.

No fun. He knows I’m just Ilea.

“Mhm, give me a minute,” she said, feeling herself progress with the cats. By now, she could sense the direction in which they were walking almost instinctively. She also didn’t need as much time to differentiate between them.

‘ding’ Sentinel Huntress reaches 3rd lvl 20

Oh? Nice. I knew this was a good idea.
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Lilith vanished, reappearing in the distance. A loud whistle rang in the air, coming from where the healer stood. Black wings spread out behind her back, her ashen limbs moving silently as she rose into the air.

‘ding’ You have heard the challenge of a powerful healer. You are paralyzed for three seconds.

‘ding’ Veteran reaches lvl 18

They watched as the many golems moved into action, weapons at the ready, and focused on the dark, floating creature that dared invade their sanctuary. Josie squinted, seeing some of the creatures disappear.

They’re teleporting…

The hall lit up with bright light as a sphere of fire appeared amidst the beings, showing the chaos of battle for a short moment. Uriah threw up his shield, a wave of heat reaching them a moment later.

Flames clung to some of the creatures, many of them on the ground or near fully incinerated. The fires allowed Josie to see a little more. She caught glimpses of fast-moving ash, her eyes darting around to catch Lilith teleporting between the surviving golems.

“She’s not human, is she?” Sivya whispered.

“Lilith shows us what humans can be,” Sulivhaan said.

She flowed through the creatures with ease, dispatching one after another. Occasionally, some of them vanished and reappeared high above them.

It’s her… She’s teleporting them. But I thought her Classes were healing, fire, and ash? I never heard about her doing anything like that. Maybe she had an evolution? Or did she get an additional Class? Maybe a general magic skill?

Every option but the evolution seemed unreasonable, but witnessing the slaughter first-hand, Josie couldn’t help but be curious.

I wonder if she’s ever fought any elves?
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Ilea finished off the remaining three golems, the slow-moving creatures barely posing any threat to her. They were somewhat durable, but their movements were unimaginative and clunky compared to Taleen creations.

No wonder their machines are feared so much, she thought, knowing that even a lower-level elf would have little difficulty dispatching these three-mark beings.

If they have the necessary damage output, that is. Hmm… maybe they’d be too arrogant to avoid the golems’ attacks. Who knows.

The three elves working under Elfie might’ve somehow gotten themselves hit, Ilea thought.

Not Neiphato, but the others for sure.

The last golem fell in a mist of ash, reverse arcane healing burning through its magical body. Her wings vanished as she landed amidst the burning debris.

“Should be safe now!” she called out, checking the messages she had received.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Ancient Defender – lvl 510]

…

‘ding’ You have defeated [Ancient Defender – lvl 512]

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 406 – 1 stat point awarded

Nice.

She smiled, watching the group advance carefully through the darkness.

“Well done,” Sulivhaan said.

“I’ll check the next area. Wait for my signal to advance,” she said, getting a nod from Sulivhaan before she vanished.

A single exit, currently shut and enchanted, lay at the other side of the underground structure. Ilea didn’t bother examining the defenses, simply cutting through the stone in which the steel door was set. She ripped the whole thing out a moment later and threw it to the side.

Being able to rip massive gates out of walls is really the main point of reaching this kind of power, she thought with a laugh, stepping through and triggering a few traps. Fire, steel, and light struck her armor in various ways and with varying levels of intensity. Nothing managed to leave more than minor scratches.

Very disappointing. Level five hundred guards, and then you have these low-quality traps.

She headed through a long stone hallway and emerged on a small platform. This area, contrary to the previous halls and coliseum, didn’t look man-made. Instead, she found herself in a spacious cavern, more than a kilometer long, with various outcrops of stalagmites and stalactites adding to the ancient aesthetic.

A broad stone stairwell with decrepit railings descended a few dozen meters onto what looked like a bridge. Various similar stairwells led away from the bridge toward a variety of platforms quite like the one she stood on now.

The bridge doesn’t lead to anything either, she thought as she flew to the closest platform. Now, if that doesn’t look like some kind of teleportation node, I don’t know what does.

Each platform had a circular structure placed on it that was about five meters in height and just as broad. Hundreds of runes had been etched into the stone. The center was empty, creating a free-standing circular archway, likely where the magic would manifest and let someone step through.

Right now, Ilea didn’t feel any distortion in space coming from the structures, but while she didn’t recognize the runes, it just felt like these would lead to faraway places.

Now, how are they activated?

She called for the others.

Sulivhaan appeared, taking in the sights. “Passageways…”

“Probably. Whatever they are, they’re not active at the moment,” Ilea said. “That’s pretty much the extent of my knowledge on the matter. I don’t know the runes.”

“We’ll investigate it,” Sulivhaan said. “Everyone, return to the Shadowguard and wait for further instructions. We’ll have to extend our defensive system into these catacombs.”

“Understood,” Uriah said, stepping back toward the coliseum.

“We can’t even have a look?” Finnley whined.

“If you want to risk causing another demonic invasion, feel free,” Sulivhaan said.

Finnley nodded. “Yeah. Alright. Come on, Makai, we’re done here.”

Sulivhaan waited until the others were gone, their torches barely visible in the distance. He vanished and then returned a few seconds later.

“This was the opposite of what I’d hoped to find,” he said.

“You know what it is?” Ilea asked.

“Gates of some kind, I assume. I had hoped for just a few monsters or treasure, not an ancient mystery right in the way of our expansion.”

“Should we try to activate them?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Okay…”

She could sense his eyes narrow under the mask. “I said no.”

“Yeah, yeah. I won’t try anything.”

Spoilsport.


FIFTEEN
Training Considerations





“Can we borrow your enchanters? I think it’s best if we keep this under wraps,” Sulivhaan said.

“Sure, as soon as they have the time. You’d have to pry them away from Meadow with a crowbar right now,” she said.

He grunted. “I’ll have this dungeon walled off and defensive enchantments put in place. Just in case.”

“You could destroy them. Not that I encourage it.”

“No. We will study them first, figure out what we can about their origins and what they might be. After we’ve walled everything off.”

“Yeah,” Ilea said, looking at the circular stone devices.

Wish I had a camera to show this to the Meadow and enchanters.

“Can I ask you to stay here for a few hours?” Sulivhaan asked. “I’m not concerned about what may come out but about who may come down here. I don’t trust Finnley’s team entirely. Not after what we’ve found.”

“Yeah, I don’t mind,” Ilea said and sat down, keeping track of the cats.

Four and six seem to like each other, she noted with a smile.

Sulivhaan nodded. “Good. I’ll be back soon. Ilea, thanks.”

“No worries, Sulivhaan,” Ilea said before she focused fully on her cat-related endeavors.

More gates. At least it’s not another four-mark that threatens to destroy the city above.

As she tracked the cats, Ilea wondered who’d built this place and where the gates would lead, if they even still functioned.

She spent the next four to five hours down in the dark cavern. None of the gates suddenly activated and spewed monsters or demons, nor did any opportunist rogue or Shadow sneak in to steal anything or try to study the ancient structures.

It was utterly boring.

At least she had her cats.

‘ding’ Sentinel Huntress reaches 3rd lvl 21

A surprisingly quick method.

Even without danger, focusing on all the cats at once proved enough of a challenge to bring her skill to the next level after just a few hours of focused training.

Sulivhaan finally appeared next to her.

“Anything?” he asked.

“Nope. Not a single cosmic horror tried to slither out and devour me,” Ilea said. “Very disappointing.”

“I can imagine. Thanks for your sacrifice.”

“Anything for council and country. Wait… are we a country?”

“A city-state at the moment, though the existence and growth of Morhill will soon suggest otherwise. An alliance of city-states, perhaps, potentially counting Riverwatch in the future.”

And maybe Hallowfort soon too.

The two teleported back through the dungeon until they reached a newly formed stone wall with various enchantments placed on it. The structure blocked the exit.

“Let me deactivate the enchantments.”

“Anything against space magic?” Ilea asked.

The man glanced at her. “No. We have very few people who can set that up. I didn’t think it a priority.”

“It isn’t,” Ilea said before she displaced the two of them through the structure.

Four more walls followed before they appeared in the underground where they had started the little expedition.

“The barriers are quite intricately planned out,” Sulivhaan explained, unfazed by her teleportation. “It should be enough to hold even a demon invasion for a time. More measures are already being implemented, but for now, we consider the risk acceptable.

“I’ll let you know if we find anything more about these gates. And do tell Iana and Christopher about it – they’re the most educated experts on teleportation that we have.”

Ilea smiled. “Good to hear. And if anything comes through, call for me.”
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Ilea continued her cat training after the dungeon dive, which hadn’t led to even one other four-mark creature for her to fight. She added more cats to her little network with each level in her skill.

She spent time with the Sentinels, and she was also working on her Ash Magic Resistance. She spent the next few days in the Sentinel Headquarters helping the students train and training herself. Which, in turn, helped both her Sage of Torment and Teaching skills.

The initial Pain Tolerance training was something only a few of the students had worked on in her absence. The lack of mental healing was quite daunting, especially for the new recruits. Trian was on the lookout for arcane healers or other healers with the ability to heal recent damage to the mind, but so far, he’d been unsuccessful.

In that respect, it seemed like the Azarinth had truly been special.

“Can’t someone else get your Class? Or do you dislike the option?” Sidney asked when they discussed the problem over dinner.

Alice has it, or something similar enough, but she’s got her own stuff going on, and she’s in Dawntree.

“I don’t mind. The problem is that the elixir is rare and dangerous. It kills a large percentage of those who eat it,” Ilea said. “I don’t want to put our students at that risk.”

“Do you know where the elixir is found? We could at least try and study it,” Orthan suggested.

“I stumbled upon it before getting a Class. I ate it all, though, and it grows very slowly,” she said. “Do you have a map? Riverwatch area.”

Trian summoned one.

Ilea produced a pen and marked the location of the Azarinth temple. “It’s not perfectly accurate, but you’ll find it.”

“We can send a few Sentinels there in the coming months,” Orthan said. “We have plenty of experienced mages here in Ravenhall who could help cultivate and study the elixir.”

“I’d like to have only trusted people work on this,” Trian said. “And we won’t use it if the danger is as high as Ilea suggests.”

“How would we test it? If we even manage to modify it at all,” Lyza asked.

“We’ll figure that out when we know more,” Trian said.

“The Meadow could probably help with this. Oh, and Lucas, if he’s still around Hallowfort, and willing to help out,” Ilea suggested.

“The Elder of the Hand?” Sidney asked. “He’s still alive?”

“Former Elder,” Trian said.

“He is,” Ilea said. “I met him in the north.”

“Then if everyone is in agreement, we’ll investigate the location and the elixir,” Trian said.

Everyone confirmed.

“There’s something else I wanted to discuss,” Trian said. “Rumors about the Sentinels continue to spread both in Ravenhall and beyond. They’ve already completed eighteen missions, for various employers, be they villagers, adventurer guilds, or Shadows. Soon, both Lys and Kroll will start to ask more direct questions.”

“How are the missions chosen and assigned, anyway?” Ilea asked.

“Different channels. Some of Claire’s people help with this. We’re taking on Shadow missions that nobody has taken in at least two weeks, usually because the payment offered isn’t high enough to interest any Shadows or because they’re simply not exciting enough. Same with the local adventurer guilds.

“A lot of people, especially in small villages, are looking for help without a lot of funds. Once we’re official, we can add our own channels for people to put in requests. Fifteen percent goes back to the Headquarters, but many Sentinels have refused to take more than half the pay.”

“It may be time to declare our position officially, then,” Orthan said.

“Yeah, maybe it’s time,” Trian said. “Almost half of the first generation has reached the two hundreds. And we have the full support of Ravenhall.” He looked at Ilea.

“I would assume the big players already know of our existence anyway,” Ilea said.

“Then I will bring it up at the next council meeting,” Trian said.

“We’re going public,” Sidney said, a broad smile on her face. “We should celebrate!”

Ilea smiled, leaning back in her chair as she drank from a bottle of ale.

So, I guess everyone will know about the Sentinels soon. Kind of strange. But not the biggest change, I suppose. I knew they were ready when they got their Classes. This is just the next step.
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More days passed, during which many of the newer Sentinels gained quite a bit of growth. Ilea hadn’t invested the time just for them either, her own skills benefiting reasonably too.

‘ding’ Sentinel Huntress reaches 3rd lvl 22

…

‘ding’ Sentinel Huntress reaches 3rd lvl 24

‘ding’ Sage of Torment reaches 2nd lvl 3

…

‘ding’ Sage of Torment reaches 2nd lvl 7

‘ding’ Teaching reaches lvl 5

‘ding’ Teaching reaches lvl 6

‘ding’ Ash Magic Resistance reaches lvl 6

…

‘ding’ Ash Magic Resistance reaches lvl 20

‘ding’ Ash Magic Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 1

Ash Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 1

You have found a being similar to your own, wielding magic you are not just familiar with but have mastered. A small increase in your resistance but perhaps a new insight into your own connection to ash itself.

2nd tier: You have faced wielders of ash and found their power lacking. You will find it easier to strip them of that which they believe they control. At the same time, your experience will make it harder for enemies to do the same to you.

‘ding’ Ash Magic Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 2

Ilea decided to keep the cats marked for now, tracking them whenever she had the mental capacity to do so. The bonus to her Ash Magic Resistance was minimal for now, but she welcomed it anyway. Perhaps it would make the difference if she ever faced an ash wielder more powerful than herself.

Despite the benefits to her skills, Walter’s meeting with the Cerithil Hunters was coming up, which meant she would be taking a break from her routine in Ravenhall.

All of the second-generation Sentinels had reached the second stage of Pain Tolerance, and they had also trained up a suitable base of resistances. Until a third generation started, she had little more she could offer at the Headquarters – she’d helped them unlock the most important pieces she could.

The rest would be on them, as well as on the other teachers and Sentinels. Trian even wanted to send Hunter-level Sentinel teams to watch over the next generation as they delved the same dungeons their seniors had explored.

I’m less and less needed here, Ilea thought, glancing at Trian and the other faculty before she faced her last remaining task in the city.

Gael stood with his eyes narrowed, his ash armor almost alive as he charged her.

Her own ashen limbs lashed out as he charged, and, unlike in their first hundred battles, he jumped back. She could hear him growl, could feel that he wanted to charge and slice into her with his ashen claws, could see the tension in his eyes as he circled her instead, charging and retreating until she left him an opening.

Gael was the main reason for her quick advancement in Ash Magic Resistance. Three strikes flew in; the first two she deflected, the third one drew blood from her unprotected arm. She saw his eyes widen and changed her stance ever so slightly.

Ilea made to punch and saw his claw coming for her at the same time, but then he vanished, reappearing behind her and then jumping back when her ashen limbs lashed out.

Gael crouched and let out a frustrated and furious battle cry. Ilea appeared in front of him, but he reacted immediately, using his own teleportation to vanish.

She could see him breathing heavily now. Usually, she would stop at this point, but this was the final exam.

Ilea teleported him close with Displacement and slammed her fist into his raised arms, following him as he tried to retreat and dodge, punching away his ashen armor bit by bit, the last strike breaking his jaw and taking half his teeth with it.

Still, he didn’t lash out, his hands twitching as he turned and blocked her next strike, using the opening she had provided. His claw cut deep into her face, and she smiled when it lodged itself in her skull.

She grabbed his arm and broke it, holding on for a moment to let him make a decision.

Gael didn’t attack her. Instead, he cut through his arm at the shoulder, jumping back and focusing on healing as he watched her with cold eyes. There was fury in them, but his magic and emotions no longer commanded all his actions.

No, finally, he was in control.

As he regrew his arm, Ilea looked over at the faculty, who were deep in discussion, until Trian gave her a nod.

She smiled and clapped her hands. “The battle is over.”

Gael ground his teeth. “Is it?”

Ilea grinned. He often did that. He’d gotten better at it, too, no longer sounding as desperate and full of anger.

She almost took him up on it. It was fun to fight someone who could get into the same battle trance she did. If only he were stronger.

He will be. In time.

“It is,” she said, and she felt his magic subside.

Gael let out another scream, aimed directly at her. And then he calmed himself, falling into a breathing exercise that helped him, one that Trian had shown him.

She stepped up to him as the faculty approached him. “Congratulations, Gael. You’ve just passed your Hunter exam.”

His eyes opened wide. “You didn’t say…”

“I didn’t want you to try extra hard.”

“I see,” he said, sounding almost deflated.

“This means you can finally go out on missions,” Trian said.

Gael smiled, though he didn’t seem particularly happy. He looked at Ilea. “It also means that our private sessions will end.”

“Oh my god.” Ilea went in for a hug, then parted them before she looked at him. “Stay alive out there and show me what you can do with your next evolutions, and the ones after that. I’ll be here, waiting for you to catch up. If you can.”

He nodded and then looked at Trian. “Headmaster. What missions are available?”

Another one of them out there… Ilea stretched. I’d better get some dungeon delving in before they actually catch up.
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There was time for one last breakfast before it was time for Ilea to pack up and visit the Cerithil Hunters. She informed Trian and Claire of her departure before she left for Riverwatch.

Kind of excited to meet all those elves again. Maybe I’ll be able to take a hit from Isalthar without being sliced apart soon. I hope he agrees to visit Elfie in the north.

Charged wings propelled her out of the southern mountain range and over the Plains. She watched the suns rise on the horizon, the forests below her rushing past as she broke through clouds.

I’m a little too fast for an enjoyable flying experience these days, she thought, only able to pick out some landmarks thanks to her heightened perception.

It took her mere hours to reach the area around Karth, where she continued at a much slower pace to take in the scenery. Riverwatch she avoided entirely, veering left and into the forest. She wasn’t in danger, but if anybody followed her, it could cause issues for the Vultures.

Ilea entered their hideout with her map in hand, tracking the now very distant cats. Their movements were minuscule when perceived from Karth, but she had gotten good enough to notice some of them.

“Hey Weavy,” she murmured, walking past the demon.

“Welcome to our abode, mistress,” he said into her mind. “Your mental defenses continue to impress.”

The boy Eyn followed close behind the demon, bowing to her when she passed.
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“Speaking of impressive, you’re already past level one hundred. Well done,” she said to the boy.

He smiled lightly but didn’t meet her eyes. “Thank you, mistress.”

She ruffled his hair and smiled. “Just don’t turn into a demon yourself.”

Weavy waved her off. “The human shell is vastly inferior. Don’t listen to her, boy.”

“But her shell is better than yours, isn’t it?” Eyn asked.

“Yes. But she is different.”

Ilea laughed and went toward the common room, where she could already see Walter. And lunch.


SIXTEEN
Royal Reception





“You’re nervous,” Ilea said.

Walter hadn’t spoken much in the last half hour, constantly looking over his shoulder to make sure nobody was following them.

“Of course I’m nervous,” he muttered.

The two were walking through the forests near Karth, now decidedly north of Riverwatch.

“This is no man’s land. As in, the land of monsters and elves. Not men,” Walter said.

“Good thing I’m not a man, then.”

“Smartass.”

“Do you usually come here alone? When you meet them, I mean?” she asked, looking around the thick forest.

It was early afternoon on a mostly cloudless day, but little light managed to penetrate through the canopy.

“Of course. It’s safest.”

“You mean that you wouldn’t blame yourself if only you died?”

“Since when was this an interrogation?” Walter asked, glancing at her with menacing black eyes.

“Calm down, witch boy,” Ilea said with a smile. “I’m just trying to make conversation. And I don’t want you to be in danger because of the Hunters.”

“I’m fine. I have my fair share of adventures under my belt, trust me. And unlike some, I tend to avoid trouble.”

“Some?”

He smiled and shook his head ever so slightly. “I remember when you weren’t the monster you are now. Ah, the good old times, when things in the world still made sense. No Shadows in my den, no elves to meet, and no demons roaming the countryside.”

“There are still demons around?”

“There are occasional sightings. They’re not much of a problem because those that remain are usually at a low level. More importantly, they target monsters, which means the problem generally takes care of itself.”

“Except when it’s one that’s strong enough to start a horde.”

“I’m sure your valiant Hand would take care of it.”

Ilea rolled her eyes. “Hey, it wasn’t me who summoned them.”

“I know, I know. What’s the map you keep summoning?”

“I need to keep track of these cats.”

“Cats? Well, good luck with that. Working on a skill, even out here? Maybe you should settle down for a while, get a hobby, like brewing,” Walter suggested.

“I’m still having too much fun to think about that. And I haven’t even beaten the Meadow in a bout yet. How could I stop? I also wouldn’t go into brewing. A cooking apprenticeship, though… That sounds interesting.”

“At least you have plans,” he chuckled.

“Hey, look at you. The banter helped calm you down,” Ilea said.

“Yeah, not really. It’s just that we’re here,” Walter said, pointing to a decrepit stone ruin.

The ruin had once been a shrine, perhaps, or the start of a building whose construction was abandoned long before it could be finished. Moss had overtaken the stone, only glimpses of its pale color sticking out amongst the surrounding greens and browns.

In the middle of the ruin sat a familiar, well-dressed elf, his short blue hair slicked back. The chair he sat on was just as out of place as the rest of his look – black dress pants with a shirt and jacket, both immaculate in presentation and cleanliness.

The elf smiled when he saw them, sipping on his cup of tea like some lost aristocrat waiting for his entourage.

“Lord Ben,” Walter said and bowed lightly.

Ilea’s eyes widened as she glanced between the two of them. “Lord? Lord fucking Ben?” she asked, dumbfounded as she stared at the elf.

He winked at her, covering his smirk with the teacup in his hand.

“Greetings, Ethinu. And greetings, Ilea, a face I had not expected to see today,” he said, putting his cup down.

“What’s with the weird tone and overdressed getup?” Ilea asked, forming two ashen chairs for her and her companion.

“Oh, that?” Ben asked, as if she had just permitted him to share the homebrew worldbuilding he’d been working on since turning fourteen. “Nobility… royalty… power through titles and heritage, not only appointed by Oracles or taken by force. It’s quite intriguing. Like some adorable game played by your children! And for some reason, the adults take it seriously too!”

Ilea was reminded of the way Meadow sometimes talked about humans, but while the tree-creature just wanted to irritate her, Ben sounded entirely authentic. He didn’t even mean to belittle humans – no, quite the opposite. Her initial impression of him had been that of a historian interested in some new species they had discovered, but it now felt more akin to a child discovering the existence of puppies.

A level three hundred ice mage who may or may not eat people kind of child. Don’t elephants do that too? Find humans cute?
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He looked at her.

She looked back.

Elf-ephant.

“So you’re a lord, now?” she asked. “The lack of level gains speaks for that title, to be fair.”

“Your insults are meaningless to me, peasant. It is merely a role I choose to play. While barbarians like yourself and Feyrair enjoy the meaningless slaughter and battle with machines and monsters of the wild, I take to more meaningful endeavors.”

“Such as?” Ilea asked with a smile.

The elf made an exaggerated gesture toward Walter, who frowned, then held out his hand, several items appearing on a table of ice that quickly materialized.

“Tea?” she asked, opening one of the tins and taking in the exotic scent.

“Precisely. The cultivation, preparation, trade, and consumption of tea,” the elf said.

“I thought your goal was the destruction of the Taleen machines, to stop their endless slaughter of your young?”

“Well, yes. The tea is kind of a side-thing,” Ben acknowledged, opening some tins before offering them to Walter to check.

Ilea gave him a long look.

“What?” Walter asked. “It’s highly sought after, and nobody knows the source.”

“From the depths of the Navali forest. Where no human dares tread,” Ben supplied.

Ilea rolled her eyes. “Sure, right.”

And Walter is in on it. What a bizarre situation.

Ilea smiled at Ben when the elf finally turned back toward her, his blue eyes just as piercing as his hair and ice.

“So, what brings you here? I doubt someone as obsessed with battle would choose to visit old acquaintances for nothing but idle chat.”

“Hey, I do that,” Ilea said. “Not right now, but I do that. Right, Walter?”

He shrugged. “She does visit occasionally.”

Ben smiled, showing canine teeth. “Perhaps I’m not considered an old acquaintance, then, and I misinterpreted our relationship.”

“Nah, it’s just that he stays in his den while you apparently set up tea parties in the middle of bumfuck nowhere.”

“This is an important holy site, I’ll have you know,” Ben said, hissing lightly.

Walter tensed, but Ilea knew elven hisses well enough.

“Oh? What kind of deity? The goddess of moss and ruins?”

“Precisely,” Ben whispered with the confidence of a noble.

“You’re really playing that part well,” she said.

His body language changed immediately, the elf relaxing in his chair as he crossed his arms. “You think so? That makes me very happy! I’ve been studying for years.”

“I can tell. You should borrow some of the arrogance I’ve seen in younger elves.”

He nodded enthusiastically. “I know, I know. I tend to overdo it, which is why I felt a more subdued approach might be more efficient. An older member of the nobility, not one corrupted by power but one entirely in control of it.”

“You should join a theater group,” Ilea laughed.

Ben smiled warily, suddenly very focused on his teacup.

She narrowed her eyes. “You’re already part of one.”

“That is an accusation.”

“It’s cool, nothing to be embarrassed about. I’m just joking around.”

He smiled sheepishly. “Few of our kind have an interest in such activities. I’ve not been able to join a group for more than a few small sessions. They have a fascinating way of telling that I’m different, too. They’re more perceptive than other folk.”

“Have they thrown you out?”

He shook his head. “No, no. A few have asked if everything was alright with me, though.”

Damn.

“Well, we’d better get rid of the Taleen threat so that you can permanently join a theater, then. I’ll write a recommendation.”

He laughed and hissed in an amused tone. “You would do that for me, wouldn’t you?”

“I’m quite influential in some places, I’ll have you know,” she said with a smile.

Ben glanced at Walter, who shrugged. “She’s not wrong. Lilith has become quite the name since she first met you.”

She looked at him with a self-satisfied grin.

Ben raised his eyebrows. “That quickly?”

“I’ve been busy.”

“I can see that,” Ben said. “So, why are you here?”

“A friend of mine, a fellow Cerithil Hunter, needs some help,” she said. “He’s been exploring this Taleen dungeon in the north with a few young elves.”

“What kind of dungeon? One of their city ruins?”

“There’s one of those too, but they’ve been clearing out a Centurion production facility.”

Ben perked up slightly. “A production facility? And there are working gates leading away from it?”

“That’s what I understand, yes. I can take you there. It would take a few days, but if Isalthar were interested, I think he would really appreciate his advice.”

“I will take you to him,” Ben said. “We Hunters are few and far between; he will want to meet and talk to a new one. And the production facility… Efforts are made to destroy dungeons and cut the machines off, but their numbers are such that we can normally only react, especially in the last two hundred years. It’s rare to find a facility like that – even one made to build Guardians, let alone Centurions.”

“Two hundred years?” Ilea asked.

“Yes, though Isalthar says the machines have grown and adapted for far longer than that. It feels like more machines keep appearing with every passing year. Targeted assaults happen across all domains, as far as I understand, but none have been overwhelmed yet. I don’t believe any of the Monarchs are worried in the slightest, even though more elves die with each attack.”

“The domains, they’re your homes? Your cities or countries?”

He hissed. “Not quite. Not as you understand them, at least. Though they could be called settlements or dwellings, perhaps.”

“Would they fall, given enough time?” Walter asked.

“I’m not sure. I have yet to see a machine that could truly challenge Isalthar, let alone a Monarch,” Ben said. “But the Oracles, they are entirely different. The fate of the domains, however, is not my concern, nor that of any Cerithil Hunter. For we are banished. Such is the fate of the young, to be slaughtered in these forests and on the edges of their domains, facing the Taleen assaults on the front lines. It has to end.”

“I’ll help,” Ilea said. “It’s been a while since I fought those machines. Last time, I met some Praetorian variants that scared the shit out of me. I want to see how I fare against them now.”

“Praetorian variants?”

“Ones with bows, arcane magic arrows, and a silver one called an Executioner Praetorian.”

He hissed loudly. “Where have you found those?”

“I destroyed the gate, I’m afraid. I was scared they’d follow me back.”

“They would have. Yes. That was smart. The Executioners have only appeared this century, monsters able to challenge even some of the most powerful Hunters. Where they tread, we want to strike. But enough talk of this, let me take you to the others, Guardian of Cerith.”

“Cool, where are we going?”

“West of here, beyond the Karthian Gulf and deep within what you call the Navali Forest. A recently constructed Taleen facility has kept us busy for the past few days. But, Ilea, you may not be facing only the Taleen. These will not be your lands, and they are not ours either. Most of elvenkind is hostile to Hunters and humans alike.”

“I’ve been fighting both the Taleen and elves for a while,” she said.

He hissed. “Very well.”

“Also, just saying, maybe you shouldn’t take these kinds of risks for tea.”

“You of all people should know the challenges of fighting for months on end without distractions.”

“And tea isn’t the only thing they requested,” Walter added as he started summoning crates.

Wine, ale, meats, potatoes… Books, too? And is that a blanket?

“Yeah, alright,” she said, choosing not to comment further on the few levels the elf had gained since they’d last met. Fighting low-level machines for months on end was why Elfie’s group was facing challenges, after all.

Ben checked each of the crate’s contents, making various excited squeals and comments, before storing them.

“That’s everything we requested! Thank you, Walter,” Ben said, closing the last crate.

Walter nodded. “Three months again?”

“We will try. If I’m not here, another three,” Ben said.

“Very well.”

“We are ready to leave, then,” Ben said, looking at Ilea.

All of his fun theatrics were gone now. The elf was focused as he looked at her and then out toward the forest.

“Yeah. Let’s go. See you around, Walter,” Ilea said.

“You too. Be safe, both of you.”


SEVENTEEN
Younglings





Ben flew at a slow pace and below the treetops, constantly checking around them and often pausing when he discovered anything that seemed suspicious to him. Following him, the main thing Ilea noticed was that compared to the Navali Forest south and east of Karth, this part, located northwest of the massive looming mountain, was far quieter.

She hardly ever heard anything larger than a squirrel. No challenges, no roars. Silent creatures moving in the dark shade of ever-growing trees, the broad leaves and interlocking branches farther and farther above preventing most of the sunlight from getting through.

After a while, Ben signaled for her to be quiet, hovering next to a tree and staring into the undergrowth. Neither her sphere nor her eyes suggested anything that demanded attention.

After a time, he glanced at her and motioned for her to follow. They continued onward, but circling something she couldn’t discern.

Ben finally spoke a few minutes later. “Something didn’t feel right.”

“No specifics? I couldn’t pick anything up.”

“This forest is old. And it is home to many creatures. Elves are not the only beings around whom we should be cautious.”

They flew in silence for nearly an hour, the trees around them slowly growing in height. Some were broad enough that Ilea couldn’t discern where they began and ended. It no longer felt like a forest like those she had known or could imagine. It was deeper, broader, with sounds she did not know, and smells she’d never encountered. And much of it was dark, with whole sections shrouded entirely from the suns.

Small trees grew below the distant treetops, grasping at the light that broke through far above. Closer to the ground, moss had taken over the stone and much of the surrounding area, while creeks snuck through the terrain and flowed into rivers farther below. Cliffs and crevasses led deeper still, glowing blue light from crystals or fungi shimmering up.

She occasionally spotted an animal or monster – snakes, some of them winged, small, rabbit-like critters with oozing and strangely colored skin, and humanoid and fungus-covered beings clinging to trees and branches, neither moving nor showing any indication that they were alive or watching. She made sure to avoid walking below them, yet Ben didn’t react to anything she saw, though he did occasionally stop and listen when one sound or another caught his attention.

“You live in this place?” Ilea asked in a whisper.

“The forest stretches between and around many of the domains. But no, we do not live in the forest. If you get close to a domain, you will notice. Let us hope you never do.”

He refilled a water flask from a nearby creek, taking care not to leave any tracks in the moss. Ilea floated close by, barely any light reaching the ground above which they hovered.

I thought they built in the trees, she thought, staring at one particularly massive trunk. It stood surrounded by dozens of other trees and vegetation, with moss and ivy snaking up some parts, large mushrooms and purple sludge clinging to others. The branches above prevented her from seeing its entire height.

“Our kind travels the forest by day. By night, few will dare.”

Interesting. Though with it being elven territory, maybe it’s not the best idea to try and find dangerous critters here.

They continued onward, Ilea only able to somewhat estimate their location thanks to the various marks she had strewn throughout the continent. It was no longer possible for her to track the cats. Instead, she focused on her own position in relation to her marks.

Ilea saw one of the strange rabbits rush over a branch, only for a large snake to lash out from a hiding place. It was gone again a second later, as was the rabbit. She understood now why they hadn’t been challenged yet.

Everything here is used to the environment. Everything is constantly looking out for dangers. And I assume, given our power, we are seen as either a danger or not worth the risk.

Half an hour of slow flying later, Ilea heard dull explosions in the distance and stopped her companion with a gesture. “There’s fighting going on.”

“We shall avoid it,” Ben said. “Meeting other elves is unwise with just the two of us.”

“What if they’re facing machines?”

He hissed to himself, contemplating. “Very well. You have grown powerful. If they attack us, I trust you to pull your weight. If they are weak, try not to kill them.”

She gave him a nod and moved onward toward the noise.

It didn’t take long before she saw them. A group of four elves fighting two Centurions. Destroyed Guardian parts littered the surrounding forest. Probably from a dozen or more, the green metal barely visible in the foliage and moss.

Two of the elves floated near the Centurions. Both had red hair and wore crude, dark red metal armor that looked damaged and singed in parts. One of them formed a small ball of fire, sending the projectile at the closest Centurion engaged with a third elf wearing similar armor.

The explosion of heat and flames made the elf stumble, and his arm was nicked by the Centurion’s weapon, who weathered the blast much better. He said something in elvish but continued the battle, a whip of blue fire materializing in his hand.

The fourth elf dodged an attack from the second Centurion, chaining teleports with a bored expression on his face. His body was covered in ice, two blade-like extensions of the same material growing out of his arms. He attacked the Centurion with precisely timed attacks. None of the machine’s spear attacks connected with his armor.

Ilea watched as the second of the floating elven mages charged up a lightning blast. He aimed, then there was a loud snap, the lightning traveling through both the whip wielder and the Centurion he was facing. Various hisses and words followed, the two floating mages now arguing with each other.

This is chaos.

The ice elf didn’t seem to be having much trouble, engaged on equal footing with his Centurion. The whip wielder, on the other hand, was bleeding from several wounds but not disengaging either, with the two mages now aiming spells at each other instead.

The fire whip elf fell to one knee, his leg pierced, and the Centurion in front of him advanced and embraced him in a tight hug. Its core started to glow as the elf struggled, shouting something to his team, the furious expression on his face changing to one of fear.

What the fuck are they doing?

“Young elves from the Wastes and the Still Valley. They will attack us if we engage,” Ben said.

“He’s about to explode,” Ilea said and looked at the frameworks of the two fighters, activating her magic.

Displacement took effect, teleporting the Centurion up and a little closer to the floating elves who were now attacking each other. The explosion wracked through the surrounding vegetation, sending both of the floating elves into the branches, stunning but not badly injuring them.

“Will they speak Standard? Or can you translate?”

“We prefer our own language, but we are all born with the ability to understand the Standard tongue.”

You are? Like how I unlocked the language upon appearing here in Elos?

The ice mage had taken out his Centurion and was now glancing in their direction before he began to twirl the machine’s increasingly glowing body in a hammer toss.

Immediately hostile. He doesn’t know who we are or what we want. Flashy move, at least. I approve of that.

He let go, sending the live grenade toward the two of them.

Is that how they all operate? Attack first, ask questions later?

She thought about Salia. About the first elves she’d encountered.

Ilea flew toward the flying Centurion and caught it. She looked at it and then glanced over at the ice mage. He had a smug expression on his face when the Centurion exploded in a ball of bright light and energy, but the elf narrowed his eyes when she remained flying without much of a visible impact.

Ilea let go of the bent and singed chunk of steel that was left and floated a little closer. “You’re the only one who spotted me. And you immediately attacked.”

“A strange voice, and you refuse to speak our tongue. It is all I need to know, cursed one!” he said and charged.
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She saw him vanish and reappear behind her. His dagger broke against her armor, and she caught his hand a moment later. One of her ashen limbs cut through his armor and half his other arm, ripping it away with a second slash.

The elf gritted his teeth and hissed, glaring at her with hatred in his eyes.

“I didn’t come here to fight you.”

He formed a sphere of ice and sent it at her face. She displaced it, then slapped him hard enough to daze him.

Ben had floated closer in the meantime, saying a few words in elvish. The others stilled, looking at him first with confusion, then with anger. They answered, and then attacked.

Ilea saw one of them appear in front of her, letting go of the half-conscious elf to face this one. He held one bright ball of fire in each hand before he slapped them together.

She just moved through the fiery explosion, a single quick jab to his throat shutting him up. A kick sent him flying, slamming into one of the nearby trees and slumping to the floor as he grasped his throat.

Ilea saw the whip wielder glare up at her with angry yellow eyes, forming his weapon before he jumped. She ignored the lightning that struck her, displacing the lightning mage close and punching him hard enough to fracture his skull, thoroughly knocking him out, before she caught the fire whip and pulled the wielder close. She grasped his neck and looked at him.

And these guys murdered hundreds in Salia?

“You are just a beast.”

She slowly choked the elf, whose eyes changed to show fear again.

Is he surprised? He just saw me take out three of his buddies, didn’t he? Does he not understand what’s at stake?

She glanced over at the ice mage, who was the only one still standing. He had recovered enough to fly again and glare at her, one hand pressed to the broad wound on his shoulder.

“Cursed, you are not welcome in these lands! Leave now, and you shall come to no har⁠—”

Ilea let go of the whip wielder and appeared in front of the ice mage before he could finish his sentence.

He vanished, but she displaced him right back, grabbing his throat as he lashed out with another ice blade. She began to close her hand, hearing the ice of his armor crack beneath the pressure, his blade futilely hacking at her ash.

She remembered the elf she had fought in Salia. After she had found Roland’s family. That one had been even weaker. It would be so easy to kill this one, too.

“Guardian,” Ben called out, gently touching her arm.

Ilea looked at the elf’s frantic eyes. They really didn’t seem to understand what they were doing, what was at stake. They had been terrifying back then due to their relative power, but now? Their behavior confused her.

She sighed and let go, displacing both him and the lightning mage near the tree below her before teleporting close and catching all of them with her ashen limbs.

The two who were conscious, the ice and fire mages, glared at her, struggling to break free.

“These are the kind of elves that Isalthar works with?” she asked.

The two stilled when they heard the name, fear in their eyes.

They’re so impulsive and thoughtless. Did the ones who attacked Salia and Dawntree do so on a whim?

“They have not known anything else. Sent into the forests and toward Taleen war machines. Battle is the only way for them to be accepted and to find esteem.”

“That’s what your Monarchs and Oracles do? Send these young ones out like that?”

Ben didn’t meet her eyes. “Yes. And that is why we have forsaken them.”

“Fucking hell.” She looked down at the elves and started healing them. “How old are they?”

“A few months, perhaps? The ice one maybe a few decades,” Ben said.

Ilea raised her eyebrows. “What? How is that possible?”

They’re so similar. Yes, the ice elf reacted with a little more thought, but decades compared to months? And these guys are just months old? They’re fully grown, can reason and talk.

“We live very different lives. But let us not talk more in front of them.”

“What should we do with them, then?” Ilea asked. “Bring them to the others?”

“No. We will not force our path upon them.”

He spoke in elvish then. The others hissed and responded angrily, but Ben simply kept speaking, his tone calm. Ilea felt a tension in him, in his words. He froze the jaw of one of the elves when he kept interrupting, and then he continued.

Five minutes later, he looked at her. “I am done with them. Kill them or let them go, I will not deny you, but I ask you to show mercy.”

Ilea looked at them. A few months old? And they were sent out here into the forest to fight for their lives.

She couldn’t quite wrap her head around what she had just learned. Elfie had told her some things, but he had never talked about the details. It confused and disgusted her.

How long had they lived like that? Was it just in their nature? Was it a choice by their leaders? And yet the Hunters she’d met all seemed pretty reasonable. How did all of that fit together?

Children with the power of a Shadow sent into battle.

She no longer looked at the elves with hatred or contempt, but instead with pity. She dismissed her ashen limbs.

“Go. Now.”

They reacted with palpable confusion. The ice mage vanished first, rushing into the underbrush. One of the mages staggered back and then did the same. The second mage simply stood there, as if frozen.

And the fire whip user looked confused, then conflicted. He then asked something in elvish, looking at Ilea, his voice timid.

When Ben replied, the remaining mage glared at the whip user, a hiss coming from his throat before he turned with a betrayed look on his face and ran.

“This one will be joining us,” Ben said. “Come, we must hurry in case they inform any Chosen.”

“What’s your name?” Ilea asked the fire whip user.

“Erevann,” the elf said in a quiet voice.

“Erevann. I will carry you.” Ilea grabbed onto the elf. “Ben, what’s a Chosen?”

“An older, more powerful elf. Perhaps even more powerful than you are.”

They picked up the pace now, flying through the forest with Ben taking the lead.

“Will they hunt us?” she asked.

“Difficult to say. Let us hope they won’t,” Ben said.

“What did you tell them?”

“The truth.”

“Which is?”

“That the domains do not care about their fate. That, should they survive out here and obtain more power, all they will be met with is envy and ire from their own kin. I told them about another path. Our path.”

I thought the whole point of the Cerithil Hunters was to fight the machines. But there’s obviously a whole lot more to this.


EIGHTEEN
Reunion





Ben slowed and gestured to a part of the forest. Beneath a cluster of trees, a tunnel opened up, leading down into the dark. They landed in the tunnel, tracks visible in the soft earth. They soon reached stone, the walls changing from tube-like tunnels to a more rectangular setup.

“Erevann,” Ben said. “This is your last chance to turn around.”

The young elf gulped and then hissed.

“We go on. Hold onto him. His body will adjust to the dungeon, but he will survive.”

“I know,” Ilea said. “I’ve seen it before.”

Ben glanced at her and then walked on. Ilea followed.

‘ding’ You have entered the Iznacarisa dungeon

Erevann hissed and gasped for air as his body started adjusting. It looked to her as if he was poisoned or perhaps even cursed. She supposed that was where the name might have originated. And she wondered what really changed about him, about the elves, when they went into a dungeon.

Is that why there’s a rule against it? But they don’t die from it either. And other than the ongoing changes to his ability to deal with ambient mana, I couldn’t really see anything different with Elfie afterward.

They reached a large central chamber, and Ilea set the struggling elf down. He had a fever and was shaking, but her healing had no effect on him – just as with Niivalyr.

“Your friends aren’t here,” she said.

“Yes. I, too, have eyes. Would you like to wait or find them?” Ben asked. “We are safe now that we are in the dungeon, so I’d like to rest for a little bit. I will watch over Erevann if you would like to search for the others. There are Taleen machines here.”

“Sure,” she said and glanced at the young elf.

A few months old?

She shook her head and left, flying through the simple corridors with her senses on alert for anything that suggested magic. Cut-apart and half-molten machines littered the floors, but the dungeon didn’t look Taleen. An ancient ruin repurposed by the machines?

Doesn’t look like my power is needed here, she thought, displacing a rather large head into her hands. The molten steel had a hint of Praetorian to it.

After a few minutes of searching, she entered a large stone hall with a high ceiling. To each side lay a stacked pile of scrap metal, while in the center was a Taleen gate platform, set into the stone. Around it stood three familiar faces.

As Ilea landed on the ground, her wings dissolved. “Hey. Long time no see.”

Isalthar’s completely white eyes, along with his similarly white hair and robe, were easy to spot, given the glow they gave off in her sphere. The soul mage was there too, his skin and hair nearly translucent in their paleness. He still wore a strip of black cloth over his eyes.

The third elf, Feyrair, turned toward her, immediately adopting a battle stance with extended claws bursting with white flames. He still wore dark red scale armor and the same helmet that covered his face but let his ever-changing red-orange hair flow freely.

[Warrior – lvl 368]

He’s grown.

“Right, I can do that too now,” Ilea smiled, Flare of Creation bursting out of her armor.

“You…” Feyrair hissed, his eyes almost sparkling. His long, wild hair changed in color from orange to a deep red.

“Ilea,” Isalthar said as he took her in and then bowed his head. “You are an unexpected guest. But a welcome one. I assume you have come here with Ben?”

“I have. He’s in the entrance hall with a new recruit to your cause.”

“Then this will wait,” Isalthar said, stepping away from the gate controls. “You have grown – and unlocked new magic.”

Is he impressed? Or just stating a fact?

“Yeah,” she said.

“You’ve grown exponentially,” Feyrair said with some suspicion and annoyance before he hissed and smiled. “Well done.”

“Thanks. You’ve grown a lot too, considering you’ve mainly just been fighting Taleen. I’d love to try another bout when we have time.”

He hissed in approval. “Of course. And yes, I’m somewhat limited, though I wonder if I’d have the same tenacity for growth without my purpose.”

You do? Interesting.

Looking over at the floating soul mage, Ilea remembered the Soul Magic Resistance training and the pain that had come with it. She shuddered.

“Good to meet you again too.”

“Seithir,” he said and bowed to her. “Greetings.”

His name, I assume.

“Ben and the other elf, we shall meet them,” Isalthar said, leading the elves out of the chamber.

Ilea followed the group, exchanging another glance with Feyrair before she looked at Isalthar.

[Healer – lvl ??]

Same as last time. Still can’t identify him. Strange. If he’s below five hundred, I should be able to see his level. And if he’s above it, it should show three marks, or am I mistaken?

She used Veteran to gauge his level, her eyes narrowing as she frowned.

Seven hundred? Closer to eight, even. No wonder he cut me apart so easily. He was holding back even more than I’d thought.

“Isalthar, why aren’t you a three-mark?” she asked him as they arrived in the entrance hall.

Isalthar went over to Erevann and knelt down, cradling the pained elf’s head in his hands before he spoke a few words in elvish, the winds moving around him in slow patterns. Then he glanced at Ilea.

“Very perceptive. There are ways to conceal one’s level. Perhaps, one day, you will find such an ability to call your own.”

“That’s both concerning and exciting,” she said, looking at him gently holding the young elf.

Isalthar focused on Erevann for a while, and the others settled down.

“What have you fought to advance so quickly?” Feyrair asked as he scooted over toward her. He offered her a piece of bloody meat that she took with some confusion.

She shrugged and took a bite of the meat. “You didn’t even put salt on it.”

Feyrair laughed. “Of course not. That would alter the taste. Give it back if it’s not up to your strange human tastes.”

“You tried my food and didn’t seem disgusted. So I’ll try yours.”

It took a bit of getting used to, raw meat with no seasoning, but if she channeled her inner elf, it was almost kind of okay.

‘ding’ Deviant of Humanity reaches 2nd lvl 17

Humans should get out more.

“I fought all kinds of things. I went to help in the Descent after we talked. Would you believe me if I told you that I’ve met three Elementals since then? I trained with one, we fought and killed one, and I fought alongside one.”

He hissed slowly, moving a little closer as if to take her in. And then he moved back again.

“I’m envious, in some ways,” he said. “We have found and destroyed hundreds of machines in six dungeons, two of which had working gates that led to more ruins.”

“Fight anything interesting?”

He waved her off with an annoyed hiss. “The most interesting things were a few Praetorians.”

“Any special variants?”

He shook his head, obviously disappointed. “I feel shame to not have more exciting war stories to share with you.”

Now Ilea laughed, and she gently touched his hand. “Fey, dear. You’ve been fighting Praetorians. There’s absolutely nothing to be ashamed of.” She leaned in a little closer. “My stories are more exciting, though.”

“Exactly, that’s what I mean!” He sighed. “Though I promised myself that I wouldn’t seek glory. I’m afraid my stories won’t be improving anytime soon. Such is my path.”

“Well, I’m here now, so at the very least you’ll be able to fight the great Lilith.”

“Lilith…” He said it slowly, as if tasting the name. “Speaking of which, why have you come?”

“I’ve mentioned my friend Niivalyr before. Isalthar wanted to meet him. Him and his group of young Hunters have been clearing a Centurion production facility for months. They’ve found an active gate, and I believe he could use some counsel, too. The fighting has been tough on them.”

“I can imagine. It is… difficult, at first,” Feyrair said.

The others had been quiet for a while, only the twitching Erevann’s groans audible in the silence. Dark lines now showed on his skin.

“Where is this facility?” Feyrair asked.

“In the north. A few days away, depending on how fast we fly. I’ll be joining you as well.”

Feyrair smiled. He seemed a little sad.

“Thank you for coming here,” Isalthar said. “We will meet your friend.”

“What of the gate here?” Ben asked.

“It’s been deactivated. Cut off,” Feyrair said.

“That happens?” Ilea asked.

Feyrair looked at her. “Yes. Oftentimes, but only once a Hunter has traveled through the gate into a populated dungeon.”

Ilea looked at him with some confusion.

“To trap them there, we assume.”

Someone is actively manipulating the gates?

She gulped, thinking back to the Izacan dungeon and the Executioner Praetorian that had come for her.

If that gate hadn’t worked again…

“I thought they were just ancient artifacts.”

“No,” Feyrair said. “They are an active network meant to send machines into the domains and sometimes to trap us Hunters in a dungeon far too dangerous to survive or so remote that it would take us weeks or months to return.”

“Shit. Guess I got lucky, then.”

“What do you mean?”

Ilea quickly recounted her story of the time she went to Izna and briefly fought the Praetorian variants. “I was also sent to Iz, but I returned from there without the help of the gates.”

All the elves turned and looked at her at the mention of Iz.

“You’ve been to Iz?” Feyrair asked and hissed.

“Do you know where it is? Can you find your way back?” Ben asked, urgency in his voice.

She thought about it and shook her head. “I can’t, and I left using my own teleportation skill. That place was absolutely swarming with machines. Strange ones, too, that I haven’t seen anywhere else. What is that place?”

“The capital of the Taleen. We don’t know exactly what we would find there, but we’ve been looking for Iz for a long time. No gates have led there, nor have we found any records indicating its location. For you to find it… You are not lying, are you?”

“Why would I be lying to you guys?”

“There could be many reasons,” Ben said.

Isalthar hissed, and Ben looked to the ground. “It is not with suspicion that we greet our guest and a Guardian of Cerith. I apologize, Ilea. For you to speak of Iz, it is an important revelation to us. And while it is unlikely for you to have stumbled upon the capital, I believe your words. If you could find out why or how you were able to go there, it would mean a lot to us.”

Is it that unlikely? Was it Arthur? Did he have specific control over that gate? Neither his journal nor Christopher suggested that. And I was the only one out of Kyrian, myself, and Zoy to end up there. At least as far as I know.

She wondered if there was something else. Or if it was just her luck.

“I have a few friends trying to figure out more about the Taleen teleportation network,” she said. “If we find out anything, I’ll let you know.”

Isalthar gave her a long look. “I’m not sure if it’s appropriate for me to warn you, but I feel obliged to do so anyway. You do not want to bring the attention of the machines upon you or your kind.”

Sulivhaan is scared of the elves taking notice. And now Isalthar is worried about the machines’ attention. Sure, I’ve not met a ton of high-level humans, but we can gain strength like everybody else.

It was starting to piss her off. She flowed healing through her mind, reminding herself that Isalthar meant well and that she had no responsibility defending the pride of humanity. Yet she was human, and it annoyed her.

All the more reason to get stronger.

“A lot of us are interested in their technology,” Ilea said. “And while most of my people aren’t too keen on working with elves, I’ve made a few friends among your kind, and I’ll support you either way.”

“I respect your decision, Ilea,” Isalthar said. “As for this production facility, they are rare – and highly guarded. The gate could lead us to something even bigger, if it still works.”

“Or into a trap,” Feyrair said.

Isalthar almost smiled. “That is what I expect. We will bring more fighters. Asay and Falhorn should still be nearby.”

He glanced at Seithir, and the soul mage gave him a slight nod.

“I’ll be joining too. If we get stuck, I can get you out,” Ilea said.

“You can?” Feyrair asked.

She smiled. Now you’re surprised?

“I’ve become an expert space mage since we last met,” she said and teleported him a few meters to his right with Displacement. “Not instantly, but if we have a reasonably safe space, I should be able to get us out.”

“That is even better,” Isalthar said. “Yes, we shall work together, Ilea Spears.”

“How did you do that just now?” Feyrair asked.

“Oh, wouldn’t you like to know?”

“Is there a resistance?”

“There is.”

“You are teasing,” he said, and he hissed with a smile.

“You will have time to battle, I’m sure,” Isalthar said. “First, I will bring this young Hunter to safety, where he may learn. Seithir?”

Seithir’s aura started to glow within Ilea’s sphere, strands of glistening magic vanishing into nothing. A few seconds later, he started floating out of the dungeon.

“We follow?” Ilea asked.

“We follow,” Ben said, touching her shoulder as he walked past.

“I’m looking forward to our bout, dragonling,” Ilea said to Feyrair.

“Dragonling…” He hissed. “Not the worst I’ve heard.”

“You can survive the arcane storms now, right?”

“Easily,” he said.

“Then maybe we can fight there, on the way.”

“We shall.”

Seithir led the way, flying through the forest like a thrown spear, arrowing straight through the vegetation and occasionally teleporting through a trunk. The rest followed with ease.

“I appreciate everyone speaking Standard, by the way,” Ilea said, looking at Ben, who was flying close by.

“There are many Elvish languages, and even more dialects,” he said. “What you humans call Standard dates further back than you might think.”

“I see.”

“I will rejoin you shortly,” Isalthar announced before he left with Erevann. The others kept following Seithir.

Ilea glanced after Isalthar. Where do they take young Hunters? And who teaches them?


NINETEEN
Feast





Ilea kept pace with the elves, her ashen wings moving lazily behind her back. She wondered how long they’d need to reach the north if this was the suggested flight speed.

They were moving northward, and she could see mountaintops far away. The trees here looked much less exotic – evergreens that clung to the increasingly rocky hills, high and sturdy but more spaced out than the dense canopy where the dungeon had been located, deeper in the Navali Forest.

Isalthar rejoined them shortly before they reached their destination. She had no clue how far he’d gone or how he had found them again.

Ilea was the last to land in a small clearing, sunlight reaching much of the ground here. She saw two elves sitting on an old tree trunk, looking at the approaching group as they continued to eat. The carcass of a large animal lay nearby.

“Greetings, young ones,” Isalthar said, floating a little above the ground, his white robe nearly touching the earth.

“Welcome, Isalthar,” one of the two said, his gaze moving over the group before it landed on Ilea. He had black eyes, and his head was shaved, unlike every other elf she had seen before. Intricate runic tattoos snaked up his dark skin, glowing lightly to Ilea’s magic perception. He wore black armor, light and made from metal. Niameer steel, perhaps. “Share our prey, if you wish.”

“You bring a new Hunter?” the other elf asked, his voice laced with caution.

[Mage – lvl 325]

“An ally and Guardian of Cerith,” Isalthar replied.

Ilea watched with interest as Feyrair ripped out a piece of the dead beast, throwing it toward Seithir, who caught it happily, nibbling on the large chunk in quiet joy.

“Hey, I’m Ilea. Good to meet you two,” Ilea said and walked a little closer.

The second elf looked at her with a smile, his purple eyes sizing her up. His black hair, downright luminous and perfectly straight, flowed down his back. The elf sat with crossed legs, wearing an intricate, bright red dress that seemed entirely unsuitable for either fighting or being in the wilderness. His features were delicate, with no noticeable muscle visible on the little skin he showed.

[Mage – lvl 412]

“A human crosses our path. What a surprising sight,” he said. “I am named Asay, female human. I will be interested to hear your story.”

The bald one got up and took a step toward her. “What is the meaning of this, Val Akuun?” he asked, looking toward Isalthar.

Val Akuun?

“We will go north. To a production facility with a working gate,” Isalthar said. “And to meet other Hunters.”

“I see. But what makes a human join a group of elves?” he asked with a hiss.

Ilea looked at him. “Do I really need to justify being here?”

He ignored her. “Are we sure this isn’t a trap?”

“I trust her,” Isalthar said. “But if you do not wish to join, then do not join.”

The bald elf looked at him, then at her, then he hissed. “I will join. My name is Falhorn. And I will accept your presence.”

“Good,” Ilea said.

“Then what are we waiting for?” Feyrair asked.

“Can all withstand the storms?” Asay asked.

“We shall move through the ravines and increase our speed by night,” Isalthar said.

That’s a no, Ilea thought, looking at the group.

She assumed Asay and Isalthar had little trouble surviving the storms, the former mostly just because he had asked if everyone else could, but also because he was past four hundred. Feyrair claimed it was no issue, but she wanted to see that first. The rest she doubted could take a direct hit without issue, even Ben.

Isalthar floated over to Ilea, his eyes fixated on her. “We shall follow you, Ilea. I assume you have a way to navigate?”

“I do, but I’m not familiar with this area. Can we go directly north?”

“There is nothing in our way.”

“Good, then let’s see how fast we can go,” she said and started flying.

Isalthar, Feyrair, and Asay could keep up with her non-charged wings, but the rest quickly fell behind. Seithir, despite being at the lowest level, was surprisingly the quickest of the three others.

The group soon passed the Naraza mountain range, where the winds grew harsher and the mana more dense. She didn’t suggest carrying the others quite yet.

As they flew through a broad crevice leading northward, Ilea tapped Feyrair’s arm. “I think we’ve reached a suitable stage, don’t you think?”

And I would welcome a chance to blow off some steam.

The elf looked up at the looming dark clouds before his red reptilian eyes turned toward her. “Indeed,” he said. “Shall we, then?”

“Yeah, let’s go.”

“Seithir, call for me if we are needed,” Feyrair said.

“Our guide is already abandoning us?” Falhorn asked, looking at the two before he hissed.

“There are few forks in the way, just keep going northward,” Ilea said. “I’m sure an experienced Hunter like you won’t have trouble navigating?”

He hissed again.

“Go, we will find our way,” Isalthar said.

“Enjoy yourselves,” Ben added in a joyous voice.

Ilea blinked up, flying out of the tear in the land.

Feyrair followed, as did Asay.

“I merely wish to observe,” he said, giving her a glance. “If that is acceptable?”

She gave him a look. “Sure.”

Feyrair rushed ahead, flying for a few minutes with Ilea effortlessly keeping pace. Asay fell behind, but she was sure he would catch up soon enough.

The elf came to a stop when a large cloud filled with arcane energy loomed over them, purple streaks of lightning slamming into the savage landscape nearby.

Ilea felt the power and shockwaves from hundreds of meters away. Compared to her first time in the north, the natural phenomenon no longer proved particularly dangerous.

“You’re a few levels lower than me, Fey. Are you sure you want to do this?” Ilea said.

The elf glowed with power, his body erupting in white flame, his eyes a fiery red. He smiled and met her eyes.

“A human like you needs more than a few levels and Classes to best me,” he said, a streak of purple energy rushing past him a few meters away, taking with it some of the white flames covering his body. His left arm was left limp and blackened.

Ilea watched as he started moving it again, both his skin and the armor above reforming before her eyes, his sharp claws extending with blazing white flames.

“I thought dragons were invulnerable,” Ilea said, feeling the power build above her.

She looked up and watched a bolt of lightning strike her, letting its blazing purple energies spread through her. The arcane power broke through her armor and into her body, her third-tier healing regenerating it all in mere instants as the lightning slowed, wreaking what little havoc it could against her resilience.

Feyrair smiled, white wings of flame materializing behind him as his magic surged. “I knew you wouldn’t disappoint.”

Then he rushed at her.

She let him come, her auras and spells ready to answer whatever he threw at her.

He started by forming five blazing spheres above his head, sending them toward her with a higher speed than he himself moved at.

Ilea let them advance, her precognition informing her about the damage they would do.

She didn’t move.

The spheres exploded with a burst of bright fire, energy, and heat. The air trembled, but the ashen healer was left uninjured, flying amidst the dispersing inferno. She saw the fires sticking to her and willed the affected ash away, reforming her armor beneath.

The elf was upon her in the next moment, appearing next to her, his clawed hands striking out.

She deflected his first blow, pushing his claws away with her left hand. Her ashen limbs had reformed, lashing out at him before a bright flame spread out in a sphere around the elf. Her ash was pushed away as he pressed against her hold.

He’s stronger.

Feyrair slashed at the limbs with his other hand, his bright flame able to cut clean through the ash. Four of her limbs still sneaked past, carving into his armor and body.

Ilea’s reverse healing and mana intrusion flowed into him with every moment their bodies touched, his fire in turn burning both her armor, skin, and mana. Her smirk widened when he broke away, vanishing to reappear ten meters away. His fire slowed her healing, but not by much.

Not more than what I’m doing to him.

The elf vanished again, avoiding a bolt of lightning striking down from the arcane storm. Bright energy formed on his palms, beams of fire whipping out to meet her.

Ilea laughed and moved her wings, avoiding the spell entirely. She twirled and blinked through his quickly moving fire beams on her way toward him, but the elf kept his distance.

When she got close enough, she simply let his fire burn into her. Her ash and skin were resilient to fire, more so than against most other forms of magic. She threw a punch toward him, but he vanished.

Ilea used Space Shift to latch onto his teleport and reappeared with him, her fist connecting with his armored chest. Destruction and Storm of Cinders spread into him with a sizzling noise, his armor denting slightly as he was pushed back, only to slice away at the ashen limbs that came for him.

His eyes opened wide as Ilea closed the distance with her wings. She grappled onto him while she used Space Shift to block both his and her teleportation skills.

No teleports for either of us, she thought, ignoring the wild swipes of his powerful claws and the fire burning all around them.

They tumbled as she slammed her fist into his face repeatedly, breaking away his helmet piece by piece as her ash dug into his powerful armor and skin. It was a test to see whose regeneration would prevail, but Ilea didn’t have to take a risk. She could deactivate her aura and teleport away thanks to Space Awareness if she realized he could actually overwhelm her.

Lightning struck, cracking into the tumbling pair and the ground below, ripping stone asunder. The force of the bolt pushed them down, yet the high-level warriors crashed into the ground without pausing in their attacks.

Feyrair looked worse for wear now, much of his armor stripped away, blood showing from a hundred cuts and pouring from a few deeper wounds.

Ilea was on fire, her ash regenerating where it could, but it had been stripped away in parts by his claws, where white flame now burned her skin. Much of the heat she simply absorbed with her Lava Magic Resistance into Heart of Cinder, the mana she expended returning to her through her high resistances and Sentinel Core. She had almost a hundred levels on him, and her healing was superior.

Another punch cracked his cheekbone, squishing his left eye instantly. A surge of energy spread out from his chest – pure kinetic force mixed with incredible heat pushed Ilea back.

She hit the ground and bounced a few times before skidding to a halt. Her wings reformed as she cut away the burning parts of her body using sharpened ash, her healing taking care of the rest.

Ilea smiled to herself, closing her right eye as a lightning strike crashed into the ground a few meters away. Her wings protected her against the buffeting force, her body barely pushed aside. Rocks and debris ricocheted off her ashen armor, the ground vibrating with the released energy as the air sang with magic.

Before her, Feyrair changed. His body bulged and exploded with scales and fire. A large tail and powerful wings burst from the dragon-like being as his four clawed feet dug into the stone below.

He was larger than last time, his muscles clearly visible, and his whole form shone brightly within her sphere. The only recognizable features from before were the white flames clinging to his body and the two red eyes set into his draconic skull, their focus on her alone.

“Come then, dragonling,” Ilea said and laughed, ascending back toward the clouds as she watched him do the same.

As his large maw opened, the surrounding mana seemed to flow toward him, the white flames stirring as the heat in the air increased yet again.

Charge all the way up, buddy.

Ilea waited, a glance to her left revealing Asay floating in the distance in midair. She saw a purple bolt flash toward him before it suddenly changed direction, hitting the ground at a steep angle.

That’s a little better than my lightning redirect. Whatever it was.

Feyrair finished his spell, and the world grew still before he roared.

White fire rushed out of his maw in a chaotic storm of heat and energy, spreading in a massive cone loosely directed at her. Not a precise or particularly quick attack, perhaps, but it likely wasn’t intended for such a small and nimble target.

Ilea could’ve used her third-tier Displacement to send the flames right back, or she could’ve used Phaseshift to reduce their damage. A few simple teleports might’ve done the trick as well.

But of course, she did none of those things.

Instead, she spread her arms wide and welcomed the dragonling’s wrath.


TWENTY
Flames





Ilea felt her ash burn away, the heat tugging at her skin and innards. Ash covered her eyes, lest they burst from the intense fires. Her Lava Magic Resistance absorbed what it could, but it was almost entirely overwhelmed by the devastating power.

Anybody lesser would’ve melted away, but Ilea hadn’t survived four-mark attacks without reason. And fire was one of her specialties.

She turned around when her ash had been stripped away, falling now that her wings were gone. Her back burned, but her armor had already reformed in front of her chest and slightly melted face. She felt no pain and watched with joy as her health, which had slowly dwindled, bounced back up again from her hampered healing.

Feyrair slammed to the ground with his massive body, his claws digging deep and burning with white flame. His jaws closed, and the spell subsided.

Ilea’s armor reformed as she turned back toward him, her wings reappearing. Lightning roared around them, one bolt slashing through the dragonling’s left wing, punching through the thick hide and evoking a hiss from him.

“My turn,” Ilea said, lifting her hand toward the creature. She felt her chest nearly burst from the heat and power stored within, cracks of bright embers threading through her ash as Heart of Cinder burned her up from inside.

The spell released, and Ilea watched Feyrair’s eyes widen before she veered her hand slightly to the right.

A beam of bright burning energy rushed past the elf in dragon form, its light illuminating the vicinity, previously cast in shadow by the arcane storm. The very air vibrated as it was pushed aside, burnt to nothing.

Ilea lowered her hand and looked at the furrow in the land her spell had left behind. The dragon’s wing had been reduced to nothing, and he staggered to the side, his own fire wrestling with her lingering flames.

He roared, the limb reforming as his claws burst with bright energy, cutting even deeper into the ground, but Ilea was done waiting.

Flare of Creation burst out as she sacrificed her health for both her auras. She vanished and appeared at the dragon’s side, her fists hitting hard with fully charged spells. She hit six times and slashed his tough skin with her many limbs, not quite managing to get through entirely.

Feyrair had been stronger than her physically before his transformation, and was now likely even more so. But what he lacked in speed and maneuverability now showed tenfold with his massive body. Her regeneration, teleportation, and speed allowed her to take down creatures far larger and more powerful than her. And now he had become exactly what she was best at fighting.

Ilea could sense the attacks coming, teleporting around him as she laid into him with consecutive heavy-hitting punches. She ducked under his quick-moving tail, cutting into it with her ash. Ash that now spread around his entire form, pushing destructive healing into him with every passing moment.

Heat and flame erupted periodically from the dragon, but she simply powered through; any health, ash, or skin he stripped away was back before his next attack. Lightning struck time and time again, hitting the dragon’s large form, while Ilea simply let the magic pass or blinked aside.

Deep furrows soon showed on his back, her constant, unrelenting attacks adding to his slow demise. A heavy hit to his jaw seemed to finish the job, magic bursting out with a last surge as the elf returned to his humanoid form.

He staggered, blood dripping freely from a dozen wounds, all closing quickly. His left eye was shut. Ilea blinked next to him, holding up her arm as her third-tier Displacement formed above them.

Asay appeared nearby, looking up. The next lightning bolt would’ve hit close by, but instead, it vanished into her gate and slammed into the ground a hundred meters away. The brightly dressed elf raised an eyebrow and floated closer, wisps of pure arcane energy floating around his unarmored form.

Only a few seconds had passed, but Feyrair’s wounds had already healed, his eye now healthy once more and fixed on Ilea.

“I am here now,” Asay said. “Your spell is no longer necessary. I should be fine redirecting the arcane energies for a few minutes.”

Ilea didn’t doubt the elf, having seen his display before. She deactivated Displacement, the shift in space returning to normal.

“That was… exhilarating. Thank you, Ilea,” Feyrair said and hissed in approval. His scale armor had reformed, as much a part of his body as Ilea’s ash was part of hers. “You have become something terrifying.”

She smiled at him and touched his shoulder. “You’re not bad either. Especially knowing you’re behind on levels.”

He smirked. “I have a feeling that it won’t be particularly easy to catch up.”

They flew slowly toward the crevice, the storm above continuing its journey through the north.

“Maybe. I guess we’ll see,” Ilea said. She glanced at Asay. “Your magic is interesting – and powerful. I don’t suppose you’re interested in a mock battle too?”

“I will consider it,” Asay said. “Though with your feats of resilience that I witnessed, I wonder if I could push through. For what am I but a shadow to the wild storms of this region?”

“You are an arcane mage.”

“Yes. Born to it and drawn to it.”

“Can you heal?” Ilea asked. It wasn’t fully a shot in the dark, for her sphere was picking up something quite familiar from his wisps.

He smiled. “Indeed, I am a master of both arcane restoration and destruction.”

She laughed. The parallels were almost direct. And yet the two of them seemed so very different. “My healing is arcane in nature too,” she said.

“I had noticed, human. You have achieved something rare, even amongst our kind.”

“Could you teach a human?”

“I see neither a possibility nor a reason for me to engage in such affairs. You can channel such magic, though it is not something taught but something achieved through change and evolution,” Asay said. “That, at least, is my understanding.”

“A shame,” she said.

But then, maybe one of the Sentinels could achieve it through an evolution?

“Who won?” Ben asked when they returned to the group. “Let me guess.”

Feyrair hissed.

Falhorn gave her a look that she couldn’t help but interpret as slight confusion.

Did he miss the level difference? Or did he just think I’m weaker because I’m human?

Ilea summoned her map. “If we’re travelling so slowly, you could at least help with some resistances,” she murmured to Feyrair, forming ashen projectiles to attack him with in exchange. “Seithir, if you could add some soul magic too, it’d be greatly appreciated. Only if you don’t mind, of course.”

Falhorn and Asay glanced between her and the others, hissing with surprise and amusement.

She had a group of powerful elves around her. It only made sense to make use of their magic.
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They were around halfway there after almost two days of travel. Slower than if she had gone by herself, but Ilea didn’t much mind the pace. She looked at her map, ignoring the elves sleeping close by, getting their first rest since their journey had started in the south.

They had set up a little camp on the slope of a mountain, where the mists didn’t reach. Warm embers remained from the fire they had set up, but the moon provided more than enough light.

Asay sat close to the Miststalkers, meditating. The rest had chosen to sleep, likely for no more than an hour or two.

Isalthar was floating nearby, and Ilea looked up from her map and glanced at him.

He’s like an ancient spirit.

“You remind me more of an Elemental than a human, Isalthar,” she said.

He turned slightly toward her. “A very insightful observation.”

He agrees?

“Do you like it here, in the north?”

He didn’t answer immediately, instead giving it some thought.

“I do. Few beasts roam these lands. And yet the mists bring motion to this barren place.”

“What do you think they are? The Miststalkers?” Ilea asked. “Creatures from another realm? Spirits? Manifestations of pure mana?”

He floated closer and, to her surprise, sat down on a nearby rock, taking care not to get his white robe dirty.

“All beings are, in part, mana. Conditions allow us to live, to breathe. The tranquil nights here and the absence of the suns let these spirits wander, be they from another realm or merely resting when they aren’t here. I do not know their exact nature, nor do I wish to know.”

Ilea considered his words, her eyes on a group of stalkers dancing near the resting Asay.

Not quite in range.

“I’ve wondered something a few times since I met you for the first time,” Ilea said. “Why do you travel with this group? If your goal is to destroy the Taleen, wouldn’t they hold you back?”

Veteran told her he was around level seven hundred. She could only imagine what he could do if he went all out.

He smiled. It was a genuine smile, yet there was a strange melancholy there as well.

“I once thought so too. That if only I gained enough power, I could bring the change I wanted.”

“I’ve been able to do a lot with my power.”

“I could too. But I learned in time that killing my kind would leave nothing but grief and hatred, would leave me bound in the same shackles I had once broken. And I learned that destroying the Taleen would leave me alone entirely.”

“So, you made the Hunters?”

“I joined them. I was not the first, as much as some would like to believe so. My power I use now mainly to protect and to guide. And yet our goal remains.”

“To destroy the Taleen,” she said.

“That is part of it. And necessary. The Monarchs do not care, but our numbers shrink. Too many die from the continued assaults and the invasion of our lands. The young cannot learn, cannot adapt, cannot grow to challenge and question their own beliefs or those instilled in them. All while the ancients stagnate in their ways, content with their power, and deathly afraid of losing it. They are a part of the problem, and so are the machines.”

“You want to overthrow the Monarchs, then? Is that the goal of the Cerithil Hunters?”

“I wish to see our kind set free. Free of struggle, ancient fear, and what some believe to be our very nature.”

Ilea listened, watching the Miststalkers dance in the distance.

“That’s quite a goal you have set for yourself.”

“It is. It’s something I strive toward. And I look forward to finding out how much of it is possible.”

She smiled. “You don’t sound like you’re in a rush.”

“Not anymore. That is something I learned in time.”

“How?” She summoned a bottle of ale and opened it. She gestured to ask if he wanted one too, but he declined.

“I once believed that if I were faster, better, I would get closer to my goals. That was true, to an extent. Only when I hit failure after failure and felt like all paths had insurmountable obstacles in the way did I come to understand that I can only do what I can do. That, oftentimes, it is not time or will that is limiting, but perspective. I will keep working toward my goals, but seeing the Hunters grow and experiencing this grand journey, no longer driven by fear and hatred, has filled me with gratitude and patience.”

“I see.”

“What about you, Ilea? What is it that keeps you moving forward?”

“I’m not sure, entirely. I enjoy teaching the Sentinels, the battle healers of our healing organization. I enjoy facing the next challenge, the next monster. It brought me to this journey, with a bunch of Cerithil Hunters. It’s cool that I can have this conversation with you, you know? And if I get stronger along the way, unlock more magic, that’s fun too. I like seeing where I can go, what power I can obtain. And that then allows me to support my friends and allies. It just feels right.”

“I understand. I appreciate your decision to help out. I’m looking forward to meeting the Cerithil Hunters that you call friends.”

She sipped her ale and smiled at him. The two of them were quiet for a little while as they watched the scenery.

“What about the Oracles?” Ilea asked, since she knew little about them. “Will you face them too?”

“I do not believe that I have to, young human.”

“They wouldn’t stop you?”

“They would have done so long ago, if they had wished to.”

“May I ask what they are, exactly? To you? To the elves?”

He considered. “They are very close to magic itself. They are one with the balance of this world. Your kind may call them gods. To us, they are our mothers, our creators.”

Creators?

“But they don’t take part in your society? Walk around like you do?”

“No. Many of our kind remain in hibernation, undertaking centuries of meditation to try and glimpse the wisdom and magic understood by the Oracles. Few ever meet one.”

“Is that why your ages differ so greatly?”

“Yes. Many of our kind remain within their domain for years or even decades at a time.”

What would our cities look like if half the population was just meditating all the time?

It was a strange idea. Aki had likely been in a dungeon for centuries, back when he’d still been a young dagger, and he’d supposedly meditated through a lot of that time.

“Does it make you more powerful? And how do you decide if you’re staying or leaving?”

“Yes, for some. Others are simply never seen again. Those decisions are difficult to understand and very personal in nature. I believe it depends on your character and the magic you wield. I remember a time when I considered the winds for eight years. It barely felt like a day had passed, yet I found a calm in it that I still remember fondly.”

Eight years? Could I do that? Meditate on my ash? She summoned some and looked at the flowing motions, activating Meditation. No. I don’t think so. Maybe if I had fewer things that I cared about or that excited me.

She glanced at him. “Have you met one of the Oracles?”

Isalthar smiled a gentle smile and then looked up at the stars.

I guess I’m not getting an answer to that one.
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As they continued on their way, Ilea and Feyrair took some time to work on their resistances.

“No, it’s not your skills being more effective. I told you, I can disable my resistances,” Ilea said.

“Oh, of course,” Feyrair said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Next you’ll tell me you can absorb mana from my spells.”

Ilea’s left eye twitched. He’s fucking with me.

“Another bout?” she asked instead, her voice sweet as honey.

“No, I don’t think that’s necessary. With how quickly I’m improving now, it may be a little too dangerous for you.”

She narrowed her eyes at him, then smiled. “Of course. You’re such a strong elf, after all. I’m glad that you’re taking the time to teach me.”

He made a strange grimace and hissed. “Stop that.”

“What?”

“Whatever it is you’re doing.”

She blinked her eyes innocently. “Fey, deary, I’m not sure what you mean.”

He hissed, sending a fireball her way. It burned away on her face, and she laughed.

They did have a few more bouts, and she had to admit that they weren’t quite as one-sided as their first. Well, in the end, they turned out the same way, but each time, the elf held his ground a little longer.

After his first defeat, he fought far more defensively, conserving his power and not even changing into his dragon form. In a later bout, he even tried to flee for a chance to recover. Downright blasphemous, really.

He didn’t fight like she’d expected an elf to fight. No, he fought like she would have. It wouldn’t have been a problem if he didn’t heal as fast as he did. His healing wasn’t quite as insane as Ilea’s, but coupled with his high defenses and growing Ash Resistance, it was definitely annoying.

The parallels to her own fighting style weren’t lost on her, either. If anything, it made everything more annoying. As if he were some satirical piece meant to call her out on her bullshit. Though in the end, it only confirmed her methods to be effective.

Finally, they arrived at the northern dungeon. Ilea hoped Elfie’s group was still fine. And she hoped the working gate led to something juicy. She was looking forward to punching some dwarven machines.

The journey had yielded some results, too.

‘ding’ Sentinel Huntress reaches 3rd lvl 25

‘ding’ Deviant of Humanity reaches 2nd lvl 18

‘ding’ Heat Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 8

‘ding’ Heat Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 9

‘ding’ Soul Magic Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 4

…

‘ding’ Soul Magic Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 9

Another five levels and my last main Class skill hits the ceiling, she thought as she entered the dungeon. The group of elves followed her as she led them through the corridors and into the Centurion facility.

“Now this… this is a proper Taleen facility,” Feyrair said when they flew out into the large open space between the many layers of the manufacturing plant.

“Smith,” Seithir said and pointed, smiling gently.

“Yeah, smith,” Ilea said. “He’s a friend.”

She led the group farther down to the bottom of the facility. Singed steel and dents marked the areas where the battles had taken place, shrapnel and piles of burnt steel littering the area.

Ilea followed her mark into one of the corridors, and their group came into a large hall where four elves had circled a single remaining Centurion. Feyrair vanished instantly, tackling the special variant with white flames bursting forth.

Frustrated after our fights?

The thing was destroyed in seconds, Elfie and his group retreating as the new elf basked in the Centurion explosion. Ilea watched Feyrair as he turned toward her, brushing soot from his armor as he smiled.

“I didn’t think I’d miss fighting lower-level machines.”

Ilea rolled her eyes and waved at Elfie and his group.

Asay hissed as he glanced at her. “You and Feyrair have gotten awfully close.”

Have we now? she wondered. The thought didn’t bother her. “We do share a hobby.”

“You’re not making this particularly fun for me,” Asay said, floating past her to greet the group of new elves.

As she smiled at him, Falhorn hovered past, his eyes on Ilea.

“Still think I lured you into a trap?” she asked, receiving an amused hiss in reply.

“Perhaps I misjudged you, human. Time will tell.”

She answered with a hiss. She was pretty sure he was starting to like her, yet his behavior still annoyed her.

Elfie made his mask vanish as he approached the newcomers, looking at Ilea first with disbelief and then relief. He looked at Isalthar and bowed in midair.

“Niivalyr Olanis. I am honored to meet you.”

“As am I, Cerithil Hunter. It fills me with pride to see more of us join this path. I am Isalthar, brought here by our human ally. I have been looking forward to meeting you.”

“Val Akuun,” Neiphato said, bowing deeply.

Seviir glared at Isalthar.

Heranuur glanced at Seviir and then at their group, hissing a greeting, though he didn’t even look at Ilea.

“Where is the gate?” Feyrair asked as he rejoined them.

“There is no rush, young one,” Isalthar said. “We will talk, get to know these four warriors, and then we will see what we will find. And they will join us, if and when they feel ready.”

Ilea saw Elfie almost visibly exhale, standing just a little straighter now. He gave her a glance and then focused back on Isalthar.
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Ilea sat next to the small campfire they had lit in the Taleen hall where the gate was located. She enjoyed the warmth and smell of burning wood. Asay and Ben had joined her; the rest of them were discussing something in elvish.

They’d been at it for a few hours already, and while there had been plenty of hissing, it felt like the two groups were getting closer. Heranuur and Seviir wouldn’t listen to her, but now they had a bunch of older and more experienced elves who could talk to them in their language.

At the very least, Niivalyr seemed engrossed in the conversation, often nodding or visibly considering likely new information and perspectives. Ilea would’ve liked to understand what he was learning, but she supposed he would share that with her in time.

After focusing for a while on the many marks in her mind, she spoke up. “What does Val Akuun mean? I’ve now heard a few people call him that.”

Ben hissed, gesturing for her to be quiet.

“He is afraid to call him what he is,” Asay said with a smirk, his sharp teeth showing as his mouth opened slightly. “Why? Is it not a title of the greatest honor?”

“There is no honor in murder, only necessity,” Ben said.

“Who did he kill?” Ilea asked, addressing Asay.

“Who would instill such fear in elves such as us?” Asay asked.

A Monarch? An Oracle?

“He killed an Oracle?” she asked.

Asay smiled. “That is how the story goes. I have yet to hear him claim it’s the truth, yet he does not refute the title. One that speaks of the greatest deceit, of cursed wickedness, yet to others, it is an honor, a call to freedom from domains and whims of ancient power.”

So he did meet one, after all? But nobody knows the full story.

“What is it to you?” she asked Asay.

He remained silent for a moment. “A testament to great loss to life and magic. The hope it may instill in some is not lost on me, however. I’m not sure on which side I fall.”

“And yet you’re here, cursed and hunted,” Ilea said.

“Their restrictions are something I can do without, but neither can I deny their bright brilliance of magic itself. I reject their rule, and yet, it is something to behold even a glimpse of their power,” he said, his eyes glazing over as he smiled.

“And yet they do not seem to care for our suffering, or for the deaths of thousands of their youth,” Ben hissed.

Asay raised his hands. “Their power is above. They gifted us life, should we expect them to protect and shelter us too?”

“That’s what we expect from human parents,” Ilea said.

“Interesting. And do they meet such a duty?”

Ilea thought about her own parents and those of the people she had met. “Not always,” she admitted.

“Not always. Perhaps it is different, too, with some of the Oracles, then? Who knows?”

“Your domains are governed by them? The Oracles and the most powerful males?”

“Not quite. Oracles hardly ever concern themselves with… let us say, practical questions and affairs. The rulers – in the sense that you, a human, would perhaps comprehend – are those we call Monarchs. The one most powerful in each domain. They too follow the rules given by the Oracles, but they are more concerned with power and battle, though as far as I know, each rules in their own way.”

“What do they actually do?” Ilea asked. “Manage a city, trade, write law?”

“They invade the lands of orcs, vampires, even the Mava, and hunt for sport. Or they entertain themselves by pitting one elf against another,” Ben said and hissed.

“Some manage the stability of their domain, preventing unneeded bloodshed through the application of their own power. Though I agree, rarely have I heard of a wise Monarch, and in time, they all fall to the next,” Asay said with some amusement.

“Can you tell me more about the other species you mentioned? I’ve never met an orc or Mava, or many vampires,” Ilea said.

It’s not like Kevan was originally from Riverwatch.

“They live in territories farther west and north of even the domains,” Ben said, now sounding somewhat eager. “Your history has little regard for them, likely due to the barriers presented by our kind and the north itself. But I can tell you what I know.”

“Trying to prove your superior knowledge?” Asay asked.

Ben waved him off.

“Enlighten me, then. I’ve been wondering what else is out there,” Ilea said. “Maybe start with the domains.”

Ben smiled. “Very well. The Navali Forest east of the Karthian Gulf is only a small part of the ancient forest. Most of it lies to the west. The closest domain to Karth is probably the Deep. Elves who dwell in the depths of the ocean. I haven’t heard of any participating in the conflict against the Taleen. But it’s generally advised not to dive into the depths of the sea, even close to Karth.”

“Water elves? Do they have gills?” Ilea asked.

“Perhaps. I have never met one.”

Another reason not to delve into the ocean. Haven’t seen any near my house at least, but then again, it’s quite far from Karth.

“The elves you are likely most familiar with come from the Wastes of Ash, the Domain of Fire. The name aptly describes their territory, which borders the north and faces the Naraza mountain range, far to the west of Karth and any human settlement. They’re a society of fighters, and under constant attack by the Taleen.”

A waste of ash. That sounds fun.

“They’re the ones who came into the Plains?” Ilea asked.

“Not solely, no. But most you have fought are likely from the Wastes, yes. The Wastes border the northernmost part of the Navali Forest. West of the forest lie the mountains of Vannok, where both the Sky and Dark Domains can be found. Neither are known to interfere more than necessary with the groups around them. But if you manage to draw their ire, you won’t be able to find a place remote enough to hide.”

“Sky and Dark. Very original,” Ilea commented.

Ben didn’t seem to mind the aside. “The Singing Castle, Verleyna, flies far above the Vannok Mountains. The elves of its domain are all capable of flight. Anything that enters their territory without reason or permission is hunted down without mercy. The mountains below and their endless caverns belong to the Dark. I believe there is some truce between those two domains; otherwise, there would have to be an open war.”

“What dwells in the darkness is no concern to those who fly above,” Asay said. “Nor the other way around.”

“Maybe,” Ben replied. “It’s hard to say how far the Taleen have reached, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the caverns are littered with destroyed machines. It’s a high risk to venture into these territories, even for a group like us.”

“It would spell the beginning of the end for our kind, should the Domain of Dark fall.”

“I wouldn’t go that far. And no domain has fallen in thousands of years.”

“Is your magic derived from the domains you’re from?” Ilea asked. “Which would mean, Ben, you’re from an ice domain and Feyrair is from the Wastes?”

“Mostly,” Ben replied. “But while we’re born with certain magic and strong affinities, we also have the capability to evolve and change. Asay is a good example. Pure arcane magic is not often seen in elves. His status as an exile wouldn’t be a surprise to many.”

Asay seemed to look into the distance.

“North of Vannok and west of the Wastes lies the Still Valley, domain of frost and ice. I was born there,” Ben continued.

Ilea waited for him to elaborate, but he just moved on.

“Lastly, there is the Domain of Light, found in the desert south of the Vannok Mountains and the Navali Forest. They mostly remain in their desert – its harsh conditions dissuade any enemies from trying to seek them out. Not that anybody would succeed without their consent.”

Ilea nodded, taking a few notes in her notebook as she processed the new information. “Bunch of hermits in different climates. Gotcha.”

Maybe she could visit them all someday.

“Humans may not be quite as prevalent in the east if we weren’t so concerned with ourselves,” Asay said.

“And yet here we are,” Ilea said with a bright smile.

“You would do well not to underestimate them. Ilea is just one example,” he told Asay. “Though the Monarchs may believe the species of this world live and die at their whims, the balance is not quite as stark. Magic flows through all of us.”

Ilea gave him a glance. The elves may have four-marks in their ranks, but if she could reach the power she had gained already in just a few years, she wondered what kinds of creatures slumbered in the human lands, unconcerned with wars and monsters until a real threat forced them into action.

Would someone show up if a Monarch appeared and attacked? Is the Golden Lily really the strongest humanity has to offer?

“Do you think there are hidden human actors who could oppose the domains?” she asked outright. “The orders and rulers I have met would hardly be enough to stop even the group that has gathered here.”

Asay smiled, purple light flashing in his eyes. “I have wondered about that.”

Ilea gave him a look.

Then again, if the Plains are so unappealing to higher-level beings due to the lower mana density, there wouldn’t be much of a reason for humans to level beyond a certain point. I’m mostly just here because I seek out dangerous beasts in the wilds.

“What can you tell me about the other species?”

Ben crossed his arms. “There are dwarves in the northern mountains, mostly the Naraza range, but their dwellings are below ground. Many of their cities are likely never to be found by an outsider.

“Orcs dwell in the west, far even from the Frozen Wastelands north of the Still Valley. I have never met one, but they are said to be warrior tribes who often raid each other and occasionally those bordering their territories.

“The Cursed Marsh separates the orc lands in the far west from the lands of the Druned and the Mava. I know little of those creatures and their origin. Few elves are interested in their kind.”

“The western part of the Sava Desert is not claimed by the Domain of Light,” Asay continued. “The Mava originate from the dunes and sands. It is unknown to me who came before, us or the Mava. There are animals in the eastern forests that resemble their kind, but I have met few in my time. What were they called? Fluffy, red-tailed, four-legged beasts with pointy snouts. They resemble wolves in a way, but they seem far more delicate.”

“Foxes?” Ilea asked, immediately thinking of Catelyn.

Is she one of them? A Mava?

“Perhaps. But they are larger and masters of magic. If only our brethren had not left such horrible impressions,” Asay mused. “Perhaps I could have studied with their kind.”

“What about the Druned?”

“Hmm… peculiar creatures. They are golems of stone and rock who build for the Mava. They are perhaps protected by them, though the intricacies of their cooperation were never shared with me,” Asay said. It was obvious that he was much more interested in the Mava.

“They’re west of the Light Domain desert?”

“North and west.”

No wonder humans don’t know about them. Not those I’ve talked to, at least. Maybe Dagon has heard some stories.

“What about the vampires?”

Kevan is one, but he always seemed guarded about where he came from.

Ben hissed at the mention, and Asay snickered.

“The Still Valley has long had animosity with the Courts of the far north,” Asay said.

“Another endless war?” Ilea asked.

“There would be one, perhaps, but it is good for both the Still Valley and the Courts that there exists a territory between them so hostile that it may be more unpleasant even than these wretched lands we have found ourselves in.”

“The Cursed Marsh you mentioned?”

“Also unpleasant, but no. The Frozen Wastelands. A buffer that may have saved more lives than it has claimed, though that is debatable,” Asay explained. “I shall not speak of the Marsh.”

“Neither will I, nor of the Wastelands,” Ben said, his mood souring once more.

It still seems personal, even though he’s become a Cerithil Hunter. I guess he could be centuries old. I wonder what experiences he’s had with the vampires and the Wasteland.

And neither of them wants to speak of the Marsh? Guess I’ll have to go there myself at some point and find out what it’s about.

She finished her rough sketch of the various landmarks and territories they had talked about and showed her notebook to the elves. “How does that look?”

“Barely passable,” Ben said.

“Atrocious,” Asay added, physically reeling back. “You should study painting for a few decades before you dare create another such abomination.”

Ilea laughed. She was quite happy with her abomination.

New places to visit and people to meet.

“Maybe I’ll pick up painting at some point, but right now I’m far more interested in working on and improving my magic and Classes.”

Asay leaned closer again, putting a hand over her notebook to cover the map. “As am I,” he said with a wide smile. “Your arcane aura is fascinating. Would you indulge me in a direct application?”

“Sure,” Ilea said. “I don’t mind hitting you in the face a few times.”
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Asay was delighted with her “direct application,” despite the heavy damage to his face and body. He healed quite easily, the mana intrusion seemingly not having a massive effect on him either.

He is the second-highest-level elf present. And not much lower than me. Though definitely much older and more experienced.

As old as Asay likely was, she simply didn’t see him as a fighter. He was interested in magic, but he gave her the impression that, more than anything else, he leveled his Classes because it was necessary to survive in the harsh environment of his birth.

He did enjoy magic itself, though. The spells that sometimes floated around him felt downright intrinsic to her. Not magic summoned to fulfill a purpose, but part of his very essence.

Elfie was walking over. It seemed their time for relaxation was over, at least for now.

“How did things go?” Ilea asked, midway through a salad.

He scratched the back of his head. “It’s… a lot to think about. But reassuring. They told us about their history, about how they became Hunters, the thoughts and conflicts they’d felt. I’m glad you brought them here. Thanks, Ilea. I feel a little… guilty.”

She laughed, then touched his shoulder. “Don’t. I’m glad it’s helped. And don’t forget that I want to be here too.”

“What is the status, then?” Ben asked.

“We will be joining you through the active gate,” Niivalyr said, smiling at Ilea.

“Preparations are complete,” Isalthar said. “When everyone is ready, we go through as one. And we find out what awaits us on the other side.”

Ilea stretched a little after the long pause and smiled. “Awesome.”

“Agreed,” Feyrair said as he joined her at her side.

“We don’t need a key?” Ilea asked.

“Not always. Especially not when it’s a trap,” Ben said. “Let’s hope our enemy underestimates us –if they are indeed inviting us in.”

“You will be joining us?” Falhorn asked her with a raised eyebrow.

“What would’ve been the point in coming here otherwise?”

“Helping out a friend?” Elfie said and hissed with amusement.

“Oh, right. Sure.” Ilea winked. “Guess I’m helping a few of them now, and myself.”

She felt the platform activate and disabled her Space Magic Resistance to allow for easier transmission. White light and energy flowed around them before their surroundings shifted.

Ilea kept an eye on the spatial fabric around them, watching as the wisps converged before they slowly flowed out again. When the process was complete, the group occupied another part of the fabric.

‘ding’ You have entered the Izta dungeon

Ilea looked around in the dull green light of the ancient hall. The place looked dark and rectangular, just like most of the Taleen dungeons she’d been to before. Her Sentinel Huntress marks had shifted quite a bit, suggesting a position somewhere south even of Ravenhall.

Isanna Desert, maybe? Oh. That’s a pretty nice revelation. I can kind of track where we are by triangulating with my marks. Good thing I have some in Riverwatch, Hallowfort, and Ravenhall.

We’re deep below ground, too. Below the sands? Or mountains? Digging down here to find this place, now that would have been a nightmare. How did the Taleen even get down here?

It started to make a lot more sense that the Hunters were using the gates to find and invade Taleen facilities. She had no clue how someone could find a place like this otherwise, except by randomly stumbling upon it.

“Far,” Seithir said.

“I agree. It is an expansive facility,” Isalthar said, looking at the floating soul mage.

“The platform has yet to be disabled,” Asay commented, staring at the ground.

“It was not intended as a trap, then, or perhaps we have yet to be discovered,” Isalthar said as the group walked off the teleportation platform.

“So, what’s the plan, boss?” Ilea asked.

Isalthar glanced at Seithir.

“Praetorians,” Seithir said. “Production.”

Feyrair hissed, as did a few of the others.

“A dangerous find, and an important one to disable,” Isalthar said.

Ilea could feel more tension in his voice than usual. “How do we proceed?”

“We will scout the area, destroy any machines we come across, then disable this facility,” he said. “I will stay with Niivalyr and Seithir, as we will likely be facing Praetorians. The rest of you, I trust your judgment on your abilities. The fewer of you there are, the more you will grow.”

Ilea smiled. I forgot that these are elves. Any human adventurer would think that approach ridiculous.

She found herself approving, looking around at the others until her eyes met Feyrair’s.

And I’ve got a potential team mate, in case I can’t deal with the machines on my own.

“Seithir?” Isalthar said.

Magic emanated from the soul mage. “Ready,” he said, a wave of power flaring out.

Ilea felt something in her very essence, magic clinging to her core. She felt like she could remove it if she wanted to, but she decided not to resist.

“We meet back here after every half hour,” Isalthar said. “If you find yourself overwhelmed, tug on the spell clasping at your essence. I will be there.”

So we’re not going in completely without backup.

Ilea thought about her conversation with Isalthar, feeling the excitement in the other elves present. He could go at it alone, could likely clear out this entire facility far quicker than everyone else, but he chose to take a back seat. And she felt like she understood him a little better now.

Maybe one day, I could bring the Sentinels on an expedition like this.

She met Feyrair’s gaze. “I want to go at it alone first, but let me know if you encounter something you can’t take down.”

“Same to you, human. Normal versions give one point, special ones reward five. Good luck,” he said, white flames bursting from his scale armor.

“Have you found your elven twin?” Elfie asked her.

“Who knows?” she said, smiling before she vanished. She wanted to start.

With her pen and notebook in hand, she blinked through a few corridors and started sketching a new map.

Calling my sketch an abomination… Absolutely no respect from this elf. Not everyone is centuries old – cut me some slack…

Her sphere allowed for detailed perception as she blinked and displaced herself through the facility, adding a few strokes to her map with each use of the spells.

She hummed a tune to herself, enjoying the relative quiet after so much talking. The constant hum of power, hissing steam, and turning gears was something she could easily tune out, the sounds a part of every Taleen dungeon.

Half a minute was enough for her to realize the sheer size of the facility.

Izta. Given how the naming works, maybe that means the names suggest size or importance? By that logic, we’d be one removed from Iz? Not that it has to follow any logic.

She appeared inside an expansive hall, so large it resembled a cavern more than anything else. Hundreds of production machines and forges littered the ground for nearly a kilometer, interlinked and very much active. Fires and magical lights flickered and blinked, lending life to the otherwise dark hall.

Various eyes were already settling on her. The first to react were the distant archers clinging to the high-reaching walls. The light was dim, but her eyes didn’t miss a thing.

That’s a lot of fucking Praetorians. And the archers must be Hunter Praetorians.

Looking at three of them as they took aim with arcane-powered greatbows, blue energy bursting from their hands as their arrows formed, a broad grin spread across her face.

Finally. I’ve learned a thing or two since last time, she thought, heat already charging within her as she cracked her neck. This all looks very intricate. Would be a shame if some crazed healer decided to go on a rampage.

A dozen scythe and mace Praetorians slowly stepped out from the maze of delicate machinery, their green eyes shimmering in the darkness.

And I was once terrified by two of them.

Her time in her first Taleen dungeon felt so distant now, the terror she’d felt dulled by time and experience. She crouched and blinked into the complex sea of steel, dozens of magical machines all around her, arcane arrows homing in on her from the distant Hunters.

Ilea looked at the magic and activated Displacement. It was no longer the same spell, and this time around, it worked. The powerful arrows appeared next to the nearby Praetorians and machinery, exploding on impact with devastating waves of expanding energy, the power washing over her burning armored form.

She chose one of the machines at random, her spells punching into it as she blinked through their attacks, moving past the scythes as she displaced projectiles right into their production line.

Ilea set a mark on the first Praetorian, its menacing eyes staring at her as it moved its mace. So very slowly. She felt its magic manifest, the space around her constricting as the weapon swung toward her.

Its suppression had nothing on the Meadow.

Two arrows came at her, displaced right into the shielded machine in front of her. She blinked up, ignoring the attempt to stop her teleportation before she heard the mace collide with stone.

Another arrow came, and this one she let pass nearby. Energy flowed through her, not quite comparable with the northern lightning, but perhaps inspired by it. Her armor took a light hit, but Ilea was already back at her Praetorian.

Last time, those arrows were really dangerous. All those skill levels helped.

She looked around to see if there was an Executioner variant here, but so far, she couldn’t see one.

Her small size and speed helped her as she teleported past the massive machines, which got in each other’s way and were constantly bombarded by the arcane spells she displaced or simply positioned between herself and her many enemies.

Each punch slammed into their powerful shields, destructive healing flowing into them. With each second that passed, more ash was added to her surroundings, Flame of Creation burning away at both their shields and steel.

Her precognition, sphere, and teleports allowed her to remain amidst the war machines, her high resilience hardly ever even needed as she dodged and weaved through the sea of scythes and maces.

Nothing could interrupt her. Nothing could pin her down.

The first Praetorian had dents in its chest, her ashen limbs tearing through the thick metal. Her fist slammed into its eye, the glass breaking before the light flickered out. She smiled when it turned and ran toward the tunnel she had come from, its core already heating up.

Oh no you don’t, Ilea thought with a broad smile.

She failed to grasp the massive being with Displacement, so instead, she used the third tier of the spell, setting the destination above the delicate production machinery, before she blinked right in front of the fleeing creature.

Ilea displaced two incoming arrows into the ground below her, her arm outstretched toward the running creature, and formed the second part of her gate, swallowing the unstable war machine.

She turned with a smile, activating Phaseshift as more arrows slammed into her, refueling her with mana as they burned away her health.

The damaged Praetorian fell out of her third-tier Displacement gate, back where it had started, and unable to get away.

Ilea spread her arms as the machines scrambled to escape, her eyes focused on the glowing light of the core explosion.

She laughed as the wave of energy spread through the facility, destroying everything in its path. Even some of the fleeing machines were caught, unable to retreat past the walls of the cavern. Their shields flickered with green light as the energy moved over them.

It reached her, too, flowing through her and eating at her health, but even as it did, it recharged a large portion of her mana. Her third-tier healing let her instantly recover as she returned to normal space.

“This is a fun turn of events,” she said with a wide grin, looking at the few Praetorians that hadn’t been able to avoid the blast.

You’re next.

The facility was in flames, a massive chunk of the small tech city already destroyed from a single core explosion. But Ilea wouldn’t leave until each and every thing in this hall had been reduced to scraps.

She was in their midst again a moment later, her next target already marked, its shields barely half reformed. Flare of Creation burned away the rest, her ashen limbs and fists slamming into the machine as she landed on its chest.

The dull sounds of ash-covered fists pounding metal resounded through the cavern as green flames crackled in the background. Scythes of green steel failed to penetrate her armor, scraping past and cutting into other machines instead.

Ilea blinked to avoid an arcane arrow, waiting off to one side until three of them were homing in on her at once. She displaced them all next to her mark, turning them to face the creature. Blue explosions of light and energy rushed through the vicinity, shrapnel flying even as she worked on the next one.

She saw that the core of her target had started glowing lightly. This machine wasn’t fleeing but running toward her as the rest of the Praetorians retreated.

Ilea followed one of the escaping machines, cackling as she swirled past the homing arrows, arcane energy searing her burning ash as they rushed past her flying form.

“Come back here!” she shouted, appearing in front of the fleeing giant. As her spells crashed into it, her sphere told her that the unstable machine pursuing her had already caught up.

“Enjoy this one,” she said, feeling a powerful arcane arrow burn into her back as she activated Phaseshift.

As a scythe moved through her without impact, the fleeing Praetorian tried to protect its unshielded body against its scrambling, half-destroyed brother.

Ilea watched with joyous glee as the area exploded with energy, the first machine bursting into shrapnel and molten steel as the second one was brought to the same state, its core exploding just a second later.

Deactivating Phaseshift, Ilea looked around to see the massive hall now half covered in flames and molten steel, its previous luster entirely gone. Just another battlefield littered with Taleen.

The machines that had once slaughtered her entire expedition, had terrified her to the core, were now falling one by one. To her hands, ash, and fire. And their self-destruction, which had once been the only thing that could’ve stopped her, was just another tool in her arsenal.

Three down, she thought, glancing at the distant archers, which were unperturbed by the massive display of destruction. Area spells were now raining down on her, arcane explosions digging into the many large machines and the ground below.

Ilea’s fire and ash were blasted away time and time again, her armor being whittled down before she vanished once more, reforming her defenses behind the shields of the other machines.

She rushed toward a Hunter when the heat within her could no longer be contained. She reached out with her arm as it formed a rain of spells that cut deep into her ash. Health went into her auras before she released the heat, a flare of white flame and blue light visible where her ash had been stripped away.

The fiery blast of energy burned through the machine’s shields, a near-transparent blue light flickering as the wall behind it melted. One of the machine’s shields cracked, and it fell, unable to hold onto the molten rock.

Ilea followed its fall.

[Hunter Praetorian – lvl ???]

Seven fifty, she surmised, Veteran informing her about her enemy. I’ve killed many in your league.

The machine landed, releasing its arrow just before it hit the ground. Ilea blinked through the projectile, landing on its chest as her attacks burst into its remaining shield. Her burning ash spread over it as her fists and limbs pummeled downward.

Machines rushed toward them from all around, arcane arrows crashing into the nearby walls and ground, displaced by her will. A sphere of arcane energy exploded outward, barely moving her as a layer of her ash was stripped away, her innards resisting most of the damage as she healed and continued her assault.

Come on, she thought when the shield finally shattered. The steel below looked the same as that of any Praetorian, her limbs shredding it with relative ease. Ash screeched against steel as her fists dented the plating. The Hunter’s plating wasn’t quite as thick as that of the normal variants, each impact bending steel.

A direct hit from a mace made Ilea reel back before she blinked and refocused on the damaged machine, which was now retreating into the horde of Praetorians.

Running away?

She moved her wings and followed it, teleporting past projectiles, scythes, and maces and twirling past the mass of machines until she once again clung to her mark.

“You won’t get away,” she murmured, digging her ashen limbs into its plating before releasing Heart of Cinder into an opening from point-blank range. Its core cracked, a burst of bright blue light shooting out before it shattered.

Ilea felt the concentrated arcane power released from the machine’s core wash over her in an instant. As the energy spread out, burning away shields and steel as it pushed the other Praetorians away, Ilea was sent flying, her wings and ash burned away in an instant before her bloodied body slapped against the burning ground.

She rolled onto wobbly legs, barely focused enough to displace the next volley of arcane arrows as her muscles and skin reformed. The next moment, she was covered in ash again, her wings spreading out as she watched the damaged war machines find their bearings.

She spat blood, scanning the group for her next target.

Yeah, this will do.
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At least seven of the machines had lost their shields from the arcane blast, singed and damaged from the impact.

Ilea didn’t wait a second, blinking close to them and spreading fiery ash before they could recover. Ash cut through steel and mana invaded each and every one of them, Ilea’s magic fueled by their very own spells.

A cascade of explosions soon followed as she dealt with each Praetorian in turn. She blinked away from the spreading energies and displaced an arcane arrow at the last moment. She left a few normal variants alone in case she needed the shields for her own protection.

The second Hunter had clung to the opposite wall, its range and speed impressive but not enough to compete with Ilea’s double teleportation and wings. She reached the retreating machine a few moments later, displacing arrows as they came, their power not enough anymore to resist her high-level Displacement.

Burning ash flared out, covering the Hunter and clinging to its powerful shields. Heart of Cinder wasn’t charged enough, so Ilea relied on her fists and ashen limbs instead. The arrows coming at her from the last of the two Hunters were quite welcome, fueling her with mana that she instantly channeled into her offensive spells.

The arrows were more effective against ash they had already targeted, but with her quickly reforming armor, it didn’t pose a major problem. Each punch and use of Storm of Cinders pushed against the Hunter’s battered shields, its close-range attacks dodged or simply ignored.

Ilea kept an eye on the remaining four normal variants, but their long-range attacks were painfully slow and ineffective, especially at the range they were using them at.

It took her several hundred attacks to shatter the Hunter’s shields; any effort to keep her off, she dodged or healed. This time, she used a slower approach, whittling away at the creature as she kept an eye on its core.

When it cracked and light leaked out, she was already gone, teleporting twice before she twirled in the air to see a massive blue sphere expanding outward. It left a dent in the cavern wall and added to the smell of heated steel and fire in the air.

One remaining, she thought, and looked at the remaining Hunter, aiming at her once more.

She decided to deal with the normal versions first, given her defenses were good enough to ignore one Hunter’s attacks. The level six hundred Praetorians didn’t stand a chance. All they had were their shields and strong plating, each quickly ground down by her unrelenting attacks.

Ilea let the last explosion wash over her, the energies ripping away half her ash and damaging her skin. Shrapnel and molten pieces of Taleen steel quickly disappeared as her body healed once again. She watched an arcane arrow blink into existence close to her, hidden by a shrouding spell after leaving the Hunter’s overly large bow.

The projectile exploded in a bright flash of blue energy, so large that some of it blew over Ilea’s small form, burning away at her wings and the ground close by. Her armor resisted the direct hit, but a large part of the energy flowed through her, damaging her muscles and organs below.

‘ding’ Arcane Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 18

“Would you look at that?” Ilea said as her wings took her upward. She floated toward the final creature, each arrow and barrage punching into her with incredible force. But she didn’t stop.

Appearing next to its head, she kicked three times, delivering Destruction and Cinders into its shield. It formed an arcane sphere that she simply ignored, the damage not substantial enough to push her away, weaker even than what the Astral Spirits had been able to conjure up. Or perhaps she had gotten stronger since facing them.

Ilea punched its shield six times, blinking behind the Hunter when its arcane-covered arms rushed out at her. Another five punches and a plethora of ashen limb attacks worked away at its defenses, her mana slowly overwhelming its powerful shield.

Ash formed in a cone ahead of her, set alight with Flame of Creation, before clinging to the flailing Praetorian, which leaped off from the wall to get some distance between them. Ilea kept pace, her wings letting her maneuver around the machine as she continued her constant barrage of attacks.

She watched its shield shatter when she landed, pushing off the ground to deliver an uppercut to its massive head, her limbs cutting into the steel carapace near its neck while burning ash closed in from all around.

Another sphere of arcane energy flashed out, but Ilea barely noticed with her increasing Valkyrie bonuses and the lack of other incoming spells. Heart of Cinder was released in a sphere, stunning the massive thing but failing to cause significant damage. She blinked closer to its chest and slammed her fist inside, finally breaking through the outer layer of steel before she ripped out what she could.

Her ashen limbs followed, digging into the breach and tearing inward, cutting through whatever machinery kept the creature working. The core cracked a moment later, exploding as Ilea landed on the ground.

She held up an arm, but the blast tore away the armor covering her front, ripping away flesh to expose muscle and bone. Her left eye was incinerated but quickly reformed, blood dripping to the ground as new skin formed on her body.

You’d need a core grenade launcher to even remotely stand a chance, she thought, looking around at the carnage. The hall had turned from a production facility to nothing but burning scraps.

She sighed as her ash slowly covered her body once again. It felt good to know that Praetorians were nothing to her anymore, just another creature she had moved past.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Taleen Praetorian – lvl 600]

…

‘ding’ You have defeated [Hunter Praetorian – lvl 751]

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 462 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 457 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 407 – 1 stat point awarded

‘ding’ Space Shift reaches 3rd lvl 11

‘ding’ Deviant of Humanity reaches 2nd lvl 19

Ilea saw two more exits in the hall, other than the one she had come from.

How long did I fight for? she wondered. Fifteen minutes, maybe? Or was it less?

However long it was, she assumed she had a little more time on her hands until the first half hour was up. She chose one of the exits at random and continued her sketching.

I hope this place is fucking huge.

‘ding’ Divination Magic Resistance reaches lvl 8

Oh? Is that Cless? She smiled. It’s nice to have her check in sometimes.

Though I hope it isn’t somebody else… Well, either way, it’s a resistance level.

She thought of Cless for a brief moment, wondering what her newest paintings of Kyrian showed.

I’m facing Taleen again. That’s a step. Hopefully we can find a way to get to you soon.

The lights above her flickered as Ilea reached the end of the corridor. She coughed, realizing that the air had gotten much worse than it had been in the large hall. Her oxygen repository and general resilience would surely prevent any danger, though.

That would be something. Dying from some toxic cloud down in a dungeon after everything I’ve done.

She entered a rough-looking cavern, this one not cut in a rectangular shape but quite natural. The purpose of this cave revealed itself to her immediately: it was a mine with a massive central hole, reaching far into the dark depths of the land. Even her eyes were unable to see to the bottom of the vast tunnel.

She watched and heard thousands of Guardians work, their blades cutting into stone. Localized explosions occasionally lit up the distant darkness, punching through whatever they couldn’t cut through.

Complex systems of mechanical elevators brought up the collected ore, most of it reflecting the dull light in a shimmering green. A few Praetorians guarded the uppermost levels of the structure, but their green eyes were focused down into the depths, none of them taking note of her.

A howl came up from the deep, and she immediately tried to find the source.

‘ding’ You have heard the call of an ancient being. You resist its effects.

Something’s not happy about all the mining.

She glanced up again to see two Hunter Praetorians sprinting out from a large tunnel exit on her level, their bows at the ready before they aimed down into the depths. Their arcane arrows sped out without ceremony, like flares into the darkness of the ocean. Neither bothered to hide their spells.

Ilea saw something writhe in the dark before another howl resounded, this time from deeper down. She glanced at the Praetorians, but neither of them formed another arrow.

She focused her attention back on the Guardians and Praetorians as the Hunters returned through the exit, their job of dissuading whatever lurked in the darkness apparently done. They hadn’t even looked her way.

Destroying all this would take hours. If only there were some magic users with large-area spells nearby, she thought, taking a last look at the expansive mine before she returned to the manufacturing hall she had destroyed.

Some of the fires were still burning when she arrived, but no additional machines had shown up. She wondered if whoever was in charge was watching. Could they? Or were the machines here acting on simple sets of orders? Maybe they could act independently to some extent as well.

The first Praetorians I met even spoke. Something about the throne room being breached. None here did anything like that. But the elves said that the gates are being controlled, with some of them getting trapped in faraway dungeons.

So who’s behind that? Are there still Taleen dwarves around? Or did they set up commands that are still running? The journal Elfie translated talked about them surrendering control, didn’t it? The one I found in the first dungeon, inside the Legate’s necklace.

She was still using that necklace, so she summoned the journal and flipped through the pages.

Third cycle, the year eight hundred and sixteen. Still I am afraid. Questioning every day if it was the right decision to make, even if it meant our doom. Surrendering control, long theorized yet hardly tested. The Makers are certain, but I fear for my brothers and sisters, their children, and those to come after. Still, we must fight, must prevail.

My duty will soon be irrelevant, replaced by the Guardians assigned. Either that or the enemy will hunt us down, slaughter each and every one of us. May the One without Form prevail. I will guard the Tungsten key with my life.

Ilea frowned. The One without Form. Is that just a kind of god that the Legate mentioned in some sort of prayer? Or is that who we’re really facing? Something the ‘Makers’ made? Whoever they were – or are?

The key she held obviously had significance. One part of twelve, or so Iana and Christopher assumed.

I’ll show it to Isalthar when I get back.

She went through the second exit, planning to take a peek before returning to her group. Ilea felt her mark on Elfie in the distance. He was a few kilometers away and much higher up than she was.

Her map grew steadily as she floated through the corridor. Eventually, she stopped, her sphere unable to penetrate through the walls anymore. She formed some ash and moved it ahead, enough to trigger any motion or weight-based traps.

Green flame suddenly roared throughout the whole corridor.

Ilea felt the heat but remained floating where she was, the fires washing over her without any visible damage to her armor. She smiled, feeling the familiar curse magic flow through her. The spell hampered her health regeneration somewhat, but she knew it wouldn’t last particularly long. A few minutes at most.

She moved forward through the corridor, and at its end, she found a small room with three more tunnels leading away, including a central platform that served as an elevator leading down.

Ilea quickly sketched what she had found and decided to take the corridor to the left, which, she thought, should lead her back to their starting point in the dungeon, or somewhere close enough. She activated a few more traps on the way, nothing enough to leave a lasting impression.

I hope Feyrair didn’t find an army of machines to fight through. How many did I destroy?

A quick check and calculation brought her to fourteen points from Praetorians and fifteen points for special variants. Twenty-nine seemed respectable to her for half an hour, even though she hadn’t fought anything in half that time.

Every hallway here was large enough to accommodate a Taleen Praetorian. Untold work had evidently gone into their creation. The lack of sleeping quarters, kitchens, and armories led Ilea to believe that this place hadn’t been constructed to accommodate any dwarves, but for the single purpose of building more machines.

I don’t think this will lead back up, Ilea thought when she found another large elevator platform leading down. Time’s up.

She used her teleportation spells to quickly retrace her steps, appearing in the gate room where their group had arrived less than a minute later.

Nobody was there, but something felt strange. As if there was…

She blinked her eyes when a spell appeared and then dissipated. There was something arcane about it. And something else she couldn’t quite place in the moment it dissipated.

Asay and Falhorn were there. Spells had shrouded them from her perception, even her sphere.

“You have returned,” Asay said.

Falhorn sat on a stone bench nearby, looking over a piece of green scrap metal.

“Why hide?”

“Some of the machines tried to follow us,” Asay said with a shrug.

“I see. Nice stealth spell you have there. Takes a lot to fool my sphere.”

Isalthar and the others arrived a moment later.

“Success?” Seithir asked, a slight smile forming on his lips after the tension in his body had relaxed a little.

“Were you worried?” Ilea asked, smiling at the elf, who turned his head away, perhaps a little embarrassed. “Asay, here, check out my map,” she said instead, showing the creation to the elf, who recoiled and covered his eyes immediately.

Ilea laughed and showed it to Isalthar, giving him a quick summary of what she had found and fought.

Elfie’s group looked battered and injured, but they were still alive. Most of Heranuur’s right arm was missing, the elf looking more than a little annoyed. At least he didn’t look quite as frustrated as the last time she’d seen him.

“We’re back now, let me heal you,” Neiphato said.

Heranuur glanced between the wood mage and Isalthar before he relented with a gesture.

“We encountered a group of three Praetorians,” Elfie reported, summoning a beautifully painted and detailed map, gesturing to a section clearly showing an elevator leading up. Numbers denoted the distance between the bottom and top floor, as well as the dimensions of the hall above.

He glanced at Ilea and her map, then took a step toward her so that she couldn’t see his creation anymore from her angle. He leaned closer and whispered, “I’m sure you will improve, friend. Do not lose hope.” He clasped her shoulder and nodded to her.

“I’ll improve. It’s okay to be shit at things,” Ilea said, unsure if he was being sarcastic or not.

“Of course it is,” Elfie said reassuringly, squeezing her shoulder a little tighter before he let go.

Still unsure, Ilea thought, squinting. The important thing was that she could terrify Asay.

“The hall was otherwise empty,” Elfie continued. “Three exits led away, but we thought it unwise to move past the Praetorians without defeating them. We were able to bring one down, but the two others will have recovered their shields by now.”

“Asay and Falhorn found a group of five Hunter Praetorians in a deeper layer, protecting what looked to be another mine,” Isalthar supplied.

And they escaped.

“Did you destroy them?” Ilea asked them.

“No,” Falhorn said and hissed. “But we lost them on the way back.”

Ilea nodded, seeing genuine shame on the elf’s face. “There’s no shame in retreat,” she said, crossing her arms in front of her.

Seviir shook his head ever so slightly, but Heranuur openly hissed in derision. Falhorn stood up immediately as void magic manifested around him.

Fire magic flared up around the challenger before a powerful wave of mana emanated from Isalthar, his white eyes glowing a little brighter as he stared at Heranuur. The elf fell to one knee, his teeth showing as he said a few words in elvish.

“Remember why we are here,” Isalthar said. “There is no shame in retreat. And there is no pride in needless death. Learn from your battles and grow.”

Heranuur doesn’t agree. Not the biggest surprise there, but I would’ve hoped he’d learned that much by now.

She sighed and wondered how several teams of Shadows would fare in this dungeon.

Not quite as well, she surmised. Her Sentinels were far from being able to take on such a challenge, but she hoped they could at least survive and flee, if they ever found themselves deep underground and surrounded by high-level monsters.

“Where is Feyrair?” Elfie asked.

“Late,” Seithir replied.

“Niivalyr, let us resume our fight,” Isalthar said. “Ilea, Asay, Falhorn, please find and support Feyrair in the challenge he deemed important enough to forego our meeting. Let him struggle alone if there is hope for his success. We shall meet again after the same timeframe has passed.”

The elves confirmed with words or just by getting up and leaving.

Falhorn walked over to Ilea and glanced at Asay.

“Directions?” Ilea asked, looking at Seithir. Guess I’ll show them the key later.

He pointed forward.

“Thanks,” she said and spread her wings, focusing on anything Feyrair-like with Sentinel Huntress.

Each of the elves had distinct enough magic. She could probably find them all if she really tried. Feyrair, however, was the easiest, as his fires were constantly burning, the traces he left behind easy to follow even without her skill.

Asay hissed when he joined her, glancing between Falhorn and her before they went off into one of the corridors. Ilea followed Sentinel Huntress as she took in the surrounding impressions.

“You didn’t lie?” Falhorn asked after a while.

“About what?” Ilea asked.

“The Hunters. You truly destroyed them?”

“You still think I’m just a weak human? This is getting kind of old.”

“I couldn’t destroy their shields,” Asay said in a disappointed tone. “They were moving too quickly.”

“I have ways to catch up with most things,” Ilea said with a smile.

Falhorn hissed, acknowledging her comment.

“He’s close now,” Asay said.

Ilea glanced at him, not surprised the arcane mage had ways of detecting the dragonling.

Their group flew into a large space littered with destroyed and burning tools, machines, and Taleen constructs. Guardians, Centurions, and Praetorians had all been fought here. White flames still clung to a large section of the expansive hall.

In the middle flew an elf, who was avoiding the continuous attacks from a silver-bodied Praetorian, whose head turned for a split second to take in the newcomers.

“How does it look?” Ilea asked.

The Praetorian sped up, void magic lighting up as one of its two massive blades cut Feyrair in half.

“Somewhat troubling,” Asay said. “Perhaps we should intervene.”

Ilea rolled her eyes, blinking closer and displacing the elf’s torso into her arms. Her healing revealed that he wasn’t exactly dying. But neither was he perfectly fine, being cut in half and all that.

“Found your match?” she asked.

“Hardly,” Feyrair spat, blood splattering to the ground. “Please do unhand me, Ilea. For I’m not done,” he said, his red eyes glowing as his legs reformed.
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“I can see that you’re ‘not done’. But I also want to fight that thing. Want to team up?” Ilea said, still holding Feyrair as she displaced both of them away from the quickly advancing machine.

The elf rolled his eyes and smiled, now healing as the Praetorian ran up toward them on magical platforms.

“Yeah, why not? Let’s see if we can manage to destroy this thing together.”

An arcane field appeared between them and the Praetorian, and the machine was stopped by the floating, rune-like apparition. Its silver body glowed before a blast of void magic tore through the field, which shattered in an instant.

“Impressive,” Asay said, sounding intrigued.

“My spells will be mostly useless against this one,” Falhorn admitted, looking at the construct with apprehension. “I shall inform Isalthar,” he said and vanished.

Didn’t expect him to back down that quickly, Ilea thought, appreciating the rational thinking.

[Executioner Praetorian – lvl ???]

Ilea displaced herself and Feyrair again to get away. By this point, the elf’s legs and armor had reformed. “It’s above level eight hundred,” she supplied.

“I noticed,” Feyrair said. “Be wary, it can recover from damage. I’ve thrown everything I had at it, but it wasn’t enough to overwhelm it. And it learns, far faster than a normal version.”

“Sounds fun,” Ilea said. “What’s your Void Magic Resistance at?”

“Highest second tier. Can you hold it off while I rest a little?”

“Of course.”

She vanished, then reappeared close to the Executioner, her reflection visible on its silver body.

Ilea saw its head turn as it moved, its two green eyes shining bright. It spun in midair, ignoring the ashen limbs that moved toward its body and slashed at her with incredible speed, magic vibrating at the tip of its two curved blade arms.

Ilea beat her wings, barely able to get out of range as her ash hit a shimmering purple shield, spreading both fire and cinders. She watched the creature take another step, catching up with her and slashing once again. Her eyes widened as her precognition informed her about the incoming damage.

A smile blossomed on her face as she blocked the attack with her arm. The thin silver blade cut through her armor in an instant, severing flesh and muscle alike before it bit into bone. Yet she held her position, fire spreading onto her enemy as her ashen limbs continued to crash into its barrier.

I can take a hit.

She felt void magic tearing at the fabric of her being, extending her hand to stop the second blade coming at her. The Executioner moved its blade back, instead going for a thrust toward her stomach.

Ilea blinked behind it, her fist hitting it once before the machine turned again, one blade coming at her with a horizontal swipe while the other stabbed at her with precise and quick moves. Its silver arm lost form for a moment before flowing into a straight, rapier-like extension.

She simply let the attacks happen, several of her organs pierced by the blade when it managed to punch through her armor. Ilea watched as her white flames shimmered on its shield, slowly burning through its powerful defensive barrier.

When the Executioner aimed for her eye instead, Ilea vanished again. She wasn’t sure if the thing could pierce her skull and brain, and she didn’t want to find out.

Her wings moved as she circled the floating construct, its steps sure and quick as it ran at her. A wave of void magic formed in an instant, precognition the only reason she managed to displace herself in time to avoid the spell.

A set of intrusion and ash attacks crashed into the creature before it turned to retaliate. Ilea had blinked again, but this time, she found the being was already turning. Her ash slashed into the shield at the same time as her body was pierced by its thin silver blades, one of them narrowly missing her eye thanks to her split-second movement.

“Be careful!” Feyrair shouted, still recovering from his extended battle with the construct.

“How did…” Ilea gasped, teleporting twice to deliver a single blow, then retreating a few meters before she dodged seven quick thrusts, “…you survive this long?”

Ilea spread her flaming ash onto the machine, gaps in its dense shield now starting to show.

“It only showed up at the end, after I had destroyed the rest,” Feyrair said. “My changed form could resist its damage for longer.”

Are you telling me your dragon-form armor is stronger than mine?

She had dealt with the arcane lightning more efficiently, and his fire hadn’t given her much trouble, but then again, she had her healing and insane resistances.

I mean, he’s got a dragon-related Class. You’d hope he’s resilie⁠—

Her thought was interrupted by the Executioner, which was closing the distance yet again.

“When can you change again?” she asked, dodging four blows before she traded the next three for a few punches, one of them hitting the construct’s steel body, her magic spreading into it.

Her innards were pierced and slashed apart as her fists crashed against the Executioner’s shield and body. She teleported away to heal, forced to distance herself farther with a second spell when she saw it advance quickly.

It doesn’t even have wings, and it’s that quick, she thought, flying around it as they traded blows.

The machine learned and adapted quickly, but Ilea had enough experience to match it in that department. She was starting to understand the void blades better as well, knowing now that they didn’t just pierce her ash but forced it apart on a microscopic level. Enough to destabilize the integrity of her armor and allow the silver blades to push through.

I need more ash density for this guy…

She was intrigued by the way it applied its magic. It was almost surgical, unlike the void users she had faced before, who had seemed more inclined to use a brute-force approach.

Ilea raised a hand, stopping the blade heading for her eye as she poured reversed healing into it. Most of its shield was gone now, unable to reform in the white flames.

And it knows that I don’t want my head pierced, she thought, turning her head to the side to let the blade slam into her skull instead, stopped by her bone, which managed to resist the void more than her ash.
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Ilea was holding her own. For now, at least.

Feyrair had to stop himself from jumping into battle. His changed form was still not ready, let alone his mana. He needed more, so he focused on the surrounding magic, dense and nearly fluid to his eyes.

It rushed into him, filling him with power and purpose. The urge to shred the Executioner apart was great, but he needed to focus on control. That was what Isalthar had been teaching him, time and time again.

The Executioner had proved to be too dangerous for him to defeat alone. If they wanted to stand a chance without calling for the Val Akuun, they had to work together. And he needed to trust the human.

An amusing thought. A few decades ago, he would’ve thought it ridiculous. Now? Not quite as much.

She was powerful. And she fought by their side. Not only that, but he also found that he actually enjoyed her company. Maybe Ben had been onto something all these years.

Asay floated a little farther away, giving him a look as he hissed.

He’s worried.

“You should be watching her instead,” Feyrair said without glancing over.

“Her displays of space magic are quite impressive. But if she makes one mistake…”

She won’t. But… space magic? Her fast teleportation? That’s what it is? He wouldn’t admit a lack of understanding to the old master of the arcane. Her ability to teleport even when she is in contact with its blade… that’s what he means.

Ilea moved around the massive machine like an insect, her fists and ash stinging it with powerful blasts of both intrusive mana and physical strength.

It pained Feyrair to admit it, but she was stronger than him, her tools more suited to face this being than his own. But now, his mana was reaching acceptable levels, and his spell was ready once more.

“I could join, or wait a little longer!” he shouted to the human.

“It’s fi—” she got out before deflecting another set of attacks as her mana burned into the now shieldless machine. “Recover! Join if it takes me out somehow!”

“She doesn’t need our help,” Asay said in a teasing tone.

Feyrair ground his teeth and suppressed a hiss, turning to his breathing instead.

Asay was testing him, just like Isalthar had many times before. She was calling for him to show his power. Her very presence, the battle, the blood – all of it was calling to him to join and fight to the death.

But that was not his way. Not anymore.

He glanced at Asay, then back at Ilea. He winced as he watched her miss a series of feints.

Really? Maybe she’s not as experienced as I’d thought…

The Executioner pierced her hand and pushed it aside as it slammed its second blade deep into her eye.

It got her.

Feyrair watched as the Praetorian slashed through her twitching body with its second blade, dealing dozens of thrusts in mere moments, each ripping through her ash that moved to defend the disabled healer. Limbs of ash still crashed into the creature, flailing wildly, as if in a panic.

He hissed. My fires couldn’t get past her defenses, but this machine can take her out? Just like that?

I feel offended.

“It is time,” Asay said.

Feyrair didn’t say anything, simply moving forward as he invoked his spell.

Shade of Garonoth.

Magic burned within him, incredible heat burning both his body and soul. Bright flame and magic seared out as his flesh was reforged into the image of his ancient patron. Scales expanded and wings broke out of his back, his hands elongating and broadening as massive burning claws spread out.

He felt the magic around him, knew it was his to command. It swirled and condensed, pouring into him like an ocean of heat and fire.

Feyrair roared, white flame rolling out in a broad cone that enveloped both his enemy and friend. Part of him wondered how long she would survive in the grasp of the Praetorian or if, perhaps, she had a way to get out.

Could this machine defeat her? When even I could not?

He found that the thought annoyed him. And he discovered that he was worried, now that he considered the possibility.

Interesting.

His wings moved as he drew closer to the floating duo, his fire unrelenting and growing in heat and power, engulfing the two beings entirely. As the Praetorian jumped away, its blade slipped from Ilea’s burned skull, and her body was caught by a field of arcane energy.

Feyrair kept his focus on the Executioner, sending beams of seeking fire at the machine, the upper layers of its armor melting and dripping to the ground below. He perceived Ilea right below him, her body burned, bones revealed where his fires had incinerated her skin and muscle.

For a short moment, he wondered if she was dead.

And then her eye reformed, her body healed, and she was quickly covered in ash.

She looked up at him with some confusion. “Oh,” she said. “It got me, didn’t it?”

“It did,” he said.

He caught a glimpse of something flashing in her eyes. Fear? Annoyance? Anger? He wasn’t sure what it was, and then she smiled, vanishing and reappearing on his back.

“Thanks for the assist, friend. Now, let’s take this thing down.”

Her normally casual tone had changed, he found, though only slightly. Where there had been interest before, she now seemed excited. And there was something else. An edge that he would’ve missed if he didn’t understand it himself.

“Are you good to fight on?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

He sent more spells at the machine, whose body was also repairing itself, silver metal flowing into place again.

“Good.”
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Ilea held onto the dragonling, her gaze on the Executioner. Feyrair roared below her, his fire extending in a cone, following the fast-moving machine. She charged Heart of Cinder, prepared to use it at any moment. Flare of Creation burned on her, though neither she nor the elf was bothered much by their respective spells.

It got me. One slip up, and it got me. My resistances didn’t matter, my armor didn’t matter. My perception didn’t slow because the damage from the blow itself wasn’t enough.

Bullshit.

Did I overextend? Overestimate myself? Have I grown complacent?

She was glad the others had been around. Maybe that was why she hadn’t been as careful. Or maybe it was the fact that she had fought and destroyed the other Praetorians with such ease. This one looked almost the same, and its abilities weren’t flashy either. It was just quicker, more durable, and it learned.

The Executioner rushed past them, cutting into Feyrair’s wing, leaving a bloody gash that slowly knitted itself together. By the time Ilea managed to send a few doses of her healing spells, the gash was already gone.

“Feel free to take some risks,” she said. “I have your back.”

Feyrair turned quickly, Ilea’s wings pushing to keep her on his back. His cone of flame caught the Executioner as it rushed past again, one of his claws clashing with one of its silver blades, neither relenting before they disengaged.

The construct jumped back, trying to cut away Ilea’s flaming ash with void magic – somewhat successfully, to her dismay.

Even that won’t work anymore.

“How long can you hold this form?”

“Not long enough,” Feyrair said before he roared again, a beam of concentrated flame and heat slamming into the machine, pushing it back as it formed a purple shield to stop the spell.

Ilea crouched low on the dragon’s back. “Get it to the ground,” she said. “And be ready to hold on, no matter what. I’ll protect you.”

Feyrair rushed down in a mad dash, soaring through the hall before his claws dug into the ground, missing the dodging creature.

“Again,” Ilea said as she watched its movements. She waited as it flew past Feyrair’s side, leaving another bleeding gash in its wake. The wound had healed before they finished turning.

The dragonling rushed toward the machine, his massive clawed hands lashing out in horizontal strikes.

Ilea finished her spell just when the Executioner dashed back, its form vanishing in warped space before it appeared right below the dragon’s claws.

Feyrair slammed down, and the ground cracked and shattered as he pushed the Executioner’s silver form down into the floor.

Ilea appeared in front of the dragon’s massive jaws, blocking the precise strikes coming for his mouth and eyes with her body, bones, and ash.

The dark mist of her element spread onto Feyrair, healing him as she floated slightly to one side, gripping the construct’s silver blades with all the strength she could muster, keeping them within her chest and arm.

The Executioner pushed against the dragon’s hold but found itself outmatched in weight and strength.

“Incinerate,” Ilea said, watching the Executioner’s green eyes as the dragon jaws above her shoulders opened with a roar.

Heat burned her ash away and singed her cheek before her vision turned white. For what felt like minutes, the stream of flame did not subside, and the ground around them blackened and scorched.

When the heat stopped and Feyrair roared again, Ilea aimed her hand at the remains of the Executioner, its half-molten torso sitting in a pool of boiling silver metal. Half her health went into her auras as she released her spell, the stored heat flaring out in a single beam of condensed energy.

The beam ripped away the damaged steel, burning through the clawed arms still holding down the Executioner’s remains. Revealed in the midst of the pool lay a sphere the size of her head.

Ilea displaced the thing into the air, feeling the powerful mana circling within. She started charging Absolute Destruction, her health recovered as she sensed the sphere pull at the boiling silver in the crater below.

Asay floated closer, forming a layer of arcane energy with a set of runes to cover up the crater.

“Do you have another one of those in you?” she asked the dragonling.

“I will pour in all that I have.”

She felt the mana around her move, perhaps absorbed by Feyrair himself. The molten silver started floating up, pushing against the shimmering blue energies that held it at bay.

“How long can you hold it?” Ilea asked.

Asay hissed, both his arms extended now. “This is nothing.”

“I need another twenty seconds,” she said. “Feyrair, get ready to burn both me and the sphere. And get the hell out of here once it cracks.”

She let her spell charge, then displaced the sphere in front of herself. Her auras surged as she watched the glint of purple energy that surrounded the Executioner’s core.

Her ash came down in dozens of strikes, burning into the dense shield as the runes gleamed with purple light. She punched the core with all the strength she could muster, her fully charged Absolute Destruction spreading into it with sizzling blue light and energy.

All the shields were stripped away, and above her, the dragonling roared. White flames came down in a wave of heat as Ilea stepped back, the floating sphere now barely visible inside the bright magical fire.

She glimpsed its form slowly withering away before it cracked.

Time stood still as the surrounding mana surged. Ilea watched the flames come down, slowed by her perception. She raised her hand and looked at Asay, displacing the elf away as far as she could.

Walls of ash formed in front of her and Feyrair, her skill unable to transport his massive form. She stood in front of him, her wings creating a defensive barrier to shield at least part of him.

Then the air stilled as a hand gently touched her shoulder, warm energy flowing out from it. Turning to her right, she found herself looking at two white eyes and the face of a familiar elf.

Isalthar allowed himself a slight smile before he held up his right hand and turned to face the sphere.

Void magic surged out as everything was swallowed, the stone below vanishing instantly as the void sphere expanded outward.

Something met the force.

Ilea watched as a tempest was summoned right in front of her, the rushing air shining with magic as it clashed with the expanding void sphere. A roar of magic and a display of the pinnacle of the arcane that reminded her of Elemental strikes.

She found she couldn’t breathe, but it didn’t matter.


TWENTY-FIVE
Entanglement





As the storm subsided, Ilea stood there, looking at the ancient elven mage. “You interrupted.”

The shade of a smile returned as he turned to face them. “You fought well. Perhaps I had the desire to show my power.”

Sure, old elf, Ilea thought, raising her eyebrows at him. We would have died. Maybe. Guess we won’t find out until we fight the next one.

‘ding’ Your group has defeated [Executioner Praetorian – lvl 800]

‘ding’ Flare of Creation reaches 3rd lvl 20

‘ding’ Displacement reaches 3rd lvl 15

‘ding’ Space Shift reaches 3rd lvl 12

‘ding’ Body of the Valkyrie reaches 3rd lvl 17

‘ding’ Deviant of Humanity reaches 2nd lvl 20

‘ding’ Veteran reaches 3rd lvl 16

‘ding’ Void Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 3

…

‘ding’ Void Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 5

‘ding’ You have survived and prevailed in battle against a level 800 foe despite brain death and continued damage to your body – 1 Core Skill point awarded

She looked at the vast sphere taken out of the stone all around them. Only the island that Isalthar had protected remained unscathed.

Executioner. Hmm. Guess that’s another thing to work toward.

The lack of levels made sense to her, given the group activity. Still, it seemed harsh after that battle. New enemies, especially ones that dangerous, usually rewarded at least a level.

Yet I’ve fought four-marks that were far less dangerous to me than this. I guess its ability to adapt to our style of fighting and our vulnerabilities makes it as dangerous as a high-level human or elf.

She did find something new, though. Another general skill was eligible for third-tier advancement.

Deviant of Humanity

You have proven without a doubt that you are the exception. One of the few to have faced creatures of the likes you have killed in droves. Your name is a myth to many, feared or revered in the lands of humanity.

Ilea decided to keep her points for now, not seeing a reason to gain another intimidation bonus when she already had little problem pissing off creatures far above her level. And her aura was plenty already for fellow humans, let alone skills like Monster Hunter or just her ash alone.

She noted that Feyrair had also not leveled.

“Well done,” she said to the elf, who had finally returned to his normal form, lying on the floor and breathing heavily.

“You two fought well together,” Asay said as he landed. “Thank you for the help with my retreat before the blast, though it turned out to be unneeded.”

Ilea gave him a nod and then glanced at Feyrair, their eyes meeting for a moment.

No. Really? Is that why I took those risks? She smiled at her own thoughts. I mean, he is kind of hot.

“Advance with caution,” Isalthar said, looking at the splatters of silver left behind. “Creatures like these are rare and placed only in facilities of high importance.”

He gave them one last look, then turned and vanished.

Ilea watched the line in the spatial fabric, curious to see that he could teleport past the hall’s entrance.

“Hey, Fey, I know a place where you could show off your fire,” Ilea said.

He looked up at her, still on the floor. “Please let me rest for a few minutes.”

“Sure, take your time,” she said and sat down next to him.

She summoned herself a meal and some ale and offered some to Feyrair, who refused.

“Asay? Will you be joining us as well?” Ilea asked, turning to the elf, who was examining one of the remaining blobs of silver.

“I shall rejoin Falhorn to continue our exploration,” he said. “However, I must thank the two of you for that wondrous arcane spectacle,” he added with an elegant bow.

Ilea smiled. “Your barrier let us destroy that thing.”

He waved her off and continued his examination.

By the time Asay left, Feyrair was sitting up, having summoned a slab of bloody meat that he was now eating.

“That was a close one,” she admitted, drinking from her ale.

“Mhm.”

She gave him a look.

“You fight like one of us,” he said.

“How so?”

He looked at her for a long moment. “As if the outcome does not matter.”

She didn’t say anything.

“It matters,” he added.

“I know. It’s just… sometimes, it feels like I’m lost in the moment. All there is is the next parry, the next spell. I didn’t expect that thing to take me out like that.”

He gave her a look. “I understand. Trust me, I do. But… try to be careful. It would be a shame if you died here.”

“You know… I think I wanted to show off a little.”

He hissed with amusement. “Oh, really? For what purpose, might I ask?”

She glanced at him and smiled. “Who knows? Have you recovered enough yet?”

“I have,” he said, a dangerous glint in his eyes.

Ilea smiled and led the elf to the facility she had destroyed.

“How many points did you get, by the way?” she asked as he looked around the vast hall she had fought in, a dozen small craters showing where the cores had gone off.

“Four points before the Executioner showed up,” he said, glancing at his claws. “What about you?”

“More than four. But I do believe it’s unfair. I didn’t get an Executioner, after all.”

He hissed, a contemplative sound.

“I was wondering, why did you become a Cerithil Hunter?”

He looked at her. “I always enjoyed fighting, but more and more, I think I started to wonder about the why. Every elf I killed, every beast I slew, it felt wanton. I grew stronger, but there was no point in my existence. Nothing other than to prove to my brothers that I was strong, and I remained strong. I grew calmer, and soon, few of the other young ones challenged me, so I went to meditate. For years, I contemplated my thoughts, so I left to find purpose. Isalthar found me instead.”

“You joined him immediately?”

“No. I challenged him.”

“He beat you?”

“He refused to fight. Which was infuriating. And later confusing.” He hissed with amusement. “I learned a lot in the years that came after. Then I found him again and joined the Hunters.”

“I’m glad you did.”

They reached the mine a moment later, Ilea gesturing down into the massive gaping hole. “Want to set fire to everything? There are two Hunter Praetorians nearby, too. You can have one. Because I’m generous like that.”

“Sure. But why should I waste my magic on mere Guardians?”

“Because I don’t have a lot of broad area spells?” That didn’t seem to convince him. “Um… because you want to set things on fire?”

“Better,” he smirked.

Feyrair floated out into the cavern, white flames dancing around him. Ilea watched the fast-moving elf, swaths of white flames spreading in a downward spiral as Guardians lit up and fell.

He casually landed next to her when he was done.

“Impressive,” she said.

He looked at her and grinned.

“Let’s see if I can attract an actual threat, then.”

Ilea charged Monster Hunter, then cupped her hands in front of her mouth and imitated Feyrair’s dragon roar. He looked at her with a confused expression before he hissed.

Ilea just laughed. “I can slowly copy people’s abilities. Soon, I’ll have your dragon form figured out.”

The elf looked worried for a second, then squinted at her. “No, you can’t.”

Ilea shrugged, then gestured at the two quickly approaching Hunter Praetorians. “One for each of us.”

Feyrair smiled, morphing into his dragon form with a surge of magic and heat. Ilea joined him at his side, her auras roaring to life before she vanished, blinking toward her target in the hopes of destroying it before the elf managed to finish his.

She heard a roar behind her but ignored it for now. The Hunter tried to get some distance between them as soon as it realized the situation.

The corridor was large enough to allow both of them to run side by side. Ilea didn’t mind, easily catching up with her double teleportation and wings.

As her first punch landed, the whole corridor exploded in fire.

She turned and spread her arms. “Really?”

But her voice was lost in the continuous torrent of fire, arcane arrows flying past her small form and toward the source of the flames.

The two Hunters had no way to escape in the tight space, Feyrair catching up with his powerful wings as he kept his breath attack up. Ilea was sure she saw the dragonling’s toothy, monstrous jaws smile as he sped past her.

“You fuck,” she murmured and rolled her eyes, following the three massive beings before she set her Displacement gate. They all vanished and reappeared behind her, now facing the mine.

Might as well move them toward the things they were meant to destroy. And hopefully it’ll be a surprise for Fey.

She smiled as she charged Heart of Cinder, strolling through the still-warm corridor as she followed the rampaging beast and arcane machines. Their shields were already gone. Feyrair’s breath was certainly effective, if he managed to actually hit anything with it.

Feyrair followed one of the archers into the large cavern, Ilea speeding up and appearing next to the other. She released Heart of Cinder as her ashen limbs started cutting into the Hunter’s thin protective layer of metal.

The two explosions rent the cavern air nearly at the same time, Ilea appearing outside the range of the blast, while Feyrair regrew the massive scales and wing caught by the arcane surge.

A roar echoed up from below, closer now than before. Ilea glanced toward the sound but saw nothing in the darkness. Instead, she felt a presence, something trying to invade her mind.

Leave, she sent toward the mind magic beast, using Monster Hunter to roar back. The attack didn’t stop, however, only increasing in intensity. She felt a complex spell manifest within her mind, conjuring fear, pressure, and madness itself.

“How’s your Mental Resistance?” she asked. “There’s something down there invading my mind.”

“In this form? I’m rather resistant. Though I do feel a pressure. Shall we go into the dark, together?”

“Can you see it?”

“I cannot.”

Ilea landed next to his head and pointed. “I can feel its mind somewhere around there.”

The pressure was increasing, and an urge to go and fight the thing was surging up within her.

“We should get closer,” Feyrair said.

“Can’t you shoot fire from here?” Ilea asked. “Actually, you know what? You’re right. Let’s just go down there.”

Feyrair flew down into the dark, followed by Ilea. The remnants of his white flames still burned on the walls around them.

Ilea didn’t feel the presence anymore, just a pull. Something that called her to fight, to show her power.

They reached the depths of the pit, flames burning on both Feyrair’s dragon form and Ilea’s ashen one.

Everything was quiet, the light of their fires illuminating only what lay right before them: slithering, writhing tentacles with serrated teeth, spreading out and welcoming them in their wonderful embrace.

Ilea felt happy and content. She didn’t remember why she had wanted to fight something as beautiful as this.

Teeth sank into her ash and were set alight by the fires. She didn’t understand why the ashen limbs coming out of her back were cutting into the loving creature.

The creature screeched and retreated, flames clinging to its body as Ilea’s head started to pound. She felt the mind magic now, could push it aside like she had done so many times before.

That was a close one, she thought as she slapped Feyrair, his dazed look suggesting he wasn’t as resistant as he’d thought.

She felt more magic seep into her mind, but with her flames and ash, she now knew she could resist.

“Let’s burn this place down,” she said to the confused elf, pulling him back up to the top of the mineshaft.


TWENTY-SIX
Discoveries





Ilea watched as Feyrair, back in his elven form, sent guided flames into the darkness, pushing her healing hard to keep their minds from giving in.

‘ding’ Mental Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 6

She glanced over at the elf, whose eyes had glazed over slightly. An ashen limb pierced deep into one eye, and he winced before hissing.

“Again?”

“Again. This thing is one of the best mind mages I’ve ever encountered,” Ilea said, watching him continue his attacks with renewed vigor.

“I don’t think we’ll get it from up here,” Feyrair said. “It fled the moment it realized we were resisting its magic.”

“Yeah, but we can train our resistances. That’s all that really matters.”

“Resistances are all that matter?” he asked with a confused expression.

“Well, yes and no. You see, if you fight stronger enemies, you need better resistances. Stronger enemies will give you even higher resistances, which will then allow you to fight even more ridiculous enemies. It’s really quite simple.”

He nodded slowly. “Yes. Of course. I’m starting to understand how you got this powerful.”

“I’m only half joking,” Ilea said with a smile.

The two continued their training until the creature stopped attacking them, vanishing into the depths below.

‘ding’ Mental Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 7

Veteran informed Ilea that the creature was around level seven hundred. Unlike the Veramath she had fought before, its attack was much weaker but about a thousand times more nuanced. It didn’t even try to take them out with mind magic alone, only leading them close enough to let it attack.

Ilea thought about pursuing it but deemed it too risky. It had shown the capability to overwhelm even her ridiculously high defenses. If there were more of them down there, she wasn’t sure they would come out in one piece. And she’d had too many close calls for one day already.

“We should warn the others and then continue with the facility,” she said.

“I agree,” Feyrair said, looking into the darkness for a long moment before joining her.

Nothing quite as interesting as the Executioner or the mines presented itself in the next few delves into the unknown, the two meeting back with the others every half hour as they mapped out other parts of the dungeon. They took a break a few hours later.

“Recover,” Seithir said after a few soul magic spells had torn at her essence.

Ilea nodded, letting Feyrair’s fire burn through her skin and muscle, her resistances disabled to allow for more efficient training.

Elfie’s group looked battered and beaten. Niivalyr himself seemed content, however, talking quietly to his group in elvish while he added his curse magic to her training.

Ilea glanced at him. “I don’t need your curses. The resistance isn’t leveling.”

“It builds character,” Elfie said. “I can at least work on my magic.”

She shrugged, her skin quickly melting again.

“Such a barbaric notion,” Asay said when he and Falhorn arrived at their small campsite near the teleportation gate.

Ilea didn’t have the vocal cords to reply.

“It’s effective. More so with such potent healing,” Feyrair said.

“You gain strength by fighting and killing enemies, not by letting yourself be cursed and burned alive,” Falhorn said.

Ilea healed herself and looked at him. “You understand how resistances work?”

“I do. But it’s not right. It’s a farce.”

“You’re a Hunter, you know? You can think freely.”

He hissed at her. “I am thinking freely, and I think you’re crazy.”

She shrugged. Maybe Falhorn was right, maybe it was a bit crazy, but how often would she have died if she hadn’t trained her resistances? She wouldn’t be here with these elves, fighting Praetorians, that was for sure.

You guys get born at level two hundred or whatever. My healing lets me do this. I’ll take any advantage I can get.

“We found another gate room,” Falhorn said, turning to Isalthar.

“Active gates?” Isalthar asked.

“Yes. We’ve refrained from teleportation so far. How should we proceed?”

“The facility takes precedence. Asay, Niivalyr – we will examine the gates while the rest continue their exploration.”

Ilea burned while the elves updated their maps, copying each other’s discoveries before they moved back out.

She checked the few notifications she had received and got ready.

‘ding’ Soul Magic Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 10

‘ding’ Soul Magic Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 11

“Isalthar,” Ilea called out before they made to leave. “There’s something I’d like to show you all. An artifact I found in a Taleen dungeon a few years ago.”

She summoned the Tungsten key, eliciting a few hisses.

“Do any of you know what it is?”

“It’s… beautiful. More complex than anything I’ve ever seen before,” Asay said, his eyes glowing with arcane energy.

“I can’t be certain,” Isalthar said, “but there were records we found that talked about metal keys of great importance. However, we do not know of their purpose, nor if yours is one of those.”

“My enchanter friends think it’s part of a set of twelve. None of you are good with enchantments?”

“Enchantment is rarely a talent an elf focuses on, I’m afraid. Perhaps some of the older Hunters?”

“One of twelve, and we don’t know what it does,” Falhorn said.

“Perhaps there is a way to find the others,” Asay said. “If they are a set, then perhaps they are connected in some manner.”

“You think so? I can ask the enchanters next time I see them,” Ilea said. She remembered her discussion with Trian about unearthing ancient relics. “They couldn’t discern its purpose either, other than that it’s a key.”

“If you find out more, we would like to learn of it,” Isalthar said. “Taleen relics, besides the machines, are rare. Let alone ones of such complexity.”

“It’s a key, it’s hardly complex,” Heranuur mused.

“The function may not be, but the design certainly is,” Asay said. “Whatever this key and its eleven counterparts open, it will be important.”

“I’ll ask them to study it,” Ilea said.

And the Meadow. Maybe together, they can figure out more.

Isalthar gave her a slight nod.

Feyrair waited for her near the exit. They didn’t have to work together, but it seemed he enjoyed her company as much as she did his.

The two entered a corridor and headed to one of the ancient elevators they’d discovered, Ilea pouring mana into the enchantment she deemed the right one. A few runes started to glow on the simple stone platform before they began to descend.

Feyrair stood with his arms crossed and his eyes on her, tapping his arm with a clawed finger as the stone walls rushed past.

Ilea looked at him and tilted her head to the side, but then the lift suddenly ground to a rather abrupt halt.

“What’s going on?” the elf asked.

“Just a trap,” Ilea said as about four hundred arrows shot out from tiny slits in the walls around them.

They looked at each other as the steel-tipped projectiles clanged against their armor, falling to the ground without penetrating their defenses.

Ilea rolled her eyes and shrugged when green fire erupted in the confined space.

“I really don’t know why they like traps that much.”

“They’re made to wear invaders down,” Feyrair supplied, brushing away a bit of dust from his scale armor.

Ilea thought about the Executioner and the mind magic creature. Yeah. Maybe I shouldn’t underestimate this place. But traps, those I can deal with.

When the flames subsided, she pushed mana into the elevator platform again, and the lift continued as it had before.

“You’ve fought plenty of Taleen machines before, right?” Feyrair asked when they arrived at the bottom.

“Yes.”

“Did you stumble upon them by accident?”

“I was asked to help with a dungeon exploration. Humans deem them really dangerous, what with all the traps and powerful machines. I gained a lot of levels fighting them, so I’m glad I went there. Despite everything.”

“What happened?” Feyrair asked, the two of them now walking through the dimly lit corridors deep below the previous layer.

“We went into the throne room and found two Praetorians. I was barely level two hundred. And most of the other humans were below even that. We didn’t stand a chance.”

He hissed. “I’m sorry. It’s… strange, to know that not only elves fall to these machines.”

“We did choose to explore that dungeon.”

“You did.” He huffed. “Level two hundred. You were once even below that, no?”

“I started at level one.”

He smiled and shook his head. “That is very strange.”

“Starting at two hundred is strange.”

“I suppose it depends on your perspective.” He was quiet for a moment. “Facing Praetorians, at two hundred. It’s ill-advised.”

“You fought them when you were younger? How old are you, anyways?”

“I did. About a century, maybe? But I’ve spent at least fifty years in meditation, give or take a decade or two.”

“You’re not very concerned about your age.”

“Few elves are. Those who do try to give it importance are often compensating for a lack of magical power.”

“How did that fight go? Against the Praetorian when you were younger?”

“Not well. I nearly died. Three others were not so lucky. The only reason I’m alive is because higher-level Taleen machines usually don’t remain out in the wilderness for long.”

“Why’s that?” Ilea asked. “Taken out by higher-level elves?”

“Hardly. Perhaps close to the domains, where the machines attack with higher numbers.”

Ilea looked his way as they explored a storage hall with a few Guardians roaming around. Feyrair halved one of the machines with a thin beam of heated flame before he elaborated.

“Their cores can hold a lot of energy, as you’ve certainly experienced. But they aren’t beings of life, of mana itself. We think they can’t generate energy themselves but have to absorb it.”

“Which means they need high mana density?”

“Yes. Such as in dungeons. Which is why their production facilities are usually deep below ground or in areas of chaotic circumstances,” Feyrair explained.

“I mean, the Taleen were dwarves. Don’t they like being underground?”

“I suppose they do.” Feyrair looked at a mound of dull green ingots, melting the whole pile with his fire. “But all we find of their kind are skeletons.”

“Enough to account for a whole people?” Ilea asked. “I’ve barely found any in the cities I’ve explored.”

“With their teleportation network, it would’ve been simple to relocate or escape. And yet it’s strange, that much is true.”

They cleared out the rest of the hall before they came upon a set of massive enchanted gates made entirely of steel. Ilea used her mana intrusion to disable the defenses before Feyrair started melting the steel with his insane fire magic.

“You think any of them are still around? Controlling the machines from some faraway place?”

“It’s a possibility,” he said. “Their machines are still hunting our kind, and their numbers are growing. It would be confusing to me if they left the battlefield entirely when the war isn’t over.”

“Why? Build a bunch of machines and let them fight your enemies while you relax and enjoy life in a secluded town far away from everything. Sounds exactly like what plenty of human leaders would do if they had the choice.”

Feyrair hissed and shook his head. “Maybe. It’s a strange perspective. I would want to face my enemies directly.”

“I agree,” Ilea said, watching the gate slowly melt away.

A brightly lit space was slowly revealed beyond, with dozens of large machines situated around a central platform. A half-constructed Taleen machine stood on the platform, its armor shimmering in crystalline silver. It was smaller than an Executioner and had two cannon-like extensions on its arms instead of blades.

Its eyes started glowing a bright green, the half-finished head turning to face them as a few pulses of mana exuded from its mostly exposed core.

“Wait,” Ilea said, touching Feyrair as he raised his arm to form a spell. “This one isn’t ready to fight.”

“Does it matter? It looks like a Praetorian variant.”

[Pursuer Praetorian – lvl 100]

A voice came from the being, mechanical and slightly distorted. “Key Warden. Why do you interfere with my purpose?”

Ilea looked at Feyrair and back at the machine. “Who? Me?”

“Human. You stand next to the enemy. Do not be deceived,” it said, aiming one of its arms at Feyrair.

Before it could do anything else, a bright beam of fire burned into its silver form. Its green eyes flickered out, and whatever energy had existed in its core blew outward in a small arcane blast.

“Great. You destroyed it,” Ilea said.

“Yes, I did. Did it call you Key Warden?” he asked. “Does that have anything to do with that artifact you showed us?”

“You know, maybe? I mean, what else would it be?”

That thing knew I had the Tungsten key? In my storage item? She glanced down and touched her necklace. This thing is of Taleen make too. Does it think I’m the Legate?

“I don’t know. But someone communicated with you. That’s new,” Feyrair said. “And it could be very important.”

“I’ve heard some of them talk before.”

“Talk, but not communicate. It asked you a question.”

“That’s true. You think that was the Pursuer itself or something connecting to it?” she asked as she walked around the room, examining the various projects that looked like prototypes of sorts.

Feyrair did the same. “I have no idea. But I know now that I’m glad we brought you along.”

“Should we take all this stuff to the others?”

“Yes. We may infer something about their purpose here.”

Ilea took a random crate and started piling everything in the room into it. “I mean, the purpose seems clear to me.”

“Making new versions,” he said, looking at the destroyed machine at the center. “Everything we destroy here… There could be hundreds of facilities like this out there.”

“More machines to fight,” Ilea said, looking at a silvery metal ingot before chucking it into the crate.

Feyrair seemed lost in thought and then hissed. “Yeah. I suppose you’re right.”


TWENTY-SEVEN
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The half hour was up, and they soon met up with the others in the Taleen hall by their campfire again, telling them about their findings.

“It talked,” Asay said, pacing.

Isalthar looked at her with interest. “Key Warden. You don’t have any idea what that means, other than maybe referring to that Tungsten key you showed us earlier?”

“I don’t. But this just confirms it’s an important artifact,” Ilea said.

“Did you already have it when you appeared in Iz?” Feyrair asked.

“I did. I’ve had it for a while. Wait. Are you suggesting that’s why I appeared there?”

“I don’t know. But the Pursuer talked to you. And it was confused as to why you were working with us.”

Isalthar hissed. “If possible, Ilea, you should talk to your enchanter friends as soon as possible.”

“Yeah, I figured,” Ilea said. “What about the Pursuer?”

“I have not met such a machine. But if it’s a new version, I’m sure we will face it in time.”

Probably more dangerous than the Executioner. And even one of those can take me out.

She bit her lip.

Machines that can match me. Again. Others that are talking to me. And an ancient key that is somehow still relevant. This is starting to feel bigger than just clearing out some old Taleen facilities.

“Its name sounds foreboding, too,” Ben said. “Speaking of which, I suggest we check the gate to make sure we can return to the north. At least for the time being. If Ilea’s estimates are correct, we are deep below the sands of the Isanna Desert.”

“It’s frustrating, facing Praetorians,” Heranuur said. “We could take a break and make sure the gate still works.”

“I’m good to keep going,” Neiphato said.

Seviir glanced between the two of them. “I will join Heranuur. We will be back here in an hour, if everything still works.”

“Of course,” Isalthar said. “Go and hunt in the wilderness. Return when you feel ready.”

The two young ones were gone a moment later, the gate activating as it had before.

“You know I can get all of you out if we get stuck,” Ilea said.

“They needed to take a break,” Elfie said.

Isalthar joined Elfie and put a hand on his shoulder. “Do not be disheartened, Cerithil Hunter. They are young, brash. It will take time for them to come to terms with their choices.”

“I left three times before I truly joined the Hunters. I’d even already gone into a dungeon,” Feyrair said.

“Twice for me,” Falhorn said and hissed with amusement.

Ilea watched both Elfie and Neiphato, the two glancing at each other and the other elves.

Yeah, it’s good that I brought them all here. Feels like they’ve finally found their people, she thought with a smile. And I hope the other two come around in time.

“Would it not be better for them to face weaker versions?” Ben asked.

“I doubt it,” Feyrair said. “Easily overpowering enemies only inflates one’s sense of self. We learn from facing challenges, not from indulging in power alone.”

“I’ve seen you indulge plenty.”

Feyrair hissed. “You know my path, Ben.”

Ben was quiet for a long moment. “I do. I apologize.”

“The joy of battle does not come to everyone with the same ease,” Isalthar said. “And not all must follow the same path.”

“Seems like you all have to face these ancient machines anyway,” Ilea said.

“I long for a time when battle is no longer required,” Isalthar said. “And those who wish to support our cause in other ways should choose to do so.”

He didn’t look at Ben, but she didn’t miss the ice mage avoiding his gaze.

I see. They all had to fight, always. I guess it’s difficult to let go of that and choose to become an enchanter, smith, or artist, or anything else if the Taleen are still around and the domains are as they are.

“Speaking of fighting,” she said and stood up, glancing at Feyrair, “shall we go on?”
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The next three delves turned out to be far less interesting; the worst they faced was a small number of Hunter Praetorians. Even so, they did progress through the massive facility, destroying another mine and two more production halls.

Ilea managed to level her resistances a few times, but unfortunately, she didn’t gain any levels. So, instead, she decided to entertain herself with conversation.

“You and Ben. Is there bad blood?” Ilea asked.

Feyrair squinted at her. “Bad blood?”

“Beef.”

“Cow meat?”

“Quarrels, issues, fights, conflict, that’s what I mean.”

He hissed with amusement.

She threw an ash sphere at him. “You’re fucking with me.”

He caught her eye. “Maybe I should.”

“Oh? Is that an offer?” Ilea asked. “I don’t know how aware you are of human customs, but normally, people go on a few dates first.”

“Ben has mentioned it. As for your question, no. I don’t think so. We’ve clashed a few times, had some fights and disagreements. I was hot-headed, more so than I am now. And he was… cold, cynical. I think his interest in humans stems from hatred for his own kind.”

“That sucks. I’m sorry.”

“He is walking his path, I am walking mine. But I know his heart is with the Hunters, and he knows I have his back.”

Feyrair seemed to hesitate for a few moments after that.

“Does this not count as a date?” he asked eventually.

“Destroying Taleen facilities? Hunting Praetorians?” she teased. “Really?”

“Why not? You’re hardly an ordinary human, so I’d think your dates would be different too.”

She smiled. “I suppose. Sure. I mean, we can call it a date. I… am pretty sure there are half-elves, so I assume your kind sometimes has relations with ours. But you don’t have women. Or do you have sex with your Oracles?”

“We don’t. That would be… that is a very strange thought. No.”

“You don’t reproduce, then?”

“We do not.”

“How do the Oracles make new elves, then?”

“I’m… not sure,” he admitted. “I believe it is more of a magical than a biological process.”

“I see. But you do have a penis.”

“I do.”

“Why?”

“Now that’s offensive.”

“Did you learn that phrase from Ben?”

“I did. And I’m not sure why.”

“You’re not sure why you have a penis?”

“Yeah.”

“Have you had sex before? With… another elf? Or another species?”

“It’s been a long while, but yes.”

“Interesting. May I ask more?”

“You may not.”

She smiled. “Noted. But you enjoy it?”

“It can be enjoyable. Similar to how fighting can be enjoyable.”

“A struggle for power?” she teased.

“Not necessarily,” he said, moving a little closer to her. “I’m an elf, Ilea, yes. But I understand the feeling of being close to someone. Feeling your skin against that of another, feeling their heartbeat, their heat.”

He reached his arms around her back.

“Go on.”

“Do I have to?” he asked, his face almost touching hers.

She leaned in and whispered in his ear, “I’d like to kiss you. If that sounds like something you’d like to do.”

“I thought we were here to fight Praetorians.”

“We’re not exactly in a rush.”

He kissed her, and Ilea summoned her bed, making sure to reinforce it with ash. They were past the three hundreds, after all.
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Fighting Praetorians by Feyrair’s side felt a lot more exciting after that. When they returned to the others, Isalthar gave her a slightly confused look. Elfie, sitting on a boulder nearby, glanced at her and smiled.

Given that they don’t need their penises to reproduce, they’re certainly perceptive.

“What is it?” she asked Elfie.

“You two have gotten close,” he said and hissed with some amusement.

“A little,” she said, joining him on his chunk of rubble and thinking back to the last few times she’d slept with someone. The thought of Roland made her feel a sense of melancholy. It had been so casual, joining that caravan.

And Kyrian. That was really cute. I really hope Iana and the others can figure out a way for us to get to him.

She missed him. Not in a sexual manner, but it didn’t feel right to have a part of their team missing. Eve was one thing, but Eve had made her choice. Kyrian had not.

I can’t wait to tell him about everything that’s happened. And I’d better work on a few more stories before we meet again.

I hope he’s fine.

“You seem lost in thought,” Elfie said. “Maybe you’ve gotten closer than you thought.”

Ilea smiled. “I wasn’t thinking about him.”

She thought of Felicia, too. Entangled in her politics. I should check up on her, but I also don’t want to intrude. I’m not sure how she feels about the whole Lilith business and how it relates to her position in the Lys government.

“Are you offended?” she asked Elfie.

He shook his head ever so slightly. “No. You are a dear friend, Ilea. But no, I don’t see us getting close like that.”

“I am a little hurt by that,” she teased.

“Maybe you remind me too much of my elven brothers.”

She laughed. “Hmm, maybe. I can see that. So I’m like a brother to you?”

“I suppose so, but I’m not sure about a lot of relationships right now. A lot has changed.”

“Yeah. You became a Hunter and all. Are you still fine with that choice?”

He gave it some thought. “More and more. Yes. Though the responsibility I felt was… difficult. Thank you again for bringing everyone here. It’s been… reassuring.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

Ilea glanced over at the teleportation gate as the fabric stirred. A moment later, Heranuur and Seviir appeared on it, looking distraught – and injured. She rushed over and healed their wounds. They had deep cuts on their arms, and Seviir’s leg was broken.

“What happened?” she asked as the others gathered round.

“We… we were attacked. By machines, outside… outside the dungeon…” Heranuur gulped. “One of them was made entirely of silver.”

“An Executioner?” Ilea asked.

“Maybe. I did not identify it. But I think it let us live,” Heranuur said, hissing in frustration.

“A challenge?” Feyrair asked.

“Why would they wait outside the dungeon?” Falhorn asked.

Seviir hissed at him and then looked to the ground.

“They could be cutting us off,” Ben said.

“Why not just cut the gate?” Asay asked.

“Maybe it’s because of the key,” Elfie said.

Ilea raised her eyebrows. “Goliath…” she breathed, rushing to the gate.

Feyrair joined her. “If there are machines, let us destroy them.”

Isalthar joined them as well and gestured to the others. “We leave together, all of us.”

The gate activated, and their entire group was taken back to the Centurion factory.

Ilea rushed up through the layers to find Goliath. A few teleports later, she made sure he was safe.

“Good. No machines,” she said, then turned to her friend. “We may be under attack.”

“I understand,” Goliath said. “I am always ready to leave at a moment’s notice.”

He gestured over to his obelisk, which was connected to another one in Hallowfort. She nodded and relaxed as she saw the elves flying up through the center of the facility.

“If the enemy attacks, retreat back into the dungeon,” Isalthar said.

He sounds tense. More so than usual.

They came out of the dungeon and into the northern night. No machines were waiting for them.

Instead, there were two elves.

“Liars,” Ben hissed.

Heranuur and Seviir teleported away, reappearing behind the elves before they went down on one knee. They didn’t look up.

“No…” Elfie whispered.

What?

One of the elves stood prominently while the other one crouched to the side. The one standing wore intricate black leather armor, lined with silver runes that glittered like starlight. He had long, flowing hair, so blonde it was nearly white. His eyes were golden, with a tinge of dark, fiery red, and they were fixed on Isalthar.

The crouching one was entirely covered in thick, form-fitting, black steel armor. He had no discernible features, a tiny slit in his helmet the only thing that would reveal anything about what lay beneath.

[Warrior – lvl ???]

A three-mark.

She identified the standing one and gulped.

[Mage – lvl ????]

Four.

“Monarch,” Isalthar said.

They brought them here.

She looked at Heranuur and Seviir. The former was looking at the ground, but Seviir stared straight at them, a slight grin on his face.

You stupid… oh no. What did you do?

“Val Akuun,” the Monarch said before continuing in elvish. His words were spoken with a calm confidence, but Ilea could feel the underlying tension in everyone around her.

He said if the enemy attacks, we should retreat into the dungeon. Did he think of a possibility like this? And would that even work against a Monarch?

“What’s he saying?” Ilea asked Elfie in a whisper.

The Monarch cocked his head to the side a little, a curious expression on his face, before he turned to the crouching one and said something.

The warrior stood up and held out his right arm. A perfect silver pole appeared, shimmering in the moonlight before he vanished.

And reappeared right in front of her.

Ilea met the elf’s eyes and watched the pole come at her incredibly quickly. She held up her arm to block, her precognition suggesting the damage would be minimal at best.

Magic rippled through the weapon right before it connected, and the pole slammed into her with the weight of a freight train, breaking her arm and sending her flying through the air, up and away from both her group and the dungeon.

She could see the others burst into action, but a hiss stopped them. As the others paused, Feyrair rushed up to join her, but he couldn’t keep up with the three-mark warrior.

Run or fight?

Her opponent ran through the air on strange red platforms that appeared below his armored boots, and he brought his weapon down with another fast strike.

This time, Ilea teleported, healing her arm in the process. She barely got a fraction of a second’s respite before the elf appeared in her sphere, his weapon striking out yet again.

She dodged the pole as her ash fanned out, but his weapon stopped entirely mid-swing, redirecting itself at her yet again. Ilea displaced herself, and the elf followed.

[Warrior – lvl ???]

Eight hundred, she gauged.

Feyrair sent a beam of fire at the elf’s back, making him turn for a split second.

Ilea rushed forward and slashed her ash into his armor. He made no attempt to stop her, instead slamming his pole through everything and into her.

All the resilience she had, all the stat improvements, all of her skills improving her defenses – it all meant nothing against the strength of this being and its strange weapon.

Her ribs broke and splintered, her organs were squashed, and all the air was punched out of her. She flew back, but the elf followed, his pole going for her head. She raised her arms just in time for them both to be shattered, punched into her broken chest.

She avoided another strike by using Blink and saw Feyrair approaching behind the silently advancing elf. White flames exploded forth in the next moment, but the armored warrior turned without care and rushed toward the large dragon form of Feyrair.

Ilea used her third-tier healing. Bones cracked back into place, and her heart reformed as she flew up, covering her face when a gust of wind slammed into her. Isalthar had started fighting. She could see his flying form in the distance, a kilometer away perhaps, tiny but perceptible to her with her enhanced eyes.

She could also see the small form of the Monarch, floating a few dozen meters beyond Isalthar as he dodged invisible lines of wind that crashed into the stony ground with deafening cracks, cutting deep furrows into the earth.

As the sound of their explosions reached her, she saw a glint of light near the Monarch. A sphere of glistening light that grew and expanded, and then night turned to day, her high resistances the only thing that prevented her from going blind.

A beam of light trembled and burned through the clouds and far into the sky.

She didn’t know if Isalthar had survived. More gusts of wind reached her now, corresponding with the explosions she had seen before, and then she felt the heat, even from over a kilometer away. It was as if the air itself was on fire.

Ilea gritted her teeth and focused on Feyrair. They had to get out of here and back into the dungeon. She charged her wings and aimed.

The warrior dodged Feyrair’s claws with ease, his pole breaking his scales and bones below. Feyrair staggered to the side from the first two blows that broke his right wing and arm. The next blow crashed directly into his head, and his magic was dispelled, his dragon form gone in an instant as a shockwave rushed out.

Ilea’s wings thrummed and she shot forward, taking Feyrair’s battered elven form with her just before the pole crashed into him. She flew for one second before she slowed and veered around, aiming for the dungeon entrance.

She could see the armored elf rushing her, running through the air much like the Executioners did. He vanished and reappeared closer, then vanished again. Seeing that the others had already reached the dungeon entrance, she used Displacement on both herself and Feyrair.

Her spell brought them close, and she threw the injured elf through the entrance, twirling in the air right when the warrior closed the distance between them. She blinked inside, just before his weapon reached her head.

Coughing up blood, she made sure they were in the dungeon, then extended her ash to move Feyrair closer to the others and heal him simultaneously. She could see the other elves in her sphere – everyone but Isalthar, Heranuur, and Seviir. All of them had burns, but Asay and Neiphato were already healing them.

Ilea watched the elven warrior appear right in front of the entrance, looking past her and at the cavern, before his eyes turned to her.

She breathed out.

Will he enter?

She met his eyes and stood her ground. Maybe they could take him down if they all worked together.

He’s ignored everything so far. The only one here who could even remotely slow this thing is Isalthar.

His pole weapon vanished, and he started pacing. Not a hiss came from him, not a word, his dull red eyes simply looking at her from behind the thin slit in his helmet.

Ilea didn’t see any anger in them, nor anything else. Just focus.

He’s not following.

The night lit up again, the scorching beam of sunlight aimed downward now, following the small form of Isalthar as he flew and then vanished. The heat followed a moment later, Ilea raising her arm to protect herself as every small piece of vegetation that had survived in the harsh environment caught fire.

Did he lead him away?

And where did Heranuur and Seviir go?

Isalthar was closer now, flying down toward the dungeon entrance. His robe was burnt, much of his skin had been blackened, and his left eye was gone.

The warrior in front of the entrance turned and looked up, then rushed toward Isalthar, who swiped his hand as if to swat the elf away. A wave of air so dense and powerful that Ilea could see it flowed into existence, sending the warrior flying and crashing into a somewhat distant mountainside.

Isalthar was close now, his skin healing, but then magic lit up behind him. The broad beam of light washed through him and came straight at Ilea. Her perception slowed, but she couldn’t even scream, the burning light melting away her eyes and throat as her ash was washed away. Her body resisted, healing itself against the bright energy as her resistance started to absorb both heat and mana.

Ilea staggered back and hit the glowing cavern wall, molten rock flowing down it now, her skin reforming before her eyes regained their sight.

A ripple formed in space a few meters in front of the entrance, and the golden-eyed elf stepped out of it with casual grace, giving her a side glance before he looked up at the approaching Isalthar.

[Mage – lvl ????]

Close to one thousand.

She felt herself press up against the cavern wall slightly.

Isalthar was still flying toward the entrance, but his body was on fire, and his arms looked limp. She wasn’t sure if he was conscious. The Monarch raised his arm, and Isalthar stilled in the air, ten meters or so in front of her.

A space mage.

She could feel it, could see the fabric. And she could see the spell, its framework. This elf was powerful, but he was no Endless Meadow. She didn’t raise her arm, but she focused on Isalthar. As soon as he woke up and looked at the Monarch, she activated Displacement, moving the ancient Hunter back into the dungeon.

The Monarch hissed and turned, glaring at her, his magic flaring up and out with heat and fire.

Her perception slowed for the second time in the span of ten seconds. She still couldn’t see the spell coming – his light was too quick. But she had prepared herself, expecting what would happen. His beam of light reached the cavern where she stood, then vanished before firing out and down at the Monarch from above.

Her hope that he would be incinerated by his own spell proved false. He seemed confused for a split second, but then released his spell. He said a few words in elvish, his tone both commanding and angry, then raised his hand again.

Ilea saw the space around her change, magic trying to grip her just like Meadow had used to do. She resisted, taking a step back when she started to feel her body move forward. She could see the confusion in his eyes, one of his brows twitching ever so slightly.

He stepped closer, hissing loudly.

“Fuck you too,” Ilea said as she dropped her third tier of Displacement, stretching her hand out before all of the stored heat from the fight rushed out at him.

It was stopped by an invisible barrier a meter in front of him, and Ilea saw his eyes narrow, his teeth gritted. As his magic expanded, she vanished before the light bore deeper into the cavern, taking Isalthar with her.

She reappeared beside the others, most of whom were already healed and back to normal. They were quiet, watching the corridor that led into the production facility. It was bright, the heat of the Monarch’s light magic burning her even here.

The Monarch’s magic came in waves – three, four spells in a row – but the attackers didn’t follow. They didn’t enter the dungeon.

Ilea breathed out when she heard a loud call in elvish.

“He will kill them,” Elfie said and took a step forward.

It was Neiphato who stopped him. He hissed, tears in his eyes. “No. They made their choice.”

“Did you know he was here?” Elfie shouted, hissing at Isalthar. “Why didn’t you stop it?”

By now, Isalthar had recovered entirely, his white robe flowing as it had before. “I didn’t know. They were acting strangely, but I felt that if I questioned them, they would have lost all trust.”

Elfie screamed, tears in his eyes, a burst of raw curse magic ripping outward from him.

Ilea caught him as he fell, her healing flowing into him. “I’m sorry,” she said.

He sobbed and slowly calmed in her arms, then he hissed and stood up. “They betrayed us. Really… After everything…”

“They did,” Ilea said.

“They would not have had a way to contact him. He was looking for them – for me,” Isalthar said. “This was not your fault. I’m sorry.”

Elfie gave him a look and hissed.

“They aren’t the first to betray us,” Asay said. “And they will not be the last.”

“We don’t need to hear that right now,” Ilea said and hissed at him. “Is there no way for us to get them back? And can anyone explain to me who that was exactly and what you all talked about?”

As the magic in the corridor subsided, the memory of the elven attack in Riverwatch came back to her. The elf who had killed so many, watching them when they had reached the Calys mines. She ground her teeth.

Trapped in here like prey.

I will beat that motherfucker to a pulp for what he did here.

“They joined him willingly. Monarch of the Sky Domain. Ruler of Verleyna. The Sanvaruun,” Ben said, half in disbelief, his voice shaking slightly.

“And his dog, Noro, the Beast,” Falhorn supplied. “I’m surprised you’re still alive. Maybe I should think about joining your resistance training after all.” He sounded entirely sober.

“They will remain for some time,” Isalthar said. “But I’m afraid we do not have the strength to face them.”

Elfie hissed with frustration and anger.

Ilea put a reassuring hand on his back.

“We should move deeper into the dungeon,” Isalthar continued. “He would not enter a Place of Cerith himself, but I would not put it past him to send Noro in.”

“That’s it? Nothing we can do?” Ilea asked.

Isalthar looked at her, shaking his head ever so slightly. “He wields too much power.”

She hissed, then breathed in deep. And screamed.

A minute later, Feyrair helped her support Elfie as they returned to the depths of the facility. The others were quiet. Their descent was solemn, Neiphato informing Goliath of what had happened on the way.

Soon, they were through the gate again and back in the Praetorian facility in the far south. They were quiet, all of them, Elfie pacing as the rest gathered.

“What did they want?” Ilea asked.

“Me,” Isalthar said.

“And to kill everyone else,” Feyrair said.

“His talk was condescending insults, though he was calm and perceptive,” Asay said.

“He used the uncertainty of Heranuur and Seviir,” Feyrair said.

“They are lost, and I take responsibility for that,” Isalthar said.

Elfie hissed. “You are not a Monarch. You did not come here looking to kill us.” He hissed louder. “They were used, but they made their choice all the same. Stupid fucking children!”

He breathed out, sending a curse at a nearby wall, bolstering the spell as tears fell down his cheeks.

“Noro broke through my bones as if they were leaves,” Feyrair said.

This day is just getting better and better.

“Sending Noro to attack Ilea was a mistake.” Isalthar glanced at her. “You prevented my capture.”

“Barely,” she said, looking at Elfie. “And that makes this the third time I nearly died today. I think I need a break.”

“He will think we are trapped in here,” Asay said.

“What kind of reaction are we looking at?” Ilea asked.

“He will not remain for long. His attempt to capture me failed. He will be angry, brash. But more than anything, he is proud,” Isalthar said. “If word gets out that he failed here, or that he was looking for Hunters or even a human in the first place, his reputation would be damaged. And I speculate that if he came here to capture me, to demand a duel in Verleyna, then his position is not very stable.”

“Are other elves looking to take his title, then?” Ilea asked.

“It has always been the same. Not just his title, but his life, his position, his power. And should you ever come across him again, he will not hesitate to kill you and everyone else here, me included.”

“Didn’t seem like he was planning to do anything else in the first place,” Ilea said.

And next time, I’ll be ready for another fucking four-mark that can take me apart. She clenched her fists. But I’m getting there. One small step at a time.

“What did you do against his attack? One of them didn’t hit,” Feyrair said.

“I redirected it back at him.”

He looked at her with disbelief, and then he laughed. “That’s… wonderful. Maybe I should figure out how to unlock space magic too.”

“Make some Faen friends,” she suggested. “Isalthar, are you sure he wouldn’t attack human settlements?”

“I can’t be entirely sure with him. But even ordering someone else to attack your kind would be perceived as a grave weakness in Verleyna. I’m sorry if that is offensive,” he said.

“They see your kind as insects,” Falhorn said.

His slightly provocative tone was back, but something about him had changed. There was a slight smile on his lips. It felt like he respected her now, and not just her power.

Insects. Well, sure. If that prevents them from slaughtering thousands of people, then that’s good. And it gives me more time.

One message remained in her mind before she dismissed it.

‘ding’ You have survived an encounter with an Elven Monarch – 1 Core Skill point awarded


TWENTY-EIGHT
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“Are you sure about this?” Ilea asked, looking at Elfie.

“No. But I need time. And I want to be with the Hunters. I hope you’re not offended.”

She smiled. “Why would I be offended at that? Take your time, and be careful, okay?”

He breathed in and sighed. “I’ll try, Ilea. It’s just…”

“Yeah. It sucks.”

“I can’t believe they went that far… they could’ve just left. Nobody was forcing them to be here.” He hissed. “I’ll… fight, and take my time with this. And here I thought things would finally change.”

“The others are here now. You and Neiphato remain.”

“It doesn’t feel like much.”

She nodded and hugged him, only letting go a while later.

“Sure nobody else wants to come with me?” she asked the others.

“We will remain and clear more of the dungeon,” Isalthar said.

“What if you get overwhelmed?”

“I will call for you through the mark,” Elfie said.

“Alright. Sure. I can probably find this place even without your mark at this point, but just be careful. And call me if you’re going through another gate.”

“We will,” Feyrair said. “Don’t be gone too long, or I might catch up.”

She smiled. “I’m looking forward to it.”

Ilea breathed in deep and activated her third-tier Blink. She wanted to visit some people, but more than anything, she wanted to just relax and think for a little while.

It wasn’t just the betrayal. It was the casual way this Monarch had used his power and her repeated battles with the Executioners. Fighting more machines wasn’t what she needed right now.

The spell activated, and she appeared in her house. A home she spent much too little time in for her tastes.

It was quiet, and she teleported out onto the balcony, summoning herself an ashen chair to sit in. The suns would rise soon, and she summoned herself a meal and dug in.

His magic was… overwhelming. Even with third-tier resistances. One more direct hit and he would’ve burned away my very bones. What if I hadn’t had Meadow’s training…? He could’ve just moved me out of there.

She relived the encounter as she slowly ate her food, Keyla’s creation bringing her some semblance of comfort.

And that pole… I think he could manipulate the weight of that thing. Maybe gravity or metal magic that activates on a whim. And his control of the fight was… awesome. The way he navigated around me, always in perfect range.

It had helped the elf that her attacks didn’t seem to have a lasting effect, but the fact remained that Ilea hadn’t been so thoroughly outclassed by a combat practitioner for a long while. Even the Queen hadn’t been quite as insane.

Not just faster and stronger but more experienced, more nuanced, more visceral.

The Monarch seemed like an arrogant but powerful mage, but Noro… She wished he were an ally so that she could train with him.

He even broke my bones. Just shattered them. Without any effort. Even the Meadow couldn’t just do that. Or any of the four-marks I’ve faced. Well, maybe the Meadow could, if it really tried.

The space magic barrier the Monarch had used interested her, too. Could she conjure something as powerful as that? Could she get a pole weapon like Noro had? Or fist weapons, maybe? Could her ash gain similar properties?

What would that even look like?

She trusted Isalthar’s assessment, but it felt inevitable that she would clash with either the Monarch or someone just as powerful in the future. And when she did, she had to be able to kill them, just as she had to be able to kill the Ascended.

Frustrating. All of this is so frustrating. Guess I should focus on what I can do.

Ilea started eating a second meal. She summoned her map and made it float with a bit of ash, tracking the various marks she had left across the lands. Elfie’s was far south of Ravenhall, deep in the Isanna Desert.

Hidden in the middle of nothing. I wonder where Iz is located. Wish I’d had this ability back then. At least we would know.

She added a few layers to the map. That way, she could try and gauge the height difference between the various mark locations. The differences were minuscule, but she had gotten pretty good with the skill.

There were a few notable differences in altitude. Meadow and Iana were incredibly high up, both of them located in Hallowfort. Elfie, on the other hand, was far below ground – that or the desert sloped down from Ravenhall, something Ilea doubted based on her one-time foray into the southern sands.

Violence was… somewhere. Ilea had no way to place that mark at all. She tried, for quite some time, but failed to gather any useful information. It was certainly possible that the little critter was just fucking with her somehow.

Ilea was pretty sure the Fae was the authority on space magic, even more so than the Meadow. Far less cooperative and much more chaotic, perhaps, but Ilea was glad she’d met Violence.

Maybe my third Class will evolve me into a tree. Finally, some peace and quiet. Freed from worldly considerations. I could grow a garden or something, give horrible advice to travelers, summon unsuspecting high schoolers into dangerous dungeons.

She sighed, went for a swim, and then went to bed.
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Ilea woke up sometime in the afternoon, entirely lucid. She sighed and threw her legs over the side of her bed. She stretched, more out of habit than anything else. It felt a little strange. When she’d woken up back on Earth, she would feel groggy for a while, like her body and her mind were starting up, switching from the state of sleep to wakefulness.

It had felt natural, but now she hardly needed sleep in the first place. And when she woke up, it was like she had only just closed her eyes. Part of her did feel refreshed, as if something had been reset, and she supposed she processed a lot of things in her sleep just like she used to. Maybe it was faster and more efficient?

She wasn’t sure about it, looking at her hands and hearing the ocean waves crashing against the cliffs far below.

Executioners and Monarchs.

She grabbed a few books from her shelf and stored them in her necklace. A moment later, she appeared out in the open and charged her wings.

A bit of casual training and catch-up time with the Meadow sounds like a good idea.

She cracked her neck and shot off toward the north, not slowed down in the slightest for once.

Ilea flew into the night and reached Hallowfort before dawn, smiling when she felt the Meadow establish contact.

“She returns. Where to?”

“Here to take a bit of a break. Had a long week and got a few stories to tell. I don’t suppose you could use a healer and space mage in your research?”

“You’re very lucky. A position just opened up.”

Ilea smiled and deactivated her Space Magic Resistance when she felt the Meadow’s pull.

A moment later, she appeared in the ancient being’s already familiar domain. She whistled when she saw a new four-sided temple-like structure made of stone, only half of which was visible, the rest hidden within the cavern walls.

“Did you agree to have a temple built for your greatness?”

“I do like the shape. I think it reminds me of home. And no, there will be no temples here. This is the testing facility for Iana and Christopher. We have come a long way since you brought them here. And we actually could use your help soon, if you have time. There are few as resilient as you are. And your awareness and understanding of the fabric may come in handy.”

“Oh? You require a fellow space magic scholar?”

She walked toward the large entrance and smiled at the gust of wind flowing through the vicinity, the black grass rippling slightly, and the fireflies glittering with warm light.

Meadow’s tone changed to one of concern. “You seem a little distracted. Anything you want to talk about before we talk about research?”

“You’re quite perceptive.” Ilea stopped and sighed, leaning against the side of the not-temple and looking toward the crystal tree. “So, I met up with the Cerithil Hunters…”

She told the rest of the story, at one point even summoning the Tungsten key.

“I understand. I’m sorry. I have seen many a tragedy in my lifetime. And it is never easy. I agree that maybe you should take some time to reflect and to grieve.”

Ilea hadn’t even thought about that, only about the Monarch and getting strong enough to beat his ass, but now that the Meadow had pointed it out so bluntly, it felt like something clicked in her mind. She had fought and trained with them, but more than anything, she felt for Elfie.

Maybe I should go back? Ilea immediately dismissed the idea. Who would understand better than the Cerithil Hunters?

And maybe it would do him good to fight by their side. She didn’t feel like seeing another Praetorian for the time being. She felt raw now. And tired.

“Well, that’s my side of the story. And I guess that of the Hunters. What’s been going on here?”

“Let me show you,” the Meadow sent, and the large double doors of the definitely-not-a-temple-to-the-greatness-of-the-Endless-Meadow opened up.

Ilea went inside and found a spacious hall with a few adjacent rooms for personal quarters. Several workbenches and crates littered the space, and at the center of it all were two teleportation platforms and Iana and Christopher discussing something over a large table.

“There you are!” Iana called out. “The Meadow informed us already. We can start when you’re ready.”

“Whoever these ancient dwarves were, their expertise is inspiring,” the Meadow sent. “We have yet to fully unlock their gate technology, but we are making steady progress. Your wish to access their network aligns with our research goals, though we will need more time. Please place the Tungsten key onto one of the workbenches. I will analyze and document its enchantment layers.”

Ilea did just that, then stepped onto one of the platforms.

“The process is still fatal, but likely not to you,” Iana said with pride.

“Right,” Ilea said and smirked. “Go for it, then.”

She disabled her resistance again and felt the magic manifest, far more quickly and focused than when she had tested with them last. She could see the wisps around her rushing in, almost perfectly aligned, but not quite.

She vanished, then reappeared on the other platform. Though her guts didn’t.

Iana squealed with excitement. “She survived!”

“A normal human wouldn’t. Except if you want to have a healer stationed at every teleportation gate,” Ilea laughed.

“It could have been your head,” the Meadow sent. “Differentiating and fully encompassing single frameworks is quite difficult – you should know that. Embedding it into a construction layered and powered with enchantments is almost impossible. But the Taleen did it.”

“And we are walking in their footsteps,” Iana said. “Now, let’s do it again. Meadow, document the fluctuations.”

Ilea stayed with them for a while. With the Meadow present, they could adjust the gates almost instantly, and using a living being provided better data than anything else. She also tried adding various spells into the mix, holding enchanted and mundane items, or drinking when the gates activated.

Eventually, Ilea stretched. “Meadow, do you mind if I engage the Blue Reapers nearby? I could use a break from the break.”

“That is your choice. They are seen as a dangerous pest. I believe many other beings here have better prospects of awakening, but I don’t condone the wanton slaughter of any species.”

“You wouldn’t stop me?”

“People have complained, and you are an adventurer. Their removal would create space for other beings. I have long since come to accept that short-lived species will battle and kill each other. The fight for territory is just as much a part of awakening as cooperation.”

“That sounds different than what you’ve talked about before.”

“I believe that between awakened species, cooperation is the only sensible goal. And I sought to protect every living creature in Erendar. Life was precious there, and rare. Here, it is abundant, and thus competition is often favorable. I believe that is why this realm holds so many awakened species.”

“Maybe.” Ilea thought about the elves and their battles in the forest, the Monarch, the Taleen, humanity in the Plains. It felt so distant, the way the Meadow talked about it, but it did make sense. “I mainly just want to go and level some resistances now.”

“Then enjoy yourself. And don’t get killed.”

“You wouldn’t let that happen, would you?”

“Who knows? Perhaps I would prefer an awakened Battle Reaper.”

“That would take centuries.”

“I have time.”

Ilea pouted a little, then activated her magic and teleported toward the Reaper caverns. It had been a while since she’d been there, and last time around, she’d had to retreat from the bigger groups.

After meeting the mind magic creature in the Praetorian facility, she definitely wanted to work on her Mental Resistance. And this was the place to do so.

It took a few blinks to reach the deeper sections of the tunnels.

Now, let’s see what you have, she thought, reaching the first group of creatures. They attacked instantly, both lightning and powerful mind magic hitting her in quick succession.

Neither of her respective defenses yielded, the lightning flowing over her armor before she redirected it into a nearby wall with a finger.

She used Monster Hunter on the creatures, smiling when she saw them freeze up. “Yeah, I’m back. Remember me?”

Ilea blinked next to the three creatures, using her ashen limbs to smash through the two by her side. The one directly ahead, she squashed with a single, powerful stomp. Blood, bones, and guts flowed out, and a serene calm returned to the tunnel now that the creatures were dead.

Ilea continued through the nest and soon reached a more populated area. Her sphere revealed that there were around thirty of the creatures in the cavern ahead. The Reapers attacked her mind before she could even say hello. This time, however, she wasn’t overwhelmed by their efforts.

Their mind magic is pretty good. Feels like they’re combining their power for a more coordinated attack. Pretty brute-force though, compared to the one in the mine.

Her defenses were still too much to crack for the creatures. In a short time, at least.

Ilea calmed herself and sat down, focusing on the powerful magic attacking her mind. She didn’t think that the low-level Reapers were all that was hidden inside that nest, nor that their numbers would remain at thirty.

It was a prime opportunity to level her resistance. She focused on her breathing and Meditation, thinking about the past week and everything that had happened.

Can’t believe they led them there. What did the Monarch promise? Or did he threaten them in the first place? Were they planted? No… they wouldn’t do that, would they? Elfie worked with them for so long…

Ilea’s thoughts were interrupted by the first Reapers walking into the tunnel, lightning flashing in front of their heads. The bolts slammed into her with blinding speed, their energies spreading over and through her ashen armor.

She looked up, unimpressed with the display of power. She thought back to the Monarch’s light magic, how it had burned even from a kilometer away.

Their mind magic is the only thing that seems dangerous at all, she thought, disabling her Lightning Magic Resistance. That way, she might actually get a level or two in the skill.

She kept an eye on the monsters with her sphere, spreading her ash in a perimeter around her. None would be allowed to come closer, but she did welcome their spells. For now.

“Your mental resilience is quite impressive,” the Meadow said.

“Thanks, I trained with the best,” Ilea replied.
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Ilea realized soon that a few of the Reapers had left, perhaps to get reinforcements. She hoped they would.

“My defenses were nothing against the Monarch,” she sent to the Meadow.

“But you survived,” it replied.

“I did.”

“And you survived against the Daughters. You are already resilient enough to survive four-marks. I cannot imagine what kind of power you will wield in the future.”

“I appreciate the pep talk,” she said. “Can’t wait to survive against your full power, too.”

“Well, let us not get ahead of ourselves, young healer.”

“Yes, yes,” Ilea said and watched as more Reapers joined their collective effort to bring her down.

‘ding’ Mental Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 8

“I met an interesting elf, by the way.”

“You did? You are mating?”

“Mating? We had sex, yes.”

“Congratulations.”

“You don’t sound enthused. Are you envious that I’m close to someone? We can also go on a date, if you like,” she teased.

“You’re barely a century old. I think I need a more mature specimen.”

“Like the Ice Elemental?” Ilea asked.

“That was one of a kind…” Meadow mused.

“There’s a Trakarov deep in the Descent. He’s pretty hot.”

“Temperature has little impact on these choices.”

Not going to take the bait, eh?

“Also, he sleeps a lot. Just like the Enavurin,” it continued.

“You’ve already made contact with both?” Ilea asked. “I guess I’m not surprised. What do you think of the Sun Spirit fuckers?”

“They’re rude. And already threatened to kill me, should I come to their domain. Absolutely ridiculous.”

“I’ll pay them a visit too at some point,” Ilea said with a smile.

The Meadow was quiet for a while, then spoke up again. “It’s certainly an interesting facility, the Descent. If you meet the creator again, I’d like to have a conversation with them.”

“Sure, if it doesn’t kill me first.”

“I would be impressed with a space mage below my power capable of killing you.”

“It wields blood, steel, and void, too.”

“More mana to feed you. Just like these Blue Reapers. They don’t understand that their efforts only make you stronger.”

Ilea felt the load on her mind increase once more, another five Reapers joining the others in the cavern ahead. About twenty were now clinging to the tunnel ceiling and walls, shooting lightning at her.

“So, do you think the gates will actually work?” she asked.

“The Taleen did it. It’s just a matter of reproducing their success. It is a matter of time, and Iana and Christopher did a lot of work before I even came here.”

“Right,” Ilea sent.

Teleportation gates. It had seemed like a cool idea. But now that they were getting closer, she started to feel the weight of it all. How much will it change things?

“So, Meadow, after the conversations with Dagon and Sulivhaan, do you feel confident that Ravenhall and Hallowfort could cooperate?”

“Of course. There are reasonable people present in both settlements. I could not find any major beliefs during our conversations that would suggest problems. Cooperation between them and the Cerithil Hunters may prove difficult to accomplish, however.”

“I know. I already tried.”

“A history of conflict makes future cooperation difficult. It will take a few generations of peace, and even then, many higher-level ones will remember.”

“So, once we have a working gate between the Plains and here, what will you do?”

“Once the gates work, I’ll be swimming in literature.”

Ilea laughed. “I brought a few books for you.”

“I want more than a few.”

She smiled. “Maybe one day, you can help me figure out a way to get back to Earth. I’d be up for a visit, at least. There are tens of thousands of books there. Could even take you with me, maybe, though the mana there is nonexistent.”

“No mana would be a problem.”

“What about me? I have plenty of spells, too. Would I lose them in a manaless environment?” Ilea asked.

“Humans start at level zero, which means you slowly empower your body to supply what it needs. External mana sources can help if you learn to use them, such as your absorption skill, but generally speaking, you produce mana yourself.”

“Does that mean humans aren’t magical creatures?”

“You may not depend on mana as many other species do. But you can use its power, so you are compatible. A slow acclimation like that is the best way to make sure you can survive in many different environments, but for most creatures, that is not a necessary trait. More power at birth or creation is beneficial to most, after all.”

Ilea thought of the elves.

“You were the only species with sapience on Earth?” Meadow asked.

“Maybe? I never had a complex conversation with another species, anyway. Some animals showed intelligence,” she said. “Similar to some of the monsters here who at least run away when they sense my presence.”

“Then perhaps they too could be awakened, given enough time.”

“And access to magic, I suppose?”

“It would speed things up significantly, yes.”

Ilea pondered that for a moment and then sighed.

“Thanks for helping with the gates, by the way. I really hope it works out,” she said.

“Me too. Part of me agreed to help in the hope of more visits from you,” Meadow said.

Ilea smiled. “I’d hug you for that, but I’m a little busy at the moment.”

“I would hug you too, but last time you didn’t seem to like it.” Meadow sent a mental image of their last few ‘bouts’ in Erendar, its roots absolutely shredding through her body.

The curse of this world. Having to gain an indestructible body just to hug and pet these unfathomable beings.

After an hour or so, Ilea stood up, ready to take a slightly more proactive approach to her training endeavor.

‘ding’ Mental Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 9

She displaced the nearby reapers toward herself, releasing Heart of Cinder in a sphere around her. The heat and energy incinerated the creatures on the spot, a dozen of them dead in an instant. She charged her next attack and walked toward the cavern ahead, pushing back against the combined mind magic of the swarm before she appeared in the midst of the creatures.

Dozens of lightning spells shot into her, which she welcomed with open arms and a guiding sphere. Her skin was seared, little of the energy managing to do anything more than superficial damage. She released Heart of Cinder again, burning most of the monsters nearby and leaving many more injured.

Ilea fanned out her ashen limbs and slashed through the survivors, Displacement bringing those out of range closer toward her.

Who’s the Shredder now?

She walked toward the next tunnel, bits and pieces of Blue Reaper splattered across the walls and ground behind her.

A few teleports took her deeper into the complex before she came out in an expansive cavern. Three Reapers were sliced apart the moment she appeared.

The crystal from the Hallowfort cavern grew in here too, water flowing in from a few fissures in the distant walls to her right. She glanced up to find the ceiling about fifty meters above her. Large stone pillars lent the cave some stability.

Ilea saw a blue glow coming from hundreds of eggs, located on both the ground and the lower sections of the walls. Twice that number of Blue Reapers moved through the cavern, some carrying monster carcasses.

She picked out a few of the larger variants, their height about one and a half meters. They seemed to have a more extensive carapace and larger claws.

A challenge?

Ilea only took a few steps before a large portion of the Reapers turned toward her.

Mind magic. I see. No way to hide. There are a few hundred. If they can combine their collective power, it may just be enough to shut me down.

The whole cavern exploded into motion, the Reapers moving in a coordinated swarm until they could use their spells. Lightning and mind magic surged out from the many monsters, each stopping at a safe distance to deliver their spells.

Ilea dropped to one knee, feeling the pressure on her mental defenses. Third-tier healing and Flare of Creation pushed against the spells as the lightning bolts crashed into her armor.

She gritted her teeth and endured the pressure, slowly standing up again and focusing on the larger versions waiting at the back of their simple formation.

“You… ll… nee… d… more… th… an… that,” she stuttered, the words coming out disconnected.

Ilea staggered back slightly, feeling her mind slowly lose against the combined effort of the swarm. She could just teleport in there and kill them in the span of perhaps half a minute, but that wasn’t the way she wanted to win.

She’d been able to fight the four-mark Queen because she could endure her magic. And she’d had to retreat from the mind magic thing in the mine because her resistance had been too low.

She activated Phaseshift before she had to retreat, hoping that the spell would affect mind magic in a more fundamental way than astral magic.

Ilea felt the pressure lessen immediately. It was still there, but dulled and weakened. She could see some of the magic connected to her mind slip past from time to time, as if it was more difficult for them to grasp her.

The damage to her health was manageable now, the attacks more likely to incapacitate her rather than kill her outright. There were reasons why she could withstand four-marks.

So just phase in and out. I can do that, Ilea thought, deactivating the spell once more.

The bundled power of the Reapers’ combined mind magic slammed into her, making her reel back before she could catch herself again.

There was no capacity left in her mind to form a coherent thought, not without Phaseshift active. Yet she had no lack of health or mana, allowing her to absorb much of the incoming spells.

More… then…

Ilea spent the better part of the afternoon in the cavern, the enemy’s power fluctuating as they too regrouped and regenerated their mana.

The monsters weren’t intelligent enough to understand their situation. They tried different spell combinations and intensities, but as long as Ilea didn’t move from her spot, neither did they.

It wasn’t the first time a monster species hadn’t quite comprehended the danger Ilea presented. Perhaps it was because of her small form, a lack of perception on their part, or simply an instinct that drove them to attack without further consideration. She was in their den, after all.

Ilea was happy to accept the efficient Mind Magic Resistance training. And as long as she kept the resistance deactivated, the Lightning Magic Resistance training wasn’t half bad either.


THIRTY-ONE
Request





Ilea stayed with the Reapers until she could think with little strain while their magic pressed down on her.

‘ding’ Lightning Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 6

…

‘ding’ Lightning Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 9

‘ding’ Mental Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 10

…

‘ding’ Mental Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 16

Even so, Ilea still didn’t feel confident enough to disable her mental defenses. She wouldn’t be ready for a long while. The difference would be too great, and with it active, the rewards were no longer worth her spending time here.

She sighed and stretched, then slashed through the hordes, destroying the monster eggs and the living Reapers alike. The larger versions had a higher level than most of the small Reapers, but they lacked any mental powers, instead using their claws and high speed to fight.

[Blue Reaper Guardian – lvl 482]

The creature slashed its claws into her ash, getting stuck before its head was pierced by ash, exploding in a splatter of gore. Unfortunately, the low level difference and small number of Guardians meant no level-ups for Ilea’s main Classes.

I need to fight stronger things for that.

At the other end of the cavern, she found a large Reaper stuck inside a web of fleshy blue tendrils. It slowly opened its eyes to stare at her.

[Blue Reaper Hive – lvl 520]

“Do you want to talk?” Ilea asked and established a mental connection. “Hello.”

A low hum resounded as the creature gathered magic. A moment later, a blast of mind magic slammed into Ilea’s defenses.

“I guess not.”

She held up her right arm, releasing the heat and energy she had formed within her core. The spell turned the Reaper to ash, the crevice it had lived in now charred and glowing.

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 408 – 1 stat point awarded

The cavern returned to silence, and Ilea took a long breath out now that the strain of the mind magic was finally gone.

A few mental resistance levels, but what exactly am I doing?

She thought about the Monarch, the Executioner, all the Taleen machines swarming Iz and all those other facilities. About the power that Isalthar wielded and how he had still been overwhelmed by the four-mark elf. About how she hadn’t been able to keep up with Noro.

Fighting some Blue Reapers won’t change any of that. But I guess I know that. At least the scavengers and adventurers from Hallowfort won’t have to deal with the Reapers anymore.

She cracked her neck and rolled her shoulders. She felt calmer than when she’d come here, more grounded. And she was ready to face a real challenge again.

No point in sitting around idly while Meadow and the others are figuring out the Taleen gates. And when the time comes, I’d better be ready. I should at least be able to take out an Executioner on my own.

“Hey, Meadow, can you take me back?”

Ilea appeared in its domain a moment later.

“You are ready to leave again?”

“Yes.”

“I understand. Iana has something to tell you.”

The enchantress appeared nearby, the Tungsten key in her hands.

“You figured something out?” Ilea asked.

“Yes and no. Kind of. You talked about appearing in Iz and how the elves were surprised by that. And about one of the machines calling you Key Warden.”

Ilea nodded.

“Well, the Meadow agrees with our initial assessment. This device, at its core, is a simple key. And yet, there are a lot of layers and enchantments. Just carrying it will have an effect, though we don’t know exactly what kind.

“In relation to the teleportation gates, if you manage to find one that is both active but not connected to another location, there’s a possibility that the key will affect your destination.”

“So that is what happened when Arthur used the gate?”

Iana seemed uncertain. “Maybe. This key is as complex as the gates themselves, and studying it in detail will take time and resources. Time I’d rather spend on the gates themselves at the moment. I hope you understand.”

“Of course,” Ilea said. “I’ll carry it and see if we can’t find an unconnected gate, as you suggest. How do we determine that?”

“It would be quite a complicated process. I’m not sure even we could determine it on site.”

“Right. So I’ll just keep the key, keep using gates, and hope something happens.”

“If your goal is to find out where the key would lead you, then yes, maybe that’s an option.”

“I’ll carry it,” Ilea said, receiving the key from Iana. “Thanks for the heads-up. You’re okay here without me around for testing?”

Iana waved her off. “It’s nice to have a live specimen, but we can progress without you. The Meadow will contact you if we hit a roadblock and need you here.”

“Good, do that. I’ll be off, then. Good luck with your work.”

“And you with yours,” Iana said.

“See you around,” Ilea sent to the Meadow, and she activated her third-tier Blink.

“Until next time.”
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Ilea appeared in her home, then outside. She spread her wings and charged them, focusing on Elfie’s mark before she shot off along the cliffs going south. Storms raged in the distance, harsh waves crashing against the rock below.

She saw dark clouds move toward the land, bringing rain and lightning with them. At least it was normal lightning, not the arcane kind of the north. She soon veered to the right and onto the rocky terrain, which steadily grew flatter until the first sand started to show.

The Isanna Desert reached far and wide. Massive dunes soon stretched for kilometers into the distance, Ilea a single black speck in the vast nothingness. It was warm but not particularly bothersome or dangerous.

Elfie’s mark was still distant, but she was gaining quickly. No creature showed itself until she reached the mark. Well, until she was above the mark, anyway. It was far below ground.

Ilea crossed her arms while floating in the air, looking at the dune below her. She had expected a temple, an oasis, a mountain, or something. But it was literally just sand. Without the mark, finding this place would’ve been impossible.

Ilea couldn’t help but wonder how the Taleen had built these underground facilities.

Maybe it’s just that so much time has passed that the sands have moved and covered the entrance?

With magic, there could’ve been many possibilities, but the fact remained that she was looking at a metric fuckton of sand between her and Niivalyr.

“Only one way down,” she said and covered her eyes with ash, forming a massive drill that she angled downward.

Her wings charged, and the drill started spinning. Her auras flared up before she shot into the ground. Her momentum took her over a hundred meters down before she slowed. She hit a stone wall as her initial burst of speed ran out, her ash slowly burrowing itself into the thick barrier.

Her wings and a truckload of ash kept the sand from rushing in around her, trickles of it running past as she broke into the Taleen facility with ashen limbs. When she could see the hall below within her sphere, she vanished, reappearing in the dimly lit dungeon.

“I’m back,” she said to the Guardians patrolling in the vicinity.

Ilea ignored the projectiles that began peppering her armor and simply sped through the facility, her teleportation and wings taking her through the many corridors and halls. She alerted plenty of Praetorians and special variants on the way but ignored them all.

Not even the Executioner she found managed to keep up with her.

It was good to know that there were more of them. She wasn’t quite over her fuck up with the first one, but taking one down without help would right the uncomfortable feeling. Though she knew that she wasn’t ready for that quite yet.

She had to fly for longer than she had expected, the dungeon reaching deep into the ground. Ilea wondered how many Praetorians this place manufactured every week.

A hundred? A thousand? More?

Ultimately, it didn’t matter. Soon, the facility wouldn’t be producing any more of them.

Ilea closed in on Elfie’s mark and appeared inside a production hall, finding him and Neiphato fighting a group of Praetorians with the help of Falhorn, Ben, and Asay. Isalthar and Seithir were floating to one side. She assumed Feyrair had continued alone.

She smiled, breathed in deep, and joined the battle. Just as a way of greeting – and to support the others. She’d find a more challenging alternative soon enough.

When the fight was over, Ilea informed the others of what her allies were working on. She also told them about the findings on the key and its potential to influence the destination of a teleportation gate.

“A dangerous option, but with your ability to retreat through teleportation, we shall try. If you are willing to do so?” Isalthar asked.

“That’s why I’m here,” Ilea smiled.

“Very well,” he said and smiled back. “We shall focus on this facility for some time and locate any gates within before we attempt anything. Will you be joining us?”

“Of course.”

I’ve got Classes to level, and I’m behind.
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Their methodical clearing of the massive Praetorian facility continued. Ilea mostly worked together with Feyrair, the two of them splitting up the enemies they found in the facility’s various halls beforehand and generally doing their own thing until they were forced to work together.

Ilea found that she enjoyed working with him, and their cooperation wasn’t half bad either. She was able to use her space magic and shield-destroying intrusion abilities, while he basically just went ham with his fire. The Praetorians had a much weaker defense against his spells than she did, after all.

It was nice to have someone powerful have her back, at least for a while. Her recent encounters with the Monarch and the Executioner had left her a little bit shaken, and without the elves here, she probably would’ve found some other place to explore instead. But she knew she could progress fast here, and she knew that she wanted to face more of the Executioners – just not alone.

Yet.

She enjoyed Feyrair’s intimate company too, though she found it almost felt like another expression of their ongoing competition. There was little vulnerability in it, but it was fun.

As the dungeon extended more and more on their various maps, drawn with a greater or lesser degree of skill, their abilities slowly grew. Those closer to level three hundred showed the most growth, but Ilea and Feyrair had the advantage of facing the machines alone, and higher-level ones at that.

They got into a routine after a couple of days, and soon, entire weeks passed with the Hunters clearing more and more of the facility.

After a little more than seven weeks had gone by, Ilea thought the dungeon was simply endless. Her previous estimate of a few hundred Praetorians a week was likely off by a very long shot.

It was no wonder that the powerful elven domains were slowly getting overwhelmed by these machines, especially considering that there was an unknown number of Taleen dungeons and production facilities out there in the wilds. Most likely hidden deep below ground or in other barely accessible locations.

The best way to find more of them was to use their existing network of gates. This was something the Cerithil Hunters had been doing for centuries, many never to return, either still fighting or lying dead in a forgotten facility thousands of miles away from their birthplace.

Ilea’s time fighting these machines had grounded her once more, the intense start to this collaboration now feeling long past.

“Our weekly return is coming up,” Feyrair said.

Ilea looked at her various marks, able to pick out even minuscule changes by now. The cats in Ravenhall were more lively than she had first thought. One of them was exploring the underground of the city, and another was somewhere in the forest outside.

“Let’s destroy the Executioner before we leave,” Ilea said, her ash armor forming as she rolled out of her bed.

I’m still not ready to face one of them entirely alone. But I’m getting there.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Hunter Praetorian – lvl 750]

…

‘ding’ You have defeated [Taleen Praetorian – lvl 600]

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 463 – 5 stat points awarded

…

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 471 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 458 – 5 stat points awarded

…

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 465 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 409 – 1 stat point awarded

…

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 416 – 1 stat point awarded

The facility wasn’t Erendar, but it still delivered a nigh-on unlimited source of high-level beings to fight.

‘ding’ Sentinel Huntress reaches 3rd lvl 26

…

‘ding’ Sentinel Huntress reaches 3rd lvl 29

Sentinel Huntress progressed more as Ilea found new ways to use her marks in a challenging way. It was fortunate that the third tier had given her this option. She wasn’t sure a simple application of the first or second tier would’ve yielded the same results, let alone the requirements she would have needed to even challenge herself there.

‘ding’ Phaseshift reaches 3rd lvl 15

…

‘ding’ Phaseshift reaches 3rd lvl 17

‘ding’ Flare of Creation reaches 3rd lvl 21

‘ding’ Flare of Creation reaches 3rd lvl 22

‘ding’ Displacement reaches 3rd lvl 16

…

‘ding’ Displacement reaches 3rd lvl 18

‘ding’ Space Shift reaches 3rd lvl 13

‘ding’ Space Shift reaches 3rd lvl 14

‘ding’ Body of the Valkyrie reaches 3rd lvl 18

Her third-tier skills were progressing steadily, though her growing familiarity with the enemies they were facing made the process slower with every passing week.

‘ding’ Identify reaches lvl 19

‘ding’ Monster Hunter reaches 3rd lvl 12

‘ding’ Soul Perception reaches lvl 6

…

‘ding’ Soul Perception reaches lvl 8

‘ding’ Arcane Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 20

‘ding’ Blast Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 4

‘ding’ Divination Magic Resistance reaches lvl 9

‘ding’ Heat Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 12

…

‘ding’ Heat Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 14

‘ding’ Soul Magic Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 12

‘ding’ Soul Magic Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 13

‘ding’ Void Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 8

Ilea spent her stat points on more Vitality, Intelligence, and Wisdom. Checking her full stat sheet, she smiled at Sentinel Huntress being so close to thirty. The last of her main Class skills.

And my third Class skills aren’t super far behind, except Awareness. Might have to join the Meadow for some more lessons…

The idea didn’t sound too bad to her.

But maybe after I hit five hundred and see if I get another evolution. I wonder what I’ll get…

She missed the spikes in power. Admittedly, her third Class had been huge, but since hitting the three hundreds, her progress had slowed down considerably. Had it not been for Erendar, she assumed she wouldn’t have even reached the four hundreds yet.

And with how things are progressing here, I’ll need a new hunting ground soon enough.

Name: Ilea Spears

Unspent stat points: 1

Unspent Core Skill points: 67

Unspent 3rd-tier General Skill points [2038 total skill levels]: 2

Class 1: The Azarinth Sentinel – lvl 471

- Active: Absolute Destruction – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Sentinel Reconstruction – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Azarinth Awakening – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Blink – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Sentinel Sphere – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Sentinel Core – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Azarinth Fighting – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Sentinel Huntress – 3rd lvl 29

- Passive: Azarinth Perception – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Azarinth Reversal – 3rd lvl 30

Class 2: Kin of Ash – lvl 465

- Active: Armor of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Aspect of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: True Ash Creation – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Heart of Cinder – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Storm of Cinders – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Ash and Ember Unity – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Ashen Wings – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Eyes of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Avatar of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Keeper of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

Class 3: The Faen Valkyrie – lvl 416

- Active: Phaseshift – 3rd lvl 17

- Active: Flare of Creation – 3rd lvl 22

- Active: Displacement – 3rd lvl 18

- Passive: Space Shift – 3rd lvl 14

- Passive: Body of the Valkyrie – 3rd lvl 18

- Passive: Space Awareness – 3rd lvl 3

General Skills:

- Dancing – lvl 3

- Deviant of Humanity – 2nd lvl 20

- Elos Standard language – lvl 6

- English Language – lvl 15

- Gourmet – lvl 5

- Harmony of the Drowned – lvl 9

- Heavy Archery – lvl 11

- Identify – lvl 19

- Meditation – 3rd lvl 12

- Monster Hunter – 3rd lvl 12

- Oxygen Repository – 2nd lvl 1

- Sage of Torment – 2nd lvl 7

- Soul Perception – lvl 8

- Teaching – lvl 6

- Veteran – 3rd lvl 16

- Warhammer Mastery – lvl 9

- Arcane Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 20

- Ash Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 2

- Astral Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Blast Resistance – 3rd lvl 4

- Blight Resistance – 2nd lvl 1

- Blood Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 18

- Blood Manipulation Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Bone Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 16

- Corrosion Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Crystal Resistance – 2nd lvl 14

- Curse Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Dark Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 6

- Death Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Devour Resistance – 2nd lvl 6

- Diamond Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 3

- Divination Magic Resistance – lvl 9

- Dust Magic Resistance – lvl 6

- Earth Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Emerald Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 1

- Fear Resistance – lvl 13

- Flesh Magic Resistance – lvl 9

- Gold Magic Resistance – lvl 1

- Gravity Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Health Drain Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Heat Resistance – 3rd lvl 14

- Ice Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Lava Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 1

- Light Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 1

- Lightning Resistance – 3rd lvl 9

- Mana Drain Resistance – 3rd lvl 7

- Mental Resistance – 3rd lvl 16

- Mist Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Olvor Magic Resistance – lvl 3

- Pain Tolerance – 3rd lvl 3

- Poison Resistance – 3rd lvl 2

- Rot Resistance – 3rd lvl 4

- Ruby Magic Resistance – lvl 14

- Sand Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Sapphire Magic Resistance – lvl 13

- Silver Magic Resistance – lvl 1

- Smoke Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 3

- Soul Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 13

- Sound Magic Resistance – lvl 18

- Space Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 5

- Stamina Drain Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Time Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Topaz Magic Resistance – lvl 18

- Vine Magic Resistance – lvl 14

- Void Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 8

- Water Resistance – 3rd lvl 1

- Wind Resistance – 3rd lvl 2

- Wood Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

Status:

Vitality: 1400

Endurance: 450

Strength: 450

Dexterity: 450

Intelligence: 1420

Wisdom: 1450

Health: 25088/25088

Stamina: 4203/4500

Mana: 28832/29000

Twenty-five thousand health. And nearly thirty thousand points of mana. I wonder how much a four-mark has?

“Alright, then. Let’s go destroy that Executioner.”


THIRTY-TWO
Opportunity?





Ilea and Feyrair’s next target was a massive production hall, most of it already destroyed. An extensive battle was needed to clear the space of both classic Praetorians and special variants, but toward the end of the fight, an Executioner showed up.

Right now, it was the only enemy remaining, but they had run from the machine to take a break and recover their resources. The elf had agreed to that measure so that they could face every Executioner with some preparation and a full pool of health and mana.

The fact that the machines learned more about them during the battles made them enemies they didn’t want to engage for too long. At least new Executioners didn’t seem to share what the previous ones had learned.

Bright white flame clung to Ilea’s ash, charged through Phaseshift for the start of the battle. Heart of Cinder was already reaching capacity as Feyrair changed into his dragon form. The two didn’t waste any time on returning to the production hall, rushing the machine as soon as it noticed them.

Ilea’s fire spread over it, ignoring the blades that came for her in an attempt to keep the machine engaged with her. Feyrair landed on top of them, trying to pin the creature down. It barely slipped away, one of its legs burned by the powerful flames.

Ilea sent an ashen lance at the ground a few dozen meters away, Feyrair moving his wings to reach the position. She activated her third tier of Displacement and watched the Executioner retreat right into her apparating gate.

This time, the dragon didn’t let the steel being escape. Ilea had already healed the deep cuts in her body, deflecting or tanking the powerful machine’s hits now as she tried to protect the dragonling behind her. Storm of Cinders and Absolute Destruction slammed into the shield, quickly overloading it with mana. With a final punch, the shield’s purple energy exploded in a surge of mana.

As soon as it did, Ilea felt heat build up behind her, the armor on her back starting to glow a little before a torrent of white flame flowed over both her and the struggling Praetorian. She dealt with the heat much better, overcharging Heart of Cinder with the gathered energy and healing herself continuously with the mana she absorbed.

Silver steel pooled below the machine, and Feyrair slowly tightened his grip, his massive red scales and black claws pushing down on the melting machine. Intrusion spells worked continuously against the Executioner’s reforming shield, keeping it at bay as two sets of flames slowed the machine’s recovery.

Feyrair didn’t let up until he had expended most of his mana, stripping away every last bit of the machine and leaving its core exposed. Ilea had charged Destruction, and now she displaced the core right in front of her. She punched, and sizzling blue energy flowed through it, her ashen limbs helping her work through its powerful shield.

“Go!” she shouted, continuing her attacks as the dragon behind her roared.

Health flowed into her auras, white flames flaring out as she held her arm right in front of the now unshielded core. Feyrair turned back into his elven form and was displaced away immediately after.

Ilea smiled as she felt heat gather within her, moving through her arm. A bright light appeared in front of her palm, energy and flame forming in a concentrated point before it shot outward and into the floating core. The air itself around the small sphere was set alight, cracks forming on the powerful artifact.

Time stood still as Ilea watched the last bits of heat leave her arm before she placed herself back as far as she could, using Blink right after. When she reappeared, the void explosion had thrashed through the center of the hall, leaving a large, sphere-like hole in the stone.

Feyrair gave a self-satisfied smirk. “An easy battle.”

Ilea kept her eyes on where the machine had been. Their cooperation and timing were getting better. Yes, they could take down Executioners, but facing them head-on? In a perfectly fair fight? She wasn’t there yet.

“Come on, the others should already be waiting,” she said.

Feyrair glanced back at the missing stone, then followed with a glint of magic in his reptilian eyes.

‘ding’ Your group has defeated [Executioner Praetorian – lvl 800]

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 417 – 1 stat point awarded

‘ding’ Space Shift reaches 3rd lvl 15

Ilea and Feyrair had a race on their way back to the group, who had gathered near the now-destroyed teleportation platform. They always did.

“I win,” Ilea said to the group, twirling as ashen fireworks formed around her.

“You always win,” Ben said, hissing with a mix of amusement and annoyance.

She was getting better at discerning some of the nuances. Am I the most experienced human in terms of elven hissing?

Feyrair appeared more than ten seconds later. A new record. He was gaining on her. The elf, of course, had a longer distance to catch up the farther they went into the facility.

She let him share the newly mapped areas. Given his long life, the dragonling had been able to work on his cartography skills far more frequently than Ilea.

“We have made a discovery. Finally.” Isalthar looked thoughtful, a rare show of uncertainty. “The gates we have found so far have all been deactivated. This one hasn’t.”

“You’ve not entered?” Ilea asked.

He shook his head.

I would’ve liked to be able to face an Executioner alone before we tried this. But I suppose I won’t be able to grow a whole lot more from facing these same machines over and over.

She gave him a nod.

“Thanks to Ilea,” Isalthar announced, “we know where Izta is located, and with some effort, we can return here to destroy the rest of it whenever we choose. Let us see if we can’t prove the theories of your enchanters.”

Ilea smiled. “Where’s the gate?”
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Ilea looked at each of the elves standing on the large platform. Feyrair was right next to her, the elf now at level three-eighty-five. Elfie had managed to reach level three-thirty-five, while Neiphato was rather close now at three-twenty.

Seithir and Asay hadn’t leveled at all, and Ben had only advanced twice, reaching three-twenty-five. Falhorn had been overtaken by Elfie, his current level a few below at three-thirty-two. She supposed it had to do with their respective willingness to take risks and frequency of battle.

“Whatever we face on the other side, be vigilant,” Isalthar said. “We are going to gather information first and foremost. Avoid alerting the machines if possible. And should we be overwhelmed…”

He looked at Ilea.

“Gather around me, and I’ll get us out. Let’s see if this works.” She summoned the Tungsten key into her hands. Maybe holding it instead of keeping it in her necklace would make a difference.

Ilea inserted the gate key that Asay handed to her into the gate’s control panel and saw the magic flow through it all. She tried to grasp if any of it reached the Tungsten key, but the artifact was beyond her.

She deactivated Space Magic Resistance when she felt the platform thrum to life, the fabric shifting as all the enchantments flowed into a singular spell. Then there was a flash of bright light, and they were gone, reappearing in a dark hall.

‘ding’ You have entered the Iz dungeon

She breathed in deep and smiled, looking at the others. A few quiet hisses came from the elves. She stored the Tungsten key in her necklace and looked around.

Welcome back, Ilea thought, remembering her last time in this place.

A lot had changed since then. A lot had happened. Felicia had killed Arthur Redleaf. Kyrian had gone missing. But now, she felt like she was finally getting closer to finding her friend.

The lack of light here was no longer an issue as she took in the surroundings. Compared to Izta, the walls here looked ancient, and the mana was noticeably denser.

Same stuff as in the first dungeon, she thought, glancing at the ivy growing in the corners of the hall that somehow managed to survive in near-complete darkness.

As the elves slowly spread out, Asay hissed. “The gate has shut,” he murmured.

“It is as expected. Seithir, lead us to a secure location,” Isalthar said. A powerful aura surged up from within him, and his eyes started to glow slightly, leaving a trail of white as he moved.

Ilea glanced at the gate and saw the magic slowly seep out, the thrum from before gone entirely.

We’re cut off.

A distant thud came from where a large exit led into the dungeon, followed by three more impacts.

“And the welcoming party is here,” Feyrair said with a grin, his flames flaring up as he stepped toward the exit.

“Centurion,” Seithir said, magic emanating from his floating form, his voice calm and steady.

“Are they mocking us?” the dragonling asked.

“Neiphato, you may deal with them while the rest remain hidden,” Isalthar said, floating to the side. “We shall not reveal our numbers and capabilities if the enemy does not yet know of it.”

Asay and Falhorn each formed spells, concealing the group, as Neiphato stood near the exit and waited.

Soon, four normal Centurions rushed into the hall with their spears at the ready. He didn’t let them advance, roots flowing out of thin air, crashing into the creatures with powerful thrusts, breaking into their armor.

Still more roots formed, quickly enveloping most of the machines, the wood slowly pressing down. Steel groaned as the machines looked on with bright green eyes, their spears and arms unable to penetrate the dense conjured material.

A few seconds later, the first explosion resounded, followed by three more. Charred and blackened wood fell to the ground, steel shrapnel stuck within.

He’s grown quite a bit, Ilea thought, locking eyes with the young elf for a moment.

The group fanned out, Seithir leading them with quiet confidence as he teleported through the dark facility. Everyone kept close, staying nearby without trouble.

“Executioner,” Seithir said and pointed in a direction vaguely behind them before he vanished again, moving three floors up. Following Seithir, Ilea saw dozens of cells all around, their iron-barred doors locked with the occasional skeleton visible within.

They continued to move up until they appeared in a wide-open space, Seithir not stopping as he pushed on with quick uses of teleportation. Ilea glanced up to see a bunch of magical lights on the distant ceiling, so far away that she couldn’t make out any details.

Around them were high walls or even cliffs. Ilea wasn’t quite sure if they were natural or dwarven-made. The area they moved through now was broad.

Seithir slightly raised a hand. “Hide,” he said, several spells activating around their group a moment later.

Ilea watched as a group of Praetorians, followed by special variant Centurions, rushed past, their steel steps barely audible.

Reinforcements sent to deal with us?

She looked up and quietly pointed out the dozens of ranged Guardians crawling past them, clinging to the high walls. They waited for a few minutes before Seithir continued moving, his teleportation bringing them to the other side of the vast space and up a broad staircase.

When they appeared at the top, a familiar sight spread out before them. Since the last time she’d been here, however, Ilea had received a few upgrades. Iz fanned out as far as the eye could see. The facility hadn’t been made to produce machines but to house an entire people.

It was a city, perhaps even larger than Virilya. The cavern’s ceiling was so high that Ilea could barely make out the distant lights built into it. They weren’t crystals but rather magical lights meant to look like stars or gems.

The city sloped downward from their position, various mountain-like structures jutting out from the sea of stone buildings and streets. Steam rose from thousands of pipes, layering whole districts in a thin gray mist.

Thousands of green lights dotted the city, fiery colors mixed in here and there. At the lowest point of the city, the very center of its crater-like form, a circular hole the size of an entire district led downward into an abyss.

Above it floated the golden orb Ilea had seen before, bright light emanating from it as it glinted with magic and pulsed with energy. Its surface looked smooth and even. A single set of floating stairs led over the abyss onto what looked like a tiny platform jutting out from the golden orb.

Ilea could barely make out any details from this distance, but she was sure that the sphere alone rivaled an entire district of Ravenhall in size, if not more.

Flying machines patrolled the skies, moving in larger groups closer to the light of the sphere. Machines ranging from Guardians to Praetorians stood on roofs or patrolled the streets. Everywhere Ilea’s eyes lingered, she could spot at least ten enemies.

Seithir hissed to get their attention; even the elves had been distracted by the sight for a moment. He led them all into a large structure nearby, from which gouts of steam rose into the air above.

Ilea followed them inside. Gears turned in the walls, some jutting out slightly, the hum of machinery audible all around. Seithir looked around before he glanced at Isalthar.

“Safe.”

“For now,” Ben said with a sigh, sitting down on a wooden chair.

They found themselves in what appeared to be an office far above the production facility. Not a production facility for Taleen machines, however, but for furniture. Large windows lined two of the walls, allowing for a broad view of the expansive Taleen city. The whole area was tinged green from the magical lights above them.

While gears turned and machines were active, nothing was being produced at the moment. No guards were present, but Ilea could see a few ranged Guardians on the roof above them, unaware of their presence.

Feyrair stepped next to her. “So, this is Iz.”

Elfie turned away from the windows and made his way over to the bookshelves on the other side of the large office.

Isalthar floated next to Ilea, their gazes focused on the floating sphere at the center of the city.

“What do you think?” she asked.

He remained silent for a moment before he turned toward her. “There are so many. I have never seen such numbers of both Hunters and Executioners in one place, let alone in such an open area. They would wear us down in little time. It is… sobering. To know what we will have to face. And at the same time…” He hissed quietly, the sound tinged with amusement. “It is good. To know. To have a goal.”

“I agree,” Ilea mused. “But since we’re here, I’m sure you don’t just want to leave without at least some destruction,” she said with a slight smile.

“Indeed. We shall find out what we can while we are here. However, I believe a more… subtle approach is beneficial for the time being.”

Ben came and stood beside Ilea. “An overwhelming sight,” he said, then looked at her. “Your marks. Do you know where we are?”

“Ah, yes. I was a little too excited to be back.”

Ilea checked the location of her various Sentinel Huntress marks across the lands, and her eyes opened wide, trying to make sense of the information.

She had expected them to be deep under the north or in the Frozen Wastelands the elves had talked about. Perhaps even on another continent altogether.

“Well?” Ben asked, the elves nearby glancing at her.

“We’re deep underground. Deeper than I’ve ever been. Right below Karth.”

It’s always been here. Far below Riverwatch and the Calys mines.


THIRTY-THREE
Writing





“What?” Ben said. “Karth?”

Isalthar hissed, the sound barely audible. “How deep?”

“Many kilometers. I have no idea how they went this deep,” Ilea said.

“Below Karth,” Ben murmured. “Right under our noses.”

“Their records never spoke of Karth,” Asay said.

“A well-kept secret. Or perhaps the mountain did not have that name at the time,” Isalthar said. “But now we know. Ilea, can you pinpoint the exact location?”

“Yes. But I think I’ll need some good maps – and some help.”

Isalthar summoned a map and floated toward the desk.

“So we can just dig down from Karth?” Feyrair asked.

“The inhabitants of the caverns above will be dangerous even to the likes of us,” Ben said.

“And yet we now know where to search,” Neiphato said as he joined them at the table.

“Millennia of attacks, and nothing would have suggested this location,” Asay said.

“Not surprising with teleportation gates,” Feyrair said.

“Maybe we can find out more,” Ben said. “There are well-preserved books here, more than I have ever seen.”

Elfie had sat down on a chair, a few stacks of books already piled on a small table nearby. “Those who can read Taleen should join me instead of sitting around uselessly.”

Feyrair hissed and walked over, grabbing a book and starting to read.

He can read Taleen?

Ilea stared at the dragonling for a moment, and he glanced up and met her eyes. “What is it?”

“Nothing. Proud of you,” she answered with a wink, then focused back on her marks.

Neiphato searched the desk drawers, piling up a few booklets and letters and then moving them all over to the two seated elves before dumping them on their table.

“Start with those. They’ll have more relevance than books sitting untouched on a shelf.”

In the meantime, Ilea took a few minutes to compare distances and mark the spot, Isalthar adding a few calculations. “That’s as good as I can place it,” she said.

Isalthar looked at the map. “It should be easy enough to find it again. Given its considerable size.” He was quiet for a moment as he looked at the map, then breathed deeply and smiled ever so slightly. “We’ve found the capital.” He touched Ilea’s shoulder. “And it’s all thanks to you, Ilea.”

She smiled at him. There’s plenty of work left to do. But I guess it’s nice to have an important location.

“Do you think it matters?” she asked.

“It does to us,” Isalthar said. “No matter what else we find here.”

Asay smiled and grabbed a letter as well before Ben and Isalthar also joined the reading group. Seithir remained with Ilea.

“You and Neiphato are the only ones who can’t read Taleen?” she asked.

Seithir smiled and gently touched her shoulder.

“Sympathy,” he whispered, sending a bit of soul magic into her.

“Seithir, get over here and help,” Feyrair said. “She can handle it.”

Oh, I see, Ilea thought, looking at the elf, who had now turned his head away. She stifled a laugh so as to not attract machines. “Go join them.”

She dusted down the massive office chair and sat down, summoning one of Keyla’s meals. Neiphato joined her a moment later and leaned on the desk.

“Want some too?” she asked between bites.

He smiled. “Thank you, I’m not hungry.”

“You can’t read their script?”

“No. I have not been a Hunter for long, nor has there been an opportunity to learn such things. Taleen writing is supposedly quite rare,” he said, his blue eyes gentle as he moved his braided brown hair to his back. “I am glad.”

Ilea chuckled. “We just found upward of a hundred books. And there are probably a lot more throughout the city.”

He nodded lightly, glancing at the group of hissing elves, each of them taking notes from time to time or talking to each other about something they had found.

“It’s strange, I agree,” he said. “Maybe Iz was treated differently. Or the books here simply didn’t decay. I’ve not visited many of their dungeons myself, but this place seems different.”

“It’s much more alive, that’s for sure. The other dungeons that were once cities look more like ruins. Forgotten and withered away. But there aren’t any dwarves here either. None walking around, at least.”

“Maybe it has to do with that sphere. I can feel tremendous power from that direction… though my senses are muddled by the dense magic.”

“The mana here is pretty dense,” Ilea agreed, her magic perception picking up plenty of sources just in their vicinity. She turned in her chair to look out over the city, her eyes landing on the massive golden sphere. “I wonder what it is.”

Ilea relaxed, enjoying the sight of the bustling Taleen city, apparently once their capital. It reminded her of a modern city back on Earth. Well, there weren’t any skyscrapers, but the largest structures certainly came close.

To think it’s all abandoned, with only machines left behind. What a waste.

“Do you really think there are no actual Taleen left in this whole place?” she asked.

“I don’t know. But it’s said that no Hunter has met a living Taleen dwarf. But I doubt many have found this city either.”

“Maybe some have,” Ilea suggested. “Maybe they just failed to escape, or they found the challenge too much and left.”

The theory was that the Tungsten key had brought them here, but the gate in the Praetorian factory could’ve just been connected to Iz by coincidence.

Two coincidences in a few years when Isalthar says nobody he knows has reached this place. I’m going with the key theory.

Neiphato hissed thoughtfully. “Maybe.”

“Shall we scout the city?” Falhorn asked, closing his book before he looked at Asay. “I’m sick of reading Taleen recipes and furniture sales reports.”

“I am quite fascinated with this find. They were so… mundane,” Asay said. “I shall remain here.”

“Nobody mundane could build all of this,” Ben said.

Feyrair glanced at him. “No elf I know would build machines to replace their tasks of hunting and survival. These books speak of almost everything being handed over to devices and machines, or that being the goal.”

“Except the creation and perfection of those machines themselves,” Asay said. “That is what they specialized in.”

“But why are they gone?” Elfie asked. “This city doesn’t look breached. It’s functioning, but abandoned. The machines remain. Are they simply doing whatever tasks they were left with?”

Ilea got up when she was done with her meal, looking at Falhorn. “I can join you. I can’t read, after all.”

“Yes. An illiterate human who hasn’t heard of the word stealth is exactly who I’d want to have by my side while I scout the capital of our enemy,” Falhorn said.

“Perfect,” Ilea said, moving over to him and patting his shoulder when he hissed with amusement. “You take care of stealth, I’ll heal and teleport us around.”

“Do try to be quiet, Ilea,” Falhorn said, his tone more serious.

Ilea put a finger to her lips. “Neiphato?” she asked.

The elf shook his head. “I shall remain. My magic isn’t suited for this kind of work.”

She gave him a nod.

With that, Falhorn vanished, and Ilea followed the ripples in space, appearing by his side a moment later. He vanished again, heading down into the city and into a random building.

Ilea could already perceive eight machines in the vicinity, all of them motionless and waiting. “Can you see them?” she asked in a quiet whisper, her ashen limbs pointing at each of the creatures.

Falhorn nodded. “We should look for documents, books, and anything else that could be useful to the others.” His whisper was just as quiet as hers. A normal human wouldn’t have heard either.

Ilea checked the house with her sphere, looking through parts of the adjacent buildings as well. She displaced the few books and papers she could see and put them all into her bracelet.

Falhorn looked at her, his brows rising a little. “That is quite useful.”

“I know. I’m awesome.”

He scoffed with some amusement before vanishing into the next home.

The two of them slowly worked their way through the dwarven city, collecting books and documents wherever something had been left behind.

Falhorn held up a hand when they arrived in a rather spacious entrance hall to what seemed like a government building. It reminded Ilea of a few structures she had entered back in Iztacalum. The elf pointed at the bright light flooding in through a large window to their right.

Scanning.

Ilea gestured up to the second floor. Both of them vanished, reappearing crouched behind a large desk to avoid the light roaming over the room. It moved up to their floor, scanning the walls opposite them.

“Did it see us?” Ilea whispered.

“Magic perception?”

Ilea relaxed, watching the bright light swing from left to right. “Maybe. Let’s wait for a while.”

She soon heard tapping noises from below and used her sphere to see a few Guardians enter the building through the open double doors. “We’ve got company.”

“Stay quiet and wait,” Falhorn said, moving a little closer to her before he weaved a spell, void magic flickering to life and enveloping them in a thin haze.

Ilea deactivated her resistance to his magic and retracted her ashen limbs to make herself smaller.

The Guardians rushed into the room a moment later, three of them slowly stepping around and over the furniture to find what the flying machine outside had apparently spotted.

Ilea watched as one of them moved past the desk they were hiding behind, its blades hovering near her shoulder, before it turned to the side. Facing the Guardians wouldn’t be a problem, but if they started a fight here, she imagined that half the city would be upon them in the span of a few minutes.

They could escape with teleportation, but she doubted the machines would give up quite that quickly. For now, they only knew about one intruder, if any. And that intruder should’ve been down in the dungeons.

And so they waited. The Guardians left again a few minutes later, and with them the light flooding in from outside.

Falhorn’s void magic vanished. “We should wait another few minutes to teleport.”

“Or we can try to use just my space magic. I know it gets around some enchantments – maybe it’ll help against them too,” she suggested.

“It may be worth a try.”

They waited in silence for a few minutes as Ilea displaced various documents toward her, the spell not attracting any obvious attention from the nearby machines. When she had gathered everything she deemed useful, she displaced the two of them into the next building, right into the attic.

“No machines on the roof, but we have a Centurion on the second floor,” she said.

“How are your eyes?”

She scanned the home with her sphere. “Good for a few hundred meters.”

The elf nodded. “Better than mine, then. Maybe you can check our surroundings from the roof.”

“What if a flying one spots us?”

“There are none close by; it should be safe.”

Ilea didn’t wait and displaced herself onto the mostly flat stone roof. Most of the buildings in the city lacked tiles, but it seemed that some builders had added at least a little personal flair. Though the general idea seemed to be a focus on both functionality and uniformity.

She could see the massive furniture production building hundreds of meters behind them, the glass front of the office barely visible in the distance. Yet they had barely come any closer to the central districts, where Guardians and Centurions stood guard on various roofs, the flying versions patrolling the city with their floodlights.

Ilea followed the movements of one of them. Its elongated body reminded her of an upside-down scorpion, its tail hanging down and sometimes moving around. Its body was covered in steel and was angles and shapes instead of the more organic look of a monster.

As it floated over the many houses, Ilea saw that it could move parts of its carapace individually. No eyes were visible on its front; instead, a single bright floodlight shone down. Its metal armor glimmered with the same green hue as most Taleen creations.

[Taleen Destroyer – lvl ???]

A Destroyer. Close to level eight hundred.

She vanished when one of the flying machines turned in her direction, reappearing downstairs.

“We’re super far off the center, and there are ten of the flying ones closer to the sphere for every one patrolling these parts.”

“Same with the machines on the ground?” Falhorn asked.

“On the roofs, yes. I couldn’t see the ground.”

“It’s likely to be the same,” he said, sketching something into a notebook.

“Agreed. How far do you want to go? We could also try to ignore the documents and go straight toward the center? Might be able to find something more interesting there, and we could check out the sphere from up close.”

Falhorn knitted his brow. “I would normally suggest I try that with Asay… but your space magic might be more efficient.”

“Then let’s go and see how far we get,” Ilea said. “Just keep your void magic ready.”

She displaced them both into the next building, repeating the skill whenever she found an empty floor or room in any adjacent house. With her quick teleportation cooldown and her sphere, the two progressed toward the center at a reasonable pace.

Soon, however, the machines became too numerous for Ilea to just displace through. When her sphere began to swarm with machines, they had to take detours before pushing farther in.

By now, she even saw Praetorians and special variants patrolling the streets and sometimes even staying within halls or clinging to roofs. Without the houses, it would’ve been impossible to remain hidden from the many Hunter Praetorians on the roofs of the larger buildings.

And they were barely halfway to the golden sphere.

When an Executioner started moving through the air toward the attic they were hiding in, Ilea called it quits and displaced them back. It proved even more difficult to navigate through the patrolling machines on their way out, but they managed with a few risky, longer-range displacements.

“That was close,” Falhorn whispered when they reached a less machine-infested area of the massive city.

“Did it detect the spell?” Ilea asked.

“I have no idea. Maybe our auras were enough?”

Ilea soon brought them back to their office and current base of operations, where she vomited all the documents and books they had found onto the large desk.

“Center is too crowded to sneak past,” she announced.

As Asay and Feyrair went to look at the pile of new information, Ilea startled slightly when a message reached her. From the Meadow. And through her mark.

“Testing?”

They need help with the gates again? I’m in Iz. This feels more important.

“Soon,” she sent back.

Feyrair grabbed a few of the letters and hissed. “At least you get to do something a little more exciting. For how rare Taleen writing is, they apparently loved putting absolutely everything down on paper. Just like humans.”

“Helps with retaining knowledge when you’re not immortal magical creatures birthed by all-knowing Oracles,” Ilea said, tapping her brow.

“Then maybe you should read more,” Feyrair said thoughtfully.

Ilea looked at him with raised eyebrows. “Ah, but you see, I am an immortal magical creature.”

“Ah, I see. You became so powerful just to avoid reading,” he countered.

She winked. “Nice. You win that one, dragonling.”

Ben shook his head, though the rest of the elves had ignored the conversation.

“The flying machines might be able to detect magic, but we don’t really know to what extent so far,” Ilea supplied. “Did you find anything?”

“Mentions of the war and their creations, but anecdotal and nothing about the sphere or the being that communicated with you,” Asay said. “Hopefully, the documentation from those a little closer to the center can reveal a little more.”

“Key Warden, was it?” Feyrair said. “I think I just found something.” He motioned to the letter in his hand. “… the Iron key was supposed to be entrusted to us. The Warson family has no right to take this honor from the Armorer’s Guild. One of the twelve would not have been given to the Armorers. It cannot stand. You must speak with the king. Too long have we stood in the shadow of the guard.”

“One of the twelve…” Elfie said.

“Yeah. Important enough to be an important honor for an entire guild,” Ilea said. “We’ve got one. Maybe we can find out where the others are, and what they unlock.”


THIRTY-FOUR
Ancient History





While the group spent the next few days doing research, Ilea and Falhorn went off on their own to gather more documents from throughout the city.

Slowly, by digging through sales reports and engineering texts, they found historical notes, stories from the Taleen, and songs. As they collected important bits of information, they managed to piece together more and more of their history.

They confirmed that Iz had indeed once been the capital of the Taleen, built as far underground as their magic and technology allowed. The effort had cost hundreds of lives. An expedition had been given the goal of digging below Karth, to go beyond the systems of caves belonging to the monsters lurking in the dark. To go beyond them and find a place they could call home. A place unfindable and unreachable for their enemies, only accessible through their secure teleportation network.

All the tunnels they dug were deliberately collapsed behind them, with dwarves and machines dying in battle to ensure the rest of the expedition could go on. They did succeed in the end, the destined heroes – or, as some of the elves supposed, just the luckiest of the many expeditions the Taleen had likely sent out on a one-way trip.

It had been a desperate attempt by the weakening dwarves at a time when their budding territories were being contested, their few mines running dry. They had technology and knowledge, but, as time went on, they couldn’t compete with their more established enemies, be they elves, fast-expanding human kingdoms and empires, or even other dwarven city-states, superior in numbers and high-level fighters, coveting their technology.

Their desperation had led them here. To the cavern that would later become Iz. The many kings and queens of the Taleen led their people to a new home. Hidden, they prospered while their enemies found abandoned cities and outposts, taking over or looking to challenge another foe. The Taleen and their technology developed, and yet their gates remained inactive, forgotten, and silent.

Few remembered who the dwarves were when they returned, just one people amongst many to come and go. Their technology had been sought after, their knowledge and ingenuity nearly leading to their downfall.

But when they deemed themselves ready, their Centurions and Praetorians overran those who had taken their cities. Their gates became active once more, and an unending tide of machines controlled by the guilds of the Guard, the Builders, and the Makers swept through the underground and the lands above.

Few could stand against their armies in the Age of Reclamation. The Taleen rose from a forgotten myth to a power capable of challenging even the ageless domains. Treaties were forged and trade routes were set up, since the dwarves had little interest in living on the eastern plains or in sending their creations against the elves in the central lands.

Nor did they have any intention of sharing their most closely guarded secrets: long-range teleportation and single mages capable of controlling a hundred machines.

Growing internal struggles slowed their conquest as the various guilds grew more powerful with every passing year, the territory and numbers the Taleen commanded expanding rapidly.

“And the war started five centuries later?” Ilea asked, enjoying a bottle of ale as Elfie summarized the knowledge they had gathered.

The group had been forced to move into an underground basement on the outskirts of the city as the machines hadn’t let up in their search for the intruder they had yet to destroy.

Elfie rubbed his temples and hissed a tired hiss. “There were so many wars, Ilea. Against monsters, men, elves, and others. Some of the records even suggest a few conflicts with dragons, but even their own historians call those endeavors foolish, the guild members delusional or fanatics.

“But yes, the Great War was in the five hundredth year after Bothor the Maker initiated the Reclamation. Monsters started to change. Creatures once thought harmless slaughtered whole villages of humans, breaking through enchanted dwarf-made walls that had endured for centuries before.

“Dungeons harbored strange, unknown beings that were impossible to defeat for the adventurers in the region. And runes were found. Runes that bent both space and void, magic so powerful that even the Taleen quickly became interested.”

“The Ascended,” Ilea said.

“Precisely. They seemed to have been the Taleen’s sole focus for decades before the domains even took note of their existence and their invasion of our realm. Facilities were found and taken, destroyed, and contested. The enemies were few but powerful enough to challenge armies on their own, their magic summoning demons and monsters alike, fighting relentlessly at their whim.

“And yet the Taleen machines did not relent. Their capital and many cities were secured and protected, and the builders made a hundred soldiers for every ten they lost. It was a long war, fought below ground.”

“Everything here was also written by the Taleen,” Feyrair said, looking up from his current book. “Of course they’d be the first ones to face the enemy, the only ones to win their battles. It wouldn’t have come to an alliance if the Taleen were as mighty as they claim to have been.”

“It’s not about the power of the domains or the armies any other species could have put on a field,” Elfie said. “It seems to be a matter of interest. Why would the Oracles send elves into battle against an enemy that did not interfere with their domains? An enemy that did not engage in open battle when left unchallenged?

“The Ascended came here with a purpose, one they sought to fulfill underground, where no humans and only a few elves dwell. I understand that these sources are to be treated with doubt, yet it makes sense to me that these dwarves understood the threat of the Ascended long before any others would have.”

Feyrair hissed and nodded. “I agree. I suppose I find it strange to learn about all this. They have been the enemy for so long. And yet the more I learn, the more I empathize with their wish to be free and in control of their destiny.”

“Nonetheless, their machines remain, hunting our kind day and night,” Ben said.

“I know.” Feyrair looked at Elfie. “Continue.”

“Only when the lands were ruptured, entire cities swallowed in the wake of the Ascended’s reach, only then did the surface-dwelling species understand the enemy they were facing,” Elfie explained. “And the Taleen were there, providing information – targets, locations of critical facilities that no one else even knew about.

“I’m sure efforts were made by other species, but with their teleportation network and incredibly far reach at the time, I find it reasonable to assume the Taleen had a big part to play.”

“What happened then?” Ilea asked.

“Here is where things become unclear,” Elfie continued. “Despite all their writing, all their documentation and rigorous planning, well, there just seems to be a lot missing. I believe that they understood more of the Ascended’s plans than they shared with their allies. A few passages allude to that.

“The Taleen obtained their power through technological advances, knowledge, education, and magical theory far beyond what others in their time worked with. The war they fought was just one part of their efforts. Much of their resources were spent on understanding the runes they found, the facilities and technology they managed to uncover from their enemy.

“I believe that it became a downright obsession, one that led to a plan. What that plan was is unclear as of yet. And though I remain hopeful, it seems the records have been meticulously stripped of this knowledge,” Elfie concluded.

Ilea sipped on her ale and looked at the ceiling, a few candles flickering nearby. “The Ascended apparently managed to take away or destroy one of Elos’ suns. Somehow. I don’t know if the rupturing lands happened before or after that.”

“Could be both,” Elfie said. “It’s frustrating that they suddenly turned to secrecy.”

“I mean, they were working together with humans and elves, weren’t they?” Ilea asked. “It would have been best if not everyone knew about the plans of the higher-ups. One interrogation or slip of the tongue would have been enough to endanger the likely fragile alliance.”

“Alliance. A strong word,” Asay said. “These dwarves distrusted outsiders and other species just as much, if not more so, than those in the domains we hail from. If we had anything in common, then it was our pride.”

“Then why did they all work together?” Ilea asked.

“Should the Oracles have commanded it, the males would’ve followed,” Elfie said. “Yet we will never know, unless we ask an Oracle old enough to remember.”

Feyrair hissed, as did two other elves in the room. “Don’t suggest something like that.”

“Is talking to them that dangerous?” Ilea asked.

“Getting one of them to talk to one of us would be difficult. Getting through a domain to find one in the first place would be downright impossible,” Asay supplied.

“All of this still doesn’t answer why there are no more Taleen around,” Neiphato interjected. “If their capital was so perfectly hidden and defended, why would they leave? And if the domains or Ascended did come down here to kill them all, why is this city still around, and why is it crawling with machines?”

“We don’t know,” Isalthar said. “But our goal remains: to destroy the purpose that drives these machines, to find those controlling their production, seeding their intent. And perhaps we may find answers here that could make such an aim a reality.”

“Not if they were meticulous with the destruction or alteration of their records. And if we’ve learned anything about the Taleen, it’s that they were meticulous,” Ben said with a sigh.

“But we found out about the keys,” Ilea said. “They’re certainly important somehow. I still think it’s a good idea to whip it out and see what happens.”

Feyrair hissed. “Yes, please. I’m tired of reading. I want to fight. And there are thousands of Taleen all around.”

“The time for battle will come, but I bid you all, have patience,” Isalthar said, glancing at everyone in the room.

[image: ]


The next day, Ilea and Falhorn pushed toward the center from a new direction. Below. His void magic, coupled with her ash, allowed for somewhat efficient digging. A few problems immediately presented themselves, however.

One issue was the center’s location, which was solved with Ilea’s increasing precision with her various marks. The one on Elfie in particular gave her significant guidance, while their proximity to Riverwatch and her marks on Dale and Walter provided additional help. She could locate the abyss in the center of the city – of that much, she was sure.

The main problem, however, was the architecture used by the dwarves. Much like modern Ravenhall, they had built deep. Which meant that Ilea and her elven companion had to dig even deeper. The process was slow and tedious – too much magic and vibration would likely attract the attention of an Executioner – but they simply had no other way.

A direct confrontation would be catastrophic, apparently, even with Isalthar’s help. Ilea had asked him, just to be sure. Dropping on one from above would reveal them instantly to the flying variants and Hunter Praetorians stationed on the roofs. And so they dug, slowly but surely, over a hundred meters below the city streets.

“If we can come out in that abyss-like hole, we should be able to make our way up to that sphere,” Ilea said. She made her large ash drill spin slowly to make sure the machines above didn’t notice the vibrations.

“We would likely be spotted anyway. Perhaps even with my concealing spell. But it’s uncertain,” Falhorn said, using his magic to remove the rubble.

They continued for a few hours, Ilea humming various tunes as she enjoyed the meditative drilling work until she was woken from her trance-like state by something hitting her mind.

Ilea held up a hand. “Something just hit me.”

“Stop hitting me,” she said with her limited telepathy.

“I merely contacted you, Key Warden,” a voice, deep and gravelly, said into her mind.

She froze.

“Who am I talking to?” Ilea asked, gesturing for Falhorn to wait. The elf looked at her with apprehension.

“I am the One without Form, Guardian of the Taleen Union and all of its domains. And I am contacting you as it is my duty. You are the human mind working alongside the Cerithil Hunters. I have perceived you before. Why are you working with the enemy?”

“Are you controlling the machines?”

“You have no access to that information, Key Warden. If you are unwilling to stop your destruction, I will have to hunt you down.”

Ilea narrowed her eyes. “Why are you hunting and killing elves?”

“They are the enemy. And they must be eradicated. As Key Warden, you should know that.”

“They won’t pose a threat to you if you stop sending machines out to hunt them. Why are the Taleen gone? What happened here?”

“You do not have access to that information, Key Warden. You are not cooperating.”

“I don’t know what you are or why you’re hunting down elves. I’d like to know more.”

“You will not learn more, human.”

“Why even talk to me, then?”

“I must communicate with the Key Wardens when they reach my authority. What may I do for you?”

What is this thing?

“What does being a Key Warden mean?” Ilea asked, trying a different angle.

“You hold the Tungsten key, which has been entrusted to you for its protection. An ally to our cause.” Suddenly, its words began to sound distorted and warped. “I’ll have you ripped apart, your blood and innards smeared onto the ancient streets you have desecrated. Traitor.”

“I’m talking to the One without Form,” Ilea said, turning to Falhorn. “And I think it’s angry.”

His eyes opened wide, and he hissed.

But the Key Warden bit did something.

“You only contacted me because I’m a Key Warden?”

“You hold the Tungsten key. Is there anything I can do for you?”

Yeah. This thing can think, but there are rules it can’t ignore?

“What can I do as a Key Warden?”

“You have a say in decisions made by the guilds,” the being said in a perfectly even tone. “You will be found and eliminated.”

“Yes, yes. I got that. Can you tell me what you are? Where you are?”

“The information I can share with you is limited, Key Warden. You need not know what or where I am.”

“Praetorians have gathered above,” Falhorn said. “They’re cutting into the stone to reach us.”

He sounded calm, waiting for Ilea to make a decision.

“It can sense the key,” she said. “I think we got close enough for that, even with it being in my storage device.”

“The information you can share is limited. Can I change that?” she asked the being.

“Your status is ally. Enemy. Three Key Wardens or three keys must be gathered to receive additional privileges. Death. I suggest you contact the guilds, should you desire more information.”

“I see. Can you tell me where the other keys are? Or where the guilds are?”

“No. The locations of the keys are not known to me, as is protocol. Your attempts are meaningless, human. You will be found and eliminated. This day, or in a thousand years. The enemy will be eradicated. And you will die with them.”

As the being finished speaking, the first silver blade entered the tunnel.

“Time to leave,” Ilea said and displaced the two of them away.

Falhorn turned and made the ceiling collapse as they ran away. “What happened?”

“Apparently, we entered what it called its ‘authority’,” she said, the two teleporting through their tunnel before they exited out into the city.

Large flying machines were already flying their way, likely having determined the direction they would take thanks to the tunnel. Ilea teleported into their hiding place and appeared within.

“We might be in trouble.”

Isalthar looked up from the book he was reading and cocked his head a little to the side.

“We dug closer to the center, and I was contacted via telepathy by the One without Form. At least, it called itself that. I think it was a little confused because I’m obviously its enemy, but I also held a key.”

How did it know I’m its enemy?

“I think it learned things from another dungeon because none of the machines here saw me with you.”

How far can it see and control things?

“What else have you learned?” Asay asked.

“Not too much. I can’t get more information, but apparently, there’s a way to change that. The key let me talk to it, but I also think it’s the reason it found us in the first place. Gathering three Key Wardens or three keys will let us get additional privileges. Until then, the information I get is limited. It did seem quite upset with me working with elves. Said something about blood and death.”

“Enemies,” Seithir said.

“They’re coming,” Asay said. “Should we relocate?”

“Many,” Seithir said.

Falhorn’s eyes glowed a deep purple for a moment before he hissed. “That is an understatement. It seems that hiding might no longer be an option. It’s mobilizing the entire city.”

A Guardian broke through the door, green eyes staring at them before it charged and was sliced apart by air. More machines were coming.

“The carpenter’s study,” Isalthar ordered. “Everyone but Ilea and Feyrair, retreat there while we hold them off.”

The elves hissed and vanished. Elfie touched Ilea’s shoulder briefly before he joined the others without complaint.

“Do you trust in your ability to get us out?” Isalthar asked, turning to look at Ilea.

“Of course. The spell needs a little over two minutes to activate, though. Can you protect me for that long?”

Isalthar smiled lightly. “With everybody else there, yes. Let’s get their attention. I will tell you when you two should go and start the spell. Ready?”

“Whenever you are,” Ilea said, white flames bursting to life upon her body.

Feyrair hissed, his own fire flaring up. “It’s been a while since I last fought by your side, Isalthar.”

“A necessity. Not a joyous occasion, Feyrair,” Isalthar said as the air around him stilled to an unnatural degree. “Do not take unnecessary risks.”

He vanished a moment later, Ilea glancing at Feyrair before she followed.

When she reappeared, Ilea thought the city itself had started moving. Thousands of machines were rushing toward their position, moving in tandem as if a single mind guided them in their wave-like advance. She wondered if that was exactly what was happening, or if she simply hadn’t truly seen an army of Taleen on the offensive before.

The ground didn’t vibrate, nor was the sound they produced particularly loud. It was a silent tide of death, coming toward them with a singular intent.

She saw Isalthar advance a little, then looked at Feyrair. Their spells were ready, powerful magic coupled with near-endless resources and regeneration.

And yet she felt small.

A single high-level enemy was one thing, graspable no matter how much they could manipulate the elements around them or how strong their weapons hit.

This, however, was different.

Ilea took a steadying breath, looking at the sea of green lights rapidly moving toward them.

Here we go.
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Ilea was preparing herself to hold back the masses when the distant walls and ceiling lit up in a sea of blue light.

“Are those…?” she murmured, her eyes opening wide when the lights vanished.

A wave of air rushed out from Isalthar, thousands of invisible arcane arrows exploding upon impact with the force. She covered her face, reminded of the Daughters of Sephilon.

The first arrows flew past her, displaced as they came within range.

Isalthar conjured a hundred blades of wind when the first row of enemies reached them, two dozen Executioners running through the air with increasing speed. Their shields cracked and shattered as they were hit by the blades, a wave of air pushing them back a little.

“Perhaps… it may be best…” Isalthar said, dodging the silver blade of one Executioner before blowing it away with a concentrated blast of wind, “…if you went and prepared your spell now.”

“Short-lived battle,” Ilea said as she flew through a barrage of arcane arrows, most of them displaced, others exploding on her with little effect.

Their sheer numbers, however, shaved away both her armor and health as her teleportation brought both her and Feyrair down into the houses below. The elf hissed with annoyance but didn’t offer any words of complaint, knowing how terribly outmatched they were.

Explosions boomed above and behind them, and the two teleported as quickly as they could, reaching their hideout about ten seconds later. As soon as Ilea appeared in the room, she started casting her third-tier Blink.

“Stay somewhat close to me and prepare any barrier and defensive spell you can form around us.”

Her gaze was focused on the broad windows ahead and what lay beyond them. The cavern had brightened considerably, blue and green lights flashing as spells exploded and clashed with the wind mage flying at the center of it all.

His form was occasionally visible in the midst of the storm swirling around him. Machines flew in the air, ripped apart and tossed away into the city as spells exploded in the strong winds. Stone was ripped from buildings, and Centurions and even Praetorians were lifted up into the growing whirlwind conjured and controlled by Isalthar.

And yet the enemy did not relent. Thousands of bright beams and magical arrows entered the elf’s domain, exploding nearby or hitting him directly when he failed to disrupt or deflect a projectile. One mage stood against an army, yet his control of the air was unmatched as he sliced through even Executioners, leaving them to fall and reform lost limbs before they could advance once more.

Not all machines were focused only on the elf, though. Many flowed past him, like waves split apart by a rocky isle. They formed a carpet of dull green steel that moved over houses and through the streets, all in pursuit of the rest of their group.

Elfie set up meticulous sets of barriers, layering the white runed shields above each other with deliberate care.

Then purple runes appeared farther out, Asay adding to their defenses as ice and roots joined the mix.

Two minutes was a very long time in this situation. Ilea added walls of ash in the hope of supporting her allies, her third-tier spell slowly taking form as the explosive battle between Isalthar and the endless hordes was gradually hidden from view by the growing magical bunker.

“How long did you say?” Ben asked.

“I’ve barely started,” Ilea said. “Two minutes. Keep adding to the defenses.”

Feyrair growled, his form expanding before he curled up in the small space, using his dragon self to create a physical barrier in case everything else came crashing down.

“I’ll let you know when a few seconds are left. Transform back so I can move you,” Ilea said.

Every second felt like an eternity as the explosions outside moved closer. Soon, Ilea saw the first machines crawling up the walls and up the staircase in the carpenter’s facility.

Moments later, impacts resounded against their defenses as the Taleen started to sink their blades and magic into them. Ashen lances, freezing cold, and white flame burned through the attackers’ health, but for every one they destroyed, ten more took their place.

“Don’t destroy the Praetorians!” Elfie shouted.

Ilea understood instantly. The core explosions were likely to do more damage to them than their normal attacks could ever manage.

Layer by layer, their barriers were stripped away, though they reformed them as quickly as they could conjure them. By now, the distant Hunters had taken aim as well, arcane explosions cracking onto their magical cocoon from above.

The machines’ sheer power, coupled with their vast numbers, was simply too much for the comparatively low-level group to handle.

Ilea spread her ash and started healing. “Steady,” she said, watching Elfie float above her to block three incoming arcane arrows with a set of bright barriers. They shattered when the second hit, and Neiphato blocked some of the damage from the third with a set of roots.

The elf spat blood but was quickly healed as the hole was patched up by several arcane barriers, a field of void magic appearing above.

Feyrair turned slowly in the cramped space, welcoming an Executioner that had squeezed through their defenses with his fiery breath. He continued his assault until the creature was pushed back, ice immediately forming where the hole had been.

The flying Destroyers reached them then, beams of pure arcane power and death magic continuously burning into the shields as arrows kept on raining down from above.

Catching a glimpse of the ongoing storm outside, Ilea saw Isalthar was no longer floating at the center but instead was being forced to avoid the many projectiles and pursuing Praetorians. Core explosions echoed through the massive city before wood filled the open space she had been looking through, impaling an advancing Centurion as it did.

“I can’t hold it any longer,” Asay said, both arms outstretched, as the arcane field above wavered, cracks forming.

Ilea checked her resources. “Fey, burn me. I need more mana,” she said, activating her third-tier Displacement in a large field above their position, where the roof had long since turned to rubble.

When she manifested the other end toward the largest groups of Destroyers, arrows and beams flew through the distorted space. Arcane magic impacted the flying Taleen with heavy explosions while the beams shot harmlessly toward the distant cavern ceiling.

“I like that spell,” Asay laughed.

A few of the Destroyers went down from the dozens of arcane arrows suddenly harrying them, plumes of smoke trailing up from them before they crashed into the city below.

The group rebuilt their barriers as their magic pushed back against the machines in melee range, while Feyrair’s fire managed to keep the Executioners at bay. For now, only two were nearby, but more were coming.

Yet Ilea watched her resources quickly dwindle. The flames clinging to her returned some in the form of absorbed mana, but it wouldn’t last long. She had to let go of her portal. As soon as she did, the projectiles struck the barriers heavily once again.

“Fey, now!” Ilea called out, the seconds ticking by as her spell started to manifest.

The dragonling returned to his elven form, and the Executioners immediately pushed forward, digging their void blades into the many-layered cocoon.

Where are you, Isalthar?

Ilea would go through with the spell either way. If anybody could flee this place, it was Isalthar.

The elf appeared within their space a moment later, his robe splattered with blood and missing an arm that was already regrowing. He closed his eyes before the storm he had conjured earlier manifested around their position, flinging away Centurions and Executioners alike.

Ilea saw the army of machines swarming toward them, rushing over the devastated part of the city where Isalthar had fought them. She couldn’t tell if there were fewer than before.

Each of the elves was present, and she focused on them with Displacement, attaching them to her Blink as she watched a thousand spells crash against a barrier of air. Executioners pushed through the winds, only to be slammed away by the combined efforts of their group.

Finally, her third-tier Blink activated. Magic thrummed as the fabric of space was shifted, and they reappeared in a living room somewhere near the Plains.

The oppressive magic had vanished, and with it, the constant explosions and sounds of machines, gears, and steam. The air felt cool, and the sound of water came from the open window looking out onto the ocean. The suns had just started to rise.
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The elves hissed and looked around, their magic slowly receding as they realized they were no longer in Iz.

They were all here. Ilea sighed.

Holy shit, that was close.

“You got us out,” Neiphato said, and to her surprise, he hugged her.

She smiled and stretched when he let go, a slightly embarrassed expression on his face.

“Where are we?” Feyrair asked.

“Don’t touch anything,” Ilea said. “This is my house. Also, don’t attack the tigers.”

“Oh, interesting,” Feyrair said mischievously and started walking toward the stairs leading up.

Ilea displaced him down the cliffs, glancing at the group with a questioning look.

“I think we could all use a bath, to be honest.”

That’s what I usually do when I arrive.

“May we sit down?” Elfie asked, gesturing to the sofas.

“Sure, make yourself at home. On this floor, that is.”

Asay looked around with sparkling eyes, literally. “Which coast is this?”

“Eastern.”

“Well, I shall take a bath in that case. It’s rare to be near the eastern coast,” he said before stepping out onto the balcony and jumping down into the waves.

“Well done,” Isalthar said as he stepped up to her, his bloodied robe already replaced with a clean one and his arm back to normal. He bowed lightly. “This is the second time you’ve gotten me out of a dangerous situation.”

“We all play our parts,” Ilea said.

He nodded. “There is a lot to think about and consider. But I agree, a bath may be a priority.”

Ben had found the stairs down. “Ilea, is that a kitchen? May I?”

“Sure. Just clean up after yourself.”

Falhorn sat down on the sofa opposite Elfie, sighing before he started to take off his armor. “That was humiliating,” he murmured with a hiss.

Neiphato hissed with joy as he walked by. “So this is the ocean of the east,” he said, stepping out onto the balcony.

Ilea followed him, and Seithir joined them, looking at the sunrise.

“What do you see?” Ilea asked him, curious. She knew he had some kind of magical way to perceive the world around him. Or perhaps he just saw the souls of things.

He remained silent for a moment, hissing a long and quiet hiss. “Warmth.”

Ilea smiled and leaped down, the two elves following shortly after.

She entered the water with a deep dive, removing all her armor save for enough to retain some decency. Ilea grinned as she saw a dragon pursuing a glowing purple fish that looked remarkably elven in nature.

Not like Fey ever needs to bathe with his fires, she thought, enjoying the cold water, the taste of salt, and the might of the waves. The One without Form. Thousands of machines and arrows.

She drifted for a little while, processing some of the last few days. She moved her shoulders and spread her wings. They propelled her through the ocean before she broke the surface, where she formed a small boat of ash in which she could lie comfortably.

The view was gorgeous. Ilea enjoyed the sight of the waves breaking on the nearby cliffs before closing her eyes as she relaxed and slowed her breathing. She only opened an eye when a dragon-like creature rose next to her, reptilian eyes looking toward the rising suns.

They stayed there quietly for a time, and Ilea soon checked through the messages in her mind.

‘ding’ Sentinel Huntress reaches 3rd lvl 30

Finally done with that. Two Classes pushed as far as they can go. For now.

She felt a sense of pride, reminiscing about the work and training she had put in to get them to where they were now.

‘ding’ Displacement reaches 3rd lvl 19

‘ding’ Space Shift reaches 3rd lvl 16

‘ding’ Space Awareness reaches 3rd lvl 4

Oh, this finally pushed it one higher. I’ll take it gladly.

‘ding’ Meditation reaches 3rd lvl 13

‘ding’ Veteran reaches 3rd lvl 17

‘ding’ You have escaped Iz, saving both yourself and your team – 1 Core Skill point awarded

And a nice cherry on top, she mused. She wasn’t sure if it would’ve been possible to escape through more traditional means. Not with that many machines hunting them. She was glad she had her skill.

Three keys, hmm?

But I think I’m done with Taleen creations for a while. Until I hit another evolution or get something else to face something as dangerous as an Executioner.
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When she returned to her home, Ilea sighed as she noticed a burnt smell. She blinked down into the kitchen to find Ben and Elfie fiddling with the stove, the metal plates covered in ice.

She crossed her arms and looked at the two, who slowly turned to face her.

“It… eh, I burned something and… panicked,” Ben said, looking down.

“And you mock me for my cartography skills,” she murmured, turning the stove on again to melt the ice. “Come on, upstairs with you.”

Ben tried to say something, but Elfie hissed and dragged him up with him.

What did they even try to cook? she thought, looking at a pan filled to the brim with ice. Below the ice rested a sad, burnt piece of meat. And here I thought Ben was the one knowledgeable about human society. I guess he never joined a cooking class.

Ilea cleaned out the pan with her ash, switched into some casual clothes, and went upstairs to find all the elves sitting at the table or on the sofas, cleaned and very much armored. She smiled at the sight.

What would my team think of this? Cless would probably love it, at least.

She summoned meals for everyone and added a few barrels of ale to the mix. “Can someone play an instrument? Some music would be nice. I think it’d be good to relax a little after that endeavor.”

“We should plan our next move,” Falhorn said, looking at the plate he received with suspicion.

“We are in no rush. We know of Iz, know where it is,” Isalthar said. “We cannot face those hordes, not directly. Finding more keys and learning more about our enemy is what we should focus on.”

Ilea formed an ashen chair and drank from a mug of ale. The creation was much more comfortable than anything else in her house, she realized.

Asay summoned a long stringed instrument that glittered with arcane energy, his hands weaving a spell as an aura of magic washed out from him. He winked at her with a sly smile and started playing. A serene sound spread through the large room, the very air vibrating with each note.

Ilea closed her eyes and relaxed in her chair, enjoying the ethereal experience as they drank and ate together. When they were done, Asay kept playing, and Seithir formed a spell as well, quite literally touching everyone’s souls with a gentle breeze of pure emotion.

It felt calming, and new.

Elfie hissed and summoned runed barriers that glittered with light, pulses of curse magic disturbing the other spells in a profound and changing way.

Feyrair laughed and summoned dancing flames to twirl through the barriers. Ilea could tell that Neiphato wanted to join in, but he hesitated as Isalthar and Asay watched on. The only one who looked slightly annoyed by the spectacle was Falhorn. He didn’t complain, however.

Ilea watched them and sipped her ale, happy to have the group here. It felt right to see them show off their magic in such a casual spectacle compared to the monstrous ways of their harsh societies. Nobody said a word for quite some time, and both she and Neiphato soon joined in with a display of ash and wood.

When the magic subsided and Asay’s last piece came to an end, the elves hissed in appreciation, and Ilea breathed in deep. Asay smiled to himself before he pushed his hair back, the instrument vanishing as he bowed.

“What now?” Elfie asked after a while.

“Your enchanter friends. Could they study the key further?” Isalthar asked.

“Sure. I’ll ask them,” Ilea said.

“Good. I will gather the Hunters and discuss what we have found. If Iz is where we will face the One without Form, then we now know what strength we must gather.”

“I’ll need a break from fighting those machines. I might try to find another hunting ground. And I should check in with my allies, talk to them about what we’ve found.”

She wondered if, by siding with the Hunters and having been seen by the One without Form, the machines could start targeting human settlements now. She hoped that wasn’t the case, but if it came to that, she wanted to be ready. And she wanted her allies to be ready.

Feyrair found her some time later on the balcony. He leaned against the railing and looked out toward the suns, higher above the horizon now.

“What we found, what I read about… And us fighting together in Izta…” He hissed. “I think it’s put a lot of things into question. I’ve talked to Isalthar. Perhaps I’ve been too focused these last few decades, too set in my ways of thinking.”

She listened.

“I also lack the strength to face our enemy. It is a simple matter of fact. If you intend to travel the lands, speak to your human and other allies, and look for a hunting ground that would push you onward, I ask if I may join you. For a time. And if you will have me.”

“It’s going to be difficult to explain an elf in my company. You’ll have to behave, and sometimes maybe hide some of your features. Is that acceptable?”

He hissed in agreement.

She laughed. “Alright. Sure, let’s see what we can find. I’m happy to introduce you to some of my friends.”


THIRTY-SEVEN
Proposal





Ilea and Feyrair were ready to leave for Ravenhall and then the north, both to help the Meadow, Iana, and Christopher with testing and to discuss what they had found.

Isalthar and Seithir would head toward the Navali Forest, while the other elves prepared to travel south, ready to continue the exploration and clearing of Izta. The task would be difficult, since the group were unlikely to defeat an Executioner on their own, but given their respective levels, they would benefit the most from fighting more Praetorians.

“Sure you’ll find the place again?” Ilea asked, watching the elves prepare to leave.

“Yes,” Asay said with confidence.

“Alright. Make sure none of you die.”

Asay grinned, showing his sharp teeth. “I shall do my utmost, Guardian of Cerith.”

Falhorn hissed with some annoyance, and then he offered his hand to her. She shook it and turned to Niivalyr and Neiphato.

Elfie bowed his head slightly. “Until next time, Ilea.”

“Yeah,” she said and hugged him. “Make sure to grow stronger, friend.”

“I don’t expect to reach your heights. But I will do my best.”

“As will I,” Neiphato said.

“We shall make note of all Executioners we come across in preparation for your arrival,” Elfie added.

She gave him a smile, then looked at Feyrair, and they vanished out into the mountain air above her home.

“I kind of want to visit Claire. You can’t reveal that you’re an elf until we get into her office, though.”

“I understand,” he said. “I’ll try my best to behave like you.”

“No.”

“What?”

“Not like me. Behave like a normal adventurer.”

He deadpanned. “Are you not that?”

Ilea narrowed her eyes. “Don’t play with me, elf.”

“I won’t reveal myself, Ilea. Let’s go. I’d like to meet your friends.”

He formed a scaled helmet to cover his features.

He still looks insanely powerful. But I guess so am I. It wouldn’t be surprising for me to bring a high-level stranger with me. As long as I vouch for him. I’ve done it before.

“I’ve been wondering. You are aware of the monsters living in the cave next to your home?”

She smiled. “Yes. The tigers I mentioned, I hope they’re eating alright. Probably not easy to hunt around here.”

They flew through the southern mountain range at a moderate speed, the position of the suns suggesting it was noon by now. The skies were mostly clear, with snow only clinging to the higher mountains. Creeks, rivers, and waterfalls supplied the lower altitudes with life.

Much of the land had grown green again, the occasional movement far below betraying the presence of deer, wolves, bears, and squirrels. Little remained hidden to Ilea’s enhanced eyes, flying in the skies like an ashen hawk.

“Lower now, we don’t want to get interviewed by a squad of guards.”

They landed in the forest beyond the lake near Ravenhall. The forest where she had often trained with Kyrian.

I hope we’ll meet again soon.

The street leading up to the city gates had been widened, with magical lights set within poles placed every twenty meters or so. She breathed in and smiled, happy to be back.

Ilea judged the distance to the walls too far for Displacement. They would be seen between teleports. Nor did she want to test if the skill worked against any enchantment improvements Claire and her team had made in the meantime. She would need to be close to understand the effects, if her friend had indeed added some anti-space magic measures.

“We’ll enter the normal way,” Ilea said. “Just keep your head and face covered – and don’t hiss.”

“I’m allowed to talk, though?” Feyrair asked.

“Sure. Just don’t share any tales of your adventures and we’re golden.”

“You don’t seem particularly concerned about all this. I thought humans harshly scrutinized outsiders. Especially in larger settlements like these.”

Ilea walked toward the road. “Less so in larger ones. And I’m known in these parts.”

They reached the gates soon after. “Lady Lilith,” one of the guards said with a respectful bow. “Welcome back.”

“Thank you,” she said and summoned a few pieces of silver, handing them to the Shadowguard. She watched the guard nod to Feyrair as he trailed in behind her.

“Lilith?” Fey said to her. “I thought that was a joke.”

Ilea just raised an eyebrow at the comment, leading him farther into the city. On reaching Claire’s office, the guard at the door recognized her and let them pass.

“The Administrator is present,” he informed Ilea before glancing at Feyrair with interest. “Powerful friend.”

Ilea didn’t comment and went upstairs, knocking on the office door. An enchantment flared, and it swung open.

“This place is impressively shielded,” Feyrair commented.

“Greetings, Claire,” Ilea said with a smile.

Claire had her hair bound as always, her expression serious as she took in first Ilea and then Feyrair. She flicked her wrist, and the door closed behind them.

“Hello, Lilith,” she said in a business-like tone.

Ilea glanced over at Cless, who was absorbed in her painting, sitting at her usual spot near the window. A few invisible barriers likely prevented the girl from hearing or even seeing them.

“No need to be formal. He’s a friend, and he’s trustworthy. May I introduce Feyrair Kaa, Cerithil Hunter.”

Feyrair bowed elegantly, some of his red hair spilling out of his helmet. “It is an honor to meet an esteemed friend of Lilith.”

Claire’s expression was guarded. “Greetings, Feyrair. I’m Claire. It is… quite something to meet one of your kind,” she said with some apprehension.

“I understand some of the history between our species. I’m here to see and learn more about humanity. And I hope I can be an example to counter previous notions about our kind.”

Oh. He’s actually trying.

“Ilea has told me plenty about the Cerithil Hunters. I trust her, and so I trust that you are different. Have you come with any news?”

Despite her words, Ilea could tell that Claire was a little tense. She settled into an ashen chair and started telling her about what happened in the north, the Praetorian facility, and Iz.

When she was done, Claire sighed. “You’re meddling with things that could have sweeping consequences.” She sighed again. “If any of those machines attack human settlements, looking for you or considering us allies to the elves, I don’t want to think about what would happen.”

“A Monarch or even another high-level elf could quite literally walk into Virilya and end the Empire of Lys,” Ilea said. “I’ve seen their power. The same is true for a single Executioner. I’m not saying that my involvement doesn’t have consequences, but knowing the Cerithil Hunters and allying myself with them, I’m sure they’ll be happy to support us in the future. Against the kind of threats that humanity simply can’t face. Not yet, at least.”

Claire pinched the bridge of her nose. “Ilea, I’m on your side, you know that. I wanted you to get involved with the Golden Lily. And I supported your ideas with the Meadow. Supporting the Cerithil Hunters bears more risk, however, and could bring the ire of the Taleen and the elven domains upon us.”

She tapped her desk and smiled, shaking her head. “This is a delicate time. But as we grow and expand, with Sentinels on missions and potential allies in the north, I can’t help but feel tired of constantly considering the immense powers just outside of our lands, able to bring an end to all our efforts on a whim. It feels as if the world keeps shrinking as we learn more about it.”

“When the gates are ready – and they will be ready – we’ll have a haven in Hallowfort, at the very least,” Ilea said. “I doubt even a Monarch could get past the Meadow.”

Claire breathed deeply. “I don’t want to rely on the Meadow. I don’t want to rely on the pride of elves. I want humanity to have the strength to face them. To face the Taleen, the Ascended, and whatever other threats we, or you, discover out there.”

Feyrair hissed, surprising Ilea. “I understand how you feel, human. Perhaps we are not so different after all.” He said it as if he was surprised himself. “I have seen Ilea fight and grow. If there are even a few like her among your kind, then you should have faith. Just like I have faith that, one day, we will defeat both the Taleen and the ancients set in their ways.”

Claire looked at him, her tension finally fading somewhat. “I appreciate your words, elf.”

There was a lull in the conversation before Ilea picked it up again.

“Any news I should know about? Baralia? The Lily? Ravenhall?”

Claire seemed to relax. “The war in Baralia is officially over, and while timely intervention by many parties, including yourself, has prevented a large-scale civil war, resistance groups remain, both hidden within cities and in the wilderness or ruins.

“They are slavers, mostly, who refuse to give in to the Empire. However, it seems Lys is prioritizing its own territory for now, though it won’t remain that way. Hadrian of Lys, brother to the reigning Empress, was captured and executed by Lys.”

“The brother? What does he have to do with anything?” Ilea asked.

“A lot, apparently. He was certainly a part of why the High King thought it both possible and reasonable to start a war with the Empire. Hadrian was executed in Virilya just this past week. Little was uncovered about the true plans of the Order of Truth, but from the information that made it all the way here, it’s obvious that their influence on the King was more than just advisory.

“Oh, and I’m sure Trian will inform you, but your Sentinels are already making a name for themselves by clearing the remaining Cursed in Baralia while protecting and healing refugees. Many chose those assignments because few others would help those without means. In terms of reputation with the populace, I believe the Sentinels will very soon eclipse the other healing orders. Not that the bar was especially high.”

Ilea smiled. “That is good news. No issues so far?”

“Trian knows about the specifics when it comes to the other orders, but with the Order of Truth breaking apart and the Corinth Order struggling to maintain power in the west, there is little resistance so far. Though I’m sure there will be problems as your organization grows in influence and power. But rest assured, we will call for you if needed.

“Something that surprised me is that representatives from Yinnahall have sent for you. You are invited to their celebration of independence and the end of the war. Many higher-level nobility and officials from both Lys and what used to be Baralia will be present. You must have left quite an impression on both parties.”

There was a question in there, but Ilea had told Claire most of everything. She hadn’t told her about her specific involvement with Iven, though. It felt personal, and it didn’t feel like she had to share the details.

“I helped out a little while I was there,” she said simply.

Claire gave her a long look and smiled. “I thought as much. Well, consider going. I know it’s not exactly your thing, but it could help cement both Lilith and Ravenhall as international players. As absurd as that sounds, considering our previous discussions.”

She paused, steadied herself, then continued. “I’ve also authorized large sums to be spent on the retaking of various cities that were devastated by the rituals. Though the Empire will take up governance and have considerable influence in the cities that manage to remain somewhat independent, we will have some sway as well.”

“Expanding as always,” Ilea said. “Do you have the invitation?”

Claire summoned a letter and handed it over.

“That’s this week, right?” she asked.

“Yes, it is. Perhaps your dancing lessons will come in handy, should you attend,” Claire commented.

“You won’t go? I could take you.”

“Thank you, but no. I’ve finally managed to escape the responsibilities of a noblewoman, and it will remain so. Though you may find some joy in it. I’m sure you two would make quite a sight.”

“I could take a few Awakened, too,” Ilea suggested. “Maybe the Trakorov.”

Claire snorted. “I suggest you refrain from that, just based on what I’ve seen in the paintings.” Her eyes held a little mischief at the thought. “But yes, it would certainly make for an entrance.”

“Someone smaller, then,” Ilea mused, glancing over at Feyrair with a meaningful look.

“Funny,” he said.

“Of course, you two going together was a jest,” Claire said. “I hope you understand the potential for extreme diplomatic issues if you bring an elf to those festivities.”

Ilea smiled. “Claire. I’m not crazy.”

“You are a little,” Feyrair said.

Claire nodded in agreement.

“Even the elf betrays me,” Ilea murmured.

“He’s an elf?” Cless asked from the side.

Feyrair looked at her.

Cless hissed.

Feyrair hissed back.

“Is this tiny human challenging me?”

“She doesn’t know what she’s doing,” Ilea said.

“I know what I’m doing!” Cless said.

Feyrair crouched down. “I don’t think you do.”

Cless eyed him and his intimidating armor. “Very well. Maybe you are stronger than me. But times will change.”

Feyrair looked up at the canvas. “You are a better painter than me, I suppose…” He hissed with amusement. “Martial prowess is not the only thing that matters.”

Claire huffed. “Cless! What did I tell you about breaching containment?”

Breaching containment? Ilea thought. “That’s a weird choice of words.”

“She’s crafty,” Claire said, as if that clarified things.

“They’re friends, though. Ilea and the elf,” Cless contested.

“They are,” Claire agreed.

“If nothing else is urgent, we’ll take our leave,” Ilea said. “Good to see you two.”

“Brave little child,” Feyrair hissed, looking at Cless, who now hid behind Claire’s massive desk, her eyes poking out above it, staring daggers at the dragonling.

“Good luck on your journey,” Claire said.

Feyrair walked up to her and offered her his hand. “It was good to meet you, Claire.”

She took it. “You too, Feyrair.”

They looked at each other for a moment, then let go.

“Northward, then. Let’s check in with the Meadow. Maybe we can find something interesting to fight on the way,” Ilea said, waving her goodbyes to the others before vanishing.

She led Feyrair out of the city, spreading her wings as soon as they had passed through the gates.

“Your friend is a curious human,” Feyrair said as they flew over the mountains.

“Taken a liking to her, hmm?”

Feyrair didn’t say anything, lost in thought as he flew close by.

“Do you mind if I carry you?” she asked him.

“Carry me? Why?”

“I’m faster.”

“How much faster?”

Feyrair agreed to the minor indignity after they had a quick race. She’d been faster even down in Izta, but out here, where she could use the full power of her charged wings without any tight turns or dead ends, it wasn’t even a competition.

Ilea hoped the enchanters and the Meadow had figured the gates out by now, solely because she spent entire days traveling to visit them. At least with her marks, they were always easy to find, and she felt increasingly familiar with a lot of the environment on the way, too. At least with the higher-reaching mountains and the broadest valleys.

Nothing particularly interesting challenged them on the way. While the north had been a strange and new land full of dangerous creatures and hidden dungeons to explore back when Ilea had yet to reach the three hundreds, it was becoming increasingly difficult to find an actual challenge here.

Though she did have one destination in mind.

The Meadow transported both of them into its domain once they were in range. A nice gesture to cut the last few kilometers of the journey.

“This mana…” Feyrair said and looked around, his gaze stopping on the tree.

“Is this one of the elves you warned me about?” Meadow asked Ilea privately.

Feyrair spread his arms and stepped toward the tree, his face quite obviously strained, if only slightly.

“He’s a friend. And much less dangerous than the ones I talked about. But do make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid while he’s here.”

“This is… a marvel! Ilea, what is this being?” Feyrair exclaimed, white flames erupting around him.

“You seek to challenge me, young creature of flame?” Meadow asked in an amused tone.

“Yes! If you would agree to a show of your power, ancient one!” Feyrair said as he walked onward.

“I wouldn’t go too far. Your arcane resistance probably isn’t high enough!” Ilea shouted, turning to the two enchanters, who had left their workshop to see what was going on.

“Is that…” Iana breathed, looking at Feyrair.

“An elf, yes. A Cerithil Hunter,” Ilea said.

Fey roared and hissed, storming toward the tree as his form exploded into scales, claws, and fire.

“An impressive transformation,” Meadow admitted privately. “How much damage can this creature sustain?”

Ilea smiled. “He’s quite durable. But not as much as me. Feel free to play around a little.”

“This would usually be quite a surprise, but after meeting the Meadow, I suppose I’m not particularly fazed,” Christopher said with apparent surprise at his own realization.

“Yeah. I feel the same, to be honest,” Ilea said. “How are things up here? You needed help with testing?”

“Yes. I’m glad you’re here. Things are progressing, but slowly,” Iana admitted. “Do you have time to help with a few tests? We need more data.”

“Some. I’ve got some news, and I don’t plan to stay for long. I want to get some fighting in, too.”

“We won’t need too much of your time. And what kind of news?”

Ilea looked over at Feyrair as his white flames were washed away and his massive dragon-like form was cut apart by barriers. I’m glad someone will be able to understand, she thought with a smile, and then went on to tell the others about her journey to Iz.
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“So, it turns out you do need more of those keys,” Iana said. She looked the Tungsten key over. “We’ll study it. What do you think, Meadow? With it being this complex, and considering that matching signatures should be present with the other eleven keys, I’m thinking a tracking device that sends out mana for a matching signature should theoretically cause a resonance?”

“Like a magic item finder?” Ilea asked.

“Yes and no,” the Meadow replied. “There are many ways to detect magic and enchantments. Looking for anything specific is downright impossible with a device like Iana is suggesting. However, just like with the elemental tear you once used to find our Ice Elemental friend in Erendar, our targets here are highly complex and magically dense enough that they should be far easier to detect than something simpler.”

“If we can figure out a common signature,” Christopher said.

“That won’t be too hard. Lots of analyzing work, though,” Iana said.

“I can take the brunt of that,” the Meadow sent. “You two focus on the gates.”

Before anyone could reply, Feyrair was pierced by a dozen roots, his body slamming into the ground a few times before he was flung toward the group, hitting the ground with a wet sound and a groan.

Ilea looked at the regenerating form of Feyrair, the elf coughing up blood as his fires guttered and flared from time to time.

“You… trained… with this… one?” Fey asked in between coughs.

“Oh yes,” Ilea said.

He gave her an understanding look. And hissed with respect.

“Let’s get done with the tests so I can move on to fighting a little bit. The Sun Sprites are still around, I assume?”

“They are.”

She smiled and stretched, then joined the enchanters to have herself teleported around on their prototypes a few dozen times.

Half an hour later, they were already done, and she was ready to get some training in. Training – and revenge. Feyrair decided to stay with the Meadow, either because of stubbornness or a desire to train his resistances.

“Mind giving me a boost?” she asked the Meadow.

“Eighteenth layer. Sure.”

“Alright. I think they’ll have abandoned the facility by now, with the steel structure destroyed, but you can get me out if an Ascended shows up, right?”

“They seem to be masters of space magic, Ilea. Of course I can.”

“I think I love you,” she smiled.

“Yes, yes, enjoy your fighting.”
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Ilea appeared on a familiar staircase, the one leading down into the eighteenth layer of the Descent. She wondered if the Sun Sprites would be the right creatures to fight, but most other things down here were either too weak to provide many levels or too powerful to face.

Well, the latter part was debatable, but she didn’t want to kill the Lightning Elemental or the Trakorov. She might visit the Storm Griffin.

To be honest, I’d like to fight the Lightning Elemental again, too, just to show it how far I’ve come.

But for now, she wanted to focus on growth.

Skills of my first two Classes are fine. All maxed out. Resistances… could improve, but that will always be the case.

Hmm, one thing might be worth it. I have two points, after all.

‘ding’ Deviant of Humanity reaches 3rd lvl 1

Deviant of Humanity – 3rd lvl 1

You have faced creatures most other humans have nightmares about, call beings that occupy the pages of legends told by your kind your friends. You have reached a level of power that few humans will ever call their own. And yet you push onward, knowing of the dangers that wait in the dark. You anticipate them. Welcome them. Those who would dismiss you may now take notice, should you wish them to do so.

2nd stage: You remain human at your core, but your actions have pushed you beyond the limitations of your species. Inspire terror in the hearts of your own kind or those who would dismiss humanity, should you wish to do so.

3rd stage: You diverge further from what it means to be human. The magic you have come to call your own and the body once born human find themselves more compatible, their strengths fusing to show what you have become.

Ilea immediately felt the change. It was as if her nose had suddenly been freed of snot, her lungs expanding fully for the first time in her life.

She grinned to herself and observed, using her eyes, her healing, and her sphere.

When she breathed, she could see the power burn within her, magic flowing through her very core and out toward her limbs, exiting through her pores and mingling with her ash. It wasn’t armor that constricted her, but a part of her very self.

When she spread healing through her body, she found the magic flowing out instantly, far quicker than ever before. She raised her hand and looked at it. Her armor responded to her will and receded, showing the skin below.

It looked very much the same, and yet it had become so very different. Ilea formed a sphere of ash above her hand, the magic manifesting instantly, created as naturally as she breathed and not at all forced upon existence by a complex spell to shape reality.

She activated Flare of Creation, her health burning away as she watched the flames spread out from her armor. She checked and found her organs still in place, her heart beating like it had before, her eyes watching as they always had, and her lungs still breathing air. And yet it felt like unseen barriers had been removed.

Didn’t expect such a massive change from one third tier. Another step forward. I hope nothing has changed for the worse, though…

“Meadow, do you hear me?”

“I can still communicate with you, yes. What is it?” the being said, its telepathy easily reaching down into the depths of the Descent.

“Well… I just upgraded Deviant of Humanity to the third tier, and… well, I’m not exactly sure what to make of it.”

“Ah… I see. Well… hmm… I can tell that you have increased your harmony. Though to what extent is difficult to discern at this distance. Ask me again when you’re back,” Meadow said.

“What do you mean by harmony?”

“I’ll try to explain. I’ve found that your kind see the Classes and magic you grow into as mere tools, assigned to you by some unknown deity or somehow gained through insight. However, it is closer to the truth to say that your very self changes as you evolve.

“Harmony is what I call your body’s ability to accept said changes from a near… instinctual perspective. I suggest you test it out yourself. Congratulations on your first step to becoming a Meadow yourself.”

“What?? Are you kidding me? I don’t want to become a tree!” Ilea exclaimed.

“I am kidding. Do not fret, little human. New possibilities have just opened up, just like when you ingested that Bluemoon Grass you mentioned to me before. This change, however, is surely less forceful, achieved through your own growth.”

“Right, that makes some sense to me, thanks. I’ll check what has changed… seems like my ash is forming a little more quickly.”

“Yes. More harmony with the magic born within you will lead to an improvement in control. It is only natural. Within Awakened, such changes are rare, however. But I will refrain from stroking your ego any more than necessary. For I know you didn’t achieve this through study and meditation. Did you perhaps punch a concentrated mana crystal?”

“Very funny. Would that work?”

“No. With you, though…? Maybe.”

“Just checking.”


THIRTY-EIGHT
Beaming





Ilea took a deep breath, feeling the magic flow through her. The new sensation from her Deviant upgrade felt great, but she could tell her perception was quickly adapting to what the Meadow had called increased harmony.

She blinked around on the staircase, activating various spells before she punched the walls a few times. Heat gathered in her core, and the energy was released in a small beam that burned into the stone.

Everything felt… smoother. Practically speaking, her spells activated faster, the mana flowing through both her body and out of her limbs with what she felt like was less resistance. She couldn’t perceive a direct change in her physical body, but the results were the same. Her cooldowns hadn’t changed, though most of her abilities were quickly reusable anyway, but it felt good nonetheless.

Ilea tried her ash next, moving her limbs around and forming a few floating spears. She laughed out loud. “Oh, that’s awesome!” Faster, snappier – it just felt so much easier overall to have it do what she wanted. And it had all felt like an extension of her body before the upgrade already.

With the increased control, Ilea felt confident to create eighteen limbs instead of the sixteen she had been using for so long. Her ability to move her conjured projectiles around had improved noticeably, too, and something about her armor made her investigate further.

She raised her arm and looked at the thick defensive layer of ash. Instead of making it recede, she cut into it with a limb, revealing the flesh below. What?, she thought, checking her thigh next. It was the same there. The ash had partially fused with her body. Just a tiny bit, but enough to make her a little uneasy.

Am I turning into an ash monster?

Ah, who am I kidding? This has been a long time coming.

“Hey, Meadow, how do I prevent myself from turning into some purely magical creature?”

“You’ve had choices before, right? Don’t choose the ones that may evolve you in such a manner. Though I do have to ask, what’s wrong with turning into a purely magical creature?”

“Probably can’t enjoy food anymore,” Ilea said, a worried expression on her face.

“Ah, I see. Food. Of course. Well, do carry on, I’m sure your intuition will guide you.”

I suppose Meadow’s right. I’ve not been fucked over by my evolutions and choices so far.

She cracked her neck, finding the maneuver still worked despite the change. “Time for some payback.”

And more Light Magic Resistance.

Ilea teleported down and into the large open space of the eighteenth layer of the Descent. A desert. She didn’t bother concealing herself, instead fanning her wings out and flying over the sands. She could feel the magic in the air, the power coursing through her veins. It all felt vibrant. Available.

A group of three Sprites, their color that of faded bone, welcomed her half a minute later. The creatures still looked strange, with their long, rootlike bodies, thin, dried-out wings on their backs, and dice-like heads.

Their bodies moved quickly in the air, not corresponding to the movement of their wings. This time, they didn’t communicate at all, instead charging up their light magic spells.

Suits me, Ilea thought as she felt the heat within her gather. Now, let’s see how far I’ve come since last time. Do make sure to show me what you have. I’ll need all the resistance I can get against the Sanvaruun.

A broad smile spread on her lips as she spread her arms in anticipation. She watched as three bright beams of light fused into one, the energy reaching her nearly immediately and burning into her, but it left little damage on her armor.

Hmm, she mused, looking at her hands. Did my armor get stronger, too? Or would this have happened without the change as well? It’s been a while since I fought these creatures.

[Elder Sun Sprite – lvl ???]

Close to seven hundred. At least I’ll get some experience out of this, if not much, if this is all they can manage.

Ilea deactivated her Light Magic Resistance and found the third tier really made a difference, as the beams worked their way through her defense as soon as the resistance was gone.

Ilea didn’t mind spending some time here. It was a good opportunity. Mainly for her resistance, and for testing the new harmony she had gained from her Deviant advancement. She formed a few dozen small spheres of ash, condensing them as much as she could in a short amount of time before she sent them flying at the three sprites ahead of her.

The group moved, avoiding some of the projectiles while using their beams to deflect the rest. The few hits that landed made the creatures wobble in the air, disorienting a level six hundred and fifty Sprite. Ilea was slightly disappointed at how little resilience these creatures showed.

Close to a Hunter Praetorian in level, but those are so much stronger.

For now, anyway. She could already see a few dozen more of the beings descending from the higher reaches of this layer. Together, they might even be able to match the Monarch’s output. Compared to the elf, however, she would have little issue escaping, should that become necessary.

The other Sprites arrived in the next few minutes, joining their brethren to destroy the pesky ashen creature that had invaded their home. Beams fused and concentrated in brilliant heat and energy where Ilea hung in the air, black wings lazily beating on her back. Ash was burned away and reformed, bone armor and human skin exposed from time to time, reforming again with each moment when the barrage couldn’t be sustained.

Ilea stayed focused, moving in the air as she exposed herself to the somewhat extreme sunbathing experience. As more of the creatures gathered, their beams came to overwhelm her healing from time to time, but her growing resilience against their attacks through Body of the Valkyrie prevented her from actually having to retreat.

‘ding’ Light Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 2

Ilea closed her eyes and enjoyed the heat. Feeling the growing power within her chest, she reached out to one of the Sprites and used Displacement to move it in front of her. Her hand closed around its thin, root-like neck.

The right side of her face was exposed, and her cheek suddenly went missing as a bright beam of light burned away her tough skin. Her eye glazed over and popped, blood trailing down her face before it evaporated. And yet she held on to the struggling creature without a care in the world.

Last time that happened, it was Violence, she mused, raising her other hand in front of the creature’s head. She released the heat within her in an instant, a beam of fiery energy flashing out from her palm, quite literally removing the monster’s head from existence.

Thinking back to the Fae and her first encounter with the Sprites brought a spike of anger. She could train her resistance here, slowly, yet now she felt that she’d rather just remove them from this layer entirely.

Flakes of ash flowed from the Sprite’s neck as a ding resounded in her mind. Ilea grinned when she saw that her attack had partially disintegrated four more of them who had happened to be in the beam’s path, only one still clinging to life.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Elder Sun Sprite – lvl 700]

‘ding’ You have defeated [Elder Sun Sprite – lvl 684]

‘ding’ You have defeated [Elder Sun Sprite – lvl 658]

As her face regenerated, the creatures moved into clusters, focusing their spells together for a more powerful assault.

Ilea knew it wouldn’t be enough to stop her. These creatures were simple-minded monsters wielding overwhelming magic to defeat their foes. Beings who never had the need nor the will to advance past their limited instincts.

And it so happened that they had once tried to kill a dear friend of hers.

Ilea displaced another creature to her. Her ashen limbs spread and entrapped the being, resisting its continuous light magic. She floated a little closer and punched the monster in its dice-like head. The impact vibrated through her arm, leaving a dent in the hard material.

She punched from the left next, speeding up as her magically enhanced body brimmed with power. Ilea started mixing in her mana intrusion, quickly overwhelming whatever lousy defense and health the being had.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Elder Sun Sprite – lvl 685]

She turned around, letting the Sprite’s body fall toward the partially glassed desert below.

‘ding’ Light Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 3

Their combined effort isn’t too bad.

The impact, however, was lessening; the enemy spells were dealing more than ten percent less damage with each passing minute.

Ilea frowned after a while, realizing that this place wouldn’t be nearly as effective at improving her resistance as she had hoped. By now, the beams could barely burn through her skin.

They’re nearly seven hundred and combine their magic. Yet it’s incredible how different this feels from the Monarch’s magic. I should’ve probably come back earlier. At least I got a few more levels.

Ilea started being a little more active, using her teleportation to quickly close the distance between the various flying creatures, her intrusion overwhelming each and every one of them in a matter of seconds.

Appearing within the largest cluster, she used Heart of Cinder in a sphere around her to disintegrate the group of Elder Sprites. Violence, she thought, using the remaining ash to form spears that she sent at the few creatures that were left.

Ilea was almost disappointed when the last of them fell to her attacks, the area falling quiet as she floated in midair.

That was, what, a hundred? Two?

The fighting itself hadn’t taken long, but after the hordes she had faced in Erendar, she supposed the experience wouldn’t have been anything but underwhelming.

“I don’t suppose you could let me know about large clusters of high-level monsters nearby?” she sent, looking upward as she checked her messages.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Elder Sun Sprite – lvl 658]

…

‘ding’ You have defeated [Elder Sun Sprite – lvl 700]

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 472 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 466 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 418 – 1 stat point awarded

No more skill levels. Oh well, not like there was a lot of skill involved in this battle.

“There is nothing in my range of influence that would satiate your requirements,” Meadow replied.

“Alright, then. Back to your domain in that case, if you will.”

Ilea deactivated her Space Magic Resistance when she noticed the pull, reappearing in Meadow’s domain a moment later.

Feels good to have dealt with the Sun Sprites, despite the short and comparatively easy battle.

“You asked about your skill change earlier.”

“Yeah. Anything you’re noticing now?” Ilea asked.

“I’m sure you’ve already noticed how your ash and arcane mana have integrated more with your body. I believe it will be a great boon. However, it isn’t the dramatic change you feared. Not yet, at least. But any further evolution options should be quite interesting. Be sure to consider them carefully when the time comes.”

Ilea nodded. “Will do. Thanks.”

She wondered about where to go next. The celebrations in Yinnahall were in a few days. She could go and find a dungeon here in the north, but with the kind of high-level beings she needed to face to level up, she wondered how long it would take to find something. And she’d need some time to reach the city, too.

For the time being, she joined Feyrair in his attempts to survive against the Meadow and continued to help out Iana and Christopher. Sometime the next morning, Trian contacted her through the mark she had on him.

Meet? was the intent sent through the spell. It didn’t sound particularly urgent, but she was supposed to go south soon anyway.

And I could check up on the Sentinels while I’m there.

“Trian contacted me, so I’m going south early,” Ilea said to Feyrair. “You still want to join?”

Feyrair turned toward her in his dragon form before he transformed back to his elven self. “Of course.”

Ilea activated her third-tier Blink. A few minutes later, they both appeared in her home near Ravenhall.


THIRTY-NINE
Visiting the Sentinels





They found Trian in his office down in the Sentinel Headquarters, Ilea knocking on the door before she entered.

“You called?”

“Ah, Lilith,” he said, and he looked at the group of three healers standing in front of him. “I’m afraid we’ll have to continue this at a later time. I’ll call for you. Take the afternoon to work on your spells.”

The three glanced between Ilea, Feyrair, and Trian as they left in a nervous hurry.

“Emergency?” she asked.

Trian waited until the door closed behind the last healer, enchantments activating as soon as the room was sealed. He glanced at Feyrair with interest but turned back to Ilea.

“I heard you may be attending the ball in Yinnahall. You’re aware that quite a few Sentinels are in the former Baralia area?”

“I am.”

He nodded. “We usually hear back from them at planned intervals. The letters are delayed, of course, and the journey to Ravenhall is a long one. However, one of them is late, and since you plan to go to Yinnahall, I thought I’d ask you to maybe have a look. Given the situation, I don’t know who else could realistically handle it.”

“Who are we talking about?”

“Gael.”

“Oh. I see.”

“Who is Gael?” Feyrair asked.

“Currently the highest-level Sentinel, I believe,” she said, looking at Trian.

“That hasn’t changed, yes,” he said.

“I planned to find some powerful monsters, but honestly, I have time. And I think helping out a bit in the former Baralia area could be a nice change of pace too. Chasing high-level monsters all the time is exhausting.”

Trian raised an eyebrow at that. “Never thought I’d hear that coming from you.”

She smiled. “Maybe I’m getting older. And wiser.”

Feyrair laughed.

Trian looked at him. “Are you not going to introduce your friend? Or did you learn how to make high-level golems?”

“Ah, that would be useful. He’s much more annoying than that.” Ilea took a seat, gesturing for Feyrair to do the same. “He’s a Cerithil Hunter. An elf. And who I’ve been fighting with for the past few months.”

“I see. I was wondering when you’d introduce the first of them.” He got up from his chair and smiled at the elf. “Welcome to Ravenhall. I’m Trian, headmaster of the Medic Sentinel Corps, the healing organization Ilea and I founded.”

Feyrair revealed his face and bowed respectfully. “Feyrair Kaa, Cerithil Hunter. Always a pleasure to meet associates of Ilea.”

“Likewise. Now. Gael received several monster subjugation jobs in the border regions of Lys and Baralia. The area is somewhat turbulent right now, as you can surely imagine. We received confirmation that he completed two of the jobs a few weeks ago, but we haven’t heard anything since then. His next job was supposed to be in the wilds near the village of Samethol, dealing with a Shredder sighting in a nearby mine.”

“You think he’s gotten himself in over his head?” Ilea asked.

“Hard to say. I worry, but it’s perhaps unwarranted. Either way, we have protocols. Especially with Sentinels who work alone or with teams of adventurers. They are to report every three days to a local guild or someone in the last settlement they visited. And despite early concerns, Gael has not missed a single report since he started taking on jobs.”

“I can check it out, see what happened. Might be that he discovered an interesting dungeon or something. Got any other jobs in the region, just in case?” Ilea asked. “Or dungeon locations? If we stay there for a few days.”

“I’ll check, give me a moment,” Trian said and summoned a large book. “Southern Baralia… Yeah, there are a lot of requests, but you’re more than overqualified for most of them.”

“They sent all those requests to us?” Ilea asked, looking at the loose pieces of paper between the pages of his book.

Trian smiled. “Some are starting to come in, but no. We’re not that popular quite yet. Contrary to the Shadow’s Hand, we work with the adventurer guilds too. Those who agreed to the terms, that is. Which… a lot did, actually.

“But that’s another topic. You’ll have to meet whoever posted the job or visit the respective guild first to make sure it’s still available. This way, we can send the Hunters on somewhat low-risk jobs to gather experience and spread our name.”

“Hunters… is it a rank?” Feyrair asked.

Trian smiled. “Indeed. Those above level two hundred who have passed a set of tests are granted that title. However, it’s mostly used internally. Our members are normally called Sentinels or Medic Sentinels. It’s in no way comparable to your own title, Cerithil Hunter.”

“I hadn’t meant to imply such,” Feyrair answered. “I was merely curious. It seems to be a prevalent rank, no matter the species or allegiance.”

Azarinth First Hunter. Funny that.

“Give me the juicy jobs you have. I could certainly do with something else than machines for a change, no matter the power,” she said.

Trian leafed through the many forms, frowning a few times before handing her one.

“The first one is a request from a Lys captain stationed in Mothine, related to something going on in a fortress in the area. The information here is scarce, but the assumption is that it is related to the blood rituals that happened or to remnants of the former Baralia army. Imperials posted the job in the town’s guild instead of dealing with it themselves, which makes me think they’re severely understaffed – or the problem is more dangerous than they claim.”

He handed her a second note.

“This one is farther north and likely more straightforward. Unknown monsters in the area have wiped out villages and farms. They need someone to investigate and exterminate whatever is causing those deaths. Emerald rank or higher.

“The pay isn’t great, so I don’t think they’ll get help anytime soon. Either that or some lower-level adventurers desperate to make some coin will get themselves killed. It was posted by a group of farmers and villagers, and the war has caused plenty of economic strain already.”

Looking at a third, he raised his eyebrows, then shrugged. “This one probably won’t be dealt with either, and for you, it would be barely a thought. Cursed have gathered in a quarry. Imperials are worried the Cursed might move and attack a nearby settlement, so they’ve issued a small bounty to clear them out. It’s close to the other two jobs, so if you’re around there anyways…”

“We’ll check it out.”

They got up and prepared to leave.

“Feyrair, if you’re ever in the area, feel free to check in with me. I’m sure your experience with magic would be most beneficial to our students,” Trian said. “And they would benefit from fighting an elf. Most humans fear your kind.”

The elf smiled. “I will consider it, headmaster.”

Trian nodded and summoned a few letters. “Thanks for the help. And do come back when you have the time, Ilea. We’re evaluating the third generation and will need your arcane healing once they’re ready to join.”

“Will do. See you around, Trian,” Ilea said and left, following Feyrair.

Ilea closed the door and found the elf staring at the stairwell leading up. She watched him raise a hand, heat gathering before he formed a spell of white flame, and her hand rushed out to slap his spell into a nearby wall.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

Feyrair hissed, his eyes fixed on the Centurion staring down at them with green eyes.

“That’s Aki,” Ilea said, spreading her ash to put out the flames.

“Everything alright?” Trian asked, emerging from his office.

“Yes,” Ilea said. “Apologies for the destruction.”

“It’s not a first,” Trian murmured and closed the door again.

“I’m confused,” Aki said as he stepped down toward them. “Did I offend in any way?”

Feyrair glanced at the machine and back to Ilea. “It can talk? What’s the meaning of this?”

“Right,” Ilea said. “Maybe I should’ve told you about this beforehand. It’s complicated. But he’s not with the Taleen, just using one of their machines. Aki is a friend and a Sentinel.”

The elf looked at her with wide eyes, though most of his face was covered by his scale armor. He turned back to Aki. “Really?”

“Really. It’s a long story.”

“How very peculiar. My apologies then, Sentinel Aki. I mistook you for a Taleen war machine.”

Aki gave them a long look. “Understandable.” He paused and looked at the elf for a few seconds. “I’m… reminded… of something. May I ask if you’re a… Cerithil Hunter?”

Feyrair glanced at Ilea.

“He is,” Ilea said. “Your old wielder was one, right? Couldn’t have been a normal elf down there in a dungeon.”

“Perhaps… I’m not sure anymore. Though the name remains, and something about you reminded me. It’s an honor to meet one so brave as to defy… defy whom? I can’t recall.”

“The Oracles, or the domains,” Fey supplied. “You’re an interesting being. I’m intrigued. Are you a Centurion who has gained independence?”

Seeing a few students approaching down the stairs, Ilea displaced the three of them into an empty training hall. While she didn’t care that much, it could cause some issues for Trian and Claire if it became known that an elf had visited the Sentinels.

Neither of them reacted to their displacement.

“The… Oracles… yes. It’s barely a memory. And I’m not. Our friend Lilith here provided me with a suitable body for my form. It turned out that I could control machines left behind by the Taleen,” Aki explained. “I’m far beyond the capabilities of a normal Centurion.”

“You can talk, that much is already impressive,” Fey admitted, then smiled mischievously. “Far beyond a Centurion, you say?”

“You’re not a foe I could beat. I can tell that much,” Aki said. “Nor am I inclined to wait for my repair enchantments to reform myself afterward.”

“I’ll try to bring you a Praetorian body next,” Ilea said. “I just can’t disable one yet without having the core detonate. They’re well-made.”

“You’re inside the machine, then… or are you what is sticking out from the back of it?” Feyrair asked.

“The latter,” Aki confirmed.

“Have you tried on a live one? If he can control Taleen machines, maybe we could get an Executioner on our side,” Feyrair said with a bright smile.

“Even if that worked, my place is here with the Sentinels. The… war… is no longer of relevance to me,” Aki said.

Ilea looked at the Centurion. “Hmm… I mean, the prospect of an Executioner… holy shit. You could fight even me… but yeah, the risk is very high.”

Aki looked at her with a different glow in his green eyes. “Even you?”

“Even me.”

“What are these… Executioners?” Aki asked carefully.

“They’re a special variant Praetorian. They can regenerate and use void magic, and they can also run through the air,” Feyrair supplied.

Ilea smiled. “Level eight hundred.”

Aki whistled. Somehow. “And you two fight those things?”

“No,” Feyrair said. “We destroy them.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We can only take them on together,” Ilea said.

“We’re getting closer to fighting them alone. I barely needed your help with the last one.”

Ilea laughed. “Oh really? What about that time I deflected its stab heading into your eye?”

“Eyes mean little,” Fey insisted.

“Yeah, agreed. But the brain behind them is a little more important.”

“If a body like that is a possibility,” Aki interjected, thoughtfully turning his spear, “I could certainly protect the Headquarters more efficiently. And better train the few Sentinels who already match my capabilities. But you would have to take a great risk.”

“It’s not a risk, really,” Feyrair said. “She just stabs you into the core when it’s exposed and unshielded. We kill them the same way most of the time.”

“But what if the One without Form takes control of Aki instead?” Ilea asked. “Or if he’s not powerful enough to take over the Executioner?”

“That’s true… but with this… where did you even come from?” Feyrair asked, looking at Aki.

Ilea shrugged. “I found him in a Taleen dungeon.”

“Yeah.” Feyrair hissed. “Imagine if he could take over an Executioner. We could train with him. And how satisfying would it be to watch him destroy other Taleen?”

“As I said, I have no interest in the conflict you are a part of,” Aki said. “Though yes, if such a body became available, I would very gladly take it.”

“I agree, it would be badass,” Ilea said. “Maybe we can ask Iana, Christopher, and the Meadow if it’s possible?”

Another project for the enchanters. It’s not like they don’t have enough on their plates already.

“Iana has already told me that an active Taleen machine would be necessary to understand how I would interact with their enchantments,” Aki said. “It’s safest to use disabled machines.”

“Yeah, but we can’t disable a Praetorian,” Ilea said. “I don’t think even Isalthar took them out without exploding cores, right?”

Fey hissed. “Yes. You’re right. I’ve never seen it happen.”

“At least with the Executioners we can expose the cores somewhat efficiently… and if Aki can take over from anywhere, then directly from the core is likely best. If working machines are necessary to test it, we can provide some. Guardians are no issue. We just need to get to some random dungeon and grab a few. But yeah, this isn’t a project for now.”

“There’s no rush,” Aki said. “It is fulfilling to teach and to see the growth of our students, but you know, from time to time, I do find myself longing to improve my own abilities in the same manner. Both for myself and for my students.”

Can’t level up. That would be frustrating for sure.

“I’ll talk to Iana and Christopher about it, once and if they succeed with their current projects,” Ilea said.

And if they do, moving an Executioner to the Meadow’s domain and quickly getting Aki there too should be a lot easier as well. Hmm. Yes. This could be a nice fuck you to the One without Form. And a massive boost in power for the Sentinels and Aki himself.

“I’ll be around,” Aki said, looking at his spear thoughtfully.

“I find myself excited to have you allied with Ilea,” Feyrair said. “And intrigued. Who created you? Do you remember?”

“I’m afraid not. Though the compatibility suggests that the Taleen are a likely source. However, I assure you that both I and Iana have made sure that my loyalty lies where I place it.” He glanced at Ilea. “What is it?”

She stared at him and then snapped out of it with a smile. “I just imagined you as an Executioner. That dagger I found… Hmm, we’ll see. I’m looking forward to testing those prospects.”

His green eyes glowed a little brighter. “As am I.”


FORTY
Common Adventurers





Ilea and Feyrair left the city of Ravenhall once more. This time around, their destination was considerably closer, and Ilea felt a lot less tension than the last time they had left.

Lots of potential avenues, but I’ll have to wait for the enchanters to explore a lot of them. Otherwise, I’ll just head off to find new dungeons after Yinnahall.

A few travelers glanced at the duo with interest and awe as she spread her wings and Feyrair did the same, white flames erupting behind him as he ascended next to her. The two were quickly on their way northward. She carried him, in case Gael was actually in danger.

She trusted that the Sentinel could take care of himself, though she did wonder why he was missing reports. To take her mind off such unproductive thoughts, she chatted with Feyrair. Their conversation soon turned to the Meadow and how impossible it was to beat it in a fight.

“I got better at it in the end, but the absolute best I can hope for is to escape,” Ilea said.

“Thanks to your space magic, I presume?”

“Yeah. And a lot of specific training against runes that prevent it.”

Feyrair shook his head as they flew over the far-reaching Plains. “I wonder what kind of being could face it on equal footing.”

“I know one, at least.”

“You do? Tell me. I’m curious.”

“I’ve met a Fae.”

The elf hissed, his eyes opening wide as he smiled from ear to ear. “Now your Class makes sense… Did you meet, you know, a real one?”

“The whole thing, yes,” Ilea said. “You know about them, then?”

“I’ve heard stories. But most everyone who interacted with one of them said they were weak and powerless. The only logical conclusion I could come to was that they were illusions, part of a whole, or versed in trickery. But your suggestion that the Fae could fight the Meadow makes me think that the respect they garner from ancient elves isn’t misplaced.”

“The small ones are just part of a collection of minds,” Ilea said. “The full thing is… well, you’ve met the Meadow. It’s a similar experience. Otherworldly. I’m friends with one of the parts, and the whole… well, it didn’t eat or kill me, so that’s a good sign. But you’ve met a dragon, right? That’s where your Class comes from, or am I mistaken?”

Feyrair suddenly looked thoughtful, his hair losing some of its fiery color as he looked ahead. “We’ve both met creatures of legend. Though meeting isn’t the best word in my case, I suppose… It was a random encounter, but you know how I am. Or how I was, I suppose.”

“You attacked it immediately.”

He smiled sheepishly. “It must’ve taken a liking to that. Or it had a purpose… Maybe it liked my armor, my hair… who knows? I woke up with my body burnt beyond recognition, but alive. And knowing a name I hadn’t known before.”

“You didn’t even fight it in an epic battle?”

“No,” Feyrair said. “But I vowed to find it again. Someday.”

Ilea smiled. “You want to fight it?”

He considered that for a moment. “I don’t know. I don’t know if it’s possible.”

“With enough time and evolutions, I’m thinking that everything is. I’ve fought and killed astral spirits the size of a city and survived. And so can you. A dragon is probably just a few steps above that. Maybe a few dozen steps, but who knows? My goal is to beat the Meadow in a fight one day as well.”

Feyrair laughed, his contemplative expression gone. “You’re so young… and yet when you say it so simply, I can’t help but believe you. Sure, let’s fight and fight until we can take on even the ancient horrors slumbering in their lairs and caverns.”

“Is it really that crazy? You’re basically a dragon yourself already,” Ilea laughed. “And I’m getting closer to becoming an Elemental.”

“I’m definitely on the better path there,” Feyrair mused.

Ilea smirked. “Ah, I wouldn’t be so sure. Icy was pretty fucking cool. But I’ll reserve my judgment until I’ve met a dragon myself.”

“You already have,” Fey said, pointing at himself with a confused expression.

“Yeah, Icy wins that round. Easily. No contest.”

“I don’t believe you’ve mentioned this ‘Icy’ before.”

“It’s a friend of Meadow’s. An Ice Elemental, though it stayed in its own realm. I hope to meet it again someday,” Ilea explained.

The elf hissed. “Perhaps I might, too. It sounds like a worthy encounter.”

“It would be for sure,” Ilea said, looking at the lands passing quickly far below. She remembered flying northward to Ravenhall for the first time. To think she would ever have considered being able to face Elementals and dragons.

Still a long way off, but I suppose it’s something to work toward. And to be excited for. Better than being scared of Monarchs and Executioners.

[image: ]


Ilea started flying slower when they reached the northern parts of Lys, or what she thought were said parts. Her map helped, but without any landmarks or Huntress marks to guide her, finding specific settlements wasn’t an easy task.

She followed a small road she’d spotted in the distance, flying a few meters above the ground until she saw two travelers a few hundred meters ahead.

“Keep your armor on,” she said to Feyrair. “And don’t eat the locals.”

“But that’s why I’m here,” he joked, perhaps a little grumpy at having been carried by her ashen limbs the entire way. He was the dragon, after all.

She landed a few meters behind the two men and their donkey-drawn cart, which was filled with various bags. Food and drink, mostly.

“Greetings, travelers,” she said, watching the two jump and spin around, the older man drawing a shortsword. He wore a simple shirt and trousers, and barely any hair remained on his scalp. The younger man seemed to be in his teens, conjuring fire as he took a step back at the sight.

Ilea only had to wait a few seconds for the two to realize they were a little in over their heads when it came to martial power.

“The Specter…” the older man murmured, his hand shaking before he steeled his resolve.

[Warrior – lvl 24]

[Mage – lvl 30]

Ilea thought it interesting that the one who seemed to be the son had a higher level. She ignored Feyrair as he walked over to the mage and inspected the flame with curiosity.

“We’re not here to fight you,” she said. “We’re looking for a place called Samethol. Do you know where that would be?”

“Your control is impressive for that level. You’re not a mere fire mage. Show me what you can do,” Feyrair said and erupted in white flames, teleporting to the side as he gestured for the boy to join him.

“Don’t kill him,” Ilea warned.

The warrior glanced between her, the elf, and the boy. “Samethol is… a town west of here, several days’ travel, but you’ll have to turn back to find the road leading into the forest. It’s a dangerous road to travel by night.”

Ilea smiled when she saw the boy muster his courage and send a few wisps of flame at the monstrous elf. “Do you know the specific distance and direction?”

The man scrunched his brow before turning toward the forest and pointing. “It’s hard to say, miss, but I’d guess it’s that way. There is an inn ahead. Perhaps you could hire a guide?”

“We’re leaving,” Ilea told Feyrair. “Thank you,” she added with a glance at the man, summoning a piece of silver.

“You’re still frightened of the flames. You must embrace them as part of what you are. Do so, and you will find enlightenment,” Feyrair said as he spread his wings.

“How do I do that?” the boy asked.

“Conquer your fear. That is all I’ll tell you.”

“Who are you?” the warrior asked with wide eyes.

“Travelers. Good luck on your way,” Ilea said and spread her own wings, ascending to join the elf.

Feyrair waited a few moments as they flew off, then spoke. “Travelers? Why not tell them that made-up name?”

“I don’t generally like the attention. It can be useful, but sometimes I just want to be me.”

“You?”

“Just Ilea. An adventurer and healer living near Ravenhall.”

He smiled. “Yes, I can see that. Not that it would be easy to conceal your power from anyone perceptive.”

“Most humans, at least, aren’t. You’ll see. And what was that with that fire mage?”

He hissed. “Your kind have such interesting ways to develop magic… At such low levels, your possibilities are so versatile. That boy could follow paths never trodden before.”

“And what would he have to do to… conquer his fear?”

“Burn down his town, set himself aflame, burn monsters thrice his level. I wonder if he has any of that in him. But those paths are possible, and that’s what intrigues me. I suppose I’m starting to understand more about why Ben is so interested in your species.”

“Wonderful. Ah well, I became a fire mage by burning myself, so who knows?”

“But you’re a healer. He doesn’t have that luxury.”

“Well then, he should become one first, and try afterward.”

Ilea spotted a faint trail of smoke rising in the distance and flew in that direction. The trees were spaced out more here, making way for large boulders and stones covered with grass and roots.

“Is it so simple for your kind? To acquire a Class so different?”

Ilea landed on a dirt road that led toward the trail of rising smoke. She knew from experience that the settlement, whatever it was, wasn’t in flames. They were probably just cooking.

“With the Sentinels, it kind of was,” she said and smiled.

“Your healing organization. I assume the training isn’t exactly easy.”

“No, it’s hard. But the people who join aren’t random people who want to be adventurers. They’ve got drive. And they know it’s nothing compared to what they’ll have to face out in the wilderness.”

“The wilds are the best place to learn, that is true. Though I suppose the knowledge and guidance of more experienced mages and scholars could be beneficial. Not something usually done amongst elves.”

They walked the rest of the way, soon seeing a town in the distance.

“You’re given your Classes by the Oracles who make you, right? And diverging afterward isn’t really a thing?”

“We are. It’s much harder to diverge… for various reasons. Even amongst Hunters, direct experience is usually preferred to guidance. However, even I am starting to see the merits. Teaching elves, though… old ones set in their ways, and young ones who think they know it all… That is a task I don’t wish on anyone.”

“Isalthar does it, right?”

“Yes. Perhaps I should try my hand in the future. As difficult as it may be, I can see how it would teach me a lot.”

She smiled. A dragon elf teacher.

“You don’t think it’s a good idea?” he asked.

“I imagine you’ll get very old one day. If you don’t die along the way. Why not become a teacher of sorts as part of your long life?”

The two reached a low stone wall going around the town and found a sign reading Samethol.

“Oh, we’re already here,” she said. “I thought this place was just on the way there.”

Several days’ travel, he said.

Ivy and shrubbery obscured some of the defensive perimeter, and a single man in a brown duster leaned lazily next to a closed iron gate. He only noticed them when they stopped a few meters away, looking up before he sneezed.

“Shadow?”

“Amongst other things,” Ilea said, summoning her badge and throwing it over.

The man fumbled the object before it reappeared in his hand. He did a double-take before he righted his hat and cleared his throat.

“You may enter.”

Didn’t even look at the badge.

[Mage – lvl 104]

“Cheers. Where do I find the local guild?” she asked.

“No guild here. But if you’re looking for jobs, check the inn. Haya is the one you’re looking for. Can’t miss her.”

“Big building on the left?” Ilea asked.

He grunted affirmatively and opened the small gate. It creaked.

Ilea changed into simple clothes before she moved her ash to her neck. Feyrair still looked like some kind of high-level armored warrior, but she didn’t particularly care. The people around glanced at the newcomers with caution, quickly moving on so as not to draw any attention.

“I don’t have anything simple to wear that would also conceal my features,” Fey said when they entered the town proper.

“We can get you something. A hooded cloak works pretty well in my experience,” Ilea said and summoned one for him. “It’s nice to feel like a normal adventurer.”


FORTY-ONE
Wondrous Travelers





“It’s still difficult to believe that people wouldn’t perceive even a part of your power,” Feyrair commented.

“If you’re level fifty or below, pretty much every adventurer just shows question marks. Also, I’m sure there’s a tailor around somewhere. Maybe you can get some new human threads while I check the inn,” Ilea said with a smile. She definitely wanted to see the elf act like a harmless human.

He rolled his eyes but didn’t seem too bothered by the idea. “You use gold pieces in exchange for things, right? May I borrow some?”

“You can have them, I’ve got plenty. Just ask what things cost before you give them everything,” she said, handing him a few pieces.

“I know that much about humans and their deceptive ways,” he said sarcastically.

“You just can’t accept that a level twenty shop owner could win a battle of wits with you.”

“Perhaps you’re right. Then I shall go and see who will win the upcoming battle.”

“Can I mark you? It’ll be easier to find you afterward.”

“Of course,” Feyrair said and offered his arm. The spell formed a rune on the back of his hand. “Cursed by Lilith herself. Spectacular.”

“Go away,” Ilea said, looking at the laughing elf as he slowly made his way through the small town.

When he’d disappeared, Ilea made her way through the muddy streets toward the inn. The building looked run-down but had been built on a sturdy stone base, a broad thatched roof with long-faded color showing its age. An unconscious man with a large belly sat near the entrance with his back against the wall, the smell of alcohol and puke quite apparent.

Charming little town, Ilea thought, looking at two horses drinking from a trough nearby. She inspected the various people inside with her sphere, then climbed the steps and opened the heavy wooden door.

Inside, she found a common room with a few wooden tables and chairs and a large hearth to the right, a fire burning within. Oil lamps illuminated the rest of the room, with a few windows letting some sunlight in from outside.

The atmosphere seemed solemn, about a dozen patrons present, most of them silent and focused on their mugs. Only a few glanced her way, murmuring to their friends about outsiders. One even made a comment about healing orders.

Ilea was already focused on her target, a woman sitting at the bar with her back to the entrance. The most attentive one here, and she’s not even looking my way, Ilea thought with a smile.

She walked over and sat down at the bar a few meters away from her, glancing at the innkeeper – a burly man in his forties, handsome and with a hard look. A large greatsword was fastened to the underside of the counter.

[Warrior – lvl 58]

“Ale,” she said as she placed a silver coin on the counter, glancing at the woman to her left.

[Ranger – lvl 125]

The man filled a mug and placed it down close to her. “You’re new. Healing order, or looking for work?”

“Neither. I’m looking for someone,” Ilea said and summoned another piece of silver, smiling at the man’s reaction to her storage item.

Haya tensed up a little but didn’t show it, still not looking her way.

“And who might a healer be looking for in Samethol?” the innkeeper asked, leaving the coin on the counter.

“A healer came here and took a job recently. To clear out a mine with sightings of Shredders. I’m looking for him.”

“The lad went to the mine over a week ago. Haven’t seen him since,” the man said and took the coin. “Quiet that one, dangerous type. I suggest you forget about it.”

“You’re a Sentinel too?” Haya finally asked, sipping on her ale.

Ilea nodded to the innkeeper and tasted the beer. “Yes. I’ve come to make sure he’s not in trouble.”

The woman looked at her now, two green eyes taking her in. She wore sturdy, gray leather armor, worn and weathered. Two small crossbows hung from her belt, which had various quivers fastened to the back of it. Two large hunting knives and various pouches hung from another belt strapped diagonally around her torso.

Her messy blonde hair had been tamed into a simple bun, and a gray leather tricorn hat, similar to the one worn by the guard, rested on her head. Her face showed signs of old scars, and her mouth was tightened into a perpetual frown.

“He was wild. Came here covered in blood and stinking like a drunk monster.”

“Not the best first impression. I apologize on his behalf,” Ilea said.

“No. Certainly not.”

“Did he cause trouble?”

Haya sipped on her ale again. “No. He simply asked me about the Shredder job and went on his way. She showed Ilea the tattered note mentioning the job. Are you sure you’re from the same order?”

“Organization,” Ilea smiled. “Yes, I’m sure. Though perhaps I’ll have to have a word with him about his hygiene.”

The woman sighed. “Good luck with that. He barely listened to me and was off when I told him the mine’s location.”

“Would you be so kind as to share that location with me, too?” Ilea asked.

“And you’ll go rescue him? I’m sorry, lass, but you don’t strike me as the cavalry. Not after what he showed here. I know your… organization was supposedly founded by Lilith herself, but I suggest you get a team together first. Maybe even locals who know the mine, if any are willing to go back in there.”

Ilea finished her drink with a single swig. “I think I can handle myself.”

“I can see that you’re strong, but if you don’t take this seriously, you’ll die just like he did. Shredders aren’t your common monsters.”

Ilea thought about the cursed ones down in the Descent. “Frightening monsters, yes. The location?”

“Don’t give me that attitude, girl. No matter what your level is, if you don’t know what you’re facing, you’ll die. And I won’t have another adventurer lost in my town. So get a team and come back to me.”

Haya motioned to the barkeep, who filled her mug yet again.

I suppose Fey was right in some ways. But isn’t this the best part of this charade?

Ilea activated her Deviant aura, and everyone in the room froze. Haya immediately jumped up and grabbed her crossbows, aiming them at Ilea with a dangerous look in her eyes. Her breathing was ragged, her heart beating quickly, but she was still in control, not shaking or frozen like some of the patrons.

She sighed, feeling a little bad about causing such a reaction. She wasn’t here to frighten people, but she did want to get the point across. She was one of the founders of the Sentinels, after all.

“Try me,” she said, standing up with her mug still in her hand.

“Don’t… come… closer,” Haya said through gritted teeth.

Ilea casually walked toward her, smiling when the bolts were released. She let them hit her neck, where the steel-tipped wooden bolts broke against her skin, the pieces falling to the stone floor.

As her aura vanished, Ilea sipped her ale and watched the terrified expression on the woman’s face. “The location, if you please.”

To her credit, Haya had put away her crossbows and now had both knives in hand, magic flowing around her. Sweat dripped from her brow as she glanced at the innkeeper.

“Calm down,” the man said to Haya, his hand hovering close to the handle of his large sword.

The door opened, and a man dressed in a black velvet doublet and a kilt stepped inside, his head covered by a metal helmet with wings of steel fastened to each side.

“There you are!”

Ilea gave him a long look and raised her eyebrows. “That’s what you chose?”

The rest of the patrons looked his way too, the tension now fading somewhat.

“What about it?” Feyrair asked. “I think I look splendid.”

Ilea nodded slowly. “Sorry, I think that was mean. You look… dressed.”

“Do I not look normal?” Feyrair asked one of the men sitting nearby.

“Lad, you look like a jester,” the man answered, shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe what had just transpired.

Ilea offered her mug to the innkeeper. “Can I have another one? And I still need that location.”

Haya had calmed now too, though she still gripped her knives as she glanced between Ilea and Feyrair. “You Sentinels definitely know how to make an impression.”

“He’s not a Sentinel,” Ilea said.

“I’ll take you there myself,” Haya said and nodded to the innkeeper.

He looked at her for a long moment before he grabbed Ilea’s mug and refilled it.

“I appreciate it,” Ilea said. “Thanks,” she added, taking the mug and walking toward the door.

“I combined the pieces I liked most,” Fey said to her as she walked past.

Ilea smiled. “You do you. Might become a trend if you keep it up. But I suggest a simple robe or duster, brown or black pants, and a shirt. And maybe a hood.”

“Sounds boring,” the elf said as he followed her outside, Haya stepping out behind them.

“How far is it?” Ilea asked.

Haya reloaded her crossbows and fastened them to her hip. “Half an hour if we run. With you, we could ignore the roads.”

“Sounds good.” Ilea reformed her ashen armor, spreading her wings a moment later. “We’ll fly.”

Haya stared at her for a full two seconds, blinking a few times afterward. “Alright.”

She grabbed the hand Ilea held out before her ashen limbs fanned out to envelop the tense woman.

“Point me in the right direction.”

Haya did as she was asked, and Ilea ascended quickly before she sped up, followed by the handsomely dressed Feyrair. Some of the common folk in the town watched them rush off.

“That way,” Haya said after a while, looking down at the quickly moving landscape. “There’s the main entrance.”

Ilea landed, followed by Feyrair, and, letting go of the woman, stepped closer to the open cave entrance. The opening was supported by wooden beams, with small tracks of steel leading into the darkness beyond. She drank the rest of her ale and stored the mug.

Now then.
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Haya watched the two newcomers casually step toward the mine’s entrance. They ignored her completely now, the location being the only thing she could’ve given them to assist. Neither was in her identification range, but she could feel their magic.

She had met plenty of overconfident adventurers, and even Shadows, in her time near the border. But the presence she had felt in the inn was something entirely different. That woman wasn’t what she seemed. She was a demon, a monster, something inhuman.

And I shot at her. You’re damn foolish these days, Haya.

The war had put her on edge, with every other stranger coming to town a refugee, deserter, or slaver. When the massive boy had come and declared himself a Sentinel who was there to rid the mine of Shredders, she had hardly believed a word.

An unheard-of organization of fighting healers. She had inquired, of course, and learned that Lilith had something to do with them. Songs about the famous healer had reached Samethol long ago.

Haya had done what was necessary to get the boy out of her town, but she hadn’t believed he would actually go into the mine. And now she was standing here with a monster and a ridiculous mage dressed in mismatched pieces of formal clothing, topped with an ornamental helmet.

Should I just leave? No, let them go inside first, then go.

“Shredders tend to hide. They’re a pain to find if they’re scared,” the mage said, glancing at his companion.

The woman’s wings were gone now, but thin tendrils of ash still moved silently behind her. Strong enough to carry me, Haya thought, finding the movements mesmerizing.

“Then I’ll just have to coax them out myself. Maybe Gael will come out too,” the woman said, cupping her hands in front of her mouth.

Haya held her breath when a monstrous roar reverberated through the vicinity and into the mine shaft, and the hair on her back stood up as she felt her body freeze in a familiar sensation.

‘ding’ You have heard the challenge of a powerful healer. You are paralyzed for four seconds.

Her eyes trembled lightly as she focused on her breathing.

“You froze her,” the mage said, glancing back at Haya.

Who are these people?

Haya remembered a melody, vague sounds ringing somewhere in her mind. Then the voice of the bard who had traveled through Samethol a few months ago came back to her as if he were standing right next to her.

Ashen wings of peerless might,

Hide away and fear the night,

She will not refuse a fight,

Lilith, Ashen Queen of Ravenhall.

Her eyes opened wide when she heard monsters charge out from the mine, a single wisp of white flame flickering on the outstretched palm of the unconcerned mage. She felt the heat as if it were an inferno.

The terrifying sounds of howling Shredders moved closer, and then she saw the beasts come out in a frenzied search for their challenger.

Heat surged as white flames cascaded outward from the mage’s hand, flowing into the massive creatures and the mine shaft beyond. Haya tensed as the heat singed her skin, staggering back when an ashen limb lashed out at her, encircling her arm.

She couldn’t shake it off, trying to move away as her eyes started to water from the smells of burnt flesh and skin, the heat making her gasp for air. Yet it didn’t matter – powerful healing flowed into her from the ash, soothing both her body and mind, the slight burns vanishing in an instant as her breathing calmed once more.

Haya gasped when the flames finally subsided, falling to her knees as she coughed a few times, covering her face with a piece of cloth to counter the smell.

“You alright?” the woman asked, glancing at her.

Lilith.

She couldn’t bring herself to talk, terrified of the implications. Why was someone like that here?

“What’s happened to her?” the mage asked. “She’s looking at you like you’re a monster.”

“You burned her with your flames,” Lilith retorted.

“Ah… my apologies,” the mage said and bowed to Haya. “I’m not used to dealing with… ordinary humans.” The man turned to Lilith. “Should we go find your student?”

Lilith walked closer and touched Haya’s shoulder, healing flowing into her once again. “You seem to be alright. We’ll report to you when we’re done. I suggest you go back now. I’m not sure if we got all of them.”

Haya managed to nod slightly, steadying her hands as she watched the two step into the mine, moving past the piles of ash, flesh, and bone. It seemed so obvious now, but she simply hadn’t thought someone like that would come to Samethol of all places.

I need a few drinks, she thought as she staggered back to her feet and started running through the familiar terrain. She glanced back from time to time, unsure who she expected to be hunting her.
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“Gael!” Ilea shouted through the corridors.

“More remains. He came through here,” Feyrair said, lifting a battered carapace. “He uses a blunt weapon… Did you get your own beast?”

“He just likes killing monsters. Nothing wrong with that. But the last time I fought him, he used claws.”

“I suppose your Sentinels are closer to you than to most other humans.”

“Not all of them. But they’re all willing to push hard for more power, that’s for sure,” Ilea said, trying to pick up anything with Sentinel Huntress.

The trail was there, but so far, all they’d found were monster corpses.

“So tell me of this Gael. A student, so he’s a healer too?” Fey asked. “Doesn’t look like the Shredders posed a problem to him.”

“He mostly focuses on self-regeneration, and he’s got a Berserker Class too. He’s the only one in the Sentinels with something like that so far. It’s risky, but that’s how he became one of the strongest Sentinels so quickly. Or maybe it was just him, and the Class he got was a consequence of that. He doesn’t work well in a team either.”

“He would progress faster alone, yes. Could be he found something here that was too strong even for him. Those who dull the mind in favor of strength take an incredible risk. It’s hardly ever worth it.”

“It’s an additional risk for sure.”

“Even for me, it’s not easy to let go of a good battle. And I don’t have Classes and magic that muddle my mind in favor of tenacity or a lack of pain. Think what that could do to a young elf.”

Ilea hoped Fey wasn’t right in this case.


FORTY-TWO
Extraction





“We’re getting close,” Ilea said, spotting a few more Shredder corpses in the mine shaft.

Feyrair grunted suddenly. “Poison.”

Ilea waved her hand through the dusty air, taking a deep breath. “Hmm, what’s this?”

The elf scratched his armored cheek. “It will be a problem for me if we stay here for a few hours.”

“Oh? The mighty elf is defeated by some strange gases in a mine?”

“You’re joking, I know. But I’m pretty sure Hunters have died in such circumstances, and I’ve come close, too. Not all poisons are made by monsters, and not all are immediately noticeable. And once you’re too deep and your way is blocked, there’s little you can do.”

As if on cue, Ilea heard a ding resound in her mind.

‘ding’ You have been poisoned by carbon monoxide. You resist the effects.

Nice. I’m literally not human anymore, then, hmm?

Ilea smiled to herself and walked on, following the trail of faint magic she felt through her sphere, Sentinel Huntress leading her in the right direction.

“I wonder how many explosion and fire mages have been buried in some random dungeon because they got spooked,” Ilea mused.

“We have found such remains before. I assume cave-ins are common deaths too.”

“I don’t even know if I could be crushed anymore.”

The mine shaft widened a little as they came into a larger natural cavern.

“With enough weight and momentum, only paste would be left of you,” Feyrair said. “I just don’t know if that would be enough to kill you. But we could try. There are plenty of cliffs and mountains near your home.”

“I don’t see the point. Don’t think there’s a crushing resistance.” Ilea pointed ahead of them. “Found him. Or them, it seems.”

Ilea walked toward a wooden door set within the surrounding stone. She could tell there were enchantments active, but nothing impressive or particularly powerful.

Her sphere pierced them without hindrance, revealing a somewhat spacious room with tables, chairs, simple beds, and even a cellar with plenty of room for storage. Various tools like pickaxes and torches suggested this had once been a lodging for the miners.

Below them, at the edge of her sphere’s perception, she could see a few Shredders, slowly moving through the earth. They didn’t attack.

Gael sat close to the door, alive and focused. He was looking at his bent maul, occasionally trying to pry it back into shape.

On the other side of the room were about fifteen people dressed about as richly as Gael in tattered rags, worn pants, and old shoes. They looked calm, many of them focused on the Sentinel. A few Shredder carapaces lay in the storage room, the flesh messily stripped from them.

Ilea knocked on the door and entered. She glanced at Gael, who looked calm, prepared. Ash armor covered his body, while wisps of dark red energy, intertwined with ash, covered his damaged steel maul. The head on the thing was as large as her own.

“Hello, Gael,” she said, glancing around at the group of humans, uncertainty, confusion, and fear obvious in their expressions. A few started crying. “I see you’re in some kind of predicament.”

The man sighed, his armor receding as he looked at her with tired eyes. “I had hoped someone would come if I didn’t send the reports. I didn’t expect you, but I’m glad.” He stood up. “I came here to fight the beasts, broke through a wall while fighting, and found this room. The old enchantments that used to protect it broke because of that, at least partially, and people were hiding here. If I left and a single Shredder got in… Well, I decided to stay and wait, for a while at least, but now you’re here.”

Ilea could see some enchantments still holding up in the nearby walls. This place had been warded off. Something left from the miners, perhaps.

But who are those people?

“Annoying, yes. Well, good thing we’re here now,” Ilea said as Feyrair appeared from behind her.

“So you’re Gael. Greetings,” the elf said as he took in the massive Sentinel.

They stared at each other for a moment before some kind of unspoken agreement transpired between the two.

“Who are these people?” Ilea asked.

“Refugees from the war. They were hiding here when I came to fight the Shredders,” Gael explained. “It was safe enough before I damaged the enchantments, but now they’re stuck, especially given I can’t do anything about the poison.”

“I’ve got some tricks that might help.” Ilea walked over to the other side of the room to address the people. “Anybody in charge?”

An older woman stepped forward immediately, defiance in her eyes. Her exhaustion masked the fear below, but not to the extent that Ilea didn’t notice. Her level was below a hundred.

“We won’t go back,” she said.

“There must be a misunderstanding. That man is a Medic Sentinel tasked with clearing out the Shredders in this mine. I’ve come because he didn’t report in. The only thing I intend to do with you all is get you safely out to Samethol.”

The woman laughed a bitter laugh, crossing her arms. “I’ve never heard of the Medic Sentinels. That man is strong, but he’s more beast than human. His magic is evil. He was the one who brought the monsters upon us.

“We were safe here. And we will stay here. We’re still close to the border. Baralia doesn’t care about that. They have deals with the locals to bring back escaped slaves. If you want to get the coin, you’ll have to bring them our corpses.”

“That’s a lot to take in,” Ilea said. “How long have you been down here?”

The woman didn’t reply.

“The war is over,” Ilea said. “Baralia is no more. But I don’t really feel like trying to convince you of that for the next two hours.”

She whistled, using Monster Hunter to freeze the group, then spread her ash and pushed healing mana into them.

“My name is Lilith, and I’m a Medic Sentinel. I promise to get you out of here and to Samethol, where you’ll be safe. More so than here, that is. And I’ll personally pay for food and lodging until you can figure out what to do in the future.”

“You really want to deal with all that?” Fey asked, glancing at her and the still-frozen people. “Who are they to you?”

“They’re people. And I’ve got plenty of resources. I think they deserve a chance. They’d run out of food down here at some point, and they can’t get out. Good thing we found them.” She looked at the group. “What I don’t want to deal with is suspicion.”

“You would take away our choice?” a man asked, one of the first to free themselves from the paralyzing effect. He didn’t sound defeated, but Ilea doubted he would try to fight her.

“I’m not a saint. But I’m sure you lot will forgive me. Now, please hold your breath, everyone.” She moved them together with her ash, being careful not to harm any of them. “I said hold your breath,” she repeated, the whole group now shrouded with ash. “Your life depends on it.”

Her healing really helped to calm the panic and fear welling up in their minds. She assumed what was left was confusion and anger; either way, she was fine with it. They all managed to hold their breaths in the end.

Ilea didn’t waste the few seconds she had and teleported everyone through the caverns and out of the mine. Displacement had quite the range at this point. A few uses were enough, and soon they were all standing outside in the sunlight, the refugees rubbing their eyes at the sudden exposure.

Gael stretched before he cracked his neck, his ash armor forming as his spells activated. Feyrair’s white flames burst into life, and he hissed.

Ilea displaced them away from the group and glanced at the woman. “Take a moment to breathe. I’ll take you to the town in a few minutes.”

She summoned a meal and started eating, watching the Sentinel try to fight the powerful elf. To her surprise, it wasn’t quite as one-sided as she’d expected.

Gael’s at two sixty now. But he’s a fucking monster. Pretty sure Fey is holding back, though.

“Is it true… the war is over?” a young woman asked, trying to cover herself as best as she could with the rags she wore. She received a look of scorn from some of the others but ignored it.

“Mhm. The High King is dead, I hear. There are probably still remnants of the old army around, so I’d avoid traveling north for now. And a few cities aren’t the same anymore. You can learn about that in Samethol, though.”

Some of the others started murmuring now, showing cautious optimism. It seemed Ilea’s ability to teleport them out of the mine counted for something.

“Why would you help us?” their leader asked.

Ilea sighed, crossing her arms as she kept her eyes on the fight. A few trees had now been destroyed, and Feyrair was apparently trying to start a wildfire.

“I’m rich and powerful. You saw what I can do. I was here for Gael, not for you. It was simple to get you out, and it will be simple to get you to Samethol.”

As Ilea continued eating, she could see the confusion and doubt on many of their faces, but it hardly mattered.

One good thing about people knowing my name is that I can show up and they won’t doubt my intent. Though I do hope I won’t have to hunt down Lilith impostors in the future. Ah, the joys of being famous.

The same would become true for the Sentinels themselves. At least their signature ashen armor wasn’t something people could easily fake. She had only met a single ash mage outside of her organization so far.

Did he even have an ash armor? Well, he led me to Fey and his group, so at least he helped me there. Absolute shit otherwise, though.

“Are you like a Shadow? The ones from Ravenhall?” someone asked.

“I’m a Shadow too, yes. The Sentinels are just a healer organization, though. We aim to support adventuring teams and do monster subjugation jobs ourselves.”

Feyrair spun Gael’s massive form in a circle before he sent him flying through the trees. Ilea watched as he twirled in the air, using the tree trunks as steps to keep his momentum. He rushed back at the elf with predatory grace, his maul landing with a devastating blow on the dragonling’s armor. Without a visible effect.

“You lack her intrusion. Without it, you won’t be quite as dangerous,” Feyrair said, the ground around him set alight as the Sentinel jumped back, his armor burnt away as he reformed the skin on his face.

Ilea saw a man cover the eyes of a child, and many of the others were now glued to the fight as well.

“Are you all ready to go?” she asked.

“I have my pack ready,” a man close to her joked.

“Alright,” Ilea said with a smile before she displaced the group through the forest, keeping them close together in case the local wildlife brought trouble.

Nothing showed up, however, and she quickly got them to Samethol, displacing them into the inn. After checking it was empty with her sphere, she moved the group into an unoccupied room upstairs before going there herself.

Ilea thought about displacing Haya up to them, but seeing how the woman was bent over her drink at the bar, she refrained.

“I’ll get someone local. Wait here for now,” she said and walked out through the door. She went down the stairs and leaned on the banister. “Hey, Haya.”

The woman spat out her drink, making a weird sound like a swallowed shriek.

“Apologies,” Ilea said and walked over. “I found a bunch of Baralia refugees hiding in the mine. Gael was protecting them. That was why he didn’t come out.”

“Refugees… in the mine? How? Wh… it’s been closed for months!”

“Yeah, you can ask them that yourself.”

“Damn squatters,” one of the men at a nearby table said. “Eating our supplies.”

“How much was all of that worth?” Ilea asked, apparently surprising the man with her attention. “Speak.”

He glanced at his friends, sobering up quickly. “Ah, miss, I meant no offense…”

“How much for the supplies?” she asked again.

“Not much… food and drink alone, maybe a hundred fifty silver. Not that we can get them with them Shredders around.”

Ilea summoned two gold coins and displaced them onto their table. “Payment for their squatting,” she said and turned back to Haya. “They’re getting agitated. They didn’t even know about the war ending.”

Haya finished her drink in a single swig. “I’ll come with you, then. The mines?”

“No, upstairs.”

“Up… what?” Haya stuttered.

Ilea glanced at the innkeeper, his face slightly pale as his hand hovered near the massive blade below the counter. “Can you prepare a hot meal for them? And get a tailor, they’re wearing rags. There’s fifty silver left – that should be enough for something simple. Fifteen people.”

He nodded slowly, pushing his hand back from the weapon with his other one.

“Smart move,” Ilea said, showing a grin for a split second before she summoned herself a bottle of ale and walked upstairs again, followed by Haya.

Ilea found that overwhelming power, near-unlimited gold, and space magic really made life easier.

When Haya stepped into the room behind her, her eyes opened wide yet again.

“There will be clothes and food soon,” Ilea told them. “I’m not sure if you all need a bath. I’ve just been in a mine slaughtering Shredders, so I’m not the best judge.” She turned to Haya. “Can I leave you with this?”

Haya glanced at her before she focused. “Of course… yes… I’m the guard captain, after all. Yes. And yes, you do all need a bath. Clothes will come shortly, as will food… Um, she already said that. I’ll… eh… I’ll figure things out. We’ll need to get the mayor. Plenty of refugees in the past months, yes…”

“Great. I’ll be back in a while. I need to make sure your forest doesn’t burn down.”
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Haya nearly broke down when the woman vanished. “By the gods…” she murmured. “She’s gone.”

Fifteen pairs of eyes were on her. How had she even gotten them in here? How had they gotten into the mine?

Then she started thinking. Johnson was looking for more hands on his farm, the guard was terribly understaffed, and Frank could surely use a few more apprentices.

Yes, this will work out.

“You’re in charge?” Haya asked an older woman, back to her usual self as she evaluated the frightened and malnourished people in front of her.

The older woman looked at her. “Who was that woman?”

“I think that was Lilith,” Haya said. “But I’m not entirely sure. Her power certainly matches.”

“We’ve been in hiding for a long time… but you say her name as if we should know it.”

Haya rubbed her temples. “Well, yes, she single-handedly defended Riverwatch from Lord Harken’s army, and there are rumors about her in Yinnahall. I don’t know what else she did in the war, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she was the one who killed King Baron himself.”

The woman’s lips quivered lightly. “And why… why is she here?”

Haya sighed. “I’ve been asking myself that all day. Now come on, I need names and experience. Lys has ordered a quick integration of refugees. Lodging and food for the first month will be paid for by the Empire.”
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Ilea landed near a growing bushfire, using her ash to deal with the flames. The heat itself had caused leaves and wood alike to burn.

She found Feyrair sitting on a rock, his hand supporting his chin and his eyes staring at the regenerating form of a creature that seemed somewhat human-like.

“Having fun?” she asked, her wings dissolving when she landed.

“Young Gael is quite impressive. He lacks experience, but his magic is promising. Reminds me of young Fire Wastes warriors, but with potent healing and a far more impressive defense. Granted, he won’t be burning down entire mountainsides.”

“Not our goal anyway,” Ilea said, helping her student’s healing along. “The refugees should be alright now,” she said absently while looking through her necklace.

Ilea found a storage ring that had been amongst the treasure she’d gotten from her collaboration with Hector and threw it at the naked Gael.

“Here, it’ll help with the clothing problem. Also, maybe you should wash yourself sometimes. Making a somewhat good impression can help with your missions.”

“Being ash- and blood-covered helps too,” the man said. “The less talk the better,” he added, then looked at the ring. “I cannot accept this, Lilith. This is expensive.”

“You take that. It’s a gift. It will solve your maul problem, too. That thing is absolutely wrecked,” she said, looking at the weapon lying next to him.

He perked up at that. “You can store weapons?”

“Of course, it’s a storage item. It stores things.”

He nodded now, looking at the ring with interest. “Then I shall accept it, Lilith.” He stood up and bowed, though not without having the decency to cover his junk with ash. “And I will work hard to repay this debt.”

“No debt. It’s a gift. Just don’t lose to your rage, and maybe choose an evolution that helps with it when you get there.”

“I will,” Gael said as his ashen armor reformed, turning the man back into a monster.

His version of ashen armor had jagged horns and spikes protruding from his head and shoulders, as well as from his arms and thighs. Ilea couldn’t help but smile at the sight. Not your typical healing order attire, that was for sure.

“We should clear out the mine,” she said to Feyrair.

“I shall go and send my report. It’s overdue,” Gael said. “I assume there will be nothing left to do when I get back.”

“Probably. Best of luck on your other missions.”

“And to you, Founder. Thank you for the gift and your assistance,” Gael said, putting a fist to his heart.

Ilea gave him a nod before he vanished.

Feyrair grinned at her.

“What?” Ilea asked, starting toward the mine.

“You inspire deep respect in your subjects.”

“He’s not my subject. Just a student in the organization I happened to help found.”

“Whatever you say,” Feyrair said. “Founder,” he added in a sarcastic tone.

Ilea gave a slight smile below her armor. “Come on, let’s clear the mine.”


FORTY-THREE
Northward





The two worked through the expansive mine for the next twenty minutes, finding only a few remaining creatures and their nest. With everything killed and burned down, they returned to the surface.

“Not exactly a Taleen facility,” Feyrair said.

“Yeah. Though I’m glad we didn’t have to clear out hundreds of kilometers’ worth of mine.”

They returned to Samethol a few minutes later to find the inn clear of patrons. Instead, there was a tailor talking with Haya as they distributed clothing to the refugees.

Everyone froze when Ilea and Feyrair appeared in the room.

“I can see you’re well on your way, then. Did Gael show up?” Ilea asked.

“He did,” Haya said. “I’ve already sent the report to the nearest guild. Word should arrive in Ravenhall in a few days.”

Ilea’s eyebrows quirked up. “That quickly?”

“The guild has trained messengers, mages, and animals that can bridge the distance far faster than a single rider or flier ever could,” Haya said with some pride. “With the war, the Empire invested a lot more in a reliable and fast messenger system. We just happen to benefit from that.”

I’m sure I can outfly them, Ilea thought with a smile.

“Impressive cooperation,” Feyrair commented, checking on the clothes sitting on a nearby table.

He got a few looks, but nobody dared talk to the mage.

“The mine is clear,” Ilea announced. “We found and destroyed the remaining Shredders and their nest. Maybe give it some time, then check in to make sure we didn’t miss anything.”

Haya smiled. “That’s wonderful news. Should I… give the payment to you or have it sent to the Sentinels? Gael refused to be paid.”

“Have it sent to the Sentinels. How much was the rate, anyway?”

The woman blinked. “What?”

“The pay for the job.”

“Eh… I thought you’d know? Ah, apologies, I didn’t mean to offend. I’m sure you have more important matters to attend to. We couldn’t offer much. Significantly less than is usually paid to an adventurer team of the appropriate rank… Not that anybody of that level would show up to Samethol for a Shredder extermination job anyway,” Haya sighed.

“Why not? It was a challenging fight, I’m sure, even for Gael,” Ilea said. She wasn’t sure exactly how challenging it had actually been for the man, but at least the levels would’ve been good.

Haya nodded slowly. “Yes… challenging – and dangerous. There is better pay to be had for far less treacherous work. Especially with the recent war.”

“I see. Disappointing, but I guess it makes sense. Do make sure to spread the name of the Sentinels, at least. I’m sure they’re happy to take on dangerous jobs,” Ilea said.

She assumed many of them worked for free at the moment. If it was appropriately dangerous work, it would benefit them in terms of both fighting experience and plain levels. And with her funds, they didn’t really need anything else.

But Ilea knew that a service like that would be fishy to most and downright inconceivable to others. And establishing the notion that Sentinels worked for reduced rates or even for free would also set a precedent in terms of expectations.

Oh well. I’m sure Trian and the others can think it through. At the end of the day, as long as the Sentinels can go on missions, help out, and grow, the rest doesn’t really matter all that much in my eyes.

“Of course… Hardly think anyone will believe what I’ve seen, but I’ll do my best,” Haya said and laughed awkwardly.

“Before we go, can you arrange a map to Mothine for me? We’re to do a job nearby,” Ilea said.

Haya waved to the innkeeper. “Lilith needs a map to Mothine. Can you check with Caral?”

“Of course, I’ll be right back,” the large man said and ran out of the inn.

“Thanks,” Ilea said. “As for the refugees, how much would a few weeks of lodging and food cost?”

The woman waved her off. “There’s no need, Lilith. The Empire will cover basics for a month.”

“Good to hear,” Ilea said.

She drank some ale until the innkeeper returned, a rolled-up piece of paper in hand, which he quickly gave her.

“Thanks. How much is it?” Ilea asked, looking at the map detailing the specific journey between Samethol and their next stop.

“It’s on the house,” the man said. “It’s good that the mine has been cleared. Plenty of people here depend on it.”

Ilea could tell that the general attention had been on her for the past few minutes. Many in the group were unsure if they should talk to her or not, if anything was expected of them, or if they had to wait for her to say something. It all felt a little uncomfortable, so she decided to cut it short there.

“Well, it was good to see your town, and I’m glad Gael was safe. Good fortune to all of you,” she said, then vanished.

Outside the inn again, Feyrair appeared at her side, their wings spreading before they flew northward.

“You seemed uncomfortable,” he said.

Ilea sighed. “It’s a little too much attention. And it’s the way they look at me, as if I’m some kind of… I don’t know…”

“Monster? Savior? Goddess?”

“I guess.”

“Yeah. I think I understand now, the normalcy you seek. That’s why you show up in plain clothes, hiding your power in such a way. But you know, I think they admire you, look to you for guidance,” he said before he looked toward the sky. “You have power… but at the same time, you show compassion. It is a combination I rarely see in elves.”

“It doesn’t feel particularly special.”

“I believe that it is. And perhaps there is merit in such a way.”

He gave her a look halfway between constipation and consternation.

“…Are you trying to copy how they looked at me?”

“Am I succeeding?”

“No. You look ridiculous.”

“I look fabulous. You’re just envious of the colors I wear, Ilea Ash.”

She smiled and rolled her eyes at him, then spread her wings.

The distance was noted as several days’ worth of travel, but they arrived near the city of Mothine in less than an hour. A few landmarks mentioned on the map ensured that they followed the right path and arrived at the correct place.

Ilea took in the city from a distance, letting go of Feyrair as she slowed. The elf spread his wings again and hissed.

“Was it necessary to come here this quickly?”

“No, I just like to hold you. It’s funny,” Ilea said, not looking at him.

He laughed. “Sure. Whatever you enjoy, human.”

The city walls were high and looked sturdy, with a simple design. The town itself was built between two large rivers that split the surrounding plains. It looked like one of the smallest Baralian cities she had visited so far, but the roads leading to and from it bustled with activity. Bridges from the south and north were the only way to get into the settlement.

“What did you read earlier?” Ilea asked, curious as to the books he had brought out read during their flight.

“Details of the history of Baralia and Lys, specifically the regions we’re in right now. Dull, but less so than the Taleen records. The ratio of bureaucracy to warfare is far more balanced. There’s quite a long history of conflict between those two nations.”

“I don’t think that’s a good thing,” she said.

“Perhaps you’re right. But it does make for a better read,” he answered. “Mothine, with the rivers Kaar and Nela, marks a definite border between the Empire and the Kingdom – well, not anymore.”

“Where did you even get those books?”

“You gave me coins, remember? I used some of them.”

She smiled as they descended, landing near the road leading to Mothine. A few groups of travelers looked their way, but nobody approached, keeping themselves to themselves.

Ilea walked to a nearby caravan. She had changed into leather armor and waved to one of the cart drivers. “Hello, got space for two on your wagon?”

“Ten copper each, and I’ll take you to the city,” the wizened old man said, squinting at the pair.

Ilea summoned the coin and handed it to the man before jumping on the broad, half-empty cart. The wheels creaked when she landed, and the mules slowed down from the increased weight – then even more so when Feyrair sat down opposite Ilea.

The driver murmured something about adventurers but was happy enough with his coin, considering the short distance.

“Another thought of normalcy?” Feyrair asked, his reptilian eyes sparkling as he smiled. High-level adventurers had strange eyes from time to time, meaning he wouldn’t necessarily be seen as different because of them.

“If you want to call it that,” Ilea said and summoned a meal, handing him a bowl. By now, she used her storage items freely – anybody who would have the power to challenge her wouldn’t be impressed by something that trivial. “I also like to enjoy the moments when I don’t have to rush somewhere.”

“A rare joy indeed,” Fey said as he started eating, making sure to cover his teeth between bites.

Ilea watched him eat, wondering how many people so far east would know what an elf looked like. The western cities had needed to deal with them even before the attacks of the past few years, but here? Perhaps they would know of them based on sketches or stories, but she didn’t know to what extent.

The cart rattled slightly as they drove over uneven ground, a few holes in the road causing their driver to swerve to the right.

“Damn mages,” he muttered. “Blades don’t make holes in roads.”

“Some do,” Ilea said and continued eating.

He just grunted in response.

No time to repair the roads yet? Or they just don’t care, she thought, gazing out over the fields. The grassland had been ravaged – much of it had been overturned, and small defensive positions made with stone were still visible.

“Fighting seems to have been rough here,” she said.

The driver grunted again.

“It’s an important city for bringing supplies through,” Feyrair said. “Would’ve been interesting to be here during the war.”

Ilea kept looking at the fields. “I prefer monsters and machines.”

He looked at her but remained silent, finishing his meal before he made the bowl vanish.

They soon reached the stone bridge that led over the first river and toward the massive city gate.

“You’re not my cargo. This far enough?” the driver asked.

“Of course. Thanks for the ride,” Ilea said and jumped out, followed by Feyrair.

Groups of imperial soldiers were present on the bridge, talking to each other or just watching the travelers. Most of them were at a rather low level, but their gear looked to be in good shape, and most of them were at least somewhat vigilant.

Feyrair received plenty of attention, his getup sticking out even amongst the adventurers who made their way to the gates. The elf didn’t seem to mind, though, eyeing the people around him in turn.

“There are so many,” he said.

A dozen guards at the gates checked everyone who went in or out. They worked fast, only glancing at papers, sigils, and badges before they waved people through. Ilea summoned her Shadow badge to draw attention away from Feyrair.

“Welcome, Shadows,” the man said, waving them in without further questions.

Ilea summoned the piece of paper detailing the job and glanced at the man. “Where can we find Officer Barren?”

The guard pointed into the city. “Central plaza, large fountain that looks like a bear. Can’t miss it. Largest building there.”

“Thanks,” Ilea said and walked on. “No fee to enter either,” she mused, looking at the many people walking around the city. There were plenty of injured and sick begging for money. Ilea assumed most of them had either been slaves or soldiers before the war and had since lost their occupation – for better or worse.

She slowly walked past them, a thin layer of ash flowing over the ground in a near-invisible film that resembled dust or dark sand. Everyone’s injuries miraculously healed, and many of them gave their thanks to the passing healer.

“I thought you didn’t like attention,” Fey commented as a small crowd began to follow them, calls of “healer!” ringing out as more people were made aware of her.

“I can heal them in seconds. And we can disappear quickly enough,” Ilea said. “Don’t see why I shouldn’t do at least that.”

“Many of my kind would say that those who get injured or die made mistakes or were weak.”

“I see the general point, but there are plenty of people who just get unlucky. Born in the wrong place, trusted the wrong people, or whatever. Don’t think it has to be their fault. And now they get lucky because I walked past them.”

Feyrair smiled. “Lucky indeed.”
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When there were so many people that they started to get in their way, Ilea made sure everyone nearby was healed before she displaced both herself and Feyrair into another street.

She continued her healing where appropriate, taking in the sights of the busy city. Merchants shouted out what goods they had for sale today, while artists, warriors, and courtesans advertised their services at every corner.

Feyrair suppressed a hiss.

“What is it?” Ilea asked.

“I smell the sweat and fear. It’s intense, and it makes me hungry.”

Ilea walked to a food stand selling skewers and summoned a few copper coins. “Cities tend to be crowded. Some are pretty dirty, too.”

“Why would anybody choose to live here?” Feyrair asked as he looked around, gratefully receiving the skewers she handed him.

Ilea started eating. “You know the answer to that.”

“Safety. A lack of better opportunities. But here? Why not risk battle for a better life?”

“We’re not prone to liking to fight monsters quite as much as you are, nor are we usually nearly as powerful. It takes a lot of effort for most humans to get to two hundred.”

“It’s like living in a prison,” he said. “And your houses… boxes of stone or wood behind walls and stacked together. It’s… strange to me, though I don’t mean to offend.”

“It’s fine. I like being in the wilderness too, but people often want different things. Here, you have others around all the time, things are happening, and entertainment and food are readily available. And it’s warm,” Ilea said. “I enjoy coming into cities from time to time, and while I wouldn’t want to live in one all the time, having an apartment or house is nice. A nice bed, a kitchen, a bathtub.”

“But most here don’t have the kind of building you own.”

“I know. Not everyone can kill monsters or find treasure in ancient ruins to make a living.”

“Yes, I doubt many here would survive more than a day even in the local wilderness,” Feyrair said. “It’s such a different life than what I grew up with.”

“Would you have wanted a life here instead?”

“Hmm. I wonder. It may have been safer, but to be unable to fight, to live at the whims of others, to be involved in the wars of nations? No. The freedom I found through martial strength, and then through my path with the Hunters, that is who I am.”

“Yeah, I get it. At least they can join an adventuring guild to go out there and fight if they want to. It’s just that few humans want to do that if a safer option is available.”

“I do wonder how many elves would choose not to fight, if such was not expected of them,” Feyrair said when they reached the plaza. In the middle of the open space, a fountain was spewing water out of a massive stone bear’s open mouth.

“That’s a good question. Though with the magic they have, I guess they might enjoy hunting at the very least.”

He smiled. “I agree. Perhaps we are a little more inclined to battle than your kind.”

Ilea made for the largest building, a defensible stone edifice. She noted that not a single mark from the war was visible on the walls.

“What’s your business?” asked an imperial guard standing next to the iron gate, his eyes on Feyrair.

Ilea summoned her badge and the note. “We’re here to see Officer Barren about this notice.”

“Another one,” the guard said, looking her up and down. “Well, alright. If you’re Shadows, this may actually be resolved.”

“It’s such a tough job?”

“Shouldn’t be, you’re right. But nobody’s returned so far. Hard to say who or what is hiding in that burg,” he murmured, glancing away.

“What do you know?” Feyrair asked, taking a step closer to the man.

The guard clutched his spear, but the elf wasn’t impressed.

[Warrior – lvl 68]

“Just… seems the job should have a higher rating. That’s all I’m saying. There must still be high-ranking soldiers and officers around refusing to surrender. Who knows who they side with?” the guard said in an undertone.

Ilea grunted, walking toward the entrance with Feyrair in tow. “Thanks,” she said to the guard as they entered.

Is he suggesting someone is keeping the job lower-rated to protect someone?

They quickly found Officer Barren, a man in uniform with graying hair who looked to be in his forties. He was sitting at a large desk in the entrance hall of all places. Stacks of paperwork lay scattered on his desk, soldiers and administrative personnel rushing past from time to time.

“What is it?” he asked without looking up.

“Your fortress problem,” Ilea said, flashing her Shadow badge.

Barren looked at her now, then glanced at Feyrair and back at Ilea. “Don’t remember asking a Shadow to help.”

“I’m here as a Medic Sentinel.”

He grunted. “I see. That new healing order from Ravenhall. Well, a Shadow being part of their ranks makes the idea of hiring them not quite as laughable as I thought. Talk to Paulson.”

Barren pointed at a bored-looking soldier sitting on a windowsill on the other side of the hall. An imperial scout, judging by his armor. Ilea didn’t say anything, instead just walking over to the indicated man.

“How very arrogant,” Feyrair whispered. “For someone of so little power.”

She glanced at him. “Rank carries power, too. If you were to bother him too much, you could offend the Empire itself. But in this case, I’m fairly sure the reason is a lack of sleep and too much stress. Pretty problematic when you’re below a certain level and can’t just ignore it.”

“And who are you?” the scout said, examining her with his green eyes. He wore a hood that covered part of his face, his armor was light but padded, and two straight swords hung from his belt. He, too, wore the imperial light gray.

[Rogue – lvl 138]

“I always thought it interesting that rogues can be part of an army. Doesn’t the name suggest a conflict of interest?” Ilea asked.

He sighed. “If that confuses you, miss healer, then I suggest you participate on the front lines in the next war.”

Ilea smiled. “I am the front line. We’re here to take care of this one.”

She summoned the notice, and the rogue perked up a little when he saw the casual use of a storage item.

“Another one. Just the two of you?”

“I assure you, we are more than enough.”

“Who are you, exactly?” Paulson asked, really looking at her for the first time.

“No one of importance,” Ilea said. “Can you show us where the fort is located?”

He kept looking at her before his attention finally fell on Feyrair. “The military fort, yes. It’s half a day’s ride west of the city.”

“That seems pretty close. You don’t have the resources to deal with it?”

“Suppose it’s easier to hire someone else instead. Plenty of imperials have died in this war. I believe Officer Barren wants to keep casualties low,” Paulson explained. “You’re the highest-level people to take the job, so that’s promising. Still… just two people,” he murmured, shaking his head.

“Let’s head to the fort, then,” Ilea said.

“I’ll get you close tomorrow. It’s already getting late. Get your mounts ready, if you use any. We ride at dawn.”

“I don’t think we should wait. We can fly. Fast. We’ll carry you there.”

“And leave me stranded while you infiltrate the fort? No,” Paulson said.

“No, I’ll bring you back before we do that,” Ilea said.

He looked at her and smiled. “As much as I’d like to see that, we’ll ride tomorrow.”

Ilea sighed. “The curse of normalcy. Well, let’s see if this works.”
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Paulson watched as the woman turned and addressed the officer, a layer of ash spreading out from her back. It quickly formed into a thick layer of lithe armor, its dull black sheen reflecting little of the light in the hall.

“Officer Barren, I’d like to borrow Mr. Paulson for a little while. Is that acceptable?”

“My soldiers are mine to command, adventurer,” Barren said, looking up at her.

A cold feeling suddenly went down Paulson’s back. He couldn’t breathe. From one moment to the next, she had changed from a high-level healer to a monster he had no hope of ever defeating.

Paulson had seen many a creature and plenty of arrogant high-level adventurers and even Shadows. Half of them were nobles or rich children who didn’t know what they were talking about, running into dungeons or military positions, never to return.

He knew nothing of the woman’s experience. She seemed young, careless, and cocky, but now he knew that, at the very least, she was different than most he had faced before.

A fear spell? No… it feels different, instinctual. She isn’t using my mind or fear against me – she’s just showing us what she is.

“I came here to deal with a problem, not to be sent to an inn by a lazy scout,” the woman said. “We can leave now and find out what’s going on, right now. Does that sound agreeable, officer?”

Barren tried to speak, but words failed him. The entire hall stood or sat frozen with their eyes on the Shadow.

Paulson couldn’t help but be amused. Perhaps it was the first time most of these people had felt the presence of an overwhelmingly powerful creature. It was a little hypocritical, of course – he himself had weaseled his way into this position because it was well paid and safe, without a chance of encountering demons and beasts. But it turned out that he hadn’t been entirely correct.

The cold feeling of danger vanished just as quickly as it had come, but the ashen warrior remained. Well, the ashen healer.

“Take him,” Barren said, throwing him to the beast as easily as he breathed.

That was another thing he liked about this position. Barren was predictable. It just so happened that, in this case, he’d received the shit end of the stick.

“Well, I suppose you were convincing enough,” Paulson said. “I can’t fly myself, so, to the roof?” he asked with a shrug.

The woman looked at him now, her piercing blue eyes squinting at him. He found himself taking a step back, nearly hitting the wall.

“There is no need,” she said, and the world shifted.

Paulson suddenly appeared outside, approximately fifty meters in the air – and falling fast. He activated his enchantments and prepared for a hard landing.

Might break my legs… ah, that’s going to suck.

Then something grabbed him under his shoulders, and smooth black limbs flowed around him before he hovered in the air.

“What…?”

Looking up, he saw the ashen woman. Two black wings now adorned her back, moving slowly in the wind. Her armored companion had his own wings of white flame that looked nearly invisible in the sunlight.

“I’m starting to feel like you’re overqualified for this job,” he said.

“Who cares?” the woman asked as she moved closer, easily keeping him in the air with a few of the ashen limbs coming out of her back. “Where’s the fort?”

Flying really makes a massive difference… It’s like looking at a map, Paulson thought, pointing to the road leading west.

“We have to follow the road for a few hours. See that heightened terrain in the distance? The fort is located at the highest point, surrounded by a small forest.”

The woman moved him closer to her, and her wings started to vibrate slightly as a few of her limbs crept over to grab her slightly unwilling companion. Paulson smiled to himself, realizing that he wasn’t the only one who would be carried by the ashen monster.

And here I thought he was the stronger of the two. Maybe I was wrong.

As Paulson chuckled, the air was suddenly punched out of his lungs, his sight going dark as his body tried to push against the sudden acceleration. He felt his magic surge, screaming against the air that flowed into him.

His heartbeat quickened, and he struggled to breathe until something warm flowed into him. At first, he thought he’d pissed himself, but then he concluded that it was healing magic. It felt a little different than the type he had experienced before, but it was essentially the same.

What a service. I wonder if I could hire her to transport me to Virilya for a few days off.

He would’ve asked, but he couldn’t speak with the constant flow of air.

“That the place?” the woman asked suddenly, pointing to the distant forest.

Paulson calmed himself and coughed a few times before he rubbed his eyes. “Lady, I can’t see that far.”

“Is this the forest? There’s a fort on top of a hill.”

He looked around to find that they were, in fact, in the right area. “Holy swords, you’re fast… Well, I don’t know if there are any other forts in the area, but I suppose that’s the one. May I go back now?”

“No. You’ll come with us. Both as a witness and an imperial scout in case we need the authority you wield.”

Paulson sighed, gesturing to the woman’s ashen limbs and his general situation. “Authority?”

“Yes. I don’t know Officer Barren, so you’ll come with us, just in case he acts brazen,” the woman said.

“Like you did?” her companion asked.

She pointed at him. “Yes.”

The three suddenly dropped in a free fall before they slowed and landed in the forest.

Oh ground, how I’ve missed you, Paulson thought, falling to his knees and touching the earth.

“Alright, I’ll come with you. Might as well get some reputation and more pay out of this. Care to tell me who you are?”

“Still no idea?” the woman asked.

“Are you famous or something? You’re not an ordinary Shadow, that’s for sure. A favor, then? For someone who knows what’s going on in the fort? Or a personal vengeance? I don’t think you’re a General of the Imperial Army. Are you from the northern tribes or Baralia itself?” Paulson guessed. He really had no idea who the woman and her companion were.

“At least someone doesn’t know you,” her companion said in an amused tone.

“I’m Lilith, one of the founders of the Medic Sentinels.”

Paulson nodded. “Lilith, great. Well, welcome to Baralia. It’s as fucked as you’ve surely heard.”

She sighed. “Yes, I know. I was here, clearing cities of Cursed, fighting alongside General Ryse.”

“Oh, yes, her!” He had no clue. “That makes sense, with you having that flying speed and level. Makes less sense why you’re here, though.”

Lilith started marching toward the higher elevation, laughing to herself as she passed him. “Let’s just go.”

“I like you,” the mage said and made a hissing sound. He had red reptile-like eyes and glared at him with an almost predatory gaze.

“Just don’t eat me, alright?” Paulson said. He noticed Lilith tensed up and glanced back at him, but she resumed her walk a moment later.

I should probably be more careful about what I say. Powerful people on a personal mission. Just keep your head down and get a few medals and a recommendation. Not for Officer rank, but maybe I could be a Captain. It might be more relaxing than this kind of work.

His position in Mothine had been somewhat relaxed as most of the conflict after the war had focused on the larger cities in the former kingdom. Mothine had fallen early, and while the fighting had been fierce, afterward it seemed clear that the town would simply become part of Lys. Few local nobles had remained, nor were they unwelcoming of imperial rule. But beyond that, Paulson neither cared nor informed himself of much.

He kept pace with the two powerful Shadows, Sentinels, monsters, or whatever they wanted to call themselves. As they neared the fort, he started to see familiar parts of the forest, and he noticed that he was getting winded.

“Can we slow down a little?” he asked, then pointed at a large boulder sitting in the middle of a clearing. “That’s where I brought the last groups who took this job.”

Lilith glanced at the boulder. “How many were there before, and what were their levels?”

“Three adventurer teams… four to six people. First two were ruby teams, I’d say. Last one was sapphire, but that one had a mage at level two hundred and ten. Pretty rare to see such a difference. They seemed experienced, too.”

“Three teams took the job and none came back? But the job’s still got the same rating?” Lilith asked.

Paulson raised his hands. “Hey, I didn’t put up the job. Officer Barren didn’t change the rating. He did complain about the lack of courage and experience within adventuring teams, though – for way too long.”

“What do you think, then? A level two hundred mage was either captured, killed, or somehow persuaded to leave the fort alone.”

“Yeah… I mean, they’re adventurers. It’s possible they were paid off, if there’s someone living in there, or there’s a monster in there that’s simply beyond them. The reward is good, hence the interest, but since the war… well, I hear a lot of treasuries are already empty, broken into. Nobility and rich folk are missing, their assets gone or hidden… I’d wager they were paid off to leave. Some important slavers or nobility, who knows? Baralia is probably full of treasure right now – and dangerous people.”

“Yeah. Maybe even a bunch of pirates,” Lilith said.

“I suppose so, miss,” Paulson said. “Though they do usually use ships.”

“Do they now?” she asked, though she obviously wasn’t expecting an answer as she continued toward the fort, glimpses of the large structure now visible through the gaps in the trees.

Paulson wondered if he was walking into an easy promotion or the den of a hydra. The woman had proven herself to be powerful, but while he knew she was strong, the spell she had used could have been anything.

They were both above his identify range, but that, too, could mean many different things. Either way, he couldn’t get away, that much he knew. So he decided he’d just roll with the punches, help out here and there, and hopefully get back alive and a little richer.


FORTY-FIVE
Sneaking?





Ilea glanced back at the scout, unsure how much he really knew. Either way, she was pretty sure he hadn’t guessed Feyrair’s nature.

Paulson was definitely a liability when it came to their team and their combat effectiveness, but while Ilea expected there to be some complications with this mission, she didn’t really think it would be that much of a problem. The only reasonable threat would be a four-mark beast hiding in the walls of the fort, but she assumed Paulson’s suggestions were much more reasonable.

A beast, experienced adventurers could run from. Probably. But some slavers, or members of the Baralia nobility or military hiding away, maybe even amassing power to strike back at one city or another? That would make more sense.

She assumed there must be many groups working on just that at the moment, especially around cities that had been captured after extended battles and with heavy losses.

“Any tracks or traps you can see?” she asked the soldier, knowing that Feyrair wasn’t exactly useful when it came to that. He, too, used her tried-and-trusted approach of literally just walking in the front door.

With humans, however, the problem of hostages was all too prevalent. And while she wouldn’t stop at such threats, she would at least try to prevent them from coming up in the first place.

“I’m not a tracker,” the man said. “And I doubt they’d set traps in the middle of the forest.”

“But you’re a scout, are you not?” Fey asked him.

“Yeah, well, it’s just a unit in the Imperial Army. Trust me, there are scouts who wouldn’t know the difference between a horse and a demon track.”

Ilea smiled. She had met a few of them, and her impression was that they were good at scouting and staying hidden, but she also understood that individuals didn’t necessarily have the spells and skills to make any of that easier.

“You’ve fought demons?” she asked Paulson instead, using her various abilities to check for any physical, spatial, or magical irregularities in the surroundings.

“Ah, no. I was stationed in the eastern part of the Empire. Lucky enough not to face any of those, but I heard enough stories. I’ve fought undead, and they seem to match the creatures I heard about. Except for the part where corpses start to rise as demons.”

“Where’s your team, anyway? Don’t scouts usually work in groups?” Ilea asked, finding a peculiar runed stone hidden below a few large leaves. She held up a hand to motion them to stop.

The scout didn’t reply, scanning the surroundings as his hands hovered near the hilts of his swords.

“It’s just a trap, I think. Rune. Looks like this,” she said, forming it with her ash.

“That one makes a loud bang,” the scout said. “It’s pretty basic.”

“How do I disable it? I usually just let these things activate.”

“We can avoid it. Probably has a certain range where sufficient mana disturbance would activate it. A few meters, I’d guess, if it’s hidden and small,” Paulson explained. “Disabling it would be tricky. We’d need a rune mage, some sort of mana intrusion, or a spell to essentially counter the effects. Barriers, usually.”

Ilea formed a thin trail of ash and made it swirl around. “Think it would activate from that?”

The scout looked at the trail and shook his head. “Probably not. Barely registers to my senses, and runes aren’t quite as nuanced as actual magic perception abilities. Usually.”

She extended the ash until she touched the rune, then sent Storm of Cinders through it, hoping the time it took for the mana to reach the rune wouldn’t activate it. The rune didn’t go off, but she also learned that her spell was entirely too much for the problem at hand, the stone exploding into bits.

“I assume subtlety isn’t your forte?” the scout asked.

Ilea looked at him. “No.”

“Figured,” the man said as he followed after Ilea. “Also, we don’t always work in teams, but I’m not exactly supposed to share military formations and strategies with others.”

“Sure. It’s just that I’ve met scouts before. Seemed more like a team effort thing.”

“Most organizations use groups, except maybe assassins, though I hear they like to work in teams as well.”

Feyrair nodded in understanding. “That explains some things, too.”

“Probably does in terms of personal power, yes,” Ilea remarked.

He hissed. “You’re an outlier, then.”

“Yes, and a healer.”

Feyrair grunted. “It helps, but in the end, it’s tenacity and experience that will get you through.”

“No, it’s resistances and being able to regenerate a missing heart.”

“Both will help. We’re not disagreeing entirely.”

I guess we’ll see how the Sentinels do.

She didn’t question that the will to fight and to face risks, preferably alone, was important, but she also didn’t deny that she would’ve died countless times already without her healing magic.

Paulson cleared his throat. “Erm, I don’t want to interrupt, but I can actually see a few tracks here.”

Ilea looked down and found something too. “A wagon?”

“Seems to have been a heavy one, too. Want to follow it? Leads away from the main road and up toward the fort.”

“Cargo entry, maybe? But why not just use the main road?”

Following the trail, they soon reached a camouflaged section in the rocky hill. Ilea easily saw past the trap, a net covered in leaves and sticks.

More and more likely that people are here.

Paulson checked and lifted the thing, and the three of them stepped underneath it, finding a dark tunnel leading inward.

“You don’t know why they wouldn’t use the main gate?” Paulson asked. “I see you’ve never had to operate the oversized gates in a city wall.”

“Convenience doesn’t make a whole lot of sense here,” Ilea said. A secret entrance for smuggling sounded more likely to her. “Silence, now,” she added, focusing on the tunnel.

Ilea spread her wings and lifted the scout and Feyrair, his bright, fiery wings now visible in the darkness. Flying was far quieter than walking, as long as there was enough space. It allowed them to move almost silently through the tunnel until a stone wall blocked their way.

A steel gate was set into the middle of it, and a few enchantments brimming with magical energy had been placed within the wall. There was nothing against space magic, though, so Ilea displaced the three of them inside.
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Paulson suddenly appeared behind the enchanted wall, teleported against his will by either Lilith or the nameless mage.

“There were enchantments,” he whispered.

“Nothing against that spell,” Lilith said, glancing at the empty chair sitting behind the gate. “No guard.”

She continued the flight through the tunnel, which soon began to smell of rot, sweat, and plenty of other unpleasantness. When they came out into a rather spacious stone cellar, dimly lit by burning torches placed in wall sockets, Lilith placed them down and vanished.

Paulson looked around the room while he tried to cover his nose with the shirt below his armor. There were crates, some with open tops, while others were still closed. Next came cages for holding people, mostly, though they were either dead or close enough. He knew what starvation looked like.

He also knew a sadistic fuck when he saw one. A greasy-looking man was sitting on a small wooden chair, overseeing the cages with a sickly grin, his eyes already darting their way.

Lilith, apparently, wasn’t a stranger to such things either, already stuffing the man’s mouth with ash and binding his arms and legs with more of the element. Her attention, however, was on the slaves in the various cages.

“Check the exit, Fey. Make sure nobody disturbs us for a while,” she said. Something in her voice had changed; her casual tone had gone entirely.

Ah, she’s one of those types. Makes sense why she took this job, then, Paulson thought, looking around the rest of the large cellar.

She would be able to help the people here with her healing, so he focused instead on the various crates, checking them for potentially dangerous valuables that may corrupt lesser men. He expected to find wine, food, and drugs, and indeed he did, but he also discovered plenty of weapons. The next crate held materials used in alchemy and enchantments – dried herbs and monster pieces, of which he only knew a few.

It wasn’t exactly what he thought a group of slavers would hold within their storage rooms, but then again, many had just been merchants. He assumed they’d just made off with the goods they’d still had after the war and hidden them here. Or there really was a group ready to make a move on Mothine.

Former nobility, then?

Not that this here would be enough to take back Mothine, but more people would die, which meant more paperwork and a grumpier Barren. Not a welcome prospect.

The mage, who was apparently called Fey, had taken up a position at the foot of a large stairwell leading up, casually leaning against the wall.

Lilith was speaking to one of the prisoners in a whisper. She walked to the closed cage and grabbed two of the steel bars, dragging the gagged man behind her with her ashen limbs.

“He probably has a key,” Paulson said offhandedly, watching as the woman quite literally bent the steel bars apart. “Or do that, sure.”

That done, she walked over with the gagged man in tow. His uniform was quite obviously in the Baralia colors, though it was marred with blood splatters that were decidedly fresh, and not his own.

“Shall we interrogate him?” Paulson asked.

As Lilith walked toward the stairs without a word, she suddenly jerked her limbs, splattering the man against the stone wall and smearing what was left of him a few meters across the wall before letting go.

“Or not. That works too,” Paulson said. He glanced at the squashed remains of the corpse and quickly followed after her. He was starting to think that he should inquire about this Lilith person once he was back in Mothine. “So, what’s the plan?”

“They’re a group of both Baralia troops and slavers. The people down here were just the undesirables. Most of the slaves are still in the fort itself. Kill at your discretion,” Lilith said.

“Very well,” the mage said and hissed.

The sound sent a shiver down Paulson’s spine. There was something about the pitch. Or his magic. It was hard to tell.

“May I guard this cellar?” he asked.

“The door is locked. And I’ll know if someone shows up down here,” Lilith said. “Come with me. Let me know about the ranks you see on their armor. I would like to avoid killing soldiers who don’t particularly want to be here. But anyone who attacks us is fair game.”

Paulson sighed, but he knew he didn’t have a choice. Again, he was teleported through the door. The mage was already gone, he found, and Lilith stepped through the corridor with lithe movements. He decided now was the time to unsheathe his swords, just in case.

They went from room to room, Lilith casually opening the locked doors either with a spell or by sending ash into the keyholes. He supposed subtlety wasn’t her usual approach, but she wasn’t half bad at it.

Most of the rooms were empty, but some had tied-up or caged slaves in them, all of whom Lilith freed. She vanished with them before Paulson could reasonably do anything. He assumed she was taking them down into the cellar, but he did wonder how she would know if anybody showed up there. Maybe she could communicate mentally or something like that. He’d seen some interesting spells in his time.

Instead, he searched through desk drawers, checking for important documents or incriminating evidence. He did find a pouch full of silver that he thought could surely be used in the coming trial of the slavers who had taken this place.

When he heard footsteps, Paulson let go of the pouch and grabbed his swords. He waited, crouching, and saw the door handle move. He would be hidden for a moment as the entrance opened toward him.

Two men stepped inside, the first wearing formal clothing in a deep red color, his hair black and bound in a small bun.

[Mage – lvl ??]

Shit.

The man walked into the room and glanced at the empty cage before he turned toward Paulson’s corner.

He was already gone, reappearing silently in the corridor and coming face to face with the second man, who wore plate armor without a helmet. A Baralia soldier.

[Warrior – lvl 125]

The warrior used a quick slash technique, his hand blurring to the sword sheathed on his belt before whipping the steel blade out. A common first move by trained fighters.

And one that Paulson had seen a thousand times before.

He went in, using the sword in his right hand to deflect the blow upward and past his own head while thrusting his second one into the man’s neck. It was his fault for not wearing a helmet and leaving such a glaring weakness.

Fleeing was the reasonable thing to do, but turning his back on a warrior of that level wasn’t the smart choice. Not with both of them likely being able to teleport.

He pushed the sword farther into the soldier’s throat, locking eyes with him as the man grabbed the blade with his left hand.

Not enough, he thought, jumping back and slashing the man’s unprotected fingers. He felt magic to his left, turning to find the mage standing in the hallway.

A gust of wind came at him before he vanished, reappearing with his body sped up to counter the following attacks. He dodged a blade of wind before another gust slammed into him, one of his swords clattering to the ground.

He rolled on the floor and got up again, feeling magic form behind him, but something cut into his back and pushed him to the ground. Paulson tried to use his teleportation, but the spell failed.

“An imperial scout. Now, why don’t you tell me what you’re doing here and how many others have come in through the cargo entrance?” The mage spoke in a monotone, his voice entirely uncaring. “Get over here and pin him down.”

Paulson tried to swing his sword in an attempt to get free. A blade of wind welcomed his movement and sliced through his arm. It fell to the floor, entirely severed.

He bit down hard, groaning in pain as he focused on his breathing, trying not to lose consciousness. If Lilith showed up again, he might still have a chance. He would support her to the best of his abilities.

“A veteran, too,” the man said, watching as the soldier grabbed Paulson’s shoulder and held him down. The man still bled from his throat, not saying a word but looking down with anger burning in his eyes. “Now tell m⁠—”

“Lord Velkan?” Lilith called from farther down the corridor, interrupting the man.

Ah, she’s revealed herself, Paulson thought.

“That would be me. And who might you be, intruder?” the mage said.

Velkan? Wait, that’s⁠—

A flurry of moving ash appeared in front of him, and Paulson heard the sound of tearing flesh, a few drops of blood splattering onto his face.

He looked up to find Lilith crouching in front of him, healing flooding into him. Then he looked down to see her holding his severed arm close to his bleeding stump, where they quickly fused together once more. The injury on his back was healed, too, and a slew of messages resounded within his mind.

‘ding’ Your group has defeated [Disciple of the Flowing Winds – lvl 232 / Chaos Blood Berserker – lvl 231]

‘ding’ Imperial Sword Dancer has reached lvl 139 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ Shadow Scout Enhancer has reached lvl 135 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ Shade Step reaches 2nd lvl 4

‘ding’ Enhanced Deflect reaches 18

‘ding’ Wind Resistance reaches lvl 3

He waved the messages away to discover one of Lilith’s ashen limbs had pierced through the soldier’s arm, while another one was hovering in front of his face.

“Not a sound out of you,” Lilith said.

The man gulped as he remained frozen, up against the wall, his eyes darting between the splattered flesh and the armored woman.

“You alright? Sorry for being late, I ran into some trouble,” the woman said.

Paulson stood up, checking his arm before he went to grab his weapons.

“I’m alright. Didn’t expect a Baralia Lord to be hiding in here. This is far beyond my paygrade. And I can’t believe you just did that. Why am I here again?”

“As a witness. Which is good, because there’s not much left of him,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone.


FORTY-SIX
Jobbing





Ilea turned to the terrified soldier. “What about him?”

“I have no clue. He did attack, but given the situation, I would’ve done the same,” Paulson said.

“L… Lilith… please… I surrender,” the man stammered.

“Ah well. Okay, lead us through this place, then. Shout, warn someone, or attack us, and I’ll have your head, understood?”

“Yes, of course. I don’t want to die,” he said. “I’m Rorge. Stationed in Mothine before we made our way west here when the imperials breached the walls.”

Shows your bravery, I suppose. Hopefully I’m scarier than the Imperial Army breaching the walls of Mothine.

She had heard and seen enough of Lord Veltan to justify a rather more… direct response.

“Show me to the sacrifice hall,” she said. Both the slaves and the few attendants she had run into painted a rather despicable picture of this fort and its current inhabitants. Desperate situations apparently called for desperate blood magic. The good thing was that Veltan and his allies didn’t have access to anything quite as intricate as the higher-ups in the Order of Truth.

“Of course. This way, Lady Lilith,” Rorge said. “Those who didn’t follow orders were used in the experiments too.”

“Yes, Rorge, of course they were,” she said, sure that an imperial judge could deal with those stories. She hadn’t heard much about their benevolent trials, but maybe the man had a chance, considering the war had ended months ago. Officially, that was.

They freed a few more former slaves on the way, Ilea teleporting their entire group through the corridors and down to the cellar before returning to Rorge and Paulson. She noted that none of the prisoners had reacted particularly strongly when they saw the Baralia soldier she had in tow. That was a good sign, at least.

When they reached the sacrifice hall, Ilea left Paulson to guard Rorge near the door and simply walked inside. She stepped past a group of soldiers playing cards at a long banquet table and went straight to a hooded man standing near an improvised stone tub carved into the ground. A thin layer of blood still remained at the bottom – the smell was quite strong.

She saw naked, crying slaves in cages a few meters away and heard the hooded man murmuring something to himself about the annoying difficulties of combining three rune sets instead of the usual two.

By then, the soldiers had noticed her and scrambled to their feet, drawing their weapons and shouting.

“Sounds like a tough problem,” Ilea said, her ashen horns nearly scraping the hooded man’s brow when he turned and stumbled, almost falling into the tub. She caught him by the neck and held him there. “Now, now, boys and girls.”

The soldiers stopped when they saw her holding the mage, who gurgled something before a whip of blood slapped uselessly against the side of her head.

“I’m sure you’re aware that your king is dead. Lord Veltan is dead, too, and this fort has fallen. Now, I’m going to give you one chance,” Ilea said as a blood spike slammed against her head, shattering just as uselessly as the blood whip. “Lay down your weapons and face trial in Lys, or die right here at my hands.”

As she spoke, she activated her third-tier Deviant ability, and they immediately took a step back, most dropping their weapons with a few whispers of “Lilith”.

Only two of the soldiers remained aggressive, one of them attacking one of his own.

“Traitors!”

He quickly found himself vanishing and reappearing near the ceiling of the rather high-reaching hall before falling and landing with an audible snap as he broke a leg on the ground.

The last soldier who had seemed ready to resist dropped his axe.

Ilea canceled her aura, and she nodded to the man she held in her grasp, who was still flinging his magic against her head.

“I assume this is the man who plans and executes the rituals?”

The soldiers all quickly confirmed that he was.

Ilea closed her hand tightly, breaking the man’s spine and killing him before she dropped the corpse into the tub. She displaced the soldier who had attacked the others and killed him too.

“Leave your weapons and look for rope or something else to bind each other,” she said, going over to the cages before she ripped the doors open with her bare hands and threw them aside. She spread her ash to heal the captives, but she found them already in good health.

“Paulson,” she called out, cutting a Baralia tapestry apart and handing each of the captives enough material to cover themselves with.

The soldier stepped into the room, his swords held casually as he urged Rorge forward. “Yes?”

Ilea appeared next to him and marked the man. “Use this to call for me if any of them attack you. Wait here.”

“What if they attack and manage to kill me before you arrive?”

“I’ll make sure to avenge you,” Ilea replied.

“Wonderful,” he said.

She punched his shoulder. “You survived Veltan. I’m sure you’ll be fine against this bunch. Rorge is the strongest, after all.”

Ilea left for the dinner hall near the top of the fort, another place the survivors had mentioned. Flames still clung to the entrance, and her sphere told her enough.

“Done fighting I see,” she said, finding about fifteen corpses burnt and splattered throughout the hall. The long table in the center was covered with food and drinks. Feyrair sat at the table, eating what looked to be a blueberry pie.

“It wasn’t much of a fight. And I’m refraining from eating any of them, despite the enticing smell,” he said. “This pie is pretty good.”

She could see the Baralia armor and the weapons on the dead, then sighed. “Right. I appreciate it.” She found a second pie and displaced it into her hand. It did smell nice. “Everything clear in this section, then?”

“This floor is clear. Only one way up. Probably be soldiers on the roof,” he informed her before he continued his meal.

“Anyone above two hundred here?”

He looked up. “A few, yes. Oh, one of them was two forty. They all immediately attacked when I announced the Hand of Lilith had arrived to take them away.”

Her eye twitched slightly. “The Hand of Lilith?”

He smiled.

“Well, whatever. They’re dead now,” Ilea said and walked toward the stairs leading up.

She found a few slaves or employees hiding in the kitchen and told them to go down to the cellar. Her armor and the blood still clinging to it were enough to prevent any argument.

When she reached the roof, she found fifteen more soldiers, some of them mages, the rest armed with crossbows or normal bows. One of them stared at her, unsure how to react as she stepped onto the roof with half a blueberry pie in hand.

She charged Monster Hunter and whistled, freezing the lot and repeating the offer she had made to the soldiers downstairs. This time, they all dropped their weapons and looked around with fearful eyes.

“Alright, come on, down to the square,” she said, picking up everyone else on the way down.

About twenty minutes later, every human in the fort had come to the central square. The main gate to the fort remained closed.

“What do you think?” she asked the only imperial in the large group.

Everyone looked at them. The Baralia soldiers were bound, while the survivors exchanged pieces of clothing and food they had gathered.

Paulson sighed. “It’s getting pretty late. I don’t suppose we can continue tomorrow?”

“You just want to loot the place,” Ilea said.

“Well, that too, but I mean it. Can you bring us all to Mothine?”

“I’d rather you get a few soldiers to come here. I’m sure Lord Veltan should be enough of a name to get Barren moving.”

“This late? That promotion is looking grim,” he murmured. “Don’t look at me like that. I’ll go, of course. Can you keep some of the wine for me? And that bag of silver in Veltan’s office? Doubt someone like you has much use for it.”

Ilea sighed. She had dragged him through all of this. “You know what? Sure. But only if you get them here in less than eight hours.”

“Ten? It’s a long way.”

“Eight. Come on, you’re not that slow.”

“Plenty of monsters and bandits in the area…” the man murmured, but he went to get two horses anyway. “I’ll be back as fast as I can.”

“Do be.”

She walked to the closed gate, wedged her hands into the thick wood, and pulled hard. The wood groaned as the mechanisms turned and the gate was lifted. She gripped the bottom and moved it farther up until it was high enough for the soldier and his horses to pass.

“Yeah, yeah, I get it,” he said with a smile.

Ilea let the gate fall when Paulson had passed underneath it. Now, let’s see if we can’t gather some evidence.
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The sky was pitch-black when the sound of riders drew closer to the front gate.

Ilea saw them with her sphere and went to open the entrance. She used the same technique as before and found a group of two dozen imperial riders staring at her.

“Welcome,” she said, holding up the gate with one arm. “Do come in.”

Paulson was the first to get off his horse, walking past her with a smile on his face.

“What’s so funny?” she asked him.

“Just won a few bets,” he said, starting to whistle.

The rest of the group quickly followed, a few of them immediately taking charge of dealing with the prisoners and refugees. Others went into the fort to investigate and collect evidence after receiving confirmation that the place should be clear.

Ilea approached Paulson a little while later, sitting down on a crate close by. She wordlessly summoned a bottle of wine and a pouch full of silver.

“You’re lovely, did anyone ever tell you that?” the man asked, gratefully receiving the gifts.

“Never. I might just have fallen in love with you,” Ilea replied.

“Ah, no, please don’t. I know what I can handle, and you’re very… very far beyond that.”

Ilea puffed out some air. “Well, we should probably report to Barren. Care to join us?”

“He’s waiting for us to come back, yes. Never seen him that scared before.”

Ilea waved to Feyrair and stood up, grabbing Paulson with her ash. “Then let’s get it over with.”
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A little while later, Ilea said her goodbyes to Paulson. Barren had been much more accommodating now that he knew who she was.

“I’ll be on my way, then, to enjoy the wonders of Mothine with this honest pay,” the man said and patted the bulging pouch hanging from his belt.

“Careful with that. Plenty of pickpockets running around,” Ilea said.

“That’s why I didn’t put it in my pocket.”

Ilea groaned. “Good fortune, it was… a thing, meeting you.”

“Well, I can’t say it was a pleasure myself either. Suppose it turned out well in the end. Though I do hope I won’t ever meet monsters like you again.”

Ilea smiled and picked up her Hand, spreading her wings before they ascended over the town and into the night.

Still a couple of days until the festivities.

It still felt a little absurd to know that she could clear a fort like that and resolve the problems that noble could’ve caused so easily – and so quickly. And mainly because she just happened to have a party to attend in the area.

The next flight wasn’t particularly long, Ilea following the main road northward until they reached the first village about a day’s ride away from Mothine. Barren had directed them to the settlement when she had inquired about the second job.

“I doubt it’ll be anything particularly challenging,” Feyrair remarked when they landed near the village’s low stone wall. “Perhaps if they fought the beasts, they wouldn’t have to hire someone else to deal with their problems.”

“Yes, but then you don’t have tailors making comedic outfits for my elf friends.”

“That’s true, but you know, one can wear monster carcasses. It even sometimes manages to intimidate enemies.”

“Also, it stinks, rots, is unsanitary, and is just generally kind of disgusting,” Ilea said as they reached the wall.

The gate was closed, so she just displaced the two of them inside. Sunrise was still a few hours away, but given how much the job paid, she assumed waking someone up about it wouldn’t be seen as the worst possible crime.

The village didn’t have an inn, and it seemed most people were fast asleep at this hour. They did see a few dogs but passed them silently, not waking the animals.

Ilea chose the largest house and knocked on the door, seeing a couple sleeping inside using her sphere. She repeated the process with increasing volume until the woman woke up and rubbed her eyes.

A minute passed before she was down at the door, checking the locks before she opened it slightly. “Who are you?”

“A Sentinel. I’m here about the monsters,” Ilea answered.

“I see… explains the hour. Do you have the contract? And your badge, please.”

Ilea handed her the piece of paper and her emerald adventurer’s badge.

“Emerald…” the woman murmured, looking at the thing before she unlocked the door fully and opened it. “Come on in. Can I get you tea or ale?”

The woman looked to be in her forties, and she had a kind expression. Her long brown hair fell down over her shoulders and toward her chest.

“Tea would be wonderful. We did come to the right place, then?” Ilea asked.

The woman handed Ilea’s things back and walked toward the kitchen. “Hardly anyone here who doesn’t know about this one. We pooled together what little we had to pay for professional help.”

Ilea followed her in as she touched a rune on her stove, checked the kettle sitting on top, then threw in a few more herbs from a pot sitting on a nearby table.

“My husband is still asleep. We can talk in the living room,” the woman said and gestured them toward a closed door to the right of the small hallway. “I’m Kaya,” she said once they were inside, sitting down on a large cushioned rocking chair.

“Lilith. Nice to meet you,” Ilea said, sitting down on the couch. Feyrair joined her.

“Like the one in the songs?” Kaya asked with a smile.

“The same, yes.”

“I’ve heard stories about you. But you don’t look like a monster to me.”

Ilea relaxed into the couch. “Yeah, well, I’m not.”

The woman smiled. Ilea was pretty sure she didn’t believe her.

Ilea thanked Kaya when she received her tea.

“The bards sing that you fought an army on your own, that you slayed monsters and freed slaves. Is any of that true?” the woman asked as she stirred her tea, taking a sip as she relaxed.

“Does it matter?” Ilea asked.

“I’m just curious. I know you two are powerful. I can tell, even without the badge you showed me. But Lilith? I’m not so sure you’re her. I’m not so sure she exists at all.”

“Why would she not exist?” Ilea asked in turn, tasting the tea. It was a nice combination of herbs, none of which she could place.

“The bards like to sing of heroes and adventurers, but they also like to be paid. A healer who fights armies, frees slaves, fights the Order of Truth… Well, no offense, but if I invaded Baralia’s lands, I would probably pay the bards to sing of someone just like that.”

“You’re brave to say that to our faces,” Feyrair said with some amusement, taking a sip of tea.

Kaya sighed. “I’ve met my fair share of adventurers and soldiers. I think I’m not the worst judge of people. You two don’t strike me as easily offended, and I don’t think you’re here to rob or kill us either. You’re far too strong for that. I do wonder why you’re taking a job like this one, but you claiming to be Lilith, it fits. No better way to garner approval for the Empire than to send their hero to the rescue.”

Ilea smiled. “I can see the logic in that. But if I’m associated with anyone, then it’s the Medic Sentinels and Ravenhall. Though I suppose you could find a way to spin it into an imperial effort. In the end, it hardly matters, does it? You’ve got a problem, and I’m here to deal with it.”

Kaya sipped her tea and nodded. “Yes, and I’m glad you came.”


FORTY-SEVEN
Quarry





Kaya sent them to another village, the one where the most recent attacks had happened.

“What do you think?” Feyrair asked, glancing at the corpse.

Ilea crouched down to inspect the body. “Low level, definitely. Weak bones, barely any muscle, no signs of battle. Wounds made by claws of some kind. Long and thin. If it was just one wound, I’d even consider a fine blade.”

“Nothing else? The missing head?”

“No. Some of the other bodies had their heads attached. A random hit, I’d say. See this cut here?” She pointed at the thin cut below the man’s neck. “One of the claws. Judging by the furniture, I’d say he tried to hide and retreated in the end, falling before he was struck in the side. Then his head came off. I’m also fairly certain the beast uses ice magic of some kind.”

“You think so?”

Ilea put her hand into one of the cuts and opened the wound slightly to show him. “It’s faint by now because the attack happened a few weeks ago, but you can still tell. The muscle is slightly brittle, just like it always looks when I’m hit by particularly strong ice magic.”

He hissed. “Not bad.”

“Turns out being injured constantly with magical perception and healing magic to check on myself lets me analyze some of the effects certain types of magic have on a human body.”

“Not that it helps us much,” Feyrair said. “Beast isn’t here. You even used your whistle.”

Ilea stood up and grabbed the body before stepping outside to add it to the pyre they had quickly prepared, using a few apple trees from a nearby farm. “I think we’re dealing with more than one beast. People escaped, after all. If it was fast enough to attack all those villages Kaya mentioned in the span of a few weeks, nobody would’ve escaped.”

When Ilea summoned her monster encyclopedia, Feyrair looked at it over her shoulder. “Your book doesn’t seem to list anything particularly dangerous.”

“To us,” she said. “For normal humans, it’s quite natural to be scared of something a whole team of adventurers would have trouble fighting.”

“Maybe we should make a book like that.”

“I’ve thought about it before. Just had neither the time nor artistic talent so far,” Ilea said as she leafed through the book.

“What about that one?” Feyrair said.

Ilea read through the description. “Vile Prowler. The claws fit, that’s for sure. And I suppose there could be variants with ice magic – they’ve been seen to use water magic. But it doesn’t fit. It only attacks single travelers and avoids settlements. Plus, it hunts to eat, not just to kill.”

“Maybe it got desperate? Or just stumbled in?”

“If this was an isolated incident, sure. Maybe. But there’s bound to be plenty of corpses and scattered refugees around to find an easy meal. I doubt it would attack a village.”

Ilea continued flicking through the pages, glad there was an index with various magical and bodily features that let her find creatures somewhat quickly.

Maybe we really should make a book like this. Would benefit the Sentinels in the long run, both for jobs and for treating people. Or it could be a collective Sentinel project.

She found the entry for one particular beast, opened the book at the indicated page, and smiled. “How about this one?”

The illustration depicted a floating humanoid creature covered by shroud-like clothes. Its body looked like a corpse, and its eyes glowed a deep purple. It was called a Camara, a spirit of vengeance that could appear in areas where death, sacrifices, war, and blood magic were prevalent. It was a good fit, as was the ice magic that flowed through the thin, razor-like claws adorning its hands.

“Gotta be this one,” Ilea murmured. “It’s assumed they form from corpses left to rot, betrayed or murdered with glee. They tend to return to where they were killed, and their weeping is sometimes audible for several hundred meters. They hunt the people who killed them and their kin through what is assumed to be blood magic. Those are the theories listed here, anyway.”

“Lots of information on that one,” Feyrair said.

“There’s been lots of wars and betrayal, I suppose. The creatures are above level two hundred, and three-marks have been sighted too, though the sources haven’t been confirmed,” she said, putting away her book.

“So we’re supposed to deal with creatures born from the betrayal and murder caused in this region?”

“I’d imagine there would be a lot of them in the former Kingdom of Baralia.”

Feyrair glanced at the pyre and hissed.

“Come on, don’t act like that,” Ilea said. “They deserve a ceremony at least.”

“It’s a waste of meat. I suppose if you don’t start burning elven bodies, I won’t complain,” he said before he set the pyre on fire, his magic quickly engulfing the entire thing.

“We still have to hunt the monsters to stop them from killing more people. Once formed, they often target others, even if those they initially hunted are dead.”

“And where do you suggest looking? Neither of us is exactly a tracker.”

Ilea summoned her map of the region. “Settlements and large battlefields. Let’s just work our way through the area. If their weeping is that easily audible, we shouldn’t have much of a problem. Plus, it seems the attacks left a trail leading toward Nara. Maybe the blood ritual there had something to do with the Camaras appearing.”
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The method, while simple, turned out to be quite successful. Ilea and Feyrair followed the road leading north and heard the first sounds of wails about ten minutes after they left the abandoned village.

Ilea approached from above, flying over the plains until they discovered a battlefield. She saw broken weapons and corpses left to rot, wild animal corpses strewn in between. It hadn’t been a massive battle, she surmised, seeing maybe twenty corpses in total. A few of them weren’t wearing soldier gear, likely the reason for the floating spirit amidst the carnage.

She slowly drew nearer, her wings lazily moving behind her as she formed around twenty ashen lances.

“Hey, spirit,” she said, watching as the monster turned immediately. Her wailing stopped as she brandished her claws.

[Camara – lvl 284]

The being started floating upward but was pierced by five projectiles a moment later, dying instantly before it fell back to the ground.

“Underwhelming,” Fey murmured as he joined her. “But I’m learning how those Sentinels of yours could both grow and help out in these lands.”

Ilea looked over the battlefield. A sad sight.

“Should I burn it all?” Feyrair offered.

She was grateful for the gesture, watching as his white flames consumed everything, turning the rotting bodies to ash and sending away what was left of the spirit.

They flew on without another word, their search taking them through the southern parts of Baralia on their way to Nara, glimpses of the distant city soon visible on the horizon.

They found and laid to rest another eight spirits, uncaring if their goals were fulfilled or not. None of the creatures was above level four hundred, and all fell before they could reach either of the two travelers.

They reached Nara as night fell, finding a last group of spirits floating near a devastated farm close to the city. The bones and bloodied weapons told a story of their own, the spirits just remnants of the war, claiming lives long after whatever atrocities had happened here.

“That’s the city, then?” Feyrair asked when he flew up to her position. “Seems like they’re trying to resettle it.”

Ilea looked at him and then back at the city. She only saw a few hundred lights in the sprawling urban landscape. It would take a long time for Nara to return to what it had been before.

All because of one misguided order. One blood magic ritual, she thought, turning away.

“Do you not want to report back?” Feyrair asked.

Ilea grabbed him with ashen limbs and charged her wings. “I’ll have a letter sent to inform them. I doubt the Camara problem is entirely dealt with, but they need trackers for that.”

She assumed one of the Sentinel teams would be a better fit for the job and planned to suggest giving the job to one of them.

The last job on the list was taking care of Cursed in a quarry near Mophis, another city that had been devastated by a blood ritual.

Their contact turned out to be an imperial officer stationed in the city. The woman was quite forthcoming, giving them a map and offering them anything they might need – other than personnel. Cleaning and rebuilding Mophis was taking up all of the imperials’ time and resources.

All the freed slaves were now looking for a new place to live and employment, and the devastated cities offered both. A silver lining, perhaps, in the face of the destruction caused by the Order of Truth.

Many of the buildings at least remained undamaged, the walls retaining their protective value. Even now, patches of grass remained in the city, left behind by the fractures and likely spread by the Meadow or simply caused by the mana flowing through from Erendar.

“It’s quite fascinating. I don’t know if an elven blood mage could conjure up such a ritual,” Feyrair said as they flew low toward the quarry.

“Would they even try? The effects weren’t powerful enough to kill someone over level two hundred,” Ilea said.

“I find it impressive, especially with lower-level humans working together to create those rituals. We learn early that personal strength is above all. Mages reaching more power through ingenuity, study, and mainly cooperation is new to me. Imagine those principles applied to more powerful beings.”

Ilea smiled. “Yeah. We’re trying.”

They landed near the quarry, which was situated at the end of a valley. The quarry had massive support structures made of interlinked wooden beams, with houses and barracks scattered around, a small town made up of simple buildings standing at the forefront.

Ilea could already hear the familiar sounds of the Cursed, having killed thousands when she had traveled with the Lily.

“They’re just turned humans, so they’re not very high-level,” she said.

“You seem bothered,” Fey said, flying in the air next to her.

Ilea watched the shuffling masses moving closer. Cursed left behind without a purpose, wandering through the quarry on their hunt for food or the living. She didn’t know which.

I wonder how different this place looked before these monsters came.

She imagined it to be one of the worst places to be a slave. Down in the dark, continuous back-breaking labor, day in, day out. Until the end.

“I am bothered. By the very existence of this place.” She looked at him. “How much stone can an elven mage move in a day? Compared to a human slave at, what, level twenty? Who isn’t even a mage.”

“I’ll deal with it,” Feyrair said and gently touched her shoulder, flying lower before his form expanded both in magic and size.

Ilea watched as the dragon flew over the buildings, attracting the attention of the Cursed. He continued on his way before he reached the end of the valley, turned around, and swooped down.

Bright white flames lit up the night as his fires washed over the monsters and quarry alike. Feyrair burned the houses, Cursed, and the supporting structures, leaving it all cast in fire.

The elf landed amidst the flames and turned back to his humanoid form before he waved at Ilea, several hundred meters away.

She couldn’t help but smile at his gesture.

“Thank you,” she said, landing next to the elf and dissolving her wings. She ignored the heat around them and the flames licking at her back.

Feyrair hissed, looking at her for a moment before he turned toward a wall of stone. “A cave-in? Or made to look like one?”

Ilea blinked closer. “There’s a tunnel behind. Maybe a mine? There are faint traces of tracks leading inside.”

“Something attracted the Cursed here. Either that or they conducted a ritual here, just for the people working in the quarry.”

“More refugees, perhaps. Let’s see if they’re alive or got away somehow.”

Their search was quick; the mine was only about as large as the one near Samethol. One of the deepest tunnels had broken into a natural cavern, a massive one with blue-glowing mushrooms growing on the ground and walls. The flow of water was distinctly audible.

Ilea started to pick up more recent tracks and traces of magic. “There were definitely people here,” she said, trying to follow the trail.

It led them into another tunnel and finally a cavern, where the remains of campfires and makeshift buildings littered the ground. Supply chests, wagons, and even training dummies had been set up in the area, all left behind what seemed to be months ago. Some of the tracks were definitely more recent, but right now, nobody was there.

“Air is coming in from that tunnel. An exit, I assume,” Fey said, pointing to a dark cave entrance. The rubble lying to either side suggested it wasn’t natural.

“They got out,” Ilea said, looking through the camp with her sphere before she rushed to the exit. The tunnel sloped up until she came out in the middle of a small forest.

Feyrair emerged behind her a moment later. “They did indeed. Do you wish to follow the tracks?”

Ilea smiled. “No. Honestly, I don’t. Let’s just hope they escaped.”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s report back, and then go to Yinnahall. The ball is the day after tomorrow. You can see the city, and we can scout out who’s coming to the festivities,” she said, taking to the air.

“If you want to give me a tour of the city, I won’t say no.”

“It’s not like I know the city well, but maybe we can explore it a little.”

Without the threat of a blood ritual.

I swear, if there’s a blood ritual during the ball, I’ll fucking lose it.

After reporting back to the officer, they spent the rest of the night flying through the countryside on their way to Yinnahall. The wildlife – those lucky enough not to attract Feyrair’s interest, at least – stayed far away from them.

When they finally reached the outskirts of the many-walled city, they slowed down and watched the suns rise over the large hill on which the settlement was built. Feyrair’s eyes glinted with magic as he looked toward the city.

“You know, given how weak most of your kind are, your cities are remarkably large.”

Ilea smiled slightly. “Can’t wait to see what you guys built.”

The elf just hissed with something akin to melancholy. “I’m afraid our kind have not been builders for a long time.”


FORTY-EIGHT
Dressing for the Occasion





Entering the city turned out to be just as easy as the last time she had come here. A few uses of Displacement let them avoid any attention from guards or soldiers as they appeared within the inner wall. She didn’t have to sneak in this time around, but she preferred not attracting a lot of attention, and not just because of her traveling companion.

Ilea put on some basic leather armor when they appeared within a random basement in the city. She added a hooded cloak to cover her face. She made sure to summon her war hammer, fastening it to her back with some stealthy ash magic usage. No normal leather strap would hold the sheer weight of that thing.

“How do I look?”

“Like a dull human warrior with an impressive hammer that they’re too weak to wield properly. However, the healer identification and high level will certainly turn some heads.”

“Most civilians won’t know the difference between a level one hundred and me or you. And I might just be an ex-member of the Order of Truth now looking to be an effective adventurer with my good friend and powerful scale armor mage. You should change too, by the way.”

Feyrair switched into his wondrous human outfit and put on his helmet, his eyes shining through the tiny slit.

“You don’t seem pleased,” he said.

“I just think a simple mask would fit you more, being a mage and all. Plus really fancy robes,” she suggested.

“I’m not fond of robes. Too constricting.”

Ilea scratched her nose. “We’ve got time. Let’s go shopping. I’m sure we can get you a fancy outfit. And one for me too. Would be nice to have one for the ball, and while you won’t be able to attend yourself, I think you should get one too. Who knows when it will be possible for you to attend a fancy dinner party? But once it is, you should have an outfit worthy of your name.”

He gave her a look and smiled. “Very well. Lead the way then, Lilith.”

Ilea teleported them both into a nearby alley. “Now, to find a tailor… but not just anyone.”

She walked on for a minute until she came upon a beggar. A piece of silver flashed into her hand before she crouched and held it out toward the older man. He said his thanks, but she didn’t hand it over just yet.

“I need directions,” she said.

The man glanced at the piece of silver. “Where to, miss?”

“Who’s the best tailor in town, and where can we find them?”
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“Should be somewhere around here,” Ilea said as they emerged onto a plaza. Several restaurants were already serving breakfast.

The atmosphere was noticeably different from the last time she had been here. The tension of the war was gone, as was her anxiety about the blood rituals. Was it a hopeful atmosphere? Or was she reading into it too much? Many people would be uncertain about the future, but she supposed that a lot would have been looking for change anyway, in any shape or form.

She spotted the shop at the other end of the plaza, somewhat hidden by the leaves of a small tree.

Charlson & Elaina’s

The name was written in silver letters with artistic swirls. A little too much for her, but she supposed it fitted with a tailor shop.

Dresses and formal clothing for both men and women were displayed in the two large store windows. They looked nicer than her entire wardrobe, if one didn’t consider the durability and type of armor to be of importance. Aesthetically, what she saw was definitely more suitable for a ball.

“Let’s see what they have,” Ilea said and stepped inside. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d gone shopping for a dress.

An enchantment activated when she crossed the threshold, a chime sounding from near the counter.

A woman stepped out from a back room immediately and glanced at the customers. She wore a well-cut uniform with deep greens and even touches of yellow, underlining her eyes that seemed to dance with the same combination. Her long brown hair had been carefully bound with a lightly luminous ribbon. The woman was smaller than Ilea by quite a bit and probably a little younger, too.

She stared at Ilea for a few seconds, her mouth opening slightly before she glanced at Feyrair, taking in his helmet, shirt, and, finally, his kilt. She did a double-take, her confusion building.

“Er, hello,” Ilea said and waved at the woman.

She blinked a few times before her eyes opened wide and she bowed. “Welcome to Charlson and Elaina’s. I’m Nassay. I’m sorry, what can I do for you?”

Ilea smiled. “We’re looking for outfits that look a little less thrown together than what we’re currently wearing.”

“We’re very busy at the moment, miss. I’m not sure if we can accommodate two outfits before next week.”

“Do you know who Lilith is?” Ilea asked, hoping this time that someone knew who she was.

The girl opened her eyes even wider. “Of course. The o… I mean, are you her? I’ll need identification of sorts.”

Ilea spread her ashen armor and wings, then summoned her Shadow badge and showed it to the girl before she made it all vanish again. “That enough? Or would you like me to show you my birth certificate?”

The girl shook her head quickly and bowed again. “I’m fucking sorry!” she said before covering her mouth and running into the back room again, tears welling up in her eyes.

“You scared her away,” Fey said.

“I don’t think so. What did she even mean?”

Before he could answer, Nassay rushed back, dragging two people with her.

The first one was a woman with ashen hair and a slightly bored expression on her face as she looked over the two customers. She wore simple working clothes, slightly baggy and a little dirty. Then she focused on Nassay again and whispered a few things in a hushed tone, apparently scolding her for one thing or another, pulling at certain parts of the girl’s outfit before she touched her shoulder.

The man, on the other hand, had his full attention on the customers. A quick glance at Feyrair made him grimace before he turned his attention back to Ilea. His deep black hair looked unnaturally glossy, and his eyes were the same color. He was clean-shaven and dressed in black, with various fabrics working together to create something akin to a mix of military uniform and noble attire.

He smiled and bowed slightly, not taking his eyes off Ilea’s. “Welcome to our humble store. May I presume you are indeed who you claim to be?”

“What would convince you?” Ilea asked.

His smile grew wider. “The badge of your organization would be a start.”

“I don’t have a Sentinel badge myself, but it would look something like this.” She formed six wings with ash and made it float toward the man, who looked at it with curious interest.

“That would suffice, but I must beg your indulgence, my lady. I hear death itself is sent into the hearts of men who see the wings of ash fly past above,” he said. “My name is Charlson, and this is Elaina. We both own this establishment.”

Ilea rolled her eyes as she spread her wings once more, adding her ashen armor to the mix.

He clasped his hands together and shivered slightly. “Feral… vicious and efficient… the horned demon. A wonderfully apt description, despite the usually overly dramatic disposition of the bard kind.

“Yes, you are her, and a companion you have brought as well, though I admit that while you dress plain, he is downright atrocious to look at – nay, even to imagine. Yes, whatever you need, we will provide. Come to my office, we shall discuss the details.”

“Greetings,” Elaina finally said, giving Ilea a light nod. “Maybe he should change into something less offensive, or Charls’ skull might just explode. And I hate cleaning blood.”

“Hear that, Fey?” Ilea said. “Just armor is probably fine.”

The elf obliged. “Cleaning blood isn’t particularly hard,” he said to the woman, flicking a white flame into life above his palm. “You just burn it.”

“You have armor like that and choose to walk around looking like a blind victim of mind magic?” Elaina asked with a deadpan expression. “Well, you do you. We’re all free to choose, after all.”

After saying a few more words to Nassay, Elaina smirked for the first time. A very slight change, then her lips leveled out again.

“I apologize for her cursing in front of a customer.”

“I didn’t mind,” Feyrair said.

“I assumed you didn’t.”

[Rogue – lvl 161]

Ilea smiled. “A rogue?”

“That I am. Helps me cut much better,” Elaina said and gestured them into the office.

“Sure,” Ilea said as she walked past her. There was more to it, but she didn’t ask.

The woman closed the door when they were all inside.

“Now, what would the famous Lilith and her companion like to drink?” Charlson asked as he opened a nearby cabinet with a collection of creatively crafted glass bottles. Various colored liquids suggested different types of alcohol.

“Ale for me,” Ilea said.

“Your most interesting drink,” Feyrair said.

The man grabbed two small glasses and poured a dark, nearly black liquid into one of them from a bottle shaped like a fanged snake. He poured a clear liquid into the second glass before he glanced at Elaina.

“You seem to be in luck, darling. Ale was requested.”

As the woman vanished into a cellar, grabbing two horns on her way, Ilea sat down on a large leather chair, enjoying the comfortable cushion that came close to her ash in terms of softness.

The office was rather spacious, decorated with both tasteful art pieces and a few dress forms standing prominently near the wall behind Ilea and Feyrair, currently holding no clothes or armor. Most of the building’s interior was made of treated wood, which gleamed lightly in the warm light from the magical lamp hanging overhead.

Elaina appeared again and handed Ilea a horn, now filled. She took it and lightly tapped it against the woman’s half-outstretched horn.

Feyrair received the glass of dark liquid from Charlson and sipped on it, his eyes opening a little wider behind his helmet. “Yes, that is new.”

“It would kill a lesser man,” Charlson said and raised his glass, taking a sip too.

Ilea tasted the ale and found it rather strong and surprisingly fruity. She liked it.

“Now, you’re here for the ball, I presume?” Elaina asked.

“I am.”

“Very well. It will be a challenge to get something suitable done in the time that we have, but you’ve come to the right place.”

“I’m happy to pay extra.”

She waved her off. “Oh no, no, no. There have been rumors, you know? About a certain mansion and the clean-up of a few other, let’s say, choice places. This is just a small token of appreciation from some of the citizens of Yinnahall. Now, let’s see what we can do.”


FORTY-NINE
Drinks and Baths





With the discussions and measuring done, they left the store to find an inn. The position of the suns suggested it was afternoon, the tree in front of the tailor shop providing some shade.

Ilea sighed, glancing at Feyrair. “I feel bad that you won’t be able to attend the ball.”

“It would be difficult not to challenge the most powerful generals humanity has to offer,” he said and hissed with amusement.

“I doubt they could stand against you for very long,” she admitted. “We’ll find another opportunity for you to wear your outfit, though.”

“I’m sure we will. Though I’m having a hard time understanding why armor isn’t superior in every way.”

Ilea smiled. “Ah, come on, I prefer practicality too. But I’m excited to see what they come up with. Especially with my future ability to just make it all with ash.”

“Timeless gear is hard to come by, yes,” Feyrair said. “Now, I hear they serve meat platters in the inn Elaina suggested.”

“Let’s check it out then.”

The inn turned out to be more akin to a five-star hotel. It was a massive building with various enchantments of defensive and illusory nature. Ilea could see through the slight enhancements to the general cleanliness but found everything mostly spotless anyway.

Talk about useless magic.

Instead of the usual common room, they found a spacious lounge when they entered, with large sofas, footrests, bookshelves, and even a bar. To the right lay a double door that led into a restaurant, in which only two patrons were currently present.

“Welcome to the White Basilisk,” the clerk said when they walked to the counter.

“I don’t think they’re usually white,” she said light-heartedly. “We need a room for a night.”

The man smiled. “I’m afraid we’re booked out at the moment, miss. But the bar and restaurant are available if you wish to use them.”

Ilea sighed, thinking for a moment before she leaned onto the counter and whispered, “You wouldn’t be able to make an exception for Lilith?”

“High-level healers are rare, but I’ve heard of plenty trying to use the name.”

Ilea spread her wings and summoned her Shadow badge. “Would that be sufficient proof?”

He didn’t even blink, gesturing her toward the bar. “Welcome to the White Basilisk, Lady Lilith. I’ll ready the top floor suite for you in ten minutes. Please make yourself at home and enjoy a drink or meal.”

The clerk vanished, whispering something to the bartender before moving on to another employee in the restaurant. He then appeared in a staff room upstairs and clapped, saying a few words to some people apparently on their break. They shot to their feet and rushed out before he reappeared behind the counter, nothing about him suggesting he had ever left his post.

[Bard – lvl 85]

Interesting.

“You’re using your name. I thought you didn’t want to stand out?” Feyrair said.

“I guess I do like it from time to time,” Ilea said.

“When it suits you,” he added.

She shrugged and motioned to the bar. “I suppose so.”

Getting a suite was nice, but Ilea was more excited about a certain mark that was closing in on the city.

Should I hide Feyrair? Hmm… probably not. I think she’d be fine with it.

She ordered the local ale and relaxed.

“I assume this is considered quite luxurious? Compared to the places we’ve visited before, it certainly is,” the elf commented before he motioned to the barkeeper. “I’ll take whatever you recommend. Try to impress me.”

The man got to work without a word, going so far as to summon a cube of ice that he carefully placed into the drink.

The elf got another six drinks before the clerk motioned to them from the front desk.

Does he know I can see him? Or will he actually call for us if we don’t react?, she thought, but she blinked in front of him anyway.

“The suite is ready,” he said. “Stairs or teleportation?”

Feyrair joined them with his glass in hand.

“Why use stairs when we have magic?” Ilea asked.

The man bowed lightly before he vanished, Ilea and Feyrair following. They appeared in front of a closed door.

“The suite reduces any sound going out to nearly nothing. Any low-level investigation and divination spells won’t work, and anything else will activate an alarm. However, I’m deeply sorry to inform you that we have no security measures in place against someone with such unprecedented magical power, nor their enemies, who would surely be of similar standing.”

The middle-aged man unlocked the door with a rune-covered key, several enchantments deactivating when he opened it for them. He stepped in after them and gestured to a small bell standing on a small round desk.

“If you need anything at all, simply ring the bell.”

“How does that work?” Ilea asked, looking around the massive suite. A large king-sized bed stood to the left, two sofas and several armchairs in the center, and a lavish bath to the right. A massive window spanned most of the wall facing outward, a shimmering hue of magic visible through her sphere.

“Enhanced sound perception. It’s a skill many bards call their own. If you’re wondering about the windows, they’re enchanted to prevent anybody outside from seeing into the room. Through conventional means, that is.”

Ilea tapped the glass before displacing herself outside and then back in. “Impressive. Thank you, this place is lovely.”

He bowed slightly.

Ilea checked out the large bath. It looked like a fancy whirlpool tub with several runic devices ready to be activated.

“If there is nothing else, I shall return to my post,” the man said, and he vanished precisely three seconds later.

Feyrair checked out the bar that occupied part of the left-hand wall. “I’m beginning to think that humanity is superior after all. In all but battle.”

“Enjoying your liquor?” Ilea asked, jumping on the bed and switching to more comfortable clothes.

“You should try some. The tastes are fascinating, though I’m not sure why they mix poison into everything. It dilutes the whole beverage… or maybe that’s the point?”

“It’s a strong enough poison to inhibit human senses. Just enough to be fun.”

He glanced at her in confusion, holding out a bottle. “Really? This?”

“There are some who specialize in high-resistance substances,” she said, thinking back to her tea and cake date with Helena. “Nothing with any lasting effects, but quite interesting nonetheless. Not that it’s any more fun than a good fight, or a good meal.”

He grabbed a few bottles and appeared next to her. “This is quite comfortable,” he murmured, then looked at her. “But I can’t help but feel… distant. From the magic and nature out in the wilderness. It’s almost as if humans try to… hmm…. avoid danger and challenges.”

Ilea looked at the painted ceiling. It was a shame so few people got to see the piece. “I agree, you know. But I also get the desire for security and comfort.”

“This journey is showing me a lot. Not a lot of challenge, but perspective, I suppose. I do hope you plan to look for something dangerous to fight at some point, though.”

She smiled, turning toward him. The room was so lavish that it made her feel a little uncomfortable, but she was rich and powerful now, so maybe it didn’t matter.

“Of course. I’m not much into politics and balls, but given the name Claire and I have built, I think it’s good to show my face from time to time.”
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Ilea enjoyed the restaurant’s menu, her full attention on the fourth plate – beautifully marinated beef covered in spicy herbs. They would get their clothes from Charlson and Elaina later, but she still had some time until the ball started.

She smiled when someone familiar entered the restaurant and looked around, the woman’s eyes stopping when they fell on her.

“There you are,” she said. “I didn’t expect an inn to have defensive enchantments.”

“Did they mess with your wind?” Ilea asked as she finished the plate and displaced it into the sink in the kitchen.

“A little,” Felicia said with a smile.

Ilea displaced them both into her suite. Feyrair was busy at the bar downstairs, apparently interested in mixology lessons.

“The royal suite. I didn’t take you for one for luxuries like this,” Felicia said, stepping over to the window to enjoy the view extending over most of Yinnahall and the Plains beyond.

“It was a whim, and based on a recommendation. I do have a nice bed, but I still mainly sleep in dungeons and wastelands,” Ilea said, starting to fill the tub with steaming water.

Felicia glanced back at her. Her black hair was immaculate, and her near-yellow eyes were accented by the warm, magical light from the lamps. Her businesslike demeanor dropped, and she smiled. “That’s honestly very comforting to hear. I thought I’d lost you to fame and gold.”

“I’m still very much a fan of battle and magic,” Ilea said, noting that the woman was wearing an elegant imperial uniform, likely deliberately chosen so as not to overshadow anyone higher in the hierarchy nor make herself look less important than she was.

“I can see that from your level.” Felicia pointed to the bed. “May I?”

“Of course, make yourself at home,” Ilea said.

Felicia sighed and sat on the bed, then lay down. “This is nice. I don’t get to indulge much, and there have been so many meetings and discussions lately.”

Ilea stored her clothes and used some ash to cover her body before she blinked into the massive tub. She breathed out and shuddered slightly as the heat enveloped her.

They both relaxed for a little while. It felt comfortable, Ilea thought.

Like back in the Taleen dungeon. Or near Virilya. Just two adventurers dealing with dangerous robots and assassination plots.

Felicia soon sat back up and straightened her outfit. “So, how have you been? It’s been months.”

Ilea leaned back in the tub and closed her eyes. “Fun. Busy. Oh, and dangerous. I met some pretty strong beings.”

“Do tell,” Felicia said and leaned forward. She seemed to consider something but then discarded the thought.

“Only if you don’t use it for political gain.”

“Maybe a little?”

“I don’t want trouble.”

“You know you’ll get trouble anyway.”

“So yeah, I’ve been fine. You know the Meadow? Funny thing that…” Ilea started, but Felicia held up a hand.

“Don’t.”

“What?” Ilea laughed.

“Whatever you’re about to say. Don’t. I don’t want to hear it. Maybe I can handle it in a few months, but my plate is full enough as it is, and I don’t want things to distract me. Though I must ask, has it been well?”

“It has,” Ilea said.

“Good.”

“Otherwise, well, the Sentinels are doing super well. And we’re making some progress in terms of the Taleen tech. I hope I can go look for Kyrian soon. Not that I think he needs my help with survival. But maybe he could use a hand with teleportation.”

“I did hear a few things about the Sentinels,” Felicia said. “You made a good impression on Velamyr. I think that’s the main reason why your organization hasn’t received more pushback from Lys. I’m doing my part, too, but House Redleaf isn’t the most stable at the moment.”

“You okay? I’m sure I could help if you want.”

Felicia waved her off. “No, no. I want to do this myself. I’ve relied too much on others, and there’s no rush anyway. I’m happy – I just need to clean up a bunch of problems that Arthur left behind and rebuild from the rubble. It feels like… a good thing to do, you know? I’ll call for you if I really do need help, though.”

“Sounds good, yeah, and I’m glad you’re happy.”

Felicia smiled slightly. “It’s good to hear about Kyrian. I hope you can bring him back. Are we expecting teleportation gates to appear in the Plains soon as well?”

“I thought you didn’t want to hear about big things?”

“You’re right,” Felicia said. She rubbed her eyes. “It’s just so refreshing to talk to you. You couldn’t imagine some of the ancient nobles I have to deal with. Stuck in their ways, without any shred of imagination or creativity, or any new ideas. At least there are some inspiring figures, but if it wasn’t for Alyris herself, I don’t know what I’d be doing.”

Ilea smiled. “I should meet her at some point.”

“Knowing you, that will happen one of these days,” Felicia said in a dry tone. She got up from the bed and went over to the windows.

“I’m looking forward to a good fight, then,” Ilea said and nodded to herself. “How’s Aliana?”

Felicia raised her hand toward the window, the air swirling slightly around her finger before she touched it. “Interesting enchantments. Aliana is well. She sends her greetings. I think she assumed I would run into you at some point. She took well to managing some of our properties.”

“Thanks, my greetings back to her. Edwin?”

“Edwin is… I’m not sure.” She shook her head. “Some days are better than others. At least he agreed to do adventuring jobs to pay for his excesses. He let me know that he’s happy to fight you in a duel again. I, however, ask you to refrain. I don’t know why he even brought it up. He’s come back bloodied and cut up three times already. If he can’t even handle the monsters near Virilya, he’s no match for something far more dangerous.”

“He’s strong enough,” Ilea said.

“He’s an idiot. And I’m worried about him. I know he can take care of himself, but it’s been months, and there’s no sign of him getting better. I just wish there was something that could give him purpose again. He doesn’t care about our House, the city, anyone.”

“That does sound rough.”

“Yeah.”

Ilea put her hands on the rim of the tub and rested her head on them. “I’m having a thought.”

“Hmm?”

“Trian. You know him. He has a… well, not exactly similar background, but you know why we were in Virilya. He’s a lot better these days. Maybe he could offer some advice. Just write to him if you feel like it.”

Felicia remained quiet for a while before she spoke again. “I might. Thank you.”

“I’m going to get a dress for the ball.”

“Oh? Do tell.”

“Are you staring?”

“Should I stop?”
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“There will be a lot of questions and offers coming your way at the ball tonight. Want me to prepare you a little?” Felicia offered.

“If you have time,” Ilea said. “I don’t usually prepare much for these things. Is it that big a deal? I thought it was to celebrate the end of the war.”

Felicia smiled. “Every ball is a big deal. The celebration is one part, but it’s more about making connections, making deals, and getting to know important people. And given Lilith hasn’t shown up to any other balls, you’ll be in high demand tonight.

“Though I suppose the best approach is to direct any requests to Ravenhall. Both to underline your loyalties and keep a healthy distance. If that’s acceptable to you? I don’t know how close you are with the Council.”

“I’m a member. So I guess sending requests there would be appropriate.”

“You are? I see. That makes things easier. It’s not common knowledge. Maybe don’t mention it openly. Loyalties are fine, but if such a direct stake became known, your enemies might target the city itself. The same is true about your Sentinels, but from what I hear, they’re more than capable of defending themselves. May I make a drink?” she asked, walking over to the bar.

“As I said, make yourself at home,” Ilea said, tensing slightly as Feyrair appeared in the room in his scale armor.

He looked around before he joined Felicia at the bar. “A friend?”

“Yes,” Ilea said.

“It’s an honor to meet you,” Feyrair said and bowed lightly. “Feyrair Kaa.”

“Felicia Redleaf. The honor is mine,” the woman said with a peculiar look in her eyes. She made herself a drink before she sat down on one of the couches. “A traveling companion?”

“You could say that,” the elf said, very carefully measuring a few ingredients into a glass container before adding ice and stirring quickly. He checked it and then stirred a bit more, then strained the drink into a martini glass. “Do you want privacy?” he asked the two women.

“It’s fine, Fey,” Ilea said.

“I don’t mind either. But I must say,” Felicia said, taking a sip from her beverage, her eyes focused on the elf, “you are most peculiar.”

“How so?” Feyrair asked, sitting down opposite the woman.

“Your magic is like nothing I have ever seen. I can feel an almost instinctual reaction. I know Ilea has dangerous friends, but this… I feel like you’re suppressing whatever’s causing it, too.”

Did she figure it out? Ilea asked herself, unsure how Felicia might react. As far as she knew, Felicia didn’t have a direct history with elves.

“You’re not human, are you?” Felicia finally said. When neither Feyrair nor Ilea replied, she continued. “A being from the north? Or perhaps from another realm?”

“I’ll tell you if you want,” Ilea said.

Felicia glanced at her and then back at Feyrair. “It’s alright. I don’t want to pry into your affairs more than I already do.”

Ilea smiled. “Don’t worry. You’re not prying.”

“Where did you two meet?” Feyrair asked.

“The Iztacalum dungeon,” Ilea supplied.

“You fought the Taleen?” Feyrair asked, looking at Felicia and leaning forward slightly.

Felicia made to answer, then her eyes went wide. “Oh no… Ilea, are you crazy?” she hissed, looking between Feyrair and her. “You brought an elf into Yinnahall?!”

“Ah, she figured it out,” Feyrair said and sipped on his drink. “This isn’t as nice as what the bartender made me,” he commented as he looked at his beverage.

“He’s a Cerithil Hunter. Not associated with the domains,” Ilea said. “And he’s not coming to the ball.”

Felicia looked at her, then sighed, then laughed. “Sure. You know… yeah…”

She shook her head and rose to her feet before she used a few spells. Wind flowed around her, and her eyes glowed for a moment as she looked outside before she finally sat down. Then she got up again and walked to the bar, making herself another drink.

“I have an idea what a Cerithil Hunter is. My father documented his findings well.”

“The Taleen have been hunting down elves for millennia. They’re the few who enter the dungeons to fight them. The act of doing that causes them to be exiled from their domains,” Ilea explained.

“Elves don’t enter dungeons. That’s known,” Felicia said. “So it confused my father when he found an elven corpse in a Taleen ruin. How did you… meet?”

“I met another elf in the north some time ago. We became friends over time, and he became a Hunter. Now I’m helping their group fight Taleen machines. I met Fey by accident, really, busting a smuggling organization in Riverwatch.”

Felicia shook her head. “Right. Of course.” She sipped her drink. “Just be careful, Ilea. Velamyr and most of the Lys generals are here. I’m pretty sure some members of the Lily are present, too. If I thought he seemed different, I’m sure others could figure it out with ease. Especially if they’ve fought elves before.”

“We’re just here for another night. Don’t worry too much,” Ilea said. “Feyrair is well-versed in stealth.”

The elf hissed. “I’m not.”

“He’s clearly not,” Felicia said.

“So,” Ilea said, changing the subject. “Want to go over the topics I should most certainly not touch on at the ball?”

“Yes. First, elves.”

Ilea rolled her eyes.
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Ilea looked at the mirror and smiled.

“Come out and show us,” Elaina shouted from outside the changing room.

She didn’t really need the room, of course, what with owning several storage items and having plenty of experience with summoning or swapping clothes onto her body.

The two tailors had managed to bring the plans they had discussed to life. The dress was mostly black, flowing down in a long skirt that just reached the ground. Numerous openings allowed her ash to flow in and control the fabric without her having to use her hands. The skirt’s various layers made it look wavy, as if it were moving on its own. Her ash added to the illusion, the similar shades of gray and black creating an interesting set of layers.

Both the long sleeves and the upper part of the skirt were decorated with fine embroideries that transitioned almost seamlessly from one to the next. It would be hard to catch any details when she was moving even slightly. Her shoulders were bare, but the dress didn’t show any cleavage.

Elaina had also given her black silk gloves to wear, and the last piece was a mask to cover the upper half of her face – black, of course, contrasting well with the blue in her eyes. Runes were carved into the mask in silver, nothing that would correspond to any actual magic, but simply drawn for their aesthetics. Ilea had checked.

The mask flowed seamlessly into her hair, the color fading until it became one with her untied hair, which flowed down her back. Ilea tried adding some ash to her look, making thin lines that trailed after her in a ghostly fashion.

Perfect.

She blinked outside and twirled gracefully.

Elaina smiled, drinking from a cup of ale, while Charlson squealed, clapping his hands together once as his smile broadened.

Felicia sighed, straightening her imperial outfit a little.

“You look magnificent!” Charlson said.

“I have to agree,” Felicia added.

“We could touch up your… military thing a little if you like,” Elaina suggested.

Felicia looked at the woman before she glanced at Ilea.

“We have another hour,” Ilea said in her best ‘mysterious’ tone. “We could go as wind and ash.”

“That would be problematic,” Felicia said.

“And a little fun. Might even improve your standing.”

Felicia narrowed her eyes.

Elaina downed her ale. “Let’s get to work, then.”
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The ball had been set up in the main government building of Yinnahall, near the very top of the city. An imperial banner covered a chunk of the building’s façade, and next to it was a banner that likely represented Yinnahall itself.

Dozens of guests were walking toward the building, while wagons of various designs drawn by horses, oxen, and even drake-like creatures arrived in orderly fashion. Some of the guests even arrived by flight, Ilea and her companion being two of them.

Braziers burned in the courtyard, and guards stood at the entrance, both imperial and from the city itself, checking the invitations and letting people inside.

Ilea and Felicia landed gracefully, their ash and wind vanishing as if they had never been present, the elements living on in their dresses in a subdued manner. Felicia had received an upgrade to her skirt as well as gloves that were more in tune with her magic element.

The surrounding guests paused to look at the new arrivals before a man dressed in a suit gestured them inside.

“Lilith – and Major Redleaf. Welcome.”

No invitations needed, Ilea thought as they stepped inside. How much attention am I going to get?

Felicia grasped her arm and smiled at her. “Don’t worry, Lilith. I won’t leave you alone. This is my world,” she said, gently leading her into the expansive hall. “You’ll like the buffet,” she added with a giggle.

Art of various styles covered the walls, while massive windows let in some of the firelight and moonlight, large curtains in gray and red hanging to their sides. Chandeliers provided magical light from above, their glittering brilliance either an intricate trick or caused by light magic enchantments. Musicians played gently in the background.

“Lady Lilith of Ravenhall,” an excited female voice called out from near the entrance, the sound traveling through the hall like a wave, carried softly by the sound magic she invoked. “And Major Redleaf of Lys.”

Over a hundred faces glanced their way, some returning to their conversations more quickly than others. Felicia had informed her that it would be inappropriate for anyone to come up to them immediately, which gave them some time to position themselves in the hall and find a group to join.

Ilea spotted a few familiar faces, Velamyr being one of them. The general locked eyes with her for a short moment before he returned to his conversation. Nicholas, the Order of Truth healer, was present too, bowing when she walked past about ten meters away.

Everyone looked official, proudly presenting their polished and sheathed weaponry and shiny embroidery. A few even wore medals. Ilea stood out more than she had expected in her nearly totally black dress. Only the imperials in gray came close; most, however, made sure to add a bright dash of red into the mix.

‘ding’ Identify reaches lvl 20

The notification was welcome. She only needed one more level to finally reach the second tier. And if she tried to identify every single pastry and beverage laid out on the massive buffet tables, she would likely get pretty close already.

Thankfully, Felicia led her exactly there. Only a few people were currently helping themselves to anything.

“It’s generally seen as a statement not to eat anything, a declaration of both wealth and power,” Felicia explained.

“But it’s warm now,” Ilea said and grabbed a plate, putting a few of the pastries onto it. “A terrible waste.”

“I doubt it’s going to be thrown out afterward,” Felicia mused.

Ilea noticed one of the employees glancing at her, his whole body tensing up when she met his eye. His gaze shifted straight ahead.

New rumors to spread. Well, I don’t mind introducing actually eating from the buffet to noble culture.

As she bit into a croissant filled with bacon, her sphere spotted a familiar face.

Hmm. He’s here?

The man didn’t yet approach, but he glanced over for a split second.

“Not to your liking?” Felicia asked, taking a glass from the table and pointing to one of the wine bottles before an employee poured her a glass.

“No, I just saw Michael,” Ilea said.

Felicia smiled. “He came? That’s good.”

I still have his copy’s notes from Erendar. I’d totally forgotten about them.

“You were looking to meet him?”

“I haven’t seen him since then. I was in the thick of it, but he did save my life, and he’s an influential figure in Kroll, though not too public. I think I’ll talk to him later,” Felicia whispered.

“You just want to set up deals with Kroll.”

“Of course. I came here for fun, after all,” Felicia said, smiling at a few passersby.

“I remember us talking in the wilderness back then. Guess you found out what comes after.”

Felicia smiled, sipping on her wine. “Maybe I did.”

“And now you’re showing off your connection to me. Though I appreciate your company.”

“Likewise. The connection is a benefit too, but you know I didn’t expect you to become… well, who you are now. Either way, I’ll keep the vultures off your back.”

“Because you’re already clawed deep into it,” Ilea said with a smile.

“Exactly. I’ll screech at whoever else wants a piece of you.”

The music was slowly picking up when the first person approached the two of them.

“Lady Lilith,” Velamyr said. “I’m thrilled to see you well. My thanks again for your service to the Empire. Major Redleaf.”

“General,” Felicia said.

He looked Felicia up and down, noting the gleaming red and black thread that had been subtly woven into her garments to accentuate the sharp, military design and complement Ilea’s own ashen attire.

“The addition to your uniform suits you well,” the man said before he turned to Ilea. “I hadn’t expected to see you here today. Your associates are quite capable in their dealings.”

Who, Meadow, Claire, Isalthar, or Catelyn?

She assumed he meant Claire due to her being the one who gave her the invitation, though she had no idea why he hadn’t expected Ilea to come herself.

“They are indeed,” she said. “I’m glad to hear the war is over.”

“We all are,” Velamyr said. “I merely wished to welcome you. I shall leave you to your conversation. Enjoy the festivities, and if any unpleasantries come up, do let me know.”

He gave a slight smile, looked at Felicia for a moment longer, then left.

“Is he interested in you?” Ilea whispered when he had vanished into the crowd.

And was that a warning that if any issues arise, I should go through him instead of resolving them myself?

Felicia sipped on her wine. “It would be a favorable alliance.”

“Oh, don’t tell me you’re considering a relationship for political power.”

“There’s no shame in having a few misters – or mistresses.”

Ilea gave her an offended glance and moved her attention back to the terribly neglected baked goods.

Felicia protected her for the next hour. Ilea forgot dozens of names after just a few seconds of conversation, the information simply irrelevant. All deals were referred to Ravenhall, while all praise and thanks were received with a smile.

It was surprisingly exhausting, and Ilea found herself using Meditation and even healing. Felicia, on the other hand, seemed to get more lively as the evening went on.

“Fresh air?” Ilea asked after a while.

Felicia smiled and led her outside, her form cutting through the crowd like an icebreaker through the hellscape of the Great Salt. They arrived on a balcony overlooking the garden, fire mages tending to the flames in the braziers. The winds had picked up a little.

Ilea sighed, sitting down on a stone balustrade that lined the balcony and steps down to the garden below. “You saved me, oh brave knight,” she said, leaning back slightly.

“Sitting on the bare stone?” Felicia asked. “Not very ladylike of you, you’ll soil your dress. I’m not sure if I’ll court you after all.”

“I think I can remake the dress out of pure ash by now.”

“And be naked below? How scandalous.”

“We’re all naked below our clothes,” Ilea said, her tone carrying a little more annoyance than she would’ve liked.

The event had pissed her off. Everyone was dressed up, everyone was pretending to be friendly, and no one was talking about the war beyond some superficial comments. Instead, everyone had opportunities and praise.

If she hadn’t fought alongside some of the people in there, she would’ve thought it a theater. Knowing that Felicia, Velamyr, Nicholas, and Michael were playing along as well made her feel exhausted. This kind of diplomacy wasn’t for her. She was longing to go back into the wilds and find something to fight.

She summoned herself a bottle of ale and started drinking.

“A sight to behold,” Michael said as he stepped up to them. He was wearing an overly golden doublet. “The legendary Lilith, sitting on the bare stone and drinking ale like some common adventurer.”

“You’re not the real one, are you?” Ilea asked. She assumed the actual Michael wouldn’t be quite that direct.

“Oh? Did I give myself away? I must’ve spent too much time among nobility. Dreadful, really. I would’ve much rather hunted down a beast or spent my limited days on research. But I’m not here to waste your time and energy any more than others have already. A deal was made, I remember. Do you have anything for me?”


FIFTY-ONE
Murders





“Your copies all died,” Ilea said.

“An expected outcome,” Michael replied. “The question remains if they managed to document anything useful.”

“Do you care? As a copy, I mean?” Ilea asked. This was the most genuine conversation she’d had so far this evening, besides talking to Felicia.

“I am Michael as much as he is. I’m simply aware that I’m merely a construct, doomed to die. Soon. The news of your arrival in Baralia and subsequent travel to Yinnahall made me hope that my existence may be extended beyond this night. Which means that yes, I do care. Perhaps I may learn something more of value in this brief existence.”

“I’ll be honest, that spell sounds fucking awful. My condolences.”

“Magic is rarely achieved without reason. I pride myself on knowing that this spell is ours. Perhaps not ours alone in the far reaches of this realm, but certainly amongst our species. Were it not to exist, I would not be.”

Magical study and pride above self-preservation. Or is he just trying to find some kind of silver lining? I guess that’s why someone like him can use a spell like that.

“Sorry. I’m a bit frayed. Didn’t mean to be an asshole.”

“No offense taken, Lilith. We fought together in Erendar, and I understand the difficulties of diplomacy for someone uninclined to its intricacies.”

“I did manage to find the research left behind,” she said, summoning the notebooks.

“That is wonderful news.” He sounded downright giddy and stared at the notebooks. “Now, you’ve already received your Gold Magic Resistance, but I’m happy to compensate you for this task. I know nobody other than you could’ve accomplished it. I’m glad you survived.”

“I am too.”

“What are the notes about?” Felicia asked.

“The events that transpired during and after the closure of the gate. I think there was valuable information in there too, based on how the remaining copy protected his notes,” Ilea said.

Michael, or his copy, happily received them. “I, too, would protect the documentation of such a colossal event with my life,” he said, making the books vanish. “What would you like in return?”

Ilea considered that. Claire could make a deal for sure, but he was a member of the Lily. And while she felt like she had made her peace with Eve’s death over in Farport, she still didn’t know who killed her.

“There’s someone I’d like to ask about,” she said. “I trust you will not betray my trust.”

“Ask, and I will tell you what I know.”

“An assassin. Not one with the Heavenly Sweets. I was looking for her about two years back and found her dead in Virilya. A master mind mage and illusionist above level two hundred. Very good at hiding. I believe she went after high-profile targets, both noble and otherwise. She was looking for the Lily and invaded a mansion with an underground garden before she was killed.”

“Describe the garden,” Michael said.

“It was inside an underground cavern. Overgrown with plants and grass. Plenty of blood, signs of a fight, but no bodies. I can point the mansion out on a map of the city.”

Michael looked at her for a moment before he spoke. “There is no need. I knew her last target.”

What?

“You did?” Her voice sounded distant.

“A girl called Prim. Well…” he considered his words, then sighed. “I suppose she was an adult, though… she never really…”

Michael didn’t stutter like that. Ilea didn’t interrupt.

“She killed poor folk in the capital and fed them to her plants or did rituals… nothing that had any purpose. I believe she was mad.”

“You were close to her?” Felicia asked, either noticing that Ilea had tensed up or just curious herself.

“Her father. He was a close friend for many decades.” He shook his head. “His death was a shame, and she was left with no one. Perhaps something else would’ve been better, but I tried what I could to help her heal, to give her a purpose, but she never showed any interest. She even killed a healer who managed to talk to her a few times.”

“This assassin killed her?” Felicia asked.

“She did. Perhaps… it was meant to be. And yet I hoped she would change. A foolish and most certainly emotional thought. I learned of her death in the same hour. I found her corpse, and I tracked down the assassin, a young woman with short red hair. She was injured. The fight had taken much out of her. I wouldn’t have found the hideout if it hadn’t been for her blood.”

“You killed her,” Ilea said. “It was you.”

Michael looked at her and nodded in understanding. “I’m sorry.” He was quiet. “I’m the one you’re looking for,” he said calmly.

Ilea teleported both of them down into the gardens, her hand rushing out to grab his throat. He didn’t defend himself.

She looked at him, at his eyes. “You killed her. It was you.”

“A life… for a life.”

She was looking at a copy. At a spell. But she had worked alongside the man, the researcher interested in the Meadow, interested in the blood rituals that had devastated entire cities in Baralia. She had fought against Zaiked with his help.

Eve was dead. She had looked for the Lily, and she had murdered that girl. A good thing, based on what he’d told her. But what was she going to do now? Was she angry? Would she go out there and hunt down the real Michael? She understood what he had done. And she trusted his word. He was so direct about things.

Maybe if she had found him there, in Eve’s hideout. But now? It felt so… hollow. She was dead. And she hadn’t even been looking for Michael.

She sighed and let the choking man drop to the ground. He fell to his knees and coughed a few times.

“Please just go away,” she said.

He bowed his head and vanished.

Someone appeared nearby. A moment later, she felt a soft touch on her arm, the wind picking up again. She heard a ringing in her ears, felt tears rolling down her cheeks.

Felicia grabbed Ilea’s hand and pulled her close, wrapping her in a hug. She didn’t know how long they stayed like that. At some point, Felicia led her over to a bench.

“I’m sorry that this was how you found out,” Felicia said.

They were quiet.

“If you want to go after him, I already have some info, and I can start gathering more.”

Ilea smiled and squeezed Felicia’s hand. “No. It’s just… a lot. To know it was him. To know why and how it happened. Eve took such risks. I’m still… even now… I’m just sad that she didn’t ask for help. If not Michael, who else would it have been? Velamyr? Your father?”

Felicia brushed the hair out of Ilea’s face. “But it was Michael.”

“It was.”

She didn’t know why, but she didn’t think of the Michael in Yinnahall now, nor the Michael so interested in the Meadow. She thought of the dying copy of his, walking through the wasteland of Erendar, clutching the notes he’d taken. Killing him would bring her nothing. She breathed in deep and shuddered. No. It hurt, but it felt good to know.

They remained on the bench for a while. Quiet and close.

Eventually, Ilea slowly pulled away and watched as Felicia stood up and offered her a hand.

“Are you asking me to dance?” Ilea asked.

“If that’s what you want.”

“I think I’m good.” She grabbed Felicia’s hand and stood up. “I think I’m done with balls for a while.”

“I understand. Should I relay any messages?”

Ilea shook her head. “No. Maybe. Tell Michael’s copy that someone will get in touch about the compensation he owes me for the notes.”

“Didn’t he already give you…” Felicia said, then she raised her eyebrows. “I see. I’ll do that.”

Ilea spread her wings. “Thanks, Felicia. For the nice evening, and for your time. Sorry that I don’t feel like staying.”

Felicia shook her head. “Don’t. I have your back. And I know you have mine.”

Ilea smiled. She suddenly felt tired. “Goodbye, Felicia.”

“Do visit when you’re close to Virilya.”

She gave her a nod and flew up into the swirling mists of the night sky.
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Ilea displaced herself into the fancy inn they were staying at and found Feyrair at the bar.

“Welcome back. You don’t look particularly well.”

“I’m not. And I’m leaving. Do you want to stay?”

The elf grabbed his glass. “Immediately?”

“Yes,” Ilea answered.

“I see. Yes, I’ll join you. I’m afraid we’ll have to cut it short then, barkeep. A pleasure to have met you.” Feyrair nodded to the barkeeper, then looked back at Ilea. “I take it the ball didn’t go very well.”

Ilea didn’t reply, teleporting them outside and grabbing onto him with ashen limbs, her wings charging before they shot off. She only slowed down when they reached the Naraza mountain range.

“What’s going on? Is there someone we’re hunting?” Feyrair asked.

Ilea rubbed her brow and sighed. “Sorry. I just… needed to get out.”

He looked at her and nodded. “Of course.”

“Mind if we just fly northward? I don’t want to deal with humans for a while.”

“Whatever you need, sure. Shall we start with a spar? I could use a bit of movement too,” he suggested.

Ilea breathed in deep and smiled. “Yes. That would be perfect right now. Thanks, Fey.”

“My pleasure,” he said and burst into flame.

She rolled her shoulders and charged, slamming into his waiting form.

They fought for a few hours, going progressively farther north and soon reaching the wastelands. Ilea looked for critters to hunt, but it felt like they could sense her frustrations, quickly dispersing whenever she approached, and she didn’t want to fight some frightened animal. She wanted to fight something tough.

Slowly, they made their way north, camping occasionally. She told Feyrair about the ball, about Eve, the Shadows, and the Golden Lily. He didn’t really understand, but he tried to, and that was enough.

Michael’s revelation had caused her some anger – and grief. She decided she needed some time off from people, and traveling through the endless landscape of the north with Feyrair felt a pretty good way to work through those feelings.

She thought about Michael, about the fact that she had fought by his side. It annoyed her somewhat. She thought of the elves as well, of Heranuur and Seviir. She thought of Elfie, who had tried to guide them, to teach them how to fight and become the Hunters they wanted to be. And yet they had betrayed him, leading a Monarch to their location.

If things had gone differently, Isalthar could’ve been killed. Or anyone else in their group. If things had gone differently with Michael, Eve could’ve still been around.

And yet neither had happened. Eve was dead. And the two young elves were gone.

It took time, but slowly, the stirred-up emotions settled once more. The fighting helped, as did the traveling and the lack of immediate things she had to figure out.

A few days into their aimless journey, Ilea received a message from Iana.

Progress.

Progress. It wasn’t all that much, and she knew that a few days prior, the message would’ve annoyed her. But now, she felt intrigued. It was something to work toward. A step to take. Between the old feelings that had been unearthed and the complex political relationships she was involved in in the Plains, it felt a lot more actionable.

“Got an update.”

“Hmm?” Feyrair asked, biting into a raw burrow dragoon leg.

“Message from the enchanters. They’ve got something.”

“Good. You want to go?”

“Yes. Finish your food, then we leave.”

The remaining journey wasn’t long, and they were soon teleported into the domain of the Meadow. Ilea went straight to the enchanters’ building to find an excited Iana waiting for her.

“Ilea! Perfect. We need a few more tests with you, just ten minutes. I’ll explain what we’ve got while you’re at it. Step on the platform.”

Ilea gave her a look. “Hey. Sure. Resistance?”

“Deactivated.”

Ilea may have been annoyed, but the enchantress seemed downright vibrant. She stepped on the platform and was moved, noticing only some minor damage to her innards, which she reported.

“We’ve gained enough understanding of their security to try and breach their network,” Iana said. “A modified gate key is enough, and you should be able to access and use their gates. Which means you’ll be able to look for Kyrian.”

I can?

She bit her lip and closed her eyes for a moment.

Yeah. I think that would be nice.

Ilea was teleported again. She opened her eyes and smiled. “Is it safe?”

“Not indefinitely,” Christopher said. “But for a while, it should seem like just another random teleport. We expect them to adapt once we’re found out, but worst-case scenario, you’ll be stranded wherever you appear.”

“And not just that,” Iana said, handing her both the gate key and a sphere of metal covered in runes. “We finished that just an hour ago. The key locator. It’s hard to say how reliable it is or if the range will be enough, but the concept is so simple that it should yield some results. If it doesn’t, we’ll go back to the drawing board. Try it.”

Ilea activated the sphere by pushing mana into it, causing it to open up at the top before a small arrow made of arcane energy manifested.

“The closest key?”

“Exactly,” Iana confirmed.

“It should be,” Christopher said.

“Awesome,” Ilea said in a murmur. “Which means I could start looking for those keys. Not that I think I’m ready for that. And Kyrian comes first. How does the gate key work?”

“You’ll have to find a working gate and insert it. Their network should then be visible, or at least all the nodes accessible from whatever gate you use it on,” Iana said with both pride and excitement.

“Does that mean I have to teleport around and look for traces of him?”

Iana grinned. “The key should allow us to look at the last used coordinates.”

“Perfect. Then we’re leaving immediately. I’ll report back when⁠—”

“We’re coming with you, obviously,” Iana said. “Seeing it all work will give us more insights. And using a gate ourselves should help us understand more about the problems we’re still facing with reproducing them.”

“Then I suggest you get ready,” Ilea said.

Iana nodded and rushed off with Christopher.

“Make sure they return safely,” the Meadow sent.

“If the gate key works as you claim, there won’t be any issues.”

“It will. We’re getting close, Ilea. Very close.”

Ilea smiled and thought of everything she had seen in Baralia – the slavers she’d killed, the wraiths left on the battlefields, the demon summoning, the war with Lys, the attacks by the young elves in Dawntree and Salia.

She knew that having working teleportation gates available to them would make problems like those far easier to tackle. It was the main reason the Taleen had spread as far as they had, and now they were getting close to being able to reproduce something similar.

“I’m looking forward to it. But first, I have to go find an old friend.”


FIFTY-TWO
Into the Unknown





“Got everything?” Ilea asked when the enchanters rejoined her and Feyrair. The elf had tried to face the ancient tree in battle again while they’d been waiting.

Iana touched the storage ring Ilea had given her and nodded. “Ready to go, boss,” she said, her blue steel armor glittering with dozens of enchantments and a rapier at her side.

Feyrair cracked his neck, spitting out a few bloody teeth before he glanced back at the Meadow and hissed.

“You’ve got a long way to go, little drake,” the ancient tree said.

“Until next we meet,” Feyrair said, hissing again. “So, where are we going?”

Ilea activated her third-tier Blink. “A small Taleen dungeon on the Isle of Garath.”

“Good luck on the journey, and be careful,” the Meadow sent.

“We will. Probably,” Ilea said, activating her spell, which transported all of them to her home near Ravenhall.

“Incredible,” Christopher said.

Iana cleared her throat and looked around, her eyes glowing. “Let’s see how the gate feels compared to this.”

Ilea displaced all of them outside. “Come on, I’ll fly the lot of you.”

Everyone grabbed onto an ashen limb before they were surrounded in protective cocoons. Ilea spread her wings and charged them, shooting off northward a few seconds later. She followed the coastline as she had before.

When we hunted Arthur. Nearly two years ago. Before the siege of Virilya, before Erendar, before Iz.

The latest paintings from Cless had shown Kyrian clad in thick armor fighting unknown creatures in a mountainous or castle environment. It hadn’t been a known castle in the human Plains, nor were the mountains known to any cartographers or adventurers in Ravenhall.

But the Taleen had spread their teleportation gates throughout who knew how much of the continent, perhaps even beyond.

But now we can get to you and bring you back, Ilea thought, thinking back to her team, back to Eve and the others. We’ll bring you back.

The journey was quiet. Storms raged on the eastern ocean and strong winds and rain plagued most of the coastline, keeping critters and beasts at bay. Ilea made sure to keep her distance from any human settlements on the way. She spotted a few ships traveling southward but was unable to identify the flags as she entered the lands of Asila.

The group of isles was easy enough to find, being the only ones so close to the coast in the area, so Ilea slowed down and opened the cocoons. Feyrair took flight as she woke up the other two with healing magic, holding onto them to make sure they wouldn’t plummet into the ocean.

“Where’s the dungeon?” Feyrair asked.

“Under that fort. Seems like someone’s taken over in the meantime,” she said, seeing the faint lights of lanterns.

Don’t let it be pirates. I don’t want to see Hector.

“No flag on the ship docked by the cove or the roof of the fort,” she added, approaching the isle with no intention of talking to any inhabitants. “Keep quiet. We’ll go directly to where we were teleported away.”

The bad weather helped cover their approach, the heavy clouds and strong winds resulting in low visibility. Ilea spotted a few people on the ship, all working to take down the large sails due to the approaching storm. She displaced her group into the fort, the side wall still collapsed, and found nobody waiting immediately inside.

From here, she could hear music from deeper within the fort. Humans, and they’re drunk, she thought. One man lay passed out in a nearby stairwell, the smell of puke mixing in with the salt of the ocean. He wore simple clothes and was unarmed.
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She displaced the group down into the dungeon itself. Her skills suggested that nobody had been here for quite some time, a few weeks perhaps. It seemed the reputation of the Taleen kept out even the people who now called this place their own.

Well, it could also serve as a temporary haven for any cargo ships or pirates in the area.

Finally, she appeared with her group inside the same hall she, Kyrian, and Zoy had been teleported out of. “Here we are.”

“There’s no platf…” Christopher murmured before he gingerly touched the walls.

Ilea remembered that they’d been teleported not from a familiar teleportation platform but from the stone hallway itself.

So all of this is a gate, then?

Iana joined him, her eyes glowing a tinge of blue. “Ilea, your intrusion key?”

She summoned the thing and threw it toward the woman.

Iana caught it, nearly tripping. “Don’t throw it! It’s not made of Ilea,” she chastised her. “Months of work…” she added in a murmur.

“I wouldn’t have let it fall,” Ilea said.

“Cargo transportation?” Christopher asked. “Why else would they build it like this? It’s less practical and has to be activated from outside its range.”

“Probably,” Iana said.

“Prisoners,” Feyrair supplied, pointing at a section of runes on the walls. “They used this to transport prisoners from the land into their cities. Prisoners or slaves, I don’t know.”

Iana walked over to stand next to him. “That one means guard?”

“Guards accountable for prisoners. Report upon arrival,” he said, moving his finger along the runes.

“The control is here,” Christopher called out to them. Ilea noticed that he was precisely where Arthur had stood the last time she’d been there.

“Then let’s see what we can do,” Iana said and walked over, intrusion key in hand. “First, activation,” she said, gesturing for the others to stand close by.

“Any chance of a few Executioners coming out from that corridor?” Feyrair asked as he glanced behind them.

“We’ve never tested it on a real Taleen gate. Anything could happen,” Iana said in an excited voice, Christopher nodded next to her with big eyes.

The elf burst into white flame. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” he said and crouched a little.

“Do it,” Ilea said to the enchantress, who seemed to be waiting for her cue.

Iana smiled and inserted the key into the ancient socket, a pulse of mana flowing into the thing before the area seemed to glow a little brighter in Ilea’s magic perception.

Iana giggled like a madwoman, carefully considering the runes that now glowed a dull green on the same panel where she had inserted the key.

“We’re in…” she whispered.

“No Executioners so far,” Ilea said.

“Feyrair, can you check the runes? I’m pretty sure I know them, but I don’t want to make a mistake,” Iana said.

The elf appeared next to her and read them out. “Mana, destinations, activation, enchantment check, warning.”

Iana touched the rune for destinations. A small slit opened before a three-dimensional light magic illusion flickered to life, hundreds if not thousands of dots spreading out in the immediate area.

Feyrair hissed.

“Here we go,” Iana said. “Probably easier if we do it in the map device set within the locator directly, what do you think?”

“Is there no way to extract it?” Christopher asked, magic lighting up within his eyes as well now. “Ah, I see. We should figure out a way around that feature.”

“We will. But for now, it’s enough. No coordinates, but we can infer them if we assume the naming is correct. Specific distances won’t be needed with the locator’s range.”

“What are you guys doing?” Ilea asked.

“The key locator,” Iana said and stretched out her hand.

Ilea summoned it and gave it to her, watching more spells activate as the metal sphere flickered and hummed. Runes lit up before an opening in the sphere slid up to reveal a small, enchanted metal cube.

“This is insane… how much land did they cover?” Iana asked, taking the cube out.

“Do we have enough space?” Christopher asked.

“Should be fine. It’s just the first version anyway,” Iana said, elaborating before Ilea asked her what she was talking about again. “We’re copying the layout of destinations and the related names. This will allow us to locate all the destinations on a conventional map, cross-referenced with the names given to them in this device. We’re using a multilayered matrix of metal alloys to manually enchant the specific locations into a similar light magic illusion. I guess great minds think alike,” she said, grinning.

“A map… of all Taleen facilities,” Feyrair murmured.

“Not all,” Iana said. “Likely not all. But a lot.”

“We can hope. Maybe it’s complete,” Christopher added.

Ilea watched the two work, their hands and eyes moving quickly as the runes on the locator glowed bright.

Feyrair hissed, and Ilea smiled. “I wonder what Isalthar will say.”

“You undersold the capabilities of your friends,” Feyrair said.

“Be quiet, we need to concentrate,” Iana said.

“It shouldn’t take longer than an hour or two,” Christopher said.

Ilea nodded and went to the opposite wall, then sat down on the ground. She closed her eyes and started meditating, her attention moving through her thoughts until it was finally drawn to her soul.

It seemed so very small, just a wisp, but she could feel the strength, could feel the scars left behind from her training. It had healed stronger than it had been before. She tried to change her perspective and found herself floating, as if she had left her body. Her mind was staring at her core, yet she was unable to see.

“Ilea,” a voice resounded, ripping her out of her meditative state.

She rubbed her eyes and looked up to see Feyrair staring at her.
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“We’re done,” Iana said, placing the tiny cube back into the spherical key locator. The thin seams closed with a quiet sizzling sound, runes flashing to life before they faded to a soft glow. “The Taleen teleportation network has been documented.”

“The destinations available from this gate,” Christopher corrected.

“We’ll want to copy this at some point, Ilea. Before you go off on your search for those keys,” Iana said, then activated another one of the runes. A new illusion flickered to life, the dull green light easily visible in the somewhat dark hall. “Feyrair, I’ll need translations again.”

“As you wish,” the elf said, walking over to look at the hologram.

“This is what we’re looking for,” Iana said, pointing at a small list written in the Taleen script. “Last activated without a set destination – emergency mode, random locations. There are three.”

“Me, Zoy, and Kyrian,” Ilea said. “I suppose we can look for Zoy, too, if she’s lost out there.”

“We can’t tell who was sent where,” Iana said, touching a rune on the locator. “This one opens the map,” she said, showing Ilea and Feyrair. “These four allow you to go closer and move around. What do you think, Chris? Based on this gate… that’s probably Iz.”

She pointed at a specific glowing point in the illusion. There was no name next to it.

Feyrair took a deep breath.

“Neither of the others is anywhere near Karth,” Christopher confirmed.

“So we have… Izvanata. Main gate, it seems,” Iana said. “And Iznakor, main gate. Both far to the north, the latter far west as well.”

“Far is an understatement,” Christopher said, gulping as he looked at the map. “To travel that distance… instantly…”

“Can we use the gate here?” Ilea asked.

Iana shook her head. “Not if we don’t want to leave someone behind.”

“Where’s the closest one on the map?”

Iana moved the map closer to their current location.

“That one,” Christopher said, pointing. “That’s a high-level dungeon south of Arntrop in southern Asila. We looked at potential Taleen ruins in the area, but that dungeon was deemed too dangerous, and it wasn’t confirmed to hold a ruin.”

Ilea stared at the map. Just like that. Isalthar will lose his mind.

The gate uses a teleportation spell, so I should be able to take whoever activates the gate with me using Displacement. Might want to test that once we know it works reliably, though.

Besides, this gate took me to Iz. It might be good to use a different one, just in case.

“They likely never went deep enough to find it,” Iana said, pointing out its depth below the surface. “Is it really worth going into an unknown dungeon just to get a gate we can all use?”

Ilea and Feyrair looked at each other, and she couldn’t help but smile just a little bit.

“Let’s go.”


FIFTY-THREE
Ruins Left Behind





With Ilea’s flight speed and the enchanters guiding her, they soon found their supposed destination: a cavern entrance within a small, forested hill. The tunnel quickly expanded into natural caverns. It was tight, and Ilea had to teleport them a few times to get through.

Deeper and deeper they went until they emerged from the darkness into a carved circular stone hall with a single entrance on the other side. Familiar dull green light shone from above.

“The map is right,” Iana said.

Christopher smiled, exchanging a quick glance with Iana.

“You two stay back. They like their traps,” Ilea said and walked to the open stone door.

Inside, she found a destroyed Guardian, the deep cuts in its armor and the surrounding corridor suggesting wind magic or something similar.

Farther in, they found more machines, their dull metal now covered in dust, yet still lit in an eerie green light. A few simple corridors led deeper into the complex.

Ilea made sure to spring every trap. Spears and fire lost against her resilient armor, being bent out of shape or simply running out of steam. The ashen limbs trailing behind her cut deep furrows into the walls, ripping out the mechanisms, never to be used again.

Eventually, they reached a large entrance hall with counters, tables, and chairs, as well as two large tunnels leading farther in.

“A city,” Ilea remarked.

From then on, no more traps plagued their way. She found the first working Guardian half a minute later when they emerged from the tunnels. It turned toward her, six blades at the ready as its green eyes zoned in on her.
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Ilea continued walking, letting the machine approach with its blades brandished. A single ashen limb rushed out and pierced its torso, lifting the machine up before flinging it to the side.

“Wow,” Christopher remarked quietly, glancing between the destroyed creature and Ilea.

“You’re easy to impress,” Feyrair said.

“I’ve seen entire teams struggle against those,” the enchanter said.

The elf chose not to remark on that, his opinion obvious regardless.

“We should find the Great Hall, if there is one here,” Ilea said.

“This way,” Feyrair said, pointing down a road.

Homes had been carved into the stone here, much like in Iztacalum. Not a natural cavern but dwarven-made.

The group followed the stone road, green ambient light shining down from the magical lights set into the high ceiling. Only a few Guardians showed up; many more lay destroyed. Feyrair torched the live ones the moment they showed themselves, sometimes before.

Soon, they reached a bridge over a deep crevice. This time, Ilea could see the bottom. Her eyes were a lot better than last time.

“Very imposing,” she commented, though she thought the effort entirely wasted.

It was difficult to say how long a dwarven mage needed to dig out a trench like that, but in a battle, it would hardly make a difference. Anybody who couldn’t fly or teleport over would be inconsequential against even a simple sword Guardian, let alone a Centurion or Praetorian.

Ilea did wonder if the machines had gained higher levels at some point, much like the knights in Tremor. She assumed, however, that that wasn’t the case; the dwarves wouldn’t have obtained such power with weaker machines, let alone their ability to apparently face the Ascended.

The gate to the Great Hall was open, though just slightly.

“You two wait outside for a moment, just in case,” Ilea said and blinked through, not about to squeeze through the tiny opening.

Feyrair followed her inside.

“A familiar sight,” she said, looking at the Centurion turning to face her.

“And here I expected something a little more challenging,” Feyrair said.

Ilea glanced over at him. “Really? Here?” she asked, deflecting the spear it threw with a flick of her hand. “Do you want to destroy it?”

He took a step back and gestured for her to go on. “You saw it first. And I know you’re excited for a challenge.”

Ilea shook her head lightly and walked toward the machine. “Good joke,” she said and sped up, closing the distance before she dodged a thrust, sliding past the blade. Her fist slammed into its core, denting the steel and digging in. She spread her fingers and dug deeper, ripping out the core as it cracked in her hand.

Ash formed to cover the thing before it exploded, the sound dulled as the blast broke through the small ashen barrier. Ilea absorbed the heat from the flames sticking to her arm, and the fire slowly died down.

As she displaced the enchanters into the hall, Feyrair stepped next to her and looked at the large metal gate before them. It remained closed.

“Throne room?” Ilea asked.

“Yes. The gates should be this way,” Fey said, pointing at one of the closed stone doors.

“Want to see what they have in store for us?”

“It’ll be Praetorians at most.”

“I might enjoy Praetorians,” Ilea replied, her armor bursting into flame as heat started forming in her core.

She walked up to the large gate and touched the thick steel. Enchantments, she thought, and she charged up Absolute Destruction.

Her fist slammed into the gate, a ripple of mana flaring out from the impact, destroying every magical charge that had clung to it. Another punch flew in, followed by several more.

Finally, Ilea broke through, digging her hands into the gate before she pulled with all the strength she could muster. The steel groaned, sliding over the stone floor before she flung the large gates open, ripping them from their hinges in the process.

Ilea walked through the open doorway, her white flames leaving a burnt trail on the ground.

“There was nothing against teleportation, let alone space magic,” Feyrair said in a dry tone.

She didn’t reply.

The throne room was smaller than the ones she had seen before, though it too had a stone room below that now opened up. A single Taleen Praetorian climbed out of it, whatever mechanism was supposed to push the platform upward apparently broken.

“The throne room is breached,” the machine said, brandishing its scythes.

“Yes. It is,” Ilea said and rushed it.
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She sighed when the core explosion rushed over her, destroying the stone throne and parts of the hall. It had ended too quickly. Yet she knew that facing an Executioner alone and in a no bullshit fight was still too dangerous. It vexed her.

Another gate key was hidden in the hall. She displaced it into her hand and walked toward the exit, finding Feyrair casually leaning against the wall. He followed without a word.

She ignored the stares of the enchanters and made for the closed door leading to the teleportation hall. A single punch cracked it open, rubble flying into the stairwell beyond before she descended.

A few more hallways and halls later, some with Guardians, others with traps, Ilea came into a spacious cavern that seemed more natural than the rest of the ancient underground town. The floor itself was perfectly even.

Water poured in from an opening in the cavern wall, flowing into a pool taken over by ivy and other vegetation. At the center of the room was a single teleportation platform, the location of the control mechanism suggesting they could all use it.

“Here you go,” Iana said, walking past Ilea to check out the panel.

Ilea and Feyrair went onto the platform, preparing to fight in case anything emerged after the gate’s activation.

The enchantress inserted the intrusion key and grinned when the same runes lit up again. She ran through the list of destinations and hovered over Izvanata, glancing at Ilea to confirm.

“Go for it,” Ilea said.

Iana smiled and removed the key, then touched the activation rune, her eyes glowing blue. Mana and light enveloped the group a moment later as the space around them shifted.

Ilea made sure not to miss the process, as usual trying to figure out how the spell affected space itself.

She looked around to find a set of stairs leading up in one direction. More interesting, however, was the opening in the wall to the left. Sunlight poured into the room, and a familiar sight was visible in the distance.

An arcane storm.

They were high up, somewhere on the side of a mountain, with a cliff going down immediately outside.

We’ve instantly moved untold kilometers.

It felt different with her Blink. Not only because the spell itself was different, but because it was hers. She had used it, trained with it, evolved it, yet it was limited.

This, however, was something that everyone could use. Every Taleen dwarf, presumably, could teleport from underground city to underground city. Even with all her skills, just having gates between Ravenhall and Riverwatch, and more importantly Hallowfort, would make life a lot easier.

“You don’t need to leave the key?” Feyrair asked as he looked around the hall.

Iana moved the key outside the platform’s circle, and the gate powered down immediately.

“Once activated, you can take it with you through the gate,” she said. “It took us a while to figure out how they did it, but they were paranoid if nothing else. It wouldn’t have worked on the gate on that isle because the controls were so far away from the actual platform… or, well, corridor.”

The elf nodded along. “We chose the destination,” he murmured.

Ilea stood next to the opening in the wall, brushing her hand against a thin groove. “This is pretty precise.”

“Cut by a blade,” Feyrair confirmed. “We’re in northern lands. Any idea where?”

“We know where,” Iana said and activated the gate again, selecting the destination and gesturing to the map.

“On a map, yes. But I can’t tell if I’ve seen those mountains before,” Ilea said, looking out at the sprawling landscape. “Let’s see if we can find anybody.”

A quick search of the facility turned up destroyed Guardians and Centurions, with not a single Taleen machine left in working order. All had been cut apart by blades, their limbs severed by precise cuts. The dents and scratches suggested the wielder had used two not overly large weapons. The dungeon itself was small, only a little more spacious than the one on the Isle of Garath.

“So we’d have to look for someone who came here two years ago and left through that hole in the wall,” Iana said. “Do any of you have any skills that would help with that?”

Ilea had used Sentinel Huntress with both Kyrian and Zoy in mind, but neither turned up anything. The blades suggested that Zoy had been the one to come here; Kyrian used a different fighting style.

“I don’t think this is worth pursuing for now. Maybe with Seithir or specialists from Hallowfort,” Ilea said. “But while I didn’t mind Zoy, and I do hope she survived the north, I don’t much care about her either.”

Iana inserted the gate key and checked the destinations. “Second location, then. Let’s see what we have. It’s very far out.”

The gate activated once more, and they found themselves in the familiar dim green light of Taleen civilization.

‘ding’ You have entered the Iznakor dungeon

“Salt,” Ilea said, sniffing the air. “We’re near the ocean.”

When she turned around, her eyes opened wide. Someone had carved letters into the stone wall near the exit to the room.

Do not leave during daylight – arcane storms.

Do not stay low at night. Avoid the mists.

Do not fly high or over the ocean – Bluetails hunt at all times.

Member of the Shadow’s Hand stranded on Isles – find me within the keep, do not attack chained creatures. Food and shelter available.

“Would you look at that…” Feyrair said with a hiss.

Ilea stood there with a smile, walking closer before she brushed the letters with her hand. No dust or signs of wear.

She checked the room but found nothing else of interest, stepping out into the corridor.

Exit →

“Helpful,” Feyrair said.

“It could be a trap,” Christopher remarked.

“No. This fits the Kyrian I know. But let’s find out,” Ilea said, her mood improving rapidly.

She followed the signs through the corridors, quickly learning that the facility was larger than the place Zoy had likely been teleported to. Much like in Izvanata, the corridors here were littered with destroyed Guardians.

Feyrair crouched down to inspect the first few they encountered. “Spear marks and small cuts. Seems like he extended his battles beyond the direct route to the exit,” he added, pointing to a dimly lit hall at the far end of a corridor, signs of Centurion explosions and more destroyed Guardians just about visible.

Iana motioned to the others, pointing at a destroyed machine. “This one seems different.”

“Heavy spiked weapon,” Feyrair said. “Almost fully crushed. It reminds me of Ilea’s punches, just about thirty times larger.”

Ilea walked over to the dented torso of the Guardian, its head entirely flattened and pushed into the steel below. The metal had been punctured in a few places, each hole large enough to suggest a war pick.

Seems like you weren’t idle.

She grinned.

“There’s wind coming in,” Feyrair noted a few minutes of walking later. The group had been following the exit markers to the letter, though every trap or machine on the way had already been destroyed entirely. They found an elevator shaft with a few runes carved into the wall. The exit sign suggested they go up.

“These runes won’t work,” Iana said, touching them.

Feyrair leaned into the shaft and hissed. “Yeah, the platform is in pieces, down at the bottom.”

Ilea spread her wings and grabbed the enchanters, flying up a few dozen meters and out into a large hall. The smell of saltwater was now much more present than before, and fresh air came in from somewhere.

She set the others down as Feyrair joined them. “A fire to cook,” she said, walking over to a small camp nearby. There were several simple beds with old blankets.

Feyrair sniffed the air and walked over as well, opening one of the pots. “This was used to cook a week ago.”

“That’s Taleen steel,” Iana said, holding up a plate. There were other utensils lying around as well, all made from the same dull green metal.

It was possible Kyrian had found it all, but Ilea had another idea. “He’s a metal mage,” she said, looking around and spotting a map with their location precisely carved into a stone wall.

Steel needles, she thought, and she quickly copied it into her notebook.

Feyrair joined her, summoning a booklet. He stepped a little closer to the sketch, likely because he had a good view of Ilea’s creation. She didn’t mind.

“The pot smelled nice,” Feyrair said.

“He’s a good cook,” Ilea said with a smile.

Did he stay here? Why three beds, then? For someone who might come through the gate?

She opened the large double doors marked “Exit,” and the ocean wind immediately swept through the room.

“Fey, let’s check it out. Iana, Christopher, you stay because of the potential storms.”

The stairwell led to another closed doorway, this one significantly heavier but just as old. The wear really showed on the other side, where the water and salt had eroded the stone entrance.

Light broke through into the stairwell when they opened it, the suns low on the horizon. Waves crashed into rocks just ahead, the ocean extending its infinite reach beyond.

A loud crash sounded a few hundred meters to the left. Ilea turned her head to find familiar dark clouds clinging to the side of a high-reaching mountain, purple lightning striking the stone below, leaving craters as chunks of rock fell, some splashing into the ocean.

They were at the very bottom of a high-reaching cliffside, though Ilea was unable to spot what was at the top or how far it reached due to the angle. The isle was larger than the map had suggested. If the note hadn’t mentioned an isle, she would’ve thought they were just on a larger land mass.

She looked at the map again, then searched the three visible mountains until she found the massive keep.

“It seems the storms don’t reach that height,” Feyrair remarked, having followed her gaze. “That’s a long walk.”

“And a short flight,” Ilea said as she walked back inside. “We’ll fly low.”

She hadn’t failed to notice the many flying creatures in the distance. The winged beasts had two legs and what looked to be dragon-like heads, blue in color. Wyverns of some kind.

Feyrair hissed with anticipation. “Below the storms.”

“We found the keep that is mentioned below,” Ilea said when she was back in the hall, “but the environment seems somewhat dangerous.”

“We will wait,” Iana said.

“Make sure the gates are closed, and if the mists flow inside later, retreat to the gate room. And should any Taleen come for you, use the gate. Iana, you have my mark, just call for me if needed.”

Ilea felt excited – and tense.

“We’ll manage,” Iana said. “Now go find your friend.”

Ilea looked at the two for a moment before she stepped back outside, making sure the gates were fully shut.

A storm cloud had formed above the ocean, a bolt of lightning briefly illuminating a section of water in purple light.

“The storms seem to move toward the land. There’s nothing farther out,” Feyrair remarked, spreading his wings.

Ilea did the same, turning toward the keep in the distance before she ascended.

The land was barren – any plant, tree, or even soft earth had been devastated by who knew how many years of arcane storms. It was mostly stone and rubble now with a few crevices, perhaps formed by the lightning.

Ilea spotted signs of living creatures at the base of the narrow fissures, but if this place worked the same as the rest of the northern lands, they would have to deal with Miststalkers at night.

They took note of the high-reaching peaks as they approached. The most interesting part, aside from the massive stone keep, proved to be the treelines that ringed the mountains. They were rather thin areas where the trees could survive. Everything below was plagued by arcane lightning, while everything above was either too steep, too stony, or perhaps just too cold; the snow and ice up there reflected the low-hanging suns.

“Do you think he built that keep?” Feyrair asked.

Ilea glanced at him.

“What? Is that such a ridiculous question?”

“He was here for a couple of years, not a millennium.”

“You should see what some high-level stone mages can do,” Feyrair said. “Should I hide my features?”

“I don’t think that will be necessary. Even if he’s got history with elves, which I don’t think he has, if you’re with me, you should be fine.”

A few of the blue Wyvern-like creatures were flying near the mountain on which the keep was located, but the two of them either flew too quickly, too low, or their size simply didn’t interest the creatures.

The keep looked to be carved into the mountain itself, jutting up and outward with obvious extensions. The stone was darker, but Ilea figured it mostly had to do with how the light broke against the more even and smooth structures. Some higher parts of the mountain were a similar shade.

It was absolutely massive. A broad, grated steel gate blocked the entrance, and no visible road led up to it. It looked like a military structure built to defend this place. Rough and imposing but obviously weathered.

All the towers remained, and Ilea wouldn’t have been surprised if they were perfectly functional inside. This place was part of the mountain. She imagined it had stood here for millennia.

There was no visible courtyard, so they landed on a spacious terrace. A few doors led into nearby towers, and one larger gate led into the main structure. Some parts of the terrace were covered in ice; they were well above the treeline.

Ilea used Sentinel Huntress once more, and now she picked up residual magic. She wasn’t sure if it was from Kyrian, as there were a few different kinds. She went to the gate and displaced the two of them inside.

“No light,” she murmured. It wasn’t an issue for her, but she assumed her former teammate would at least have lit some candles.

“Can you hear that?” Feyrair asked.

Ilea stopped moving. “Yeah. Farther down. Let’s see what it is,” she said and blinked down, the elf following right after.

It turned out there was a courtyard; it was just roofed in and nearly fully walled off on all sides. A small amount of light came in from the grated gate. On the other side of the courtyard, a tunnel entrance led into the mountain. The gates there were only partially closed.

“Over there,” Feyrair said, the two walking over to a closed door.

“Chained. Don’t attack,” Ilea said, seeing through the stone walls with her sphere. The door was made of steel and seemed to be locked. Nothing a use of Displacement couldn’t breach.
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“Now this is interesting,” Feyrair said. “He breeds his own food?”

Ilea looked at the creatures. They were feathered birds, brown, gray, or a mixture in color, each the size of an eagle. They took note of Ilea and Feyrair a moment later, a few of them turning their heads, gray beaks opening as some of them cawed with what seemed like interest.

Ilea cocked her head to the side a little, locking eyes with one of them. Its almost entirely white eyes and thin, slit-like black pupil looked back. She felt a ripple of magic as a spell manifested, a subtle and terrifying feeling spreading over her. She grinned, the sensation familiar.

“I don’t think they’re food,” she said, seeing the chains around their ankles. There were bones lying around, and one of them looked rather frail.

“If not for food, why would he keep them here?” Feyrair asked.

The creatures had all turned toward them now, some of them walking closer. A few others seemed slightly distressed.

“We’re scaring them. Let’s leave,” Ilea said and blinked back outside.

Soul magic birds. Why don’t I have one?

Feyrair appeared next to her and looked around. “What now? Should we wait here?”

“He keeps them as pets,” she said, answering his earlier question before she walked toward the tunnel leading into the mountain. “And no. I’ve found a trail.”

“Your tracking spell isn’t entirely useless, I see.”

“Hey, it’s the same one I use for my marks. One of my most important abilities.”

Feyrair glanced at the back of his hand. “I’m joking. You seem tense.”

“I am.”

Whoever had built the keep had dug deep; rooms, halls, and even an armory were visible through her sphere as they walked through the dark tunnels. The magic she felt grew more noticeable as they continued, leading them through many pathways until they came to a long tunnel, a set of stone double doors at the far end. Faint light broke in through the thin slit between the doors.

“He went out this way,” Ilea said as they walked closer, about to use her Blink when she saw the gates open outward. She held her breath.

Light flooded in from outside, revealing a trail leading along the side of the mountain. Steel chains had pulled against the gates to open them, and in the doorway, two massive, bloodied, mace-like chunks of steel floated in the air in front of an armored man.

He looked larger than she remembered. His armor was obviously full plate, but it was less covered in spikes than the last time she had seen him. There were a few hooks and spikes jutting out, but they seemed to serve a purpose other than aesthetics or intimidation. A few were dripping with blood, and a piece of flesh still hung from one of them.

The man’s eyes were entirely hidden, and he was dragging four more chains behind him, pulling a dead Wyvern wrapped in chains and pierced by savage chunks of spiked metal, much like the two floating in front of him.

Ilea felt the familiar curse, more powerful than ever before. Tears welled up in her eyes. She gulped and rushed to him, seeing the spiked weapons fall to the ground right before she reached him and embraced him in a hug.

A dull noise was audible when her ash-covered body crashed against his steel-clad form, the impact not moving him a single inch. She was quiet for a long moment, hugging him closer.

“I found you,” she whispered.


FIFTY-FOUR
Catching Up





Ilea felt his curse waver before it vanished entirely. The man nearly stumbled as she held on, one hand slowly reaching around her back before he hesitated.

She gave him the time he needed. He may have spent all this time entirely devoid of human contact.

He breathed in sharply before first one hand and then the other came to rest on her back. He hugged her back, his head coming to rest on her shoulder before a sob went through him.

“You came.”

“I did. It’s okay,” Ilea murmured, her voice shaking slightly. “I’m glad we found you. I’m glad you’re alive.”

“It’s… it’s really you,” Kyrian said after a while, his voice dulled by the heavy steel plate around his body. He had let go of the chains in his right hand, the large steel links simply floating in the air behind him.

“It’s me,” Ilea said, moving the ash away from her face.

“Ilea… I knew you would find me…” he said, his voice cracking a little before he hugged her with renewed vigor. “I didn’t know what to do… I…” he said before he turned around, letting go of her to grab the chains again. The Wyvern carcass had started to slide away. “I’m… I’m sorry.”

She watched, fascinated, as the four large chains tightened around the Wyvern’s massive body. The two remaining chains quickly spun around it before he pulled on them, his body floating up before he moved farther into the tunnel.

Ilea identified him in passing, following him back inside as Feyrair made space for the two humans and the carcass.
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You definitely haven’t been idle, she thought, smiling widely as she saw the look in Fey’s eyes.

“He’s human, just in case you didn’t know.”

He hissed, the sound low. “Yes, he is.”

Kyrian let go of the chains when the carcass was secured within the tunnel, glancing at the elf before he turned to Ilea. “I… I don’t know what to say.”

“Is there anybody else on the isle?” Ilea asked.

He shook his head. “No. Nobody I could… find. Plenty of monsters,” he added and laughed awkwardly, glancing at Feyrair before he stopped. “I was… alone.” He nodded to himself a few times, looking back at Ilea a few seconds later. “I was alone here,” he said again and touched his shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” Ilea said and walked over to him, carefully touching his arm. He flinched at the contact. “For what happened.”

“It wasn’t your fault. I never blamed you, or the others. I did blame Arthur… I did blame him.”

“Arthur’s dead. Felicia killed him,” Ilea said.

That seemed to do something; Kyrian stumbled back before he sat down on the bloody Wyvern corpse. He laughed, a wave of curse magic flowing out before he repressed it again.

“I’m glad it was her,” he said finally, his voice a whisper. “I’m glad it was her.”

He sighed deeply, shuddering slightly before he spoke again.

“And I did blame myself. At first. For not being able to help. I was afraid you had died… Can you believe it? You? Die?” He didn’t laugh this time. “But I moved past that. There was only one thing I could do. Get stronger, and find my way back. But I failed at that as well.”

“You didn’t fail at anything,” Ilea said. “You survived. Even if you had just hidden, scavenged, there would be no shame in that. But, well… you went with the Shadow way.”

She gestured to the dead monster.

And you’re the highest-level human I know. Besides me.

She felt proud of him. And she felt guilty that he’d been stuck here for so long. Unneeded guilt, she knew, because they’d both done what they could, and it was Arthur who’d sent him here.

I’m so glad you’re alive.

She wiped at her eyes and smiled.

He grunted, looking down at the creature. “Tough ones, these. Northern Bluetail. Wind and water magic, especially deadly close to the ocean. Would’ve thought they’d be better fliers, but I won’t face one of them underwater again until I get a major evolution,” he said with a chuckle, patting it slightly. “I do hope you saw the warnings. You came through the gate? Or did you fly here?”

“The gate,” Ilea said. “What’s their level range?” she asked, not able to keep her interest at bay. And maybe because she didn’t really know where else to start. So much had happened since then. Since Arthur. Since Trian. Since Eve.

“You’re still the same Ilea. I’m glad. I’m glad you came here.” He chuckled. “I did have a small hope of having grown stronger than you. It was tough. Every battle. I can’t imagine what kind of monsters you’ve fought all this time.” He shook his head slightly.

Ilea smiled. “I’ll tell you all about it. When was the last time you had a good meal?”

The steel mage looked at the Wyvern for a few seconds before he sighed. “They don’t taste good. Fish is better.”

“I can imagine,” Ilea said before she pointed to the elf. “That’s Feyrair. A Cerithil Hunter I met on my travels. He’s an elf who fights Taleen machines.”

Kyrian looked him up and down. “Not how I imagined them. Welcome to the Krahen Isles, Feyrair. I’m Kyrian.”

Feyrair removed the armor from his head and bowed lightly. “It’s good to meet you, Kyrian, friend of Ilea and hunter of the Northern Bluetail. I, too, would be interested in knowing more about these creatures.”

“I can see why you like him,” Kyrian said. “Some are as low as six hundred, others… I’ve fought a few four-marks, but those are rare. Farther out, deeper down.”

Feyrair glanced at Ilea and smiled.

Yeah. We just found a new training ground.

And we found Kyrian.

She went to touch his face, then stopped herself, going for his shoulder instead, the two of them remaining quiet. She felt his chest rise and fall with his breath as cold winds flowed into the tunnel.

“A meal sounds… good. The Vrayar must be starving too,” Kyrian said and stood up, grabbing the chains before he started pulling the creature down the tunnel.

“What happened when you arrived here?” Ilea asked, walking next to him, the elf hanging back a little.

“When I arrived here… When I first arrived here, I was confused. Of course I was. I understood what had happened. Arthur had somehow teleported us into a Taleen dungeon, though I was alone, so I assumed you’d resisted or were moved somewhere else.”

“The latter.”

“The girl make it? She was close by.”

“Maybe. We think she got stranded in the north, somewhere not quite as hard to escape from as this place, seeing your level.”

He snorted. “Yeah.” He paused for a moment. “Well, the platform was there, so I knew there was some way to operate it. But I didn’t have a way to even activate the damned thing, and I tried. A lot. I tried a lot.

“But I had to get food, too, and shelter. I needed to know where I was, how to get back. If the gate wasn’t an option, more conventional travel would have to do. Well, you’re with a… Cerithil Hunter, was it? You both know the machines well, then. I do now, too.”

“Did you clear out the dungeon?”

“Not until… half a year ago, maybe? A little longer, perhaps. The Praetorians were hard to crack, but once I had my third Class, it became quite easy. A little disappointing, to be honest, but by then the machines weren’t particularly impressive anyway.”

Ilea bit her lip, glancing at her teammate. He got one too.

“You killed a level seven-fifty creature and survived battling three four-marks?”

Those were requirements she remembered.

“I wish it had just been three,” he said. “Four-marks, that is. There are a lot of them here, especially near the volcano and down in the depths, let alone the ocean. I believe I could’ve made for the mainland a year ago if it weren’t for the Bluetails. I know the stars well enough for that.”

“But you killed one of them, or contributed to a kill, right?”

She was becoming intrigued as to his powers – and this island. But there was anger there too. Anger at the creatures that had prevented her friend from leaving this desolate place.

She breathed deep, then shook her head slightly. Silly me. Getting angry at the monsters that kept him from coming back.

We’re here now.

“I got lucky,” Kyrian said. “The monsters here don’t all work together. There are clear hierarchies, and they think I’m at the very bottom. Not that I belong there. Not anymore. But we’re small, and I suppose, for most humans, it would be true.” He glanced back at Feyrair. “I’m not sure about elves. I hear you’re strong.”

“They start at two hundred or around there,” Ilea said. “Not particularly impressive either.”

Feyrair hissed with some amusement.

“You know it’s true,” she added.

He smiled. “Whatever you say, Lilith.”

Kyrian looked at Feyrair for a moment and nodded, then looked at his armored hands. “My third Class gave me a lot more regeneration. I guess I got inspired by you,” he said with a chuckle. “And I finally got a teleportation ability. I’m not sure how I survived without one beforehand. It made everything much easier… And when I say much, I mean a fucking lot.”

“Yeah, besides my healing, it was the main reason I didn’t die in my first month here,” Ilea said, thinking back to her early Drake fights, the thugs who had kidnapped Alice, and getting away from that elf below Riverwatch.

She glanced at Fey.

“What?” he asked.

She shook her head, then looked back at Kyrian. “Congratulations on the third Class. And I’m sorry that you had to get it so early. Doesn’t seem like you got much of a choice.”

Kyrian grunted. “I did what I could.”

“You did. I’m proud of you,” she said. “It’s good to see you.”

“It’s strange. Strange and new. I guess it’s a lot. I thought it would happen one day. Either I’d manage to return, or someone would find me. Now that it’s actually happened…”

“Take your time,” Ilea smiled. “I don’t think a lot of people have a third Class in the first place.”

“I don’t think a lot of people are teleported to a set of isles with this many high-level monsters, let alone a seemingly ceaseless supply of Miststalkers. With nothing else to do but get stronger.”

“So you didn’t clear the Taleen out until half a year ago?”

“The Taleen provided a good challenge, but when I came out of that town and found where I was, well, the lightning and the mists were… disconcerting. I remembered your stories from the demon realm, thought I might not even be in the same realm anymore.

“But I adapted. I trained with the Miststalkers for months, working on my skills and resistances until I could overwhelm them. The Taleen coupled with the Miststalkers provided good levels, and when fishing became the most dangerous activity of my day-to-day life, I moved on to explore the isle.

“Turned out there were a few more. Dangers, that is. The Bluetails nearly killed me many times. That was before I got my third Class too. I wandered around and fought. I fought and fought. But many of the creatures turned out to be too dangerous to face, and I had to retreat many times.

“I couldn’t just go at them directly either. Only the Miststalkers and non-Praetorian Taleen were things I could directly face at that point. The returns weren’t good anymore, however. Barely a trickle, despite me fighting them alone.”

“How did you fight them, then?” Ilea asked.

“Not your way. I prepared traps… entire areas covered in curse runes, steel chains, spikes, spears. Everything I could think of with the skills I had. And then I waited. Bait turned out to be more effective, so I used that. Large fish, birds, the rare creatures I managed to hunt. They are few on these isles, but some manage to survive here.

“I remember the first Bluetail I caught. Level seven hundred. I would’ve fled had I known its power. But it never found me, hidden away just a few dozen meters above the traps I’d laid out. A slow decay. I meditated, drained, and cursed the creature for three days until it finally died.”

Ilea laughed. “Awesome. But no others came to help it?”

“They’re not exactly bright. Even the ones I catch hardly ever attack the runes or chains directly. They’re more confused, if anything. Confused and furious that someone dared ground them. After that, it became easier. Some escaped, their magic too much for my steel back then to handle for prolonged periods of time. Some were just too strong to begin with. But I gained a few levels with each one I managed to take down.”

Feyrair hissed.

“Had I treated them as opponents, I would’ve died,” Kyrian said with a shrug. “So I treated them as prey. Quite effectively, I have to say. Their corpses attracted more of their kind. Sometimes seven or eight died in a row, trying to feast on their brethren.”

“Barely a fight. But effective, I will admit,” Feyrair said.

“Could work with your kind too,” Ilea said, looking at the elf.

“Says the one whose species sets pyres alight to send off their dead while gathering dozens more around the beacon. How very effective for avoiding predators.”

Ilea rolled her eyes.

“The divination magic kept me going,” Kyrian continued. “I got resistance levels. It was Cless, wasn’t it?”

“It was,” Ilea said.

Kyrian laughed. “I knew it. I knew it. She’s a wonderful spirit.” He paused. “The four-marks… The caverns below proved treacherous. Every creature was ready to fill the tunnels with fire and lava or simply collapse an entire section when it felt too threatened. Most of them can burrow, too.

“It was during one of those cavern dives that I came upon two competing Wyrms. I had seen a few before, two times barely getting away with my life. I had no teleportation then. I watched them battle for hours, the heat and magic palpable from hundreds of meters away. Monstrous beyond anything I had ever seen before. No offense,” Kyrian said, gesturing to Ilea.

She just blinked her eyes.

“One of them was badly injured after the fight. It fled, barely managing to reach its burrow, where it simply fell asleep. Can you imagine? A massive creature of fire and lava, just sleeping?”

I can. Yes.

“It never woke. I did the same as I had with the Bluetails. I prepared my runes within its very burrow, my magic and life likely so insignificant that it either didn’t register me or it was far more injured than I thought.

“My chains were there, but I doubt they would’ve done much, had it woken up. But it didn’t. It just slept as the curses took hold, as I drained it of its remaining mana and health. I nearly died just staying as close as I did,” Kyrian said and laughed again.

“Humans,” Feyrair said, shaking his head.

“We do make use of the opportunities we’re given.” Kyrian chuckled to himself. “If you think less of me for that, Feyrair, then so be it. I’m alive. But what about you? You’ve got a third Class too? And I assume you didn’t trap any creatures. Which means you’re as powerful as a four-mark.”

Ilea smiled. “I do have a third Class. And not exactly. I fought it for ages, and I had to constantly recover my mana. It was a long battle of attrition, but I came out on top. Mostly because it was stupid.”

He nodded. “Seems to be the only way we can stand up to true power. For now, that is. You’re close to five hundred. And you have a third Class. We’ll get there,” he said and smiled. “The others?”

Ilea nodded. “Alive. Nowhere near your power.”

“I’m glad. What kind of magic did you get? For your third Class?”

“Space. I met a few more Fae, like the little guy we once rescued back with our team.” She paused for a moment. “So now I can teleport even more effectively, and I’ve got some other cool shit, too.”

“Cool shit,” Kyrian laughed. “Well, things became easier after that. Teleportation, coupled with the other direct improvements and higher regeneration, allowed me to hunt the Bluetails more effectively. Granted, it was regeneration, not healing. But I didn’t have to resort to trapping them. I could face them.

“And that’s been what I’ve done since then. Some exploration here and there, but the Iznakor dungeon offered little, and the keeps strewn throughout the Isles are far more dangerous than simply fighting Miststalkers and offer fewer rewards.”

“There are more of them?”

“Yes. I still wonder who built them and why they were abandoned. The golems and gargoyles are impressive, too. Perhaps not as much as the machines of the Taleen, but certainly more than anything else I’ve ever seen.

“The caverns below are far more dangerous than just fighting Bluetails, so I mostly avoided them after I managed to kill the Wyrm. I would’ve escaped in time. But now that you’re here… Well, I’m not sure. But I’m glad.”

“You can figure out what you want to do in your own time,” Ilea said. “A lot’s happened in the past two years. There’s plenty to talk about first to give you some perspective.”

“I’m more interested in that meal right now,” Kyrian said as they reached the keep again.

Ilea watched as Kyrian’s flail-like chains rippled with magic, unwinding from the massive Bluetail corpse before slamming down on it, ripping away chunks of flesh with sheer brute force. Blood and guts splattered onto the stone ground as the metal mage ripped the carcass apart.

“They can’t handle the tough scales,” he explained before walking to the locked door where he kept the birds. “You two can handle a bit of soul magic, yes?”

“We met them earlier,” Ilea said.

“Are they bait?” Feyrair asked.

Kyrian chuckled as he walked inside, the chains on the birds falling away as he went to one knee and hugged the approaching creatures. “Hush, yes, yes. Food is here. Don’t be greedy, James!”

“They’re not,” Ilea said, crossing her arms as she watched the Bluetail’s blood pool out onto the cold ground.
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“During one of the battles I had with a Bluetail, we ended up crashing on a mountainside. I saw one of the Vrayar protect its nest, using its soul magic to scare both me and the Bluetail away. It wasn’t particularly effective,” Kyrian explained as he watched the eagle-like birds rip into the Wyvern’s flesh. “The mother died.”

“You took them in?” Ilea asked.

He nodded. “I tried before… fostering some kind of pet. None of them stayed, or they just never stopped trying to eat me.”

Ilea summoned one of Keyla’s meals and handed it to him. “Do you want to eat here?”

“Why not?” he asked and sat down on the carcass, his steel helmet dissipating to finally reveal his face.

She hadn’t wanted to push, and now, seeing him for the first time in two years, Ilea smiled.

His hair was the same black color, but it was short now and roughly cut, and a short beard covered the lower half of his face. He had the same gray eyes, not quite as inhuman as Elfie’s, but they were certainly unique.

A lot had happened. That was true. Both for her and for him. But looking at him now, she relaxed. It felt just as easy to talk to him as it had back then, and she still felt just as comfortable. More, maybe, with all her advancements, the name she’d made for herself, and the developments in the Plains. He’d been there before, and he had advanced alongside her, just in a faraway place.

Kyrian formed a fork with steel from his gauntlet and started eating, closing his eyes a moment later and eating faster. He made a few questionable noises before he was done.

“More?” Ilea asked, summoning another bowl and swapping it with the empty one he was holding using Displacement.

He glanced at her and ate again. “Thank you,” he managed to say in between bites.

“Plenty more where that came from. You should fill your storage ring with Keyla’s cooking when we get back. It’s really quite a godsend when you can summon such good food in the middle of a month-long dungeon dive.”

Kyrian finished and wiped his mouth before replacing his helmet. “Definitely the best I’ve had in a while. I had some food in my own ring, thankfully, but just jerky, nuts, berries, and the like. I’m running out of space now, actually. Plenty of really old clothes, weapons, books, and the like in the keeps. Problem is, I can’t read the language,” he said, summoning a book before he made it vanish again.

One of the eagles flapped its wings and landed on his shoulder, its gray beak dripping with blood, some clinging to its feathers.

Ilea felt the soul magic as the creature watched her. “They’re pretty cute.”

“They are,” Kyrian said and looked at the Vrayar. “You are, aren’t you?” he asked in a dry tone, tapping its beak. “The magic doesn’t bother you? I’m pretty sure it’s not meant as an attack.”

“It’s some kind of perception. Just invasive,” Feyrair said. “Seithir could offer more insight.”

“A soul mage Cerithil Hunter,” Ilea explained.

“That would be useful, sure,” Kyrian said. “Thank you for the food, Ilea. I can’t wait to fill my ring with everything I can get my hands on back in Ravenhall… The city is still around, isn’t it? Or did someone summon more demons?”

“It is,” Ilea said, her smile wavering.

“What is it?”

Ilea walked over and sat down on the carcass, one of her ashen limbs cutting out a bit of flesh and feeding it to the closest Vrayar. “Last week, I found out who killed Eve.”

He turned away, remaining silent for a while. Ilea could see his curse aura flare up again, lashing out and causing the birds to croak and fly away before they landed on nearby ledges, window sills, or the ground.

Kyrian took a deep breath in and slowly exhaled. “I’m sorry,” he said and turned toward her, hugging her again. They remained like that for a little while before he lifted his head. “How are you feeling?”

Ilea turned her head when he let go of her, looking at the ground as the Vrayar approached again to resume their feast. “I’m okay. Sorry, I’m not sure why I brought it up. It’s not like it changes anything.”

He smiled and patted her head. The gesture confused her, and then she started laughing, gently grabbing his hand. “I’m not one of your birds.”

He didn’t seem convinced. “Who was it? And are we going after them?”

It felt like her heart skipped a beat. “Rescued after two years, and you’re ready to join yet another hunt immediately?”

He shrugged.

She shook her head. “No. It’s a pretty long story. I know the man, too. How do you feel about it?”

“Eve was… a friend. But she often felt cold, distant. Not like you, Claire, or even Trian. I enjoyed her company, but sometimes she scared me. I never told her, or you. Maybe I should have.”

Ilea was quiet for some time. “Maybe.”

“Come on, let’s go somewhere a little more comfortable than this cold courtyard. Whoever built this place at least knew about furniture and hearths,” Kyrian said and stood up, holding his hand out to help her up.

Ilea looked at it, smiled, and took it. She didn’t let go when she stood up. “Before we go anywhere else, I’ve got a skill to mark people now. Can I put one on you? Just so you don’t get lost for two years again.”

He huffed out some air. “You couldn’t have gotten that a bit earlier?”

Feyrair snickered.

She shrugged. “I’ve found you. And I have it now.”
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The hall he brought them to had been made for kings. Ancient tapestries hung from the walls, though all their color had long since faded, and many of them had been eaten through by moths. A massive hearth was set into the center of the wall, a long banquet table standing in front of it. Much of the table was missing.

Kyrian’s gauntlet extended into an axe-like form before he brought it down on the table with a quick swing, throwing the chunk of wood into the hearth to add fuel to the bright fire.

Ilea sat down in an ashen chair, while Feyrair sat nearby, holding a large chunk of bloody Bluetail meat and shooing off one of the Vrayar. She patted the closest bird on its head, feeling the rough feathers against her skin.

Higher level than most Shadows, she thought, looking at the creature before she turned back to the flames.

“I’m glad the war is over,” Kyrian said, choosing to stand with his arms crossed in front of him.

He looked tall. Powerful. Like an experienced warrior and hunter. This place had given him an edge. Ilea felt more through her intuition than anything Identify could ever show. And yet when he moved and spoke, he seemed so honest and vulnerable, just like the Kyrian she remembered.

They spent the next hour talking. First about Eve, Michael, and who he was. Then she told him about the war, the Lily, Erendar, and Meadow. About the Sentinels and what they meant. About Claire and Trian, and what they were up to.

He sighed, tossing another chunk of wood into the flames. “A lot seems to have changed since I was teleported away.”

“Not as much as you think,” Ilea said. “Even though Ravenhall is independent now, you’ll hardly find it different than before. And few people know about Hallowfort yet, let alone the Meadow.”

Most of the news had been good. A prospering Ravenhall, a space magic tree that would help them if need be. The end of the Baralia war.

“What are you thinking?” she asked him, his gaze focused on the flames dancing in the hearth.

Kyrian turned toward her before he glanced at Feyrair. “I… I wasn’t there, you know? I was lost here. And now you’re here. You can take me back, but what then? I’m not a Sentinel, not a Hunter. I’m a Shadow, if even that,” he said, whispering the last words.

Ilea breathed in. “What are you talking about?”

She stood up from her chair. He remained where he sat but turned his head back to the fire.

“Why do you think I came here?” Ilea asked.

“We helped Edwin and Felicia. You came for me because it was part of the mission,” he said.

Ilea stepped in front of him so that he would’ve had to move to avoid her gaze.

“I came because of you, Kyrian. Because we’re part of the same team. Because we fought together, because we bled together. I didn’t come here because of a mission that is long past. You didn’t need my help either – you would’ve escaped on your own. Maybe in a month, maybe a year.” She tapped his chest with her index finger. “I came because I was worried about you. And because I missed you.”

He looked at her and sighed. “Okay.” He paused. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. And when you’re back… Well, you don’t even have to go back if you don’t want to. I mean, it would be nice if you were a bit easier to reach, though,” she smiled. “But whatever you want to do, we’ll be with you.

“Yes, Claire is mostly managing Ravenhall, but she hasn’t forgotten about you either. Nor has Trian. She was the one to ask Cless for paintings of you. And Trian didn’t know what he wanted to do after Virilya.

“Sometimes, you need to sit down and think, let time pass, process things. Trian found something in leading and training the Sentinels. And I’m sure you’ll find something too. Might be a good idea to talk to him and see what he thinks. The world is open to you, and there’s no rush. With your power, you could even fight by the side of the great Lilith.”

Feyrair snorted.

Kyrian looked at her.

“Kyrian, you’re one of the most powerful human beings I know. You can do whatever the fuck you want. And we’ll have your back.”

He remained quiet for a while until he cleared his throat.

“I think I want to visit Ravenhall. I want to see the others… I want to… listen to music again, see the sunlight without arcane storms and blizzards raging past. I want to feel warmth, sleep in a comfortable bed, and I want to fly, past the mountains of the south, the forests of the west.” He looked at his hands. “I’ve changed… so much. Ilea, I wield power… beyond what I’ve seen in the Shadow’s Hand. I already had trouble fitting in, but now?”

She clasped his shoulder. “You’ll fit right in, Kyrian. Maybe not with common adventurers or with the Hand. But you will with us.”

He seemed doubtful.

“Well,” Ilea said, cracking her neck, “maybe, before we go south, we could catch each other up on what we can do. Blow off some steam, now that you know we can go back, and now that you have two people to back you up. Might feel good to know you’re no longer alone.”

Kyrian breathed in deep and sighed, his magic vibrating through his armor. “I can see that you’re strong. And I see your levels. But you’ve not been out here. Do you two really think you can face a four-mark?”

Ilea glanced at Feyrair. Ash flowed out from her back, covering her body in a thick layer of armor, horns sprouting from her head as wings formed on her back. The elf hissed, white flames bursting from his body as his eyes glowed with magic.

“Why don’t we find out, Kyrian?” she asked. “Before we take you back to Ravenhall?”

Kyrian stood up, looking first at the ceiling and then at her. “You’re past me in levels. Let’s see if all those stories are more than just that.”

Ilea displaced the three of them up and out into the open, moving her wings slowly to keep herself in the air. The suns were setting in the distance, a deep red coloring the sky, as the ocean waves crashed against the cliffs far below. It felt serene.

Kyrian flew next to her, looking out into the distance. “It’s funny.”

“Hmm?”

“Now that I know I can go back, this place feels so much less distant and oppressive.” He turned toward her. “Your friends are waiting. Are you sure you want to go out now?”

“I’m sure they can occupy themselves for a little while,” Ilea said. “So where can we get a few of those Bluetails, but not an entire swarm?” she asked, looking around. She could see four mountains on the isle from their elevated position, including the one they were on. “And where’s the volcano you mentioned?”

Kyrian floated in the air nearby, pointing to the peak of the mountain. “You can’t see it from here. Come, I’ll show you,” he added before he shot off.

Not using his metal spheres to fly anymore. Is he just straight up hovering his armor? Or did he get a new skill entirely?

The three reached the top in less than a minute, Ilea landing next to the metal mage. “Oh, I like this,” she murmured, seeing a line of isles stretch into the horizon, kilometers of ocean separating some of them.

The largest one consisted of a single broad mountain, not quite as high-reaching as some of the others but massive in size. More importantly, it had lava pouring down its side, smoke rising from its top.

“The Krahen Isles,” Kyrian said.

Ilea saw swarms of Bluetails in the distance. A group of about twenty was diving for the water, vanishing a moment later. The mountaintops all around them were covered in snow, dark clouds still clinging to the lower parts of the isles, arcane lightning flashing in the evening light.

“Come, I set up a trap close by,” Kyrian said.

“I thought you could fight them head-on now?” Feyrair teased.

Kyrian laughed. “It’s to attract stragglers. How I kill them has little to do with it. If you want to rush into a swarm, feel free to try. I’ll tell your story in the next inn I visit.”

He flew down the mountain, his speed surprising Ilea a little. She wondered if he was faster than even her if he really tried.

They quickly reached a plateau on the side of the mountain, with stone rubble, steel chains, and fallen trees in the vicinity. The metal mage landed with a heavy impact, walking to the center of a runic circle before he summoned his chain flails. They moved out, dragging themselves over the ground, swiftly clearing away all the rubble and even tree trunks, causing dust and chunks of stone to billow into the air.

“You don’t have to hold the chains at all?” Ilea asked.

The man glanced her way as he summoned a few steel spheres that split into thousands of needles. They rushed out in a flurry, scratching the ground to retrace the large runic circle in case it had been damaged.

“No. But I can apply a stronger curse if I do. And add momentum to more physical attacks.”

She watched Kyrian work, the complex curse circle reminding her of the blood rituals in Baralia. Yet he set it up alone and in a matter of seconds.

How fast could Michael do it? I wonder…

“Just in case we attract a dangerous one,” he said. “Are you two ready?”

Ilea saw how he scanned the skies, settling on a small group of about six Bluetails. She thought about using Monster Hunter, but that would likely attract more than one.

Did he get another General Skill for that? What’s he going to do?

“I’m ready,” Ilea said and ascended, watching the metal mage do the same. His chained flails floated close to him.

Feyrair, who was still burning, hissed his affirmation.

“That’s a yes,” Ilea clarified.

“I figured,” Kyrian said in a dry tone as he grabbed one of his chains and started swinging it with one arm. The massive flail end swung around at least eight meters away from where he held the steel links.

No wonder he destroyed those Guardians. That end bit is like one and a half meters in diameter.

She just watched as the momentum increased, the massive object creating an eerie sound as it pushed against the air.

And then he let go, the massive end flying off, pulling its rattling chain behind.

“I don’t know what I expected,” Ilea murmured, watching the thing fly into the distance. A hundred meters, two hundred, five hundred. She wasn’t about to question the sanity of her friend, but then again, he had been alone for several years.

And then it happened. She could barely see the tiny flail when one of the flying Wyverns was suddenly snapped out of the air, its wings twisted up as it twirled and fell.

“Holy shit.”

“Impressive throw,” Feyrair said with a hiss. “Now we go to where it lands?”

Kyrian raised his right arm, a pulse of magic rushing out, and the flight direction of the Bluetail suddenly changed. It came straight toward them.

“Won’t the others come for us?” Ilea asked.

“They’re very competitive creatures. Sometimes a few come check, but usually they’re more than content leaving a few of their own behind,” he said. “Not that they won’t swarm you if you get too close, because they will. Now let me do my work before you start obliterating everything. This one’s mine.”

“What if it’s a four-mark?” Feyrair asked.

“We would already know,” Kyrian said, grabbing two more chains before he started to swing them much like he had the first.

Ilea saw the creature better now, the flail embedded in one of its wings as it writhed in the air, the chain around its body preventing one of its legs from moving freely. She could already see the familiar sight of air blades and a torrent of water rushing out from the creature’s maw.

Kyrian threw the two remaining chain flails, the weapons entirely wrapping around the approaching Bluetail a few seconds later, a few of the spikes piercing it.

“Caught a weak one. Close to six hundred,” Kyrian said, spreading his arms as his remaining three weapons convulsed in the air, utterly unlike anything steel should ever do.

Sheets of the material wrapped around his body, adding layer after layer of both weight and metal, his form now at least half a meter taller and broader.

[Northern Bluetail – lvl ???]

Ilea knew he was right. “Six thirty or so.”

“How do you know?” Kyrian asked, his voice barely audible under all that metal.

“It’s the third tier of Veteran.”

“Ah.”

The mage slowly raised his hand, and the ball of furious Bluetail and steel came down hard, sliding down the mountain before coming to a stop a few dozen meters away from the curse circle.

I don’t think he’ll even need that one, Ilea thought as she watched him float closer, stopping about fifteen meters in front of the monster’s massive head.

It screeched, the call doing nothing to intimidate its captor. Instead, it formed a spell, a stream of highly pressurized water hissing out to hit Kyrian.

Ilea could feel the power gathering in his form.

He lifted his arm, a wave of curse magic rushing out to meet the creature’s ability, the stream’s integrity suddenly wavering before the water splattered to the ground without even reaching him. His steel armor twisted, a single vertical wedge forming at the entire front of his body and extending forward.

And then he vanished. Or seemed to.

Ilea could barely keep up as Kyrian flew straight into the monster’s maw. The result was an explosion of gore, blood, and bones. He came to a stop at the other end of the Bluetail, having almost entirely split it apart. Nothing was left of the head as its remains literally fell apart, one wing flapping one last time before it hit the ground.

The man teleported out of the large carcass, steel armor peeling off and reforming into the weapons he’d previously used as he recalled his other three flails.

Feyrair clapped. “Wonderful presentation.”

“I agree,” Ilea said. “I tried similar things with ash, but it just seems better with steel. I’ll have to explain to you why a drill is far superior to a wedge, though.”

“So, who wants the next one?” Kyrian asked as he started to twirl one of his weapons.
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“Why don’t you do the honors?” Ilea said, looking at the elf flying near her as she started charging Heart of Cinder, feeling the heat building up within her core.

Kyrian had exceeded her expectations, and it made her feel both pride and some amount of grief. He hadn’t chosen to come here and battle these monsters; the choice had been forced upon him, and he had picked up the fight.

And at the same time, it just made her happy to see her friend’s magic, his experience, his power. It inspired her. And it made her want to show off what she had achieved herself.

What an interesting set of isles, she thought, watching Kyrian’s next chain fly off into the distance. I think I’ll stay here for a while. If these birds are as stupid as he suggests, they’ll be far easier targets than an Executioner. And I’m not far from five hundred.

Feyrair flew past her then, spreading his arms wide to welcome the next Northern Bluetail.
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Kyrian focused on recalling his metal. He couldn’t manipulate the steel at that distance beyond pulling it toward himself.

The Bluetail struggled against his hold. It was stronger than the last one, but not by much. About level seven hundred, if his intuition was right. If he battled it directly, the fight would take some time.

The curse circle remained prepared, just in case it was needed. Feyrair was close to level four hundred, just seventeen levels lower than him, but the absolute confidence the elf exuded was on an entirely different level.

Then again, Kyrian had never been particularly confident in his own abilities. More now than before. Even now that he could take down monsters no Shadow could face alone, he often doubted himself.

And yet he was pretty sure that mindset was part of why he was still alive. It made him cautious, it made him choose challenges that felt right, and it made him prepare contingencies and ways to escape in case he was overwhelmed despite everything.

And now I’m scared of going back.

He smiled slightly.

Ilea didn’t seem to be worried about Feyrair’s choice to face a Bluetail alone either. Just looking at the elf now made it clear that he was similar to Ilea.

For them, facing the fear and danger isn’t a struggle, it’s something to be overcome each and every day. It’s what they thrive in.

I wonder how things really are in Ravenhall. Can I just return? After all this time? Can I just have breakfast, go out into a forest without Miststalkers or arcane lightning present?

He watched the excited elf increase the power of his peculiar flames. Ilea was preparing some kind of spell too, either to help him if need be, or for when she faced one of the Bluetails herself.

She came. After all this time. I hope she knows what this means to me. And at the same time, I wish I could’ve made it back on my own.

He shook his head, breathing in deep.

Kyrian threw two more chains and added as much spin to them as he could using magic. His curse was already spreading through the creature, making it slightly sluggish. The added blight would help too.

One last pull brought the monster crashing down onto the mountainside, and it shrieked. He was glad they were fighting Bluetails for now. In that, at least, he felt confident.

He grinned slightly, remembering all the times he had nearly been killed by these damned birds. The birds he had faced time and time again in the hope of getting stronger, getting strong enough to leave this place.

He pushed the chains down, adding weight to them as he let the flails dig into the ground. The Bluetail pushed away, ripping one chain free before the thing snapped around its body once more.

He was both excited and scared about going back. Maybe he just didn’t really believe it was real yet. It all felt so sudden. Nothing he had done recently was any different than what he’d been doing for the past months. And yet now he could go back? Just like that?

Kyrian felt a surge of heat and magic as the elf expanded into what looked like a winged Wyvern. Four limbs. A dragon? He watched the creature come down hard on the Bluetail.

They were about the same size, though Feyrair’s red body exuded white flames. “Set it free,” Kyrian said, his voice a gravelly whisper.

He watched and smiled, glancing over at Ilea. He had often wondered if he had become something different here. Something no longer human. Looking at the transformed elf, he knew that he wasn’t the only one.
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Ilea watched as Feyrair tackled the Bluetail, his claws and teeth digging into its scaled armor as their magic clashed. She looked over at Kyrian to find her friend watching the battle between the dragon-like creatures intently.

Feyrair looked a lot more like the mythical creatures, at least in how she imagined them. Scales, horns, leathery wings. The Bluetail, on the other hand, looked like a mix between a large bird of prey and a Drake. It had horns on its head and a feathered tail, but she could see scales protecting it on its legs and chest as well.

She smiled.

The Bluetail had the level advantage. Its movements were faster, and it hit harder, too. But Feyrair regenerated quickly, and he was vastly more experienced. While the Bluetail had likely hunted far inferior prey throughout its life, Feyrair was the opposite.

He dodged the more precise attacks from the creature, using his body’s constant heat and fire to slowly injure the being. One claw attack managed to lodge itself in the Bluetail’s neck. The damage itself was not substantial, but it allowed Feyrair to use his breath attack directly and continuously while avoiding retaliation.

The monster’s eyes were burned before it managed to get free. But now that its perception was impaired, it had difficulties responding effectively.

Feyrair disengaged, circling the roaring monster, occasionally rushing in to deliver a strike with his burning claws, ripping out scales and flesh before he retreated once more. White flames clung to a large part of the creature’s body by now, slowing its regeneration and continuously damaging it.

The Bluetail sent waves of air and torrents of water at the dragonling, but its attacks were now too inaccurate to provide more than a slight deterrent.

It’s not trying to flee.

Ilea wondered where on the spectrum of monster and animal the being really was. The definition wasn’t really clear anyway, but to her, monsters attacked no matter how injured they were, whereas an animal would likely prioritize its own survival, or that of their young.

Or maybe it’s just so used to fighting and killing any opposition that flight isn’t even an option? I know someone like that, she thought, looking at Feyrair.

The creature roared again, rushing Feyrair directly, without using any magic. Ilea smiled, knowing the elf would take the challenge head-on. Wise? Maybe not. Impressive? Also no. But it was expected. She hoped he wouldn’t die against the frenzied monster.

The two tumbled down the side of the mountain, spells erupting, as fire, wind, and water splashed over the half-frozen stone ground and their claws and teeth ripped into scales and flesh.

“Should we intervene?” Kyrian asked.

“Oh no, he’s very hard to kill,” Ilea said, giving him a quick glance before she focused back on the fight. Just in case she actually did have to intervene.

But the Bluetails’ regeneration didn’t seem to be on a par with an Executioner’s. More importantly, it appeared Kyrian was right – the Bluetails really weren’t the brightest.

“He turned into a dragon,” Kyrian remarked as they flew a little closer to the two brawling creatures. Both showed plenty of injuries now; only the Bluetail, however, was unable to heal them.

“He did.”

“How did you meet an elf?”

“Remember I mentioned going to the north, after everything that happened in Virilya? I met an elf there, down in a dungeon I found.” She smiled. “I want you to meet him, too, at some point. He’s a little less…”

“Less like you?”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

It’s good to hear your voice.

She didn’t say it, though, instead floating a little closer to Kyrian and patting his shoulder.

Feyrair finally managed to grapple the injured Bluetail, biting deep into its neck as his flames expanded. He jerked his head to the side and tore off the Wyvern’s head with a loud, wet sound.

With that, the elf returned to his normal form, his wounds and armor regenerating as he stumbled a few steps.

Then he shouted, the sound turning into a hiss at the end, before he growled, spread his wings, and flew toward them, a broad smile on his face.

“I like this place. I like these creatures.”

I almost feel bad for these Wyverns, Ilea thought as she looked at the bloodied corpse. But they kept my friend stuck here. And they happen to be in just the level range I need to get stronger.

“You don’t seem pleased,” Feyrair added. “I’ll store the meat, if you both don’t mind. The others will enjoy it.”

“You didn’t even nearly die,” Ilea said, flying a little higher.

“That was a level seven hundred Bluetail,” Kyrian commented.

Feyrair hissed. “What do you have in mind?”

Ilea watched the distant group of Bluetails, four of them remaining now. They were flying closer to the mountain but didn’t seem to be particularly interested in the fires that had burned during the fight. Instead, they were flying lower and toward the ocean.

Ilea charged up Monster Hunter, cupped her hands in front of her mouth, and roared a challenge toward the beings.

“I hope you two are ready,” she said.

The remaining Bluetails swerved toward them as soon as the sound reached them, their screeches and roars reverberating on the mountainside as they came to meet the challenge.

“We don’t know their levels,” Kyrian grumbled. “Unnecessary risk.”

“You’re not alone anymore,” Ilea said. “I believe the risk is more than mitigated by our presence. In fact, if they’re all close to seven hundred, let me try alone.”

Kyrian and Feyrair gave each other a look. Their expressions were hidden behind their scale and steel armor, but some kind of mutual understanding seemed to have been reached. They both floated back, making some distance between them and the flying creature of ash.

Well, if that’s how it is…

Ilea activated Phaseshift, then sacrificed tens of thousands of health to boost her auras. The Bluetails quickly closed the distance, and she smiled.

…then that’s how it is.
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She really is still the same.

Kyrian knew Ilea had always been the strongest of their group back in the Shadow’s Hand. Even when she’d had difficulties catching up with a quickly moving Trian, or the few times she hadn’t been able to breach Claire’s shields during their bouts.

What she lacked in versatility, though, she made up for with speed and tenacity. Her strength and resilience were absolutely ridiculous. She’d told him she’d faced and killed a four-mark in a direct battle. Even with everything he knew, it was hard to believe, but with her, it wasn’t impossible.

Ilea returned from her slightly transparent state, her form lighting up with bright white flames and auras so powerful that Kyrian could nearly see them with just his eyes. Burning ash spread on her back, her wings set alight as eighteen ashen tendrils fanned out to welcome the approaching monsters.

The Bluetails flew close to each other, the first one forming a torrent of water that sped toward the solitary target a split second later. Ilea raised her arm, energy flowing from her core and out of her palm. An instant later, a broad cone of fiery light engulfed the first two Bluetails.

When the spell ended, the closest Bluetail had disappeared entirely, as if it had never existed. The one that had been behind it showed burns on nearly its entire body, and one of its wings had gone. It failed to stay in the air and twirled to the ground, hitting the mountainside hard before it regained its feet, screeching up at the floating being.

Kyrian held his breath.

Ilea didn’t hold back, charging the creatures, dodging around their maws and talons as her ashen limbs ripped into their scales, leaving streaks of white flame and deep, bleeding gashes.

Wind blades vanished and appeared below to hit the injured Bluetail. Ilea sank her limbs into the neck of the weakened creature, her fists slamming down on its skull, mana surges visibly spreading into its head. A spray of burning ash set its whole back half alight before she was swatted away by a stream of concentrated water.

It was her. It was still her, yet everything about her was different. He breathed out and felt glad.

She was right. He wasn’t alone after all.

Kyrian watched as another Bluetail fell dead from the sky, flames still clinging to its body. Lances of burning ash slammed into the injured creature on the ground as Ilea stared down the last of them, her auras weakening a moment later.

“We might want to take this one together,” Ilea said, sounding excited as a gust of wind pushed her back.
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‘ding’ You have defeated [Northern Bluetail – lvl 684]

‘ding’ You have defeated [Northern Bluetail – lvl 721]

Ilea knew the injured one, the weakest Bluetail, was close to death as well, so her focus shifted to the leader of the pack, or murder, or whatever a group of Wyverns was called.

[Northern Bluetail – lvl ???]

“It’s close to nine hundred,” she said. “What do you think, Kyrian?”

The man appeared next to her, hovering close, his steel flails attached to his back. “With the two of you? We can try.”

Feyrair darted past them, his form expanding once more as he roared at the flying Wyvern.

“Your circle works?” Ilea asked.

“It’s not obstructed,” Kyrian said. “Yes, it will.”

“Perfect. Let’s try without it first.”

Ilea followed the dragonling, displacing large blades of air, though some had already cut into his wings. She just sent them at the injured Bluetail, glancing down to see it fall apart as it was struck by one particularly potent blade.

She landed on Feyrair’s back, sending spears of ash forward as the bird rushed them. Ilea blinked into the torrent of water that came their way, her high resistance pushing the element aside as she braced the powerful spell to protect Feyrair. She teleported behind the Bluetail right before it reached her, its open maw instead crashing into fiery claws behind her.

Two flails twirled around the monster’s legs, binding them together to render its talons less powerful. Kyrian swung the other four around its wings, holding onto them as he tried to pull the creature away from Feyrair.

Ilea could feel the powerful curse magic flow into the creature through the steel chains. She displaced herself onto the monster’s back, using the distraction supplied by her team to focus solely on her offense. Her punches and ashen limbs sent destructive waves of mana into the creature, her ash alone not quite able to pierce its densely packed and resilient scales.

An explosion of air flung all three combatants away, but Ilea blinked back in an instant, Kyrian held onto his chains, and Feyrair simply used the opportunity to spread fire with his breath. They all had visible injuries, but Ilea determined that none of them were in mortal danger; her ash spread far now, allowing her to check her allies with ease.

She smiled, reminded of the time in the Isanna Desert when she and her team had fought a Dragcal.

The Bluetail lunged forward and tackled Feyrair before it dove down to the ground. The impact sent Ilea flying, and the creature broke through the chains on its legs. Talons clad in wind magic ripped into the pinned dragonling, cutting through his defenses and getting stuck deep in his flesh.

“Go! Push it through the gate! Kyrian, to your runes!” Ilea shouted, using Monster Hunter to enhance her voice as she used Displacement to form a gate behind the large Bluetail.

Feyrair grabbed onto the creature’s talons and stood up with a surge of heat and fire, pushing the monster through the gate. Ilea shut it, Feyrair’s clawed arms shunted out when the connection was removed, the Bluetail appearing in the circle Kyrian had prepared.

Kyrian was already there, floating above the creature as it struggled against the chains wrapped around its wings. Bright green energy flared as the runes came alive with power, a cone of light shining brightly beyond where Kyrian floated.

Ilea flew next to Feyrair, healing his injuries as she watched Kyrian float down. The chains curled up to him before they connected to his armor. Energy rushed into him, destructive power in turn going down into the Bluetail as it struggled against its bonds.

“Come on,” Ilea said as they rushed to the circle, spreading burning ash onto the being.

Feyrair added his breath, with far greater results.

They didn’t stop their spells until a ding resounded in each of their minds.

‘ding’ Your group has defeated [Northern Bluetail – lvl 872]

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 477 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 471 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 426 – 1 stat point awarded

Feyrair transformed back to his elven form and fell to one knee. Blood still dripped from a gash on his chest, but it was healing. The circle of curse magic flickered out, and Kyrian floated down to join them.

“Well done. Did your curse manage to keep it from flying away?” Ilea asked.

Kyrian was quiet for a long moment, looking at the dead Bluetail. “They’re easily confused. The blight added more to that than any other effect.”

“You can get stuck in a loose rope if you’re drunk enough,” Ilea remarked with a laugh.

He looked at her and nodded slowly. “Something like that.”

“That was refreshing. I think I like these isles.” She winced. “Oh… I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to⁠—”

Kyrian waved her off. “I grew to like them, too, in a way. They’re useful; I’ve grown more here than anywhere else. Even Ravenhall.

“And I knew you would come, Ilea. I’m so grateful that you found a way for me to travel back. I’m sure you’ll get the chance to see these isles, and I definitely don’t think I’m done with them either. Especially now that I’ve seen you two fight.

“But I think… yeah, I think I’d like to go back now. At least for a time.” He rolled his shoulders slightly and sighed. “I think I’m ready.”


FIFTY-SEVEN
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Ilea just looked at him before she nodded and flew back toward the Taleen dungeon. “Alright. Come then, I’ll introduce you to the others.”

“The ones who managed to use the gate?” Kyrian asked.

“Master enchanters who worked tirelessly to get this done.”

“I hope you didn’t have them work just for me.”

“I would’ve hired them to do it for you. But as it happens, there were other reasons as well. I don’t have to explain the potential benefits of having a long-range teleportation network on our hands.”

“No, you don’t. But that doesn’t mean using the existing Taleen one. I would assume there are many measures in place to prevent outsiders from doing so,” he said, the three of them flying toward the rocky coast.

“There’s more to that, too, mostly to do with the Cerithil Hunters,” Ilea said. “When you were teleported here, I was moved to Iz, once the capital of the Taleen. When I was fighting alongside the elves recently, we found a way to get there, and the various marks I left on people allowed me to find out where it was.”

“The capital?” Kyrian asked. “So that means you know where we are right now? Based on those marks?”

“Not just that. Iana and Christopher managed to copy the map of all accessible destinations within the Taleen teleportation network. We’re far to the northwest, very far. I don’t even know how close the continent is. Maybe there’s another one that’s closer, or maybe we’re in the middle of a massive ocean.”

“Would’ve been a difficult flight,” Kyrian said and chuckled to himself.

Ilea smiled. “Yeah, probably.”

“And now you’re using the gates to attack Iz?” he asked, looking at Feyrair.

The elf hissed. “Iz… It’s too dangerous as we are now. Even Isalthar, the strongest among us, could not face the armies of the One without Form.”

“That too,” Ilea said. “Which means we’ll have to get stronger ourselves. The Bluetails are a good range for me and Feyrair.”

“And for me,” Kyrian said. He looked lost in thought for a while. “If you come and hunt here… can you promise me one thing?”

“Hmm?”

“Leave some of them for me.”

She smiled. “I’ll do my best.”

He grunted his approval. “There’s something else. Can I bring the Vrayar somewhere? I don’t want to leave them here.”

“My house? They can’t teleport through doors or attack through walls, right?”

“Neither. They don’t attack anyway, as long as they don’t feel threatened. I think they don’t know how to hunt because of me.”

“Domesticated. Good. Wouldn’t want the tigers to die because of them.”

“Ah yes, I remember, in the nearby cave. Are they grown now?”

“To be honest, I haven’t checked on them in a while. We’re more like neighbors.”

Night had fallen by the time they reached the dungeon entrance. The mists flowed down the mountains toward the ocean.

Ilea spread her ash into the Miststalkers dancing closer, their tendrils of magic draining her health and mana. The creatures turned to mist themselves when her reverse reconstruction overwhelmed them.

“You can’t kill them?” Kyrian asked.

“I can, but they’re hardly a drop in the ocean of experience I need for any levels,” she said.

“Yeah.” Kyrian turned around near the entrance, looking at the field of mist flowing onto the ocean, the water winning out a few dozen meters out. “They have a serene beauty to them, don’t they?”

“They do. But I think I like the storms more.”

“Of course you do,” Kyrian laughed, turning back to the entrance, where Feyrair was already waiting.

Iana and Christopher were downstairs, tinkering with enchanted steel plates. Various tools and materials were spread out across several workbenches, and a few tables were covered in notes and large blueprints.

Iana glanced over and waved. “Welcome back, Kyrian. I knew you’d make it.”

“Iana. It’s been a while,” he said.

“I see you’ve made some modifications.” Iana walked over and smiled. “Oh, it’s not even the same steel anymore. Balduur won’t be too happy about that.”

Kyrian just grunted, chuckling to himself a moment later. “And you’re Christopher?”

“Yes. I, eh… I heard you helped… against Arthur. We didn’t meet, but… thank you,” the enchanter said.

“Arthur? How is that related?”

“I was working for him… not entirely by choice. Well, now I’m working for Ilea.”

“Also not entirely by choice?” Kyrian asked, sounding entirely serious.

“Don’t scare him,” Ilea said, tapping his shoulder. “He can stop whenever he wants.”

Christopher chuckled awkwardly. “I… I don’t think I can stop.”

“Not with all the progress we’re making,” Iana said.

Ilea summoned the key locator and displaced it close to Iana. “Speaking of which, you can have this for a while to copy the map. I’ll show Kyrian to Ravenhall.”

“You don’t want to search for the keys yet?” Iana asked.

Ilea glanced at Kyrian, who was looking between them. “I found something in Iz that requires a bunch of ancient Taleen keys. That thingy there helps us find them.” She turned back to Iana. “And no, I think it would be best to train on these islands for a while. Maybe we can even bring some of the other Hunters, if they want to join in.”

Iana nodded along.

“Finding ancient keys… For what purpose, exactly?” Kyrian asked.

“There’s some kind of being within Iz… a machine, maybe, or a really old dwarf. Who knows. Either way, the keys allow us to get more information. Maybe something that would help us stop the Taleen on their unending attempt to destroy all elves.”

He looked at her and then chuckled. “Yeah. Not the kind of missions that we used to do with the Hand.”

“Yeah, though I still do enjoy those too. Ready to go?” Ilea asked.

“Once I get my birds.” With that, he vanished.

“What a presence…” Christopher murmured. “Another one for the crew.”

“Did you feel my presence too?” Feyrair asked.

“You’re hard to miss, Feyrair,” Christopher said in a dry tone.

Feyrair hissed with amusement.

“Iana, do you want to stay in Ravenhall, or should I bring you back to the Meadow?”

“We will return north,” Iana said. “With the modified key, we should be able to cut the time to get there by a lot. If you don’t mind, however, I’d still prefer if you took us the rest of the way. You have your spell to return south, right? You can retrieve the key again once we’re done. It shouldn’t take long with Meadow’s help.”

“Alright,” Ilea said, blinking outside to shoo away the closest Miststalkers before they started draining the Vrayar.

She waited in the mist until she saw Kyrian approach. He slowed down and landed, the birds following him and landing on the nearby rocks. One settled on his shoulder, and another on his outstretched arm.

“We really have to have a race at some point,” Ilea said. “I remember your flying wasn’t exactly… perfect.”

He petted the bird on his arm. “Yeah, but now I have a skill for it. And the metal manipulation helps.”

Ilea walked inside, holding the gate open for him. “I’ve met a few metal mages, all specializing in silver, gold, or olvor.”

“Mine’s limited too, though not quite as much,” Kyrian said. “Iron, and alloys made with it. I’ve had to work with what I’ve found here, though, so I might be able to get stronger alloys.”

“I see. I’m sure Goliath has some cool stuff for you to check out. He’s a smith in the north,” she explained.

“I’ll gladly meet him.”

Ilea stopped on the stairs, looking back at him.

He looked at her. “What is it?”

“Nothing. Just good to have you back.”

A few moments later, the whole group stood in the entrance hall to the Iznakor dungeon. The workbenches and tools were gone, returned to Iana’s storage ring.

“Ready?” Ilea asked, mostly for Kyrian’s sake.

He glanced at his birds and nodded lightly. “Do your thing.”

Ilea activated her third tier of Blink, charging the spell as runes formed below her, the fabric of space breached to connect her to the anchor left behind in her living room.

When the time came, she connected the group with Displacement, her magic shifting space before she looked around and found herself back in her house.

“Welcome back,” she said.

Kyrian remained quiet, his birds screeching as they jumped onto the furniture. He went to a couch and touched it carefully, then sighed deeply.

“Here we are.”

She smiled. “Here we are.”

He sighed, then sat down.

Ilea checked the birds quickly but found nothing wrong with them despite the lower mana density. Granted, the difference wasn’t huge, but they weren’t particularly powerful either.

Once they had settled in and the birds had been brought to the lower floors of her house, she checked in with the others. Kyrian was outside on the balcony, looking out onto the starlit ocean.

“I’ll get him to the city, check in with Claire and Trian, then come back,” Ilea said. “Might take a few hours, and then we can bring you two north.”

“Take your time,” Iana said. “Do you mind if we set up some workbenches here?”

“That’s fine. Fey, do you want to join?”

“No. I’ll wait here, maybe sleep a bit. Take your friend to the city, Ilea. I’m looking forward to fighting more of those Wyvern birds.”

She smiled. “Me too. See you later, then.”

Blinking outside, she joined Kyrian and looked out onto the ocean. “Want to be alone?”

He remained quiet before he glanced her way. “I don’t mind.”

Ilea relaxed, leaning against the glass door behind her as she summoned some ale. A storm raged in the distance, her eyes picking up the details of what would’ve just been darkness a few years ago.

“It’s amazing,” he said.

“The ocean?” Ilea asked when he didn’t add anything else.

“That too, I suppose. I spent years on those isles, and you just moved everyone here with a single spell. Just like that. An insurmountable distance, thousands of monsters in between.”

Ilea smiled. “That’s space magic for you. It’s how I got Meadow to this realm as well. Otherwise, it would’ve remained on Erendar. Or maybe I would’ve trained and leveled until I could do something about it.”

“Making this kind of magic available to everyone… It would let us build settlements – anywhere. Trade and military support would change entirely, let alone adventuring. Most of the time we spent on our missions was just travel.”

“Well, the frontier will remain, no matter what.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Kyrian said. “Thanks again, Ilea, for finding a way to get to me.”

“Sure. Iana, Christopher, and the Meadow did most of the heavy lifting. And now you’re here.” She touched his shoulder. “You’re more powerful than most other humans. I don’t think even the members of the Lily could touch you. At least the ones I’ve met.”

He huffed out some air. “It’s true, isn’t it? I’m probably stronger than some of the Elders of the Hand. It’s strange. All it took was a couple years and countless battles, dancing on the edge of death, every day… but in a way, I feel like I don’t deserve it.”

“Does anyone deserve anything? We get dealt the cards we have and play them as we see fit. With ability and luck, we might succeed, or we might not. And now we’re here.”

“We are. It’s strange… to be back, so close to Ravenhall, so close to the life we used to have.”

They were quiet for some time, the silence only broken by the waves crashing below.

“What you said about my strength, it’s true for you as well,” Kyrian finally said. “You’ve grown exponentially, and if you go back to the Krahen Isles, you’ll hit five hundred soon.”

She supposed he was right.

“What do you plan to do with it all?” he asked.

Ilea just shrugged and sipped on her ale. “This.”

“Drink ale on your balcony?”

“Save my stranded friend, fund people who can crack ancient technology for our use, fight interesting monsters on isles so far removed from settled lands that people don’t even know they exist. See where the next adventure will take me, explore the magic I have. There’s a lot I want to do.”

“It doesn’t sound quite as daunting when you put it like that.”

“Daunting?”

“The power.”

“Hmm. Yeah. It’s good, I think, to know what we can do. To feel some amount of responsibility. But in the end, we’re human. I don’t think there’s some greater purpose out there for us, and making my own has worked out pretty well so far. As long as what you do feels right.”

He gave her a look.

“Hmm?”

“Nothing. It’s just… I guess I didn’t think you would’ve considered all that.”

“It got strange once the whole Lilith thing became big,” she said. “I wondered about what my place in all of it was, you know? I mean, if you can face entire armies and prevent blood rituals that would’ve wiped out entire cities, I guess you should begin to wonder.”

“Any conclusions?”

“I don’t think a lot changed, to be honest. I think the more power we have, the more our choices impact others – and the world. That’s it. Nothing good or bad about it. Just more… weight, I guess.”

He grunted. “Guess I’ll think about all that in the coming weeks and months. And maybe I’ll need a made-up alias too.”

She smiled, for once not sharing the ten to thirty ideas for shitty names that came to mind.

“Got anything without alcohol?”

Ilea summoned another bottle and used her Poison Resistance to eliminate the effects. “Should be non-alcoholic now. Not that something like this would have an impact on you anyway.”

Kyrian took the bottle and opened up his helmet, revealing only his mouth. He sipped on the ale and shrugged. “Not too shabby. Was that healing magic?”

“Poison Resistance in the third tier.”

“Ah.” He drank more. “I should get that too.”

“Ask Trian about resistance training. The Sentinels might be able to get you there. Thirty skills and ten of them maxed out. You got Pain Tolerance in the second tier?”

“I do. So I’m pretty close to unlocking third tiers already, then,” he said with a nod.

She noted he was still wearing his helmet.

“Don’t like to reveal your face?” Ilea asked.

He looked at her, and part of the faceplate moved away to show his features. “Habit. Lots of vulnerable parts in the head.”

“I know, but it feels nice. The wind, the salt.”

Kyrian smiled, taking a deep breath as he closed his eyes. “It does, doesn’t it?”

“What is it?” she asked, seeing the uncertainty on his face.

“I don’t know if I’m ready. So many people, shops, noises.”

Ilea was quiet for a moment. “You could stay here. But it’s the middle of the night. There won’t be quite as many people. And you can leave the city whenever you want. It’s not like there’s anything in the area that could threaten you.”

“You live here,” he said.

“Hah, funny,” she said. “I thought I’d want to have a bout with you immediately, once I found you.”

“You don’t?”

“I’m sure we’ll find the time. But now that you’re back, I guess there’s no rush. Oh, and on the subject of quiet, I’m sure Claire can get you a house somewhere with enchantments that deal with the noise.”

“You’re giving away houses now. Does gold still have a meaning to you?”

“Sure. I can change someone’s life or pay people well for the work they love doing. Best of all is that Claire manages all that,” Ilea said.

“I like that line of thought,” he said. “And Claire… I’m glad you have her.”

“We both do, and she has us. Now, are you ready to actually meet her again?”

He breathed in. “How’s my hair?”

“Looks like you’ve been stuck on an island full of ravenous monsters for a few years, but otherwise good.”

He grunted. “Let’s go.”
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Ilea only spoke again once they were in the air.

“Oh, and feel free to stay here whenever and however long you want to. There are plenty of rooms below the armory, just change things around as you want. Or just sleep in my room when I’m not around.”

“You’re very generous,” Kyrian said. “Maybe I’ll get my own secluded spot in these mountains at some point. Higher up, though, and not this close to the ocean. But for now, I’ll take you up on that offer. Only because of the Vrayar. Can’t exactly leave them in the wild or in Ravenhall.”

“Yeah, level two hundred birds won’t be something the general public feels comfortable with.”

Kyrian followed her as she led them toward Ravenhall, keeping up with her as she pushed for speed. Ilea didn’t charge her wings yet, though, to really see if he was faster. She wasn’t ready to become the one wrapped in a metal cocoon for the next long-range flight.

“When I want to join you, should I just contact you through the mark?” Kyrian asked when they landed in a snow-covered field near the city.

“Sure,” Ilea said and blinked toward the gate.

The guards prepared their spells and weapons when they saw the use of teleportation but quickly relaxed when they recognized her.

“Don’t scare us like that,” one of them said with a sigh.

“Glad to see you’re prepared, at least,” Ilea teased, glancing at the barrier disappearing in front of her and the various enchantments that had lit up close to the wall. More guards had rushed to the gates, including two squads with various flying abilities. “I might have overdone it a little. Sorry about that.”

Kyrian stepped away from her, his arms spread in a placating gesture.

“Lilith,” a grumpy guard said, crossing her arms. “Is there an emergency?”

“Not really,” Ilea said. “Just wanted to get here quickly.”

“I… see,” the woman said, glancing at Kyrian before she waved them inside. “Have a good stay.”

Ilea smiled at her and waved for Kyrian to follow. “Thanks!”

“The captain… She… didn’t even scream,” one of the guards whispered. “They won’t believe it…”

“That’s Lilith we’re talking about. Even the captain won’t risk offending her,” another guard whispered before he received a glare from the woman.

Kyrian looked around as he followed Ilea into the city. “New enchantments. The guards look different. And your alias isn’t just a joke anymore.”

“After the demons, it was necessary. Claire improved the walls. And the guard is now called the Shadowguard, employed by the city itself and trained by Shadow instructors. And yes, the name is both a curse and a blessing.”

“I can see how that would be the case, yes.”

Kyrian flinched when a passerby brushed against his arm.

The woman apologized, bowing before she quickly moved on so as not to garner the Shadow’s ire.

“You alright?” Ilea asked. “We can fly the rest of the way if you want.”

He nodded, floating up before she followed. “I’d prefer that,” he whispered.

“Oh, Kyrian?” Ilea said and slowed.

“Hmm?”

“I haven’t told them about Michael yet. What I found out about Eve. I don’t think this is the right time either, what with you being back.”

“I understand. I won’t mention it.”

“Right. Thanks. Maybe we can get together after you’ve been back for a while and talk about it.”

He gave her a nod, and that was that.

It was funny. Even after all this time, she trusted him so easily.

They soon reached Claire’s office, Ilea displacing them into the hallway and knocking on the Administrator’s door.

“Come in,” Claire called out.

Kyrian tensed up a little when he heard the voice.

Ilea ignored it and went inside. “Hey Claire, got another guest today.”

“Who did you bring this t—” she started, but she dropped the pen in her hand when her eyes came to rest on the armored man. “Ky… rian,” she stammered, nearly stumbling as she got up.

He entered, closing the door behind him with floating steel. “Hey, Claire. You… look good,” he said and glanced at Ilea.

Ilea smiled, stepping aside as she watched the Administrator walk up to the man before lunging forward and hugging him tight, tears in her eyes.

“You idiot…” Claire murmured before she let go of him. “Two years!”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize! Have you seen Trian yet?” she asked and looked at Ilea, summoning a small tube and placing it over an opening in the wall behind her desk. She pushed the thing inside when she saw Ilea shaking her head. “Can I see your face?”

Kyrian obliged, revealing his visage, a slightly awkward smile on it.

Ilea sat down on one of the armchairs. “Don’t push him too hard. He was alone for two years,” Ilea said softly. “Sorry, Kyrian. Thought I’d say something before she starts dissecting you.”

Claire gave her an angry glare before she sat down in her chair. “I wasn’t about to do anything of the sort. Take a seat, grab a drink – or do you want something to eat instead?”

Trian suddenly burst into the office, fully armored, with red lightning crackling around his body. “Emergency?”

Claire just pointed at Kyrian in his massive armor.

Trian looked at the man, and they just stared at each other for a few seconds. “You survived?”

“Yes,” Kyrian said.

“Well done.”

“Thank you.”

“Seems like you’re the strongest now, too,” Trian said.

“She’s stronger,” Kyrian said, pointing at Ilea.

Trian made his helmet vanish. “I didn’t count the monster,” he said and laughed.

“It’s wonderful that you’re back. We’ve got a lot of catching up to do,” Claire added with a smile.

Kyrian glanced at Ilea with a pleading look in his eyes.

“You’re a big boy now, I’m sure you can protect yourself against a few lowly Shadows who haven’t even reached level three hundred,” Ilea said.

“Some people have responsibilities beyond punching monsters,” Trian said, shrugging slightly.

Claire didn’t even comment on it.

The Vampyr stepped next to Kyrian. “And don’t worry about her. I’ll take the day off and show you around. How does that sound?”

“Sounds good,” Kyrian said.

“I do want to hear about your adventures. I knew you’d make it back eventually,” Trian said. “How was the trip back?”

“We used Ilea’s spell,” he said.

“How did you even find him?” Claire asked.

“Christopher and Iana cracked the Taleen gates with the Meadow’s help,” Ilea explained.

The woman blinked a few times, stuttering over her words.

Trian burst out laughing. “God, you’re massive!”

“And strong,” Claire said.

“This is a lot to take in,” Kyrian said. “Maybe I can catch up with Trian? Then talk to you, Claire?”

“Sure. You’re staying for a while?” Claire asked.

“I am,” Kyrian said, glancing at Ilea.

“We’ll leave you two to it, then. See you around, Ilea,” Trian said and nodded to Kyrian. “Come on, you’ll like the Headquarters.”

“See you around,” Ilea said and waved.

When the others had left, she took a deep breath as she noticed Claire’s attention shift back to her. It was quiet again in the office.

“You! You just bring him here like that?” Claire exclaimed. “Out of nowhere? No enemies following him? Is he okay? Where was he all that time? What did he do? How did he get to that level? I can’t even identify him. What about the Taleen gates?”

Ilea didn’t say anything, instead summoning a glass and some ice from Claire’s bar as she waited for her to calm down. She got a few bottles and mixed something, trying to emulate what she’d seen Feyrair do. She grimaced as she took a sip.

Claire ran her hands through her hair before she sat down and also summoned herself a drink. She downed it, refilled it, and downed that one too. She exhaled, closed her eyes, sighed, then looked at Ilea.

“He appeared in a Taleen dungeon far to the northwest – and no, I don’t know where, exactly. Bunch of really dangerous isles. His only option was to fight the creatures there,” Ilea said. “He’s a bit above level four hundred, so quite dangerous. Got himself a few pets, too. He’ll need some time to readjust to people, so try to give him some space. I’m glad Trian seems so enthusiastic, though.

“Oh, and yes, the gates. They’re still working on them. I don’t think the Taleen network is safe to use at all, so don’t get your hopes up.” She leaned forward. “But the Meadow thinks they’re close to getting a working prototype of their own done. Very close.”

“Fuck, I didn’t plan for this to go so fast,” Claire said and summoned books and papers. “I’ll talk to him later, then. Thank you. For saving him.”

“He didn’t need saving,” Ilea said and got up, brushing off her armor. “He just needed a lift.”

Claire huffed out some air. “You’re pretty good at that, too. You staying for a while?”

“Don’t think so. The isles he was on… They’re a good hunting ground. I think I’ll have a look with Feyrair.”

Claire smiled. “Sure. Sorry for… being intense. This is a lot.”

“I know. Take your time, and don’t push him too hard.”

“I won’t.”

Ilea nodded. “I’ll be seeing you, then.”
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Ilea left, displacing herself through the city before she exited through the gates. She was back near her home a few minutes later, landing near the cliffs. She smiled and stretched.

Should I have stayed? No. Trian will take care of him. Don’t want to overwhelm the man.

“Gods, I’m glad he’s back.”

It felt like a massive achievement, because it was. And now that they’d gotten Kyrian, she realized what they had on their hands. A way to find those keys with the locator, a map of a ton of Taleen facilities, and a way to infiltrate their gate network, at least temporarily.

But all of that means nothing if we can’t face those armies in Iz.

She stretched again and rolled her shoulders. “Alright, then.”

Ilea rejoined the enchanters and Feyrair, and the group left a few minutes later after they made sure the soul magic birds were safe and had enough food. It took them half an hour to find a working Taleen gate, which took them to the north in a split second.

It felt surreal when she appeared outside the small dungeon. Yes, she could return home with her spell, but this felt different. The possibilities were vast. “Get on the Ilea express,” she said and spread her ash, locking in on the Meadow’s mark before they were off.

Less than an hour later, the enchanters and the Meadow were working on copying the Taleen network map, adding layers for height and incorporating known Awakened, human, and historical maps.

All the while, Ilea watched Feyrair’s dragon torso being flung against the cavern wall.

“Your blood shall serve as a wonderful deterrent,” Meadow said. “So you found your friend, Ilea. I’m glad.”

“Yeah. Me too,” she said. “He was gone for two years.”

“I understand. A friend of mine once left in a hurry and didn’t come back for eight centuries. Not even a card.”

Ilea smiled. “How do you even know what a card is?”

“I read. Maybe something you could learn too at some point,” the tree said, flinging the regenerated dragonling against the wall once again, literally splattering him.

“Tough wall,” Ilea remarked, ignoring the comment about reading. She was surely too rich and famous to be lectured on her lack of education, especially by a talking tree.

“Reinforced, of course. This creature would bust through even steel without being damaged. More resilient than even you, but alas, his regeneration is lacking,” Meadow said.

“I’m Feyrair Kaa!” the dragonling roared before promptly being splattered again.

“I hope you’re not learning to like violence,” Ilea said.

“And here I thought you wished to spread your ideology.”

“Not to a level two thousand space magic tree.”

“I don’t normally enjoy it. You and this monster are exceptions. So very durable.”

Ilea couldn’t help but smile, then shake her head.

Iana spoke up a few minutes later. “We’re done. Here you go,” she said, handing the modified key back to Ilea.

“That was quick. Thank you.” She gestured to a regenerating bunch of bones. “Fey, come on, we’ve got birds to hunt.”

Ilea opened the map to find a suitable Taleen dungeon.

“Where are we, exactly?”

Iana walked over and pointed at an empty space between a few glowing dots. “Here.”

“Perfect. Thanks, and good luck with your projects. Let me know when anything major comes up.”

Iana grinned. “We’ll do our best.”

“Good luck on the hunt.”

“Thanks. Can you give us a lift?”

“As you wish,” the ancient being replied.

[image: ]


“Northern Bluetails… You’re nearly as crazy as Ilea,” Trian said as he led Kyrian back to the outer walls.

It still felt overwhelming – all the people, the magic in the air, the smells, the sights, the noise. His last evolutions had altered some of his skills. They had proven invaluable, but he just wasn’t used to this.

“Are you okay? Anything I can do to help?” Trian asked.

Too easy to read, even with my helmet on, Kyrian thought.

“Can we fly? The city is… a lot to take in.”

“We could run along the rooftops. That might be a good way to get used to it,” Trian suggested.

Kyrian nodded, following the mage as he appeared on a nearby house. “Won’t the guards interfere?”

“And here I thought living in the wilderness would make one care less about authority,” Trian joked.

“I just don’t want to make trouble for you,” Kyrian pointed out.

“Don’t worry. A Shadow wouldn’t have a problem doing this, but we’re not exactly just random Shadows anymore, you included.”

At that moment, a squad of Shadowguards headed toward them, stopping at a reasonable distance.

“Important business?” one of them asked, looking between Trian and Kyrian.

“Yes,” Trian said.

“Understood. A good day to you, Headmaster,” the man said, the squad leaving a moment later.

Kyrian glanced to see a smile on Trian’s face. “Headmaster? And Claire is Head Administrator?”

“She has the city. I have the Sentinels.”

“Ah.” Kyrian nodded, taking a deep breath as he tried to focus his senses. He’d had to hear every little noise in the past two years, had to feel every bit of magic, see every tiny movement. His survival had depended on it. Now, he wanted to block them out.

This really would take some time to get used to.

“There’s a little less going on inside,” Trian said and pointed at a building ahead.

It didn’t seem particularly impressive. As they got closer, Kyrian realized that he couldn’t pierce through the walls with his senses. One of very few enchantments he had seen so far that had prevented that. Only Claire’s office and the city walls had stopped it before.

“Welcome to the Medic Sentinel Corps,” Trian said as he opened the door. “Oh, and don’t mind Aki. He’s got the body of a Taleen Centurion now.”

“He… what?” Kyrian asked. “Ilea’s… dagger?”

“The same,” Trian said with a laugh.

All the sounds and smells from outside were cut off when the door closed, enchantments snapping back into place.

Kyrian sighed, relaxing a little as he perceived the floors below – the people sleeping, training, and eating. Still plenty of noise, but it was a lot more manageable.

“Let’s go to my office,” Trian said and walked toward the large spiral stairwell leading down on the other side of the hall.

Kyrian followed, gazing at the paintings in the entrance hall, which depicted both monsters and various landscapes. Nobody manned the reception, but a small enchanted bell sat on the counter.

“Few visitors,” Trian said by way of explanation.

“The door is barred,” Kyrian remarked, having seen the enchantments and locks.

“Helps with having too many visitors,” Trian laughed.

A group of armored healers and mages walked toward them, all slightly above level two hundred.

Shadows? Kyrian wondered as each member of the group greeted Trian and looked at Kyrian with curious eyes.

“Who’s that?” one of them whispered very quietly when they’d turned a corner.

Another one shushed him immediately and looked at Kyrian through the wall that was now between them. “Apologies, sir.”

“No worries,” Kyrian replied, not looking at him.

He saw three of them perk up with that, the one who had asked the initial question wincing.

“No wonder you’re having issues in the city with that hearing,” Trian said, holding open a thick wooden door.

“You heard them too?” Kyrian asked, walking into the large office.

“No. But I saw the curious looks. And I know my students,” he said as he closed the door. “Tea?”


FIFTY-NINE
Fear





Ilea appeared alongside Feyrair. “Finally,” she murmured.

“You could’ve found something closer,” Feyrair commented.

She hissed, displacing them outside. The Miststalkers were dancing around mistily.

“Who the fuck knew that dungeon would be so far underground? Doesn’t matter. We’re here,” Ilea said and looked around.

“We will want to hunt alone,” Feyrair said.

“Yeah, far more effective. Got my mark on you. Call for me if you’re about to die.”

“What if you are about to die?”

“Against a Bluetail? Worst that can happen is them ripping off my head and eating it.”

“I know you’re hard to kill. And I can tell you’re excited. Just don’t do anything stupid.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Where will you be?”

She looked around as they ascended, the moonlight illuminating the mists below, dark swaths of smoke rising from one of the distant isles. There were Bluetails flying in the distance, others diving into the water. She could feel her fear rising up, her breath quickening.

Yeah. That won’t do. Not if I want to stay here.

It was one thing to swim near her house. And she knew, conceptually, that she could teleport out from anywhere, even the depths of the ocean. But out here, it felt different. These waters were unknown, and if she fought out there, she’d be miles out from the closest shore.

You can fly, Ilea.

She found that it didn’t help all that much.

She gulped and nodded to herself. “I think I’ll have to face my fears if I want to get stronger.”

“What could you possibly fear?”

Ilea looked at the waves crashing against the stone shore, the mists rippling below.

“Good hunting.” She flapped her wings, carrying her body toward the ocean.

“Use your shout ability if you need help!” Feyrair called.

“I will!”

Oxygen Repository will help, Harmony of the Drowned as well. Displacement if I get caught in pressure similar to Hector’s. That should lessen the risks somewhat. And I have third-tier Water and Wind Resistance.

Ilea would’ve preferred to go face the high-level creatures in the caverns below some of the other isles that Kyrian had mentioned. Getting out from under a few metric tons of falling rock may be more difficult than water, but she still liked the idea more. It just felt more grounded.

But if she ever faced higher-level Bluetails, one of them would inevitably drag her down into the water. Now, at least, it was her choice.

The mists parted where she dove into the water, her wings retaining their magical ability to propel her through the liquid and her Water Resistance allowing her to move nearly as smoothly as if she were in the air. Her Light Magic Resistance also allowed her to see in the darkness of the ocean, pretty far when coupled with her Eyes of Ash.

It didn’t alleviate the fear she still very much felt, but she tried to lessen it with her constantly active Meditation and healing. Her mind would simply be hammered by magic, not allowing her to fully experience the unknown.

For a few minutes, Ilea simply drifted in the water, feeling the coolness around her, observing the currents, and watching for Bluetails. Her body wouldn’t have any issues with being without air for quite some time. Indefinitely, according to her Oxygen Repository, though she would supposedly be ‘weakened significantly’ if she went that long. Either way, she didn’t exactly plan to stay down here for days on end.

For some reason, this scared her more than the emptiness of space.

At least there, I can aim at some star and fly.

When no creatures showed up, she sighed, a few bubbles of air floating up to the surface before she looked down into the darkness, the depths an unending abyss even to her heavily enhanced sight.

Fuck it. Want to improve? Then you have to do the work.

Ilea slowly descended, her wings nearly floating in the water as she felt the pressure build. She wondered when her ears would pop; already, she was dozens of meters deep. Perhaps it wouldn’t happen for another few kilometers, her body simply too strong.

How would I compare to a submarine? Am I more durable? I’m probably faster.

She turned her head when she noticed movement. A single Bluetail. Large. Ilea locked eyes with the creature as it flowed smoothly through the water, even faster than she had seen them flying. It circled her a few times before it stopped, opening its beak.

Ilea couldn’t see the spell itself, but she saw the ripples in the water. When it reached her sphere, she could see the magic like a bright underwater freight train barreling straight at her.

She remained where she was, crossing her arms and wings in front of her as she waited for her precognition to activate. When it did, she grinned slightly, letting the wave push her back.

She felt her wings and body tense up, nearly buckling against the immense pressure. Ilea coughed blood into the water ahead of her as she opened up her wings again.

The Bluetail swam in smooth, small circles, its eyes on her at all times.

My turn.

‘ding’ Fear Resistance reaches lvl 14

Ilea sped up, using her wings as if she were flying through the air, the pressure at this depth barely noticeable now that she was in motion. Her spells would be just as damaging, except perhaps Heart of Cinder, but she would try nonetheless.

[Northern Bluetail – lvl ???]

Eight fifty. That sounds about right.

For a start.
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Kyrian tasted the tea, closing his eyes as he enjoyed the warmth spreading through his body.

“Like it? I assume you didn’t set up a herb garden on your island,” Trian said.

Kyrian sighed, twitching slightly at the taste he didn’t realize he had missed so much. “Hard to set up a garden when the ground is frozen and made nearly entirely of stone.” He paused. “I don’t mean to complain.”

“You were stuck on a group of very dangerous islands for two years. You can complain for at least three weeks.”

Kyrian smiled. “Is that so?”

He wasn’t wearing his helmet anymore. He knew he had always been somewhat easy to read, but after years without human contact, everyone might as well have been Mind Weavers.

He looked down, moving the metal spoon with his magic to stir the reddish liquid. “You seem… different, too. Last time I saw you…”

“After the Birmingales. Yes. I was… grieving. For a time. I didn’t know what to do, where to go.”

“I’m sorry… for everything that happened.”

“Yeah. I’m sorry you were sent off in the events that followed. I tried not to blame myself for that, but I did from time to time.”

Kyrian huffed. “I appreciate it. I think I was angry about all that, too. For a time.”

Trian nodded. He understood.

They remained silent for some time.

“But you got better,” Kyrian said.

“It took time. But I got better. There are still days when I think of them, the people we killed. Or my parents, my nieces…” He stopped. “But now I’m here. And so are you.”

“I am. But I don’t know where to start.”

“I don’t know if it would help, but I started with a journal. I wrote down my thoughts, my questions, and later I learned to write down what I felt. I think that made everything… lighter, somehow, as if what was within me came out in the words I wrote down.”

A journal. Kyrian smiled. Ilea helped me get better at reading. And now Trian suggests I write things down.

“What would I start with?”

“You’ve been gone for two years. Why not start from when you reappeared? And if you’re looking for other things to do, you could help some of the Sentinels with sparring, show them what the teammate of their Headmaster and Lilith can do.”

“You think that would help?”

Trian shrugged. “Who knows? Try, see what happens. Just don’t kill any of my students.”

“I won’t.” Kyrian thought about it, relaxing in his chair as he finished his tea. “Maybe I’ll do that. I might go back to the Isles too, fight alongside the others.”

“Come and go as you like. These doors are always open to you. I’ll have a room prepared for you as well, in case you need a space to retreat to in the city.”

“Things have changed, haven’t they?”

“Some things, yes. Others are still the same.”

Kyrian was quiet as Trian refilled his cup.

The room was warm, the chair was comfortable, and no monsters were lurking in the dark. It felt strange. He let go of a long-held breath, exhaling deeply.

Yeah. I suppose so.
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Ilea sank her ash in even deeper. Her right wing was reforming, all her focus on the injured and struggling Bluetail. Its blood flowed past her in the water, mixing with hers. They were deep now, the ocean around them pitch-black, the sinking duo illuminated only by the white flames clinging to both.

The pressure slowed her movements, but she knew the same was true for the monster. It had dragged her down in the hope of getting rid of her, its spells and talons ineffective against the constantly regenerating human clinging to its armored body. Many of its scales were gone now, deep cuts showing on the being that healed only slowly.

Ilea didn’t dare let go. Not because the creature would flee, she knew it wouldn’t, but because she didn’t want to be down here without reason. She just focused on the next punch, the next strike of her ash, her constant flow of destructive mana that overwhelmed the creature.

Or so she hoped.

It was difficult to tell. All sound was muted, their battle frantic as the Bluetail swerved from side to side, twirling and forming spells of water and wind, sometimes both at the same time. Ilea lost parts of her armor many times, her organs ruptured by the forces summoned by the creature.

It didn’t matter. She clung onto it anyway. Her ash kept her close when her hands slipped, and her wings readjusted her when the creature cut through her magic limbs. She felt no pain, could recover from most injuries in seconds, and absorbed mana from whatever spell the monster threw at her.

Her resistances and healing made the fight possible in the first place, though the Bluetail’s powerful magic was still enough to deal significant damage to her body. But nothing it could do was enough. It couldn’t pierce her skull, or if it could, it didn’t attempt to do so. It couldn’t destroy her brain, not in a way that would stop her. And it didn’t understand that its spells were fueling hers.

As time went on, Ilea could tell the monster’s movements were slowing even more, its magic packing less of a punch. The fight was almost over. She didn’t relax, didn’t slow down, continuing to pour her ash and magic into the Bluetail with all the might she could conjure until, finally, the creature went still.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Northern Bluetail – lvl 862]

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 478 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 479 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 472 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 473 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 427 – 1 stat point awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 428 – 1 stat point awarded

‘ding’ Flare of Creation reaches 3rd lvl 23

‘ding’ Body of the Valkyrie reaches 3rd lvl 19

‘ding’ Deviant of Humanity reaches 3rd lvl 2

‘ding’ Harmony of the Drowned reaches lvl 10

‘ding’ Harmony of the Drowned reaches lvl 11

‘ding’ Oxygen Repository reaches 2nd lvl 2

‘ding’ Veteran reaches 3rd lvl 18

‘ding’ Fear Resistance reaches lvl 15

‘ding’ Fear Resistance reaches lvl 16

‘ding’ Water Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 2

Ilea still clung to the creature, the two now nearly motionless. Then her flames subsided, leaving her in total darkness. Ignoring the notifications in her mind, she tried to calm herself, closing her eyes.

She couldn’t hear anything, couldn’t see anything. Her body tried to breathe, but no air came into her lungs, making her hyperventilate for a moment before she managed to stop herself.

Up, she thought, opening her eyes. Where’s up?

Before she started to panic, she remembered her marks, focusing on Feyrair’s. Then she began to teleport as quickly as she could.


SIXTY
Slice and Dice





Ilea burst free of the ocean and landed on the shore, rolling onto her back as the mists swirled around her. She coughed up water, then lashed out with her ashen limbs to slice open her chest, blood and water splattering on the ground before she closed the wound again.

She controlled her breathing as she finally tasted air again, taking deep breaths before she coughed once more. The fight had been messy, her lungs filling with water when she hadn’t been able to keep her ashen armor sealed.

A few Miststalkers started to dance closer, their tendrils of magic draining health and mana from the prone figure who had flopped onto the shore.

Aw, man, she thought, welcoming the familiar feeling of the creatures’ drain magic.

She sat up when the first mist blades dug into her armor, unable to pierce her anymore. Her ash lashed out, cutting through the creatures until they vanished, likely to reform at some other point on the Isles.

Ilea hugged her knees, shivering as she let the heat within her chest dry her body, white flames erupting on her to help deal with the water. She wasn’t cold, of course; it would take an Ice Elemental to make her feel that sensation.

Two levels, she thought, focusing on the numbers in her status. For an hour’s work? Two hours? She didn’t know exactly how long she had been down there.

Before she could think of the darkness again, she slapped her own cheeks, loosening a few of her teeth. She spat them out and stood up, cracking her neck as she stretched.

“FUCK YOU!” she shouted, throwing a few burning ashen spears into the ocean.

Ilea started walking along the coastline, flying onto some of the large boulders as she kept her gaze on the waters. Stars shone above her while storms raged in the distance. At least they were normal ones.

She was pretty sure she wouldn’t have gained as many levels if she had fought the same Bluetail out in the open. Maybe. And she had gained multiple levels in Fear Resistance, one of the few resistances she couldn’t level easily.

Once a few minutes had passed, and two of Keyla’s meals had been stress-eaten, Ilea prepared to jump in once more.

Unending depths.

I’ve faced the Daughters of Sephilon, Taleen Praetorians, and the Demons of the Great Salt. This scares me more.

She jumped in.

And that’s fine.
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Kyrian filled his plate again, sitting down at an empty table in the main hall before digging in once more. He absolutely loved it. In fact, he didn’t remember if he had ever eaten something this good.

And I thought I was good at cooking.

He had attended two Sentinel classes, surprised they had courses taking place in the middle of the night, but then again, so did the Shadow’s Hand. Most of the students here weren’t above level two hundred, but from what he’s seen of them, he knew they wouldn’t take long.

Kyrian hadn’t asked Trian many questions, though he was certainly interested. He just didn’t want to bother the man too much. Already, he had offered so much.

They all have. It’s like I’ve been gone for two years and they’ve all become nobility. Headmaster, Head Administrator, Lilith.

He shook his head. It would take time. He wasn’t confused or bothered by their new positions and statuses. He just wasn’t sure how he fitted into all of it.

“Do you mind if I sit here?” asked a Sentinel with dark skin and short brown hair.

Most of the Sentinels Kyrian had seen were walking around in leather armor, likely made for training. Some just wore simple clothes in various styles and colors.

This man, however, wore armor similar to the set he had seen on the first squad that walked past him and Trian back when they arrived. A well-fitting design, mixing steel and bone to create a fierce-looking set of gear. The helmet had small horns, similar to Ilea’s ashen armor.

[Battle Healer – lvl 128]

The man sat down, tapping the helmet he had set on the table with a smile. “Sentinel Armor, first generation. Does a wonderful job at keeping you alive.”

Kyrian looked at the thing before he magically felt the steel in the man’s armor. “Lots of repairs.”

The man laughed. “Of course. It’s not quite as good as ash. I’ve not met you here before. I’m Luke.”

“Kyrian,” he answered, continuing to eat as he looked at the helmet again.

“I love the design,” Luke said as he leaned forward a little. “Almost makes me feel like I’m Lilith.” He smiled and started eating as well.

“It does look like hers,” Kyrian said as two more healers joined them. Both were wearing armor, too.

One of the newcomers had scar tissue on his neck, likely caused by fire. He gave Kyrian a wary look before he spoke. “Do you mind if we join you?”

Kyrian gestured for them to sit. The other newcomer was a woman with short blonde hair and a smirk that instantly reminded him of Ilea.

“You’re the mystery new guy. Are you even a Sentinel?” she asked, sitting down and starting to eat. The amount of food on her plate reminded him of Ilea as well.

“I’m not a Sentinel,” Kyrian answered, continuing to eat as he locked eyes with the woman. Neither of them looked away as they ate. Wild beasts protecting their catch. He wasn’t sure why he thought that.

“I’m Nathan,” the one with the burn mark said. “It’s good to meet you. I saw you took part in the beginner alchemy class. If you’re not a Sentinel, what brings you here?”

“I’m Kyrian. I… know Trian.”

“What kind of answer is that? I know him too,” the woman said. “I’m Celeste.”

Nathan sighed. “Don’t start a fight again.”

“I won’t fight her,” Kyrian said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Celeste asked. “Think you’re so much stronger?”

Nathan tried to intervene again, but Kyrian didn’t mind. He recognized the way she looked at him. She wasn’t offended, nor was she questioning his ability. She was hoping he was stronger, hoping for a challenge.

“I do,” Kyrian answered and continued eating. “But I’m sure you have enough people to train with. And you’re wearing your armor, so I think you’re about to leave.”

“Can’t share Sentinel secrets with an outsider,” Celeste said before biting into a steak.

“Training mission,” Nathan supplied. “How do you know Trian? I’m curious.”

“We were in the same team once,” Kyrian said.

Technically, they still were, but none of them did a whole lot of work for the Shadows anymore, at least as far as he was aware.

Celeste glared at him now. “Wait… Holy shit… You know Lilith? Like… know?”

Kyrian took another bite, locking eyes with her again. He nodded and gave the smallest of smirks.

“Who… what?” Luke asked.

Celeste hushed him before she spoke in a whisper. “They were Shadows. Lilith, Trian, and a few others. I just heard rumors about them, but if…” She turned back to Kyrian. “I… I’m sorry.”

Kyrian chuckled. “Now you’re sorry? I don’t mind. Ask away if you’re interested. But I won’t share anything personal.”

“Where is she?” Celeste asked immediately.

“Far away, fighting dangerous beasts. Though I saw her earlier today.”

“She was here? Wait, she’s far away but you saw her today?”

“I saw her in the city, yes. She can travel… fast.”

Celeste beamed. “Can you take her in a fight?”

Kyrian laughed. “No. But we haven’t had a bout in… some time.”

“She’s forgotten about her food,” Nathan whispered to Luke, glancing over at Celeste’s plate.

“I might too,” Luke said, his eyes on Kyrian.

“She trained us, you know?” Celeste said. “At first… it was horrible. The pain… I don’t even want to think about it. But somehow, it didn’t matter. Her healing was… special, unlike anything we can do. She’s amazing. I wish I could meet her again.”

Kyrian finished eating in silence, listening to the healers Ilea and Trian had trained.

She’s definitely made an impression.

[image: ]


Ilea finished the last Bluetail, the group of five hardly a challenge compared to the first one she had killed underwater. Their levels differed greatly; most of this group were below seven hundred. It still took time to take them down, but even an Astral Spirit put up a better fight than this bunch.

Finding the Bluetails in the vast ocean proved to be more difficult than she had expected. Monster Hunter traveled farther in the water, but it didn’t seem to help. She couldn’t see as far either, plus the blue scales of the creatures made them more difficult to spot.

‘ding’ Fear Resistance reaches lvl 17

Ilea swam up to the surface and poked her head out of the water. The closest isle was a few kilometers away, but the mark on her elven friend helped her cope with that fact. She knew the more danger she was in, the higher the rewards would be.

Looking around, she spotted a distant group of three Bluetails farther out. The most numerous groups were closer to the isles, but she had already learned that those were the weaker ones. She assumed that they hatched on the islands or that there was a dungeon where they spawned.

Her wings moved her out of the water, propelling her forward just above the surface. Her high-speed passing left a wake in the water, but her eyes were focused on the three flying birds. She found they were quite large, their scales slightly reflecting the moonlight.

No need for stealth with them… not in the skies.

Ilea was barely visible, her armor black above the dark ocean. The wake she left on the calm waters was the only identifiable thing she left behind.

This time, she didn’t have to call for the creatures, one of them turning to face her when she was a few hundred meters away. She locked eyes with the Wyvern-like creature, and the others turned when it screeched.

Here we go, she thought and charged her spells.

She flew at the beings, swerving above the water to dodge the torrents of wind coming her way. Her sphere let her perceive the incoming waves of magic before she used either Displacement or Blink to avoid them, though the former spell wasn’t able to grasp the large attacks.

Ilea didn’t mind dodging either, twirling as she flew around another attack, watching the monsters descend. Two of them dived into the water while one approached from above.

She watched as the creature screeched, the air vibrating with power before thousands of small blades of wind flew at her. Finally, she thought with a grin and rushed into the incoming torrent, many of the spells homing in on her.

Phaseshift activated, letting the spells fly through her with no impact. She sacrificed all the health she could as the remaining momentum brought her closer to the Bluetail. It looked bigger too, a few scales shimmering with almost crystalline light.

[Mature Bluetail – lvl ????]

Found my mark. This will be an actual challenge.

Ilea returned to her normal form, erupting into bright white flame as she aimed her hand at the flying creature. She saw the other two birds burst out of the water in that moment, rushing at her with their talons outstretched.

Heart of Cinder activated, though she didn’t aim it in a sphere but instead enveloped the two creatures and vaporized a sizable chunk of water. She turned her body in midair, sinking her ash into the Bluetail that got the closest and hanging on as it breached the water yet again, its scales slightly scorched by her spell.

She knew the two she had hit were lower in level, closer to eight hundred. She felt confident in taking them in a fight, even together. She had gotten so used to their speed, their magic, how they fought.

The mature one, though, was around one thousand and one hundred. She wondered how different it was. It had already shown far greater control of wind magic.

First, gotta deal with this one, she thought, pumping her destructive healing into the Bluetail she had clung onto. Her ash scratched against its hard scales as they descended deeper into the ocean, water flowing past as the creature twirled to try and get her away. Its attacks weren’t particularly well-targeted, but they were broad enough to hit her anyway.

Ilea could take it, healing the damage from the highly concentrated water pressure. Her various resistances really pulled their weight, allowing her to absorb some of the shock, coupled with all her main abilities increasing her resilience.

Her ash moved around the creature’s neck, pulling her with it when the second Bluetail started with far better-aimed attacks, trying to push her away from the slightly injured creature. But she had plenty of tools at her disposal.

She trusted her sphere to inform her of incoming attacks, coupled with her slight precognition. Ilea remained focused on her target, trying to take down the weaker ones one by one before she concentrated fully on the four-mark.

White flames clung to the being as she punched and ripped, focusing on prying off single scales to actually wound the creature. Her mana intrusion would overwhelm it in time. The creatures didn’t possess a major regeneration ability after all. If she could stay in the fight, she could outlast them.

Ilea looked up when she felt a powerful magical pressure and saw a torrent of wind blades form in the water, a turquoise hue shimmering around each of the blades. None of them were impeded by the water but were somehow even enhanced.

She paused for a split second, taking in the magical view, their sheer number illuminating the deep waters, a spectacle challenged only by a starry night sky. The silhouette of the four-mark was barely visible behind the shining projectiles, which came at her in a torrent a moment later.

She tried to use the Bluetail as cover, but the blades just flowed past it, circling around the beast to get at her. Ilea activated Phaseshift, letting the spells pass through her. A few of them dug into the side of the Bluetail, which cried out as it descended deeper and away from her now slightly translucent form. The magic dissipated after going through her body, taking a chunk of health with it.

Still here. And this thing still isn’t taking me seriously.

Ilea healed against the damage, keeping an eye on her declining health as she focused on the mark left on the Bluetail below. Blood trailed through the water from where the blades had cut into its side, maybe not enough to seriously injure it, but the way was now free for her ash to cut deeper.

She returned to her normal form when the spells finally stopped, unable to put any health into her auras. Her mark guided her to the descending Bluetail, a few uses of teleportation closing the distance before she dodged a torrent of water, her ashen limbs spreading out as she grappled with the being once more.

It struggled and continued to use its powerful magic in retaliation, but its strength paled in comparison to the four-mark following the now spiraling duo. Ilea was glad for the constant magic attacks, which steadily fueled her healing and her own attacks as she continued to rip open the gash left behind by the turquoise wind blades.

Now just⁠—

Something lit up in her sphere before her left eye suddenly went dark. As her ash floated past, she realized she couldn’t move anymore either. The Bluetail in front of her fell apart in the next second, its wings and legs drifting away, its head split in two. Blood clouded the water a moment later, the remains of the creature slowly spreading out.

She could soon feel her arms and legs again, and her eyesight returned as her third-tier healing regenerated her body. Ilea swam back and saw the rest of her. Her arms and legs had been separated from her quartered torso, and part of her skull had been split off, one lifeless eye staring back at her as her body parts floated downward.

Okay. Now it’s getting interesting, she thought, quickly spreading her ash and storing the remains of her body, not about to leave a corpse on the ocean floor. Her brain had likely stayed mostly intact, allowing Ilea to regenerate from there. The Bluetail hadn’t been as lucky, nor had it had her healing.

What the fuck was that? My precognition and sphere barely noticed the spell.

She gulped. Without her healing, that would’ve been it.

Time hadn’t slowed down, which meant at least that the attack didn’t deal exceptional damage to her health alone. But it had managed to cut through her bone. If it got through to her brain and kept attacking while she was out, she would be done.

Let’s hope this thing learns very slowly.

She spotted the large Bluetail just before it tried to sink its talons into her. Ilea dodged to the side, her ash failing to gain purchase on its tight-fitting scales, leaving her spiraling in the fast creature’s wake. She wondered where the other level eight hundred Bluetail was.

Maybe it fled? Did the big guy decide I was worthy prey after all? she thought, trying to spot the fast-moving Bluetail in the black depths. She sent out burning ash to illuminate the surroundings, only spotting the descending remains of the cut-up creature, a mist of blood now clouding the area.

I have to mark it with my next attack.

After preparing her abilities, she saw the spell coming this time, her sphere picking up the bright lines that came for her near-instantly. They parted her burning ash, Flame of Creation itself split as if it were a log of wood.

Ilea activated Displacement and reappeared a few dozen meters away, only to find she had cast her spell too late. Her lower half was gone, the cut so clean that it looked as if her body had never had a lower half.

Fuck. If it keeps this up, I’ll run out of mana.

The wounds closed and her legs regenerated before her insides could spill out into the water. She assumed the spell had some kind of way to cut through her ash instead of impacting it directly. The lines were too thin to be stopped, similar to the void magic blades the Executioners used.

Fucking show yourself, Ilea thought, using Monster Hunter to lure the creature closer.

She was rewarded with several talons ramming into her chest, and as the claws sank deeper into her ash, she marked the being with Sentinel Huntress.

A grin formed on her lips as she started to pour reversed healing into the powerful being.

Now we have a fight.


SIXTY-ONE
Eyes in the Deep





Ilea felt her bones bend under the pressure of the talons, her lungs entirely crushed. Her ash failed to gain purchase on the scales, but she didn’t displace herself yet. Heart of Cinder was reaching its peak as she grabbed onto the Bluetail’s closest claw, the thing as large as her entire arm.

Her sphere let her know exactly where she was, enabling her to pull herself up its leg. She felt the claw pierce her back as she did so, but the elevated position allowed her to reach the Bluetail’s body. She sacrificed a few thousand points of health and used Heart of Cinder, aiming for a specific set of scales below the creature’s right wing.

Bright light erupted as her spell manifested, flowing out of her with all the heat and energy she had gathered. It burned into the creature, eliciting a screech as it shook its leg to get her off.

Hah. One for me.

Ilea watched the being turn its head toward her before the water in front of her turned into a pressurized beam aimed at her head. Her skull rocked back as her armor and face were shaved away, the remaining muscles in her neck pushing against the spell until it subsided, her right fist charging up Absolute Destruction all the while.

And thanks for the mana.

Her face reformed, while her skull had only been slightly marred and healed near-instantly. Empty eye sockets were covered once more by skin, eyelids blinking to reveal new eyes now gazing at the creature’s own.

Reversed healing poured into the Bluetail as white flames started to cover its body, Ilea’s burning ash moving surprisingly well through the water around them. It tried to shake her off again, descending now as it flailed, digging its claws even deeper.

Ilea felt something slip and punched, aiming at the same spot she had targeted before. She hadn’t been able to charge Absolute Destruction for long, but the wave of mana it sent into the creature seemed to bother it slightly, a muffled screech sounding out, dulled by the water.

Another crack resounded as part of her rib cage was ripped out, leaving her floating as the Bluetail moved away, vanishing into the darkness around them.

I’ve got you marked.

‘ding’ Fear Resistance reaches lvl 18

She felt her ribs crack back into place and her lungs once more begging for air, her chest closing up with both skin and ash. Her eyes had a hard time piercing the darkness. This was the Bluetail’s territory. But it didn’t matter. Her mark was set. She knew where it was. And with every second that passed, her mana recovered further.

Ilea sped up and rushed forward. Her precognition and sphere showed the lines of wind coming at her, slicing through the water so delicately that the motion was barely noticeable, even with all her advancements. Ilea displaced herself forward and past the attack, only to appear in front of yet another spell. This time, she used Blink, but there was a third set of lines.

Great.

She adjusted her body slightly, several lines coming at her as she moved. She twirled before she was sliced up, her bones the only thing that even remotely showed any resistance to the powerful spell.

Half her torso and her head came out the other side, still connected. She used her next Displacement to summon the cut-off pieces from behind her, Sentinel Reconstruction connecting the tissue near-instantly. Her eyes were fixed on the floating Bluetail, her body lit up with Flame of Creation.

Three sets of lines.

The creature sent a few torrents of water toward her, like beams of light flashing past, invisible to the naked eye but bright within her sphere. Ilea dodged them with minimal movements, the attacks laughable compared to the wind it had used before.

Which means it can’t use it constantly, she thought as she reached the being, dodging a tail strike before she tried to grapple its body.

She failed to grasp the main part as it entered a rapid spin. Her arms and ash slipped, but then she managed to curl her limbs around its wing. She was flung downward from the sudden change of momentum, holding on as she pushed against the forces of both its strength and the water around her.

Come on.

More of her limbs moved around its wing before she secured herself onto it like a climber to the side of a wall.

Yes…

Her fires and mana spread out, the rest of her limbs trying to hit the same spot she had damaged before, her fists occasionally hitting the side of the Bluetail’s body before she was whipped away again.

Then her surroundings lit up as thousands of glowing turquoise wind blades sprang to life, each zipping toward her with increasing speed.

Resistance training and mana. Perfect.

She kept up her attacks as she activated Phaseshift. A few dozen of the blades hit before her spell manifested, stopped and slowed by her ash before they started penetrating, leaving shallow and then deep wounds in her back. Then Phaseshift activated, not a moment too soon, and the fabric of her form changed, the Bluetail leaving her behind as she lost her grasp.

Ilea watched the blades fly past her, her health steadily going up and down, the powerful spell coupled with her high resistance enough to pay for both her recovery and then some. Every excess health point went into her auras, the cost of her Phaseshift increasing with each passing second.

She kept her eyes on the Bluetail, barely seeing its silhouette in the deep waters as it circled back and came for her. Finally, her form returned to the material plane, pushing away the water that had taken her spot. This time, she displaced herself right on top of the approaching being, her ash quickly moving around its wings to stabilize her on its back.

Lowering herself down, she punched into its spine, Absolute Destruction and Storm of Cinders pouring in as she sent her mana through its natural armor. Some of it was resisted, but not all. Ilea was whipped to the side when the Bluetail turned, twirling with increasing momentum as magic gathered around its form.

This is new.

She felt the attack coming, displacing herself as far away as she could. She watched as the creature lit up, a bright sphere of light and air expanding outward from the twirling monster. A powerful torrent started pulling at her, and her wings were unable to resist it.

Ilea blinked and displaced herself, the first spell not working as the very water itself seemed to be in the creature’s grasp. Her spell could move her far, but the Bluetail’s sphere was expanding, and with every moment she waited between Displacements, she was pulled back. The forces alone were making her dizzy, though her body resisted the incredible pressure.

Eventually, the magic began to subside, but not before she entered the sphere. There was no water here, the sphere having turned itself into a grinder of a million tiny needles, each cubic centimeter filled with hundreds of compressed and serrated spikes.

It eradicated her ash, then her skin, muscles, and bones, the last much slower. Displacement activated before she was pulled farther in, half her body gone and quickly reforming when she appeared in the lessening torrent of water. The light in the sphere receded as the Bluetail’s movements slowed, swallowed once more by darkness.

Ilea resisted a last pull as water rushed back to fill the space previously occupied by the monster’s spell. She gritted her teeth. A few more teleports moved her past the grid-like lines of wind magic that followed before she was sliced up again by the third wave. She healed herself the same way as before. This time, her bones resisted it noticeably more.

One minute had passed since the start of their engagement.

‘ding’ Fear Resistance reaches lvl 19

Close one that. But time is ticking, my friend, she thought, focused as she rushed into the darkness, the mark shining in her mind. It was her and the Bluetail, and she was starting to know its moves.

Ilea kept grappling and hammering the monster, her resistance growing over time. She found its intellect to be a tiny bit higher than the rest, its approach changing from time to time, but never in a substantial or particularly surprising way. Which meant that it was now just a matter of time.

When she reached her maximum damage reduction, the spells didn’t stop her quite as effectively anymore, her movements and spells optimized against the abilities of the Bluetail. She knew how long it had to wait for another set of wind lines and felt the pressure of its sphere spell before it even activated, distancing herself successfully in the last few attempts.

The lines she simply dodged, allowing her more time to position herself for the third mesh. By now, her bones only received deep cuts, her ashen armor and body slowing the magic enough to let her emerge from the mesh without having to use Displacement to collect the missing pieces of her body.

Her offense paid off too, another few uses of Heart of Cinder finally damaging the Bluetail’s scales enough to let her ash cut through. And once she did, her intrusion became even more effective.

She realized the creature was trying to protect the area, which ultimately allowed her to focus on other parts. She repeated the same steps until the four-mark was bleeding from several wounds on its body, its scales scarred and ripped, destructive mana flowing in freely.

The scales were tipping.

Seeing the Bluetail slow down, its spells being used less frequently, Ilea advanced again. She sliced through its weak points, her ash sending in her mana as white flames lingered on large parts of its massive body.

Once again, it started to charge up its sphere spell. Ilea landed another three hits before she blinked away, displacing herself farther before the torrents started to pull on her. She knew exactly how far away the creature was, using her teleportation another four times. When the pull weakened, she advanced again, slamming into the being even before the ocean water had refilled the spherical vacuum.

Her grapple became more effective, and as the monster looked around to hit her with a spell, she moved past its wing, obstructing its view. Her ash ripped out chunks of its flesh, blood continuously seeping into the waters. She knew the Bluetail had adequate regeneration at its disposal, but not enough to counter her relentless advance. And nowhere near as much as the Queen of Rot.

She continued to work her ash through the creature, pulses of mana flaring up in lines of cinders. Her fire illuminated the nearby water, mixed with blood and tissue. She was entirely focused.

With one last effort, Ilea moved all her limbs into the barely moving Bluetail, sacrificing a chunk of health before she pushed, her ash ripping the creature apart from the inside. Chunks of flesh, burned scales, wings, and talons floated to the sides, trails of blood left in their wake.

It was quiet.

Calm.

‘ding’ Fear Resistance reaches lvl 20

Ilea floated in the depths, suppressing her body’s need to breathe. Several noises rang out somewhere in her mind. The adrenaline slowly faded as she calmed her body. She wanted to breathe, wanted to go up, but she had won.

Number two down.

The chunks of burning Bluetail were floating away, but Ilea noted that one particular piece was unable to illuminate its surroundings. Something was absorbing the light.

Ilea watched an eye open, the yellowish organ as large as the Bluetail she had just killed. Then the last of the fires went out, and she was left in darkness.

[Flesh-stricken Leviathan – lvl ????]

‘ding’ Identify reaches 2nd lvl 1

She froze, her body unable to move for a full second before she displaced herself up, her only focus the mark of Feyrair. Her wings moved as fast as she could make them, her teleportation pushing her onward as terror gripped her very soul.

A scrambled thought reached her mind. It was neither malicious nor hostile. A weird thing, hard to decipher. Ilea didn’t stop to analyze it, interpreting only a vague sense of amusement.

She exploded out of the ocean, her wings pushing her upward into the sky before she charged them and shot toward the isles. Finally, she landed hard against the side of a mountain before she rolled onto her back, rubble tumbling down around her.

Ilea closed her eyes, opening them again when the image of the eye came to mind. She meditated and healed herself, only slowly able to rip herself away from the impression. She checked her body, mind, even her soul for something wrong, her breathing quickening.

She found nothing.

Eventually, her breathing slowed, her heartbeat following suit soon after. She sat up but kept her eyes open and focused on the dancing mists far below.

“Fuck that!”

‘ding’ Fear Resistance reaches 2nd lvl 1

Fear Resistance – 2nd lvl 1

You have overcome something truly terrifying to you. Your ability to deal with non-magical fear is increased.

2nd stage: You have experienced true terror, your very core shaken many times. You overcame or at least survived. Even when your instincts are overwhelmed, you find your mind calm enough to analyze the threat, your body warned but not paralyzed. Remain vigilant in the face of terror.

“Yeah, no.”

She decided that going back into the depths was simply not worth it. Not anymore.

What was that? It was just an eye I saw, wasn’t it?

And yet it felt like more. More than just an eye. Something she should not have seen. Something she could never wipe from her memory. Her healing continued, focused now on her mind.

‘ding’ Mental Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 17

She knew there had been no mind magic attack. This was something else. Something more fundamental. The only thing that came remotely close was her experience of seeing the Fae in its true form. The Fae, however, had not been hostile.

Was this thing hostile? It didn’t seem to care at all. It didn’t attack. Did it try to communicate? Maybe it came to watch the fight? Or did we bother it with the light?

For once, Ilea didn’t feel like talking to some eldritch creature. Not down in the dark depths of the ocean. She focused on her messages instead, trying to distract herself from the memory that lingered in her mind.

Identify – 2nd lvl 1

You can grasp general information from someone or something.

2nd stage: Ascertain more details with Identify.

Not exactly explanatory. But the base skill is kind of the same.

She would just have to try it out. A quick glance at a nearby stone offered some insight.

[Rock] - [Hard]

Yes. Very useful.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Mature Bluetail – lvl 1108]

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 480 – 5 stat points awarded – 1 Core Skill point awarded

…

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 489 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 474 – 5 stat points awarded

…

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 483 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 429 – 1 stat point awarded

…

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 441 – 1 stat point awarded

‘ding’ Phaseshift reaches 3rd lvl 18

‘ding’ Phaseshift reaches 3rd lvl 19

‘ding’ Flare of Creation reaches 3rd lvl 24

‘ding’ Displacement reaches 3rd lvl 20

‘ding’ Displacement reaches 3rd lvl 21

‘ding’ Space Shift reaches 3rd lvl 17

‘ding’ Body of the Valkyrie reaches 3rd lvl 20

‘ding’ Body of the Valkyrie reaches 3rd lvl 21

‘ding’ Deviant of Humanity reaches 3rd lvl 3

‘ding’ Harmony of the Drowned reaches lvl 12

…

‘ding’ Harmony of the Drowned reaches lvl 16

‘ding’ Meditation reaches 3rd lvl 14

‘ding’ Monster Hunter reaches 3rd lvl 13

‘ding’ Oxygen Repository reaches 2nd lvl 3

…

‘ding’ Oxygen Repository reaches 2nd lvl 6

‘ding’ Veteran reaches 3rd lvl 19

‘ding’ Water Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 3

‘ding’ Wind Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 3

…

‘ding’ Wind Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 5

‘ding’ You have defeated a Mature Bluetail in its preferred environment – 1 Core Skill point awarded

‘ding’ You have seen a Leviathan – 1 Core Skill point awarded

She sighed, hugging her knees as she read through everything.

Seven levels closer to five hundred.

That was fucked up.

And yet I just killed my second four-mark. Just like that. Tough fight, but nothing like the Queen of Rot.

I can do this.

She slapped her cheeks and stood up, then spread her wings.

Different approach now.

Ilea flew to the peak and looked around at the various isles.

She chose the one with the broadest, flattest area, as far away from the ocean as she could get. It wasn’t as large as the volcano isle, but an extensive valley between two low hills provided some cover. She wouldn’t tumble down and fall into the water if she fought there.

Plenty of Bluetails flying around, too.

She’d been scared of the ocean, so she’d faced her fear – and had it very much confirmed. Not great, but it was what it was. She just had to get stronger, faster, and more durable.

But I can do that on land. I’ll try again. When I feel like it. Maybe in a year, or ten.

At least she still felt comfortable bathing in the ocean near her home. She assumed the mana density in the area was important in terms of what kind of horrors lurked below. Maybe one day, she would have to dive underwater just to find something strong enough to challenge.

But that day wasn’t today.

The mists and storms would pose additional danger if she fought at her chosen spot; she assumed the monsters wouldn’t avoid her because of a tiny bit of arcane lightning.

She distributed her new stat points between Vitality, Wisdom, and Intelligence. With that done, she sighed, rolled her shoulders, smiled, and then she was off.

Ilea landed safely within the valley. As the mists flowed away from her impact, the first Miststalkers were already on their way. When she flew over, she had seen white flames clinging to a sizable section of forest on another isle, Feyrair’s mark corresponding with the location.

She took a deep breath, conscious of the air for the first time since emerging from the water. Her ash moved out to slash through the draining creatures, heat and power gathering within her as she charged up Monster Hunter.

Hunting Bluetails on land wouldn’t be quite as effective, she was pretty sure about that, but if she got a few higher-level ones, it wouldn’t matter. Five Wyverns were already diving toward her location.

Alright, let’s see what we have.


SIXTY-TWO
Bird Food





Kyrian steeled himself before he knocked on the door.

“Come in,” Claire called. She smiled at him when he entered. “I thought you’d forgotten about me.”

He froze for a second, looking at the painting, and Cless, sitting near the office window. He scratched the back of his head and focused on Claire again.

“Sorry, Trian showed me the Headquarters. I talked to some of the students.”

“Taken a liking to the Sentinels?”

“They’re… exactly what you’d expect when you know Ilea and Trian.”

Claire laughed.

“And yes, I like them. It’s… comfortable to be there, more so than most of the rest of the city.”

Claire nodded. “I expected as much. Go on, talk to Cless. She missed you.”

Kyrian remained where he stood, watching the girl paint for a moment. He breathed in deep. Sometimes he hadn’t known why he should push on, why he should go out there again.

And then he would receive another level in his Divination Resistance, and he’d know that she was still out there. That if her magic could find a way to the Krahen Isles, then he could find a way back, too.

“She’s grown.”

“She has,” Claire said, her tone soft.

He hesitated. “She missed me?”

“Of course she did. You took care of her, after all. Painted you plenty too, in addition to the times I asked her to.”

Kyrian smiled and sat down on one of the armchairs. “I don’t want to disturb her. Is it alright if I wait for her to finish?”

Claire smiled. “It will take some time. But I don’t mind, no.”

“Thank you,” Kyrian said.

He was quiet for a time.

“How does it feel to be back?” Claire asked after a while.

He looked at his hands, then at her. “Strange. It feels like hardly anything has changed, and yet everything is different.”

“Yeah. We changed, I think. And you did too. I’m not sure an adventurer looking to join the Shadows now could tell the difference from the time before the demon summoning. I don’t know if Ilea mentioned it, but if you need a place to stay, I can arrange something for you. An entire house, even, with a garden if you want.”

“I’m flattered. But the room I have in the Headquarters is perfectly fine. Luxurious, even.”

He had lived in an entire keep for the past two years, but it was company he had lacked, not space.

Claire nodded. “Fair enough. Can I ask a few questions about your adventures?”

He gestured for her to continue.

“You didn’t happen to come across large amounts of gold you’d need someone to manage, did you?”

Kyrian sighed. “No. I think whoever built the keep left in an orderly manner. Few valuables remained. There was even very little rotten food.”

“Either that or they didn’t have any use for such items in the first place. But with your level as it is, and your potential adventures, just know that I’m happy to manage whatever you come across. I’ll invest it in a manner according to your wishes.

“No pressure, of course. It’s what I do for Ilea because I know she doesn’t like doing any of that, and because it would be a waste for valuable items and gold to sit around in some storage item for years.”

“I understand,” he said.

She rubbed her eyes. “Sorry if I’m too blunt. I haven’t slept in a while. Now that you’re here, I’ll take a break. Are you hungry?”

“I don’t need much food anymore.”

“You didn’t answer the question.”

“I could eat, sure,” Kyrian said.

“Good. Remember the Golden Drake?” she asked and walked over to Cless, a few enchantments flickering away. “Girlie, you haven’t eaten yet, right?”

Cless turned her head, her gaze moving past Claire as if she didn’t exist, her eyes settling on Kyrian before she blinked a few times. Her brush fell to the floor as she rushed over to the man, hugging him as she giggle-cried.

Kyrian awkwardly patted her back, leaning down a little to reach her. “Hello, Cless. It’s okay.”

Claire smiled as she put the brush back near the canvas, taking a glance at the work in progress before walking back over.

“I know you kept an eye on me,” Kyrian said.

“I did!”

He hugged her close. “Thank you.”

Cless’ crying intensified, and he let go. She looked up with tears streaming down her face before she started laughing. “I knew you’d come back!”

“Thanks for believing in me,” Kyrian said, lifting the girl up before he placed her on his shoulders, eliciting a giggle.

Cless pointed toward the door like he was some kind of horse.

“What?” Kyrian asked, seeing Claire’s stare.

She shook her head and chuckled. “Nothing. Come on, I think Keyla just changed up the menu again.”
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Ilea returned to Ravenhall a few days into her hunt on the Isles. Things were going well, and she was making progress, but she now felt ready to talk to the others. About what she had learned at the Yinnahall ball. Maybe the timing wasn’t great, but it felt right.

She gathered her team and told them some bits about Michael and what had happened in Erendar – and Virilya. Kyrian already knew and remained quiet. The others were quiet too.

Claire tapped her drink. “That’s a mess. Sorry you had to find out like that.”

Trian sat close to Ilea, grasping her hand. “You want to go after him?”

“I don’t know,” Ilea said. “He’s… I just… I feel like there’s already been so much death because of all this, because of all their choices. Maybe I would want to if I hadn’t fought by his side in Erendar. And he saved Felicia.”

Trian sighed. “Yeah. It’s a mess.”

“That’s what sucks about it,” Ilea said.

They were silent for a while.

“What do you all think?” Ilea asked in the end. “Do you want to go after him for what he did?”

Trian shook his head.

Claire breathed in audibly. “I won’t lie – knowing about this will affect my dealings with Kroll. I’ll squeeze what I can out of him for the research you brought back. I’m afraid he’s far too dangerous and connected, too. Striking at him directly would have far-reaching consequences. Consequences I can do without. At least for now.”

Ilea huffed out air. Annoying, in a way. Yet another person too powerful to touch. But I feel less agitated than I did about Heranuur and Seviir. I’m sure Michael has done his fair share of fucked up shit in the name of research and magic, but he helped us prevent the last blood ritual.

She thought back to her fight with the Queen and her guard as well. Had he not been there, would they have succeeded?

Ilea felt conflicted, and annoyed, but she supposed leaving things be sounded like an acceptable situation right now.

She glanced at Kyrian, who shook his head. “I don’t know him. And… Eve kept a lot of things to herself.”

Ilea breathed in deep and then looked at each of them. “If you’ve got personal vendettas, or if anything from your past comes knocking, call for me. I just don’t want anything like that to ever happen again. We’re a team, even after all this time, even now that we work in different places, on different things. I’ve got your backs, and even if a situation is fucked up, we can figure something out.”

“I agree. I have considerable political influence now, and a lot of power within Ravenhall,” Claire said. “You may all lean on me for that. And I will lean on you.”

“Same for me,” Trian said. “I… already feel guilty about asking for help back then. I know you all told me that it’s fine, but if anything comes up, I’ll be there.”

“Now I have to say something too,” Kyrian grumbled.

Ilea laughed at that.

Claire smiled.

“I’m not sure yet where I’ll be,” Kyrian continued. “But whenever you need me, I’ll be there.”

I guess that’s something you taught us, Eve.

Ilea shuddered slightly, wiping away the moisture that came to her eyes. She nodded and summoned a few bottles of ale.

“Feels appropriate,” she murmured as she opened them, removing the alcohol from Kyrian’s. “To our team.”

They stayed for a little while until Ilea left for the south, heading for Elfie’s mark before she found the elves and asked if any of them wanted to join them on the Isles. The lower-level Bluetails would be easier to hunt than Praetorians, and they would provide more gains due to the lack of familiarity they had with them.

Only Neiphato joined.

Soon, she was back on the Isles again. It felt strange for a little while. To have talked to the others, to have shared what she had learned. But the stirred-up old emotions soon settled again, and she found herself calm.

Her team was still around. She had found Kyrian. She had found out what had happened to Eve. And she knew they had her back.

When the first high-level Bluetails came at her, Ilea was ready.
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The fighting helped. She was back at it with what felt like renewed vigor. After a while, she wasn’t sure exactly how long, Ilea was sitting on a mountain of corpses. Well, not a mountain – a mound, maybe.

The arcane storms’ purple lightning sent splatters of blood and bits of flesh into the air, her valley of death now flowing red with blood and bones. She didn’t need Monster Hunter anymore; the stench and flesh attracted plenty of beasts.

The lower-level Bluetails got injured by the storms, but many still braved the danger for some more or less fresh meat. They also had some way of telling when the lightning would strike near them. Not so much when they had an Ilea-sized ashen maniac grappling them with deadly intent, but the birds were too stupid to understand that.

“Your isle makes it difficult to find Bluetails to hunt,” Feyrair said, landing nearby. He caught a flying chunk of meat and started eating.

“Plenty of birds on the other isles,” Ilea said, watching the few creatures that were left eat the remains of their own kind. Two screeched at each other, apparently not satisfied with the heaps of corpses to choose from. They were all below level seven hundred – hardly worth the effort, given how well she knew their species now.

“Hmm. Don’t want to stray too far,” Feyrair said and hissed. “You killed a lot of them.”

Ilea watched another two Bluetails land in the distance, their size and movements suggesting they were just as inexperienced as the others. She could see Neiphato approaching the lower-level creatures.

“Now you’re waiting for more mature ones?”

“Yeah.” She stood up with a smile, stretching as she was struck by arcane lightning, the strike energizing her. “Speak of the devil…”

[Northern Bluetail – lvl ???] - [Hungry/Male]

“That one? Are you sure?”

“Maybe, look at the talon length. Ah, but its wings aren’t large enough. Still, close enough.”
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A little over two weeks had passed since Ilea had reached him on the Krahen Isles. There was a lot to see in Ravenhall, and Kyrian had a lot of options, a lot of things to think about. But he needed some time – and space.

“I’ll think about it,” Kyrian said.

“I’m sure you’d do well as a teacher, but you’d be just as good as a squad leader or a solitary Hunter,” Trian said.

Kyrian drank from his tea. “I don’t think I’ll hunt alone again for quite some time.”

“The others will feel inadequate next to you.”

“Then they’d better catch up quickly.”

Trian smiled. “I’m sure they will. But are you sure you want to go back to those isles? You’ve only been back for a few weeks.”

“I got used to the environment, and it’s remote. I want to help the others, too. As much as I’m glad to be back, I don’t want to leave all of the wildlife there to Ilea and Feyrair. I was stuck there – for two years. And I felt plenty of anger. Toward those isles, toward all the monsters there. Now that I’ve grown to this strength, and knowing who I can work with, I think I’ll enjoy blowing off that steam.”

“Very well. I’ll make sure the Vrayar are fed and healthy while you’re gone.”

“Thank you.”

“Have you told Cless that you’re going back?”

Kyrian scratched his cheek, then caught himself and stopped. “She was worried. But once I told her I’d bring her back a real Bluetail claw, she was ready to send me away with the next caravan.”

Trian laughed. “She reminds me of my sister, before things went the way they went.”

Kyrian nodded slightly.

“Now go. You’ve got your tea? And enough food to last you a while?”

“Yes, yes,” Kyrian said and got up.

“Don’t get lost again.”

Kyrian gave him a look. “I’ll do my best.”

Once he’d sent a message through his mark, he didn’t have to wait long.

About five minutes later, an ashen figure opened the office door and entered, her wings dissipating as icy blue eyes stared at him. Kyrian could smell blood, both old and fresh.

“You’re dripping in my office,” Trian said.

“Sorry,” Ilea said, spreading her ash to catch the blood before looking at Kyrian. “You want to join in on the fun?”

“I’m not so sure about the fun part, but yes, I’m ready to join you and Feyrair,” Kyrian said. “Before you slaughter everything on those isles.”

Ilea rubbed her chin, looking at the nearby wall. “I… we… might’ve done some work on the Bluetail population.”

“They reproduce like rabbits. Just give it a month.”

“They’re not born of mana?”

Kyrian shrugged. “I didn’t look for their nests. I just know their numbers always recovered.”

“We have to hunt even more, then…” Ilea murmured.

“I doubt it’s possible to defeat them all. I have a few other interesting places in mind anyway. I’m sure you’re up for a change,” Kyrian said. “Plus, I was on those isles first. I think I at least want to participate.”

Ilea nodded. “That’s fair. And so far, I’ve only got three four-marks. A change would be nice.”

Three four-marks.

Kyrian nodded along. “Poor you.”

“Do I detect sarcasm?” Ilea asked, giving Trian a thumbs-up.

The lightning mage smiled before he pointed to the door. “Enjoy your time, you two. Don’t forget to take a bath the next time you return.”
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Ilea displaced herself and Kyrian out through the Headquarters, bringing them to the city gates, where they left normally.

As the two of them walked down the road toward Morhill, Ilea glanced at him. He looked a lot calmer, his beard and hair less wild. “You look good. How do you feel?”

“Better.”

“Good to hear,” she said.

The two of them walked for a little bit before he spoke up again.

“You’ve done a lot. You and the others. And the council. The Sentinels are… something.”

She smiled. “Something?”

“Something. I like it there, at the Headquarters. Trian suggested that I take on some duties.”

“That’s cool. You could teach them how to fight and help out with their Curse Resistance.”

“I was thinking more of survival lessons, but those too. And the others would be close. Trian, Cless, and Claire.”

“Hmm. Yeah, and your birds. You could probably bring them into the Headquarters too.”

“Maybe.”

After they’d walked for a while, Ilea spread her wings and then led him to the same Taleen dungeon they’d used before, only a few hours’ flight away.

She checked through the messages from the past few weeks as they made their way there, ready to tackle the rest of the Isles now that Kyrian was back with them.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Northern Bluetail – lvl 821]

…

‘ding’ You have defeated [Mature Bluetail – lvl 1029]

…

‘ding’ You have defeated [Northern Bluetail – lvl 956]

…

‘ding’ You have defeated [Mature Bluetail – lvl 1003]

She had found two more Mature Bluetails, in addition to several dozen in the eight and nine hundreds, as well as hundreds more that were lower still.

The challenge, however, wasn’t quite the same as with the first four-mark she had bested. By now, Ilea knew all their moves, had an answer to all their spells. The only reason it was still worth fighting the monsters was the ridiculous level difference.

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 488 – 5 stat points awarded

…

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 498 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 481 – 5 stat points awarded

…

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 491 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 439 – 1 stat point awarded

…

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 454 – 1 stat point awarded – 1 Core Skill point awarded

‘ding’ Phaseshift reaches 3rd lvl 20

‘ding’ Phaseshift reaches 3rd lvl 21

‘ding’ Flare of Creation reaches 3rd lvl 25

‘ding’ Flare of Creation reaches 3rd lvl 26

‘ding’ Displacement reaches 3rd lvl 22

‘ding’ Space Shift reaches 3rd lvl 18

‘ding’ Body of the Valkyrie reaches 3rd lvl 22

‘ding’ Body of the Valkyrie reaches 3rd lvl 23

‘ding’ Deviant of Humanity reaches 3rd lvl 4

‘ding’ Deviant of Humanity reaches 3rd lvl 5

‘ding’ Water Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 4

‘ding’ Wind Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 6

‘ding’ Wind Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 7

Her skills had grown less from the countless battles than from the single four-mark she had fought underwater. She did wonder how much of it had to do with the fear and danger she had been in and how much was simply based on the fact that she was becoming increasingly familiar with the creatures. Both likely played a role.

“You’re getting close,” Kyrian said.

“Slow and steady,” Ilea said as they stepped onto the gate.

“Thanks for waiting.”

“Sorry to say I didn’t try to.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, well, I’ve got some places in mind. And I’m looking forward to seeing if there will be evolutions.”

“There will be.”

“How do you know?”

“Besides ancient Faen knowledge? A feeling, I guess.”

She did feel it. Anticipation, as if her body was preparing for something. Her heart, her veins, her sinews, her muscles, her mana, even her soul.

She was getting close to something.


SIXTY-THREE
Seal





Kyrian followed Ilea to one of the smaller isles and gasped when he saw the absolute carnage in the valley. He glanced at his friend before he took another look.

“You…” he started, failing to find more words.

“Two weeks, Kyrian,” Ilea said.

“Two weeks indeed,” he repeated.

Kyrian had never seen that much blood. And he seriously doubted he ever would again. Most of the corpses had been devastated, either half-eaten or ripped apart by arcane lightning. The ground itself had turned a dark shade of red, with limbs, bones, and chunks of flesh littering nearly the whole valley.

So this is what it takes.

The dragon-like elf flew toward them, hissing when he arrived. A pleasant hiss, Kyrian surmised. “Welcome back to the valley of death.”

“Wasn’t it the valley of blood?” Ilea asked.

“Valley of carnage might be more fitting,” Kyrian said.

“It’s a feast,” Feyrair said, looking at the corpses with a pleasant smile.

You eat that?

“Neiphato?” Ilea asked.

“He’s waiting,” Feyrair said. “Are we going to fight together again?”

“We are. I’ll get him,” Ilea said and vanished, leaving the two alone.

Kyrian remained silent for a moment, then looked around to find the elf staring at him. “She… eh… really did that, hmm?”

Feyrair turned to look at the valley of misery. “Quite a scene. I can hardly believe she’s human.”

Yeah.

“Here we are,” Ilea said, reappearing with another elf in tow. “Kyrian, meet Neiphato. Wood mage and healer.”

The elf bowed. “Greetings, Kyrian. I heard about your predicament here, and I’m glad Ilea found a way to get to you.”

“So am I,” he answered.

This one felt less like a dangerous beast, and Kyrian thought that didn’t just have to do with his considerably lower level.

Two elves and two Shadows. It already feels kind of strange to be back here again.

“So, where to?” Ilea asked, a smile on her face.

They were all looking at Kyrian, clad in their ash, scale, and wood armor and surrounded by dead Wyverns. Arcane lightning cracked down some fifty meters away. He glanced at Ilea and then Neiphato, but she gave him a reassuring nod.

He breathed in and then out again. Did he want to be here? Did he want to join this hunt? He wasn’t sure. He had fought here to survive, to get back. And now he could.

And yet, seeing her now, so close to five hundred, so close to a likely evolution, Kyrian couldn’t help but feel some drive himself. Had he done all that just to stay at four hundred?

It’s another eighty levels, Kyrian.

But she did it.

He smiled and shook his head. Ilea really had a way of inspiring people.

Fighting alongside elves. What absurd turns has my life taken?

“There was a large keep. Full of traps. It was built within range of the storms, so a lot of the entrance is destroyed, but I always wanted to know what was inside. Then there are the caverns within the volcanic isle. I don’t think those are safe for any of us,” Kyrian said, looking at the elves. He elicited two individual hisses, slightly different in meaning. “There are a few other dungeons and one keep that’s underwater.”

“Not the underwater one,” Ilea said. “Let’s try the first one you mentioned.”
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“There were always golems and gargoyles, though their level was usually nowhere near the stronger Bluetails,” Kyrian said. He was wearing his heavy armor again, looking more like some armored super soldier than an adventurer.

“Something new will be fun either way,” Ilea smiled. “Let’s check it out.”

She was done fighting the damn birds. Not because they lacked power, though. What they lacked was creativity and intelligence, which made the battles predictable.

She followed Kyrian as the group flew toward a distant isle.

We make a funny little expedition group, she thought, hissing with joy.

Feyrair smiled, while Neiphato gave her a slightly confused glance.

“There it is,” Kyrian said, pointing to the cliffside of the isle.

The entrance to the large structure had been carved into the rock itself. A few outcropping stones suggested a landing area or dock had once been part of the area, long since destroyed by the many arcane storms moving through. It was a wonder that the entrance itself was still visible, although some of it had collapsed.

“How do you know it’s a keep?” Ilea asked.

Kyrian gestured for her to enter through the still sizable entrance.

‘ding’ You have entered the Krahen Keep dungeon

Ah.

The inside opened up after the initial debris into a large hall made of stone, all built in the same style as the keep Kyrian had stayed in.

Here, too, there was old furniture, colorless tapestries, and empty frames where paintings had once decorated the walls. Ilea wondered what all of this had once been. Were these forts simply the only structures left from whatever civilization had once built here? Or did they serve some other purpose? The Taleen ruins were still occupied by their machines. These ones felt even older.

“You talked about traps,” Ilea said.

“Not here,” Kyrian answered, pointing at a set of open double doors leading to a corridor.

No picture frames down there, Ilea thought, not even seeing hooks for torches or anything of the like.

“And the traps were dangerous to you?”

“I haven’t tried in a while,” Kyrian admitted. “But yes. Getting crushed by several tons of stone isn’t good for my health, and I doubt that’s changed much.”

Ilea smiled and walked into the corridor. “Stay back until it’s safe. You too, Fey.”
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Kyrian watched as dozens of enchantments lit up in response to Ilea’s deliberately careless trespassing, hundreds of spears coming out of the walls, most of them bent and destroyed already. Those that weren’t were easily stopped by Ilea’s ashen armor.

“I think your fears were misplaced,” Feyrair said.

Kyrian didn’t say anything, deciding to let the traps do the talking.

Ilea’s ash fanned out, ripping the traps out of the walls before she walked on. When another set activated, the healer looked up before the ceiling descended with enough speed to make the air whistle.

Kyrian expected her to teleport out of the way, but she just remained where she stood. Her knees bent as she caught and stopped the ceiling, struggling against the weight. Finally, the block of stone went back up, and Ilea glanced back at them with near-glowing eyes.

Ah, but there’s more, Kyrian thought, watching as the stone ceiling came back down, knocking Ilea prone before it tried to squeeze her under its weight.

“Why does she not teleport out?” Kyrian finally asked.

“And let the boulder defeat her? You know, sometimes she does think like an elf,” Feyrair said.

A dull cracking sound came from the trap, increasing in frequency until fissures formed on the side of the stone.

Ilea had started hitting the block from below, chunks flung to the side as the stone was unable to resist her continued abuse. Four ashen limbs moved through the cracks and pushed outward, ripping everything apart with a smooth motion.

Feyrair clapped as Kyrian watched on with some confusion. Not because he couldn’t believe her strength. He had just expected something a little more… complex?

But now that he thought about it, he wasn’t sure why he had expected anything different. She seemed a bit calmer, more experienced, and certainly more powerful than she had been back then, but at her core, Ilea was the same woman he had joined all that time ago in team thirty-four.
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Ilea continued through the corridor, breaking every trap, most of them on the physical side. She assumed Kyrian could actually get through here without much trouble; the man just had a different idea of risk assessment.

Still, it took her some time to get to the other side, a few last poison darts failing to penetrate her armor before they fell to the stone floor.

“It’s clear!” she shouted, displacing one of the darts into her hand. She looked closely at it before she slammed it into the palm of her hand.

A familiar feeling came from the wound. One she hadn’t expected down here. Her smile faded as she flung the dart aside, the Blood Manipulation in her palm quickly subsiding due to her resistance.

But this place looks nothing like what I’ve seen from the Ascended, she thought, storing the other darts in her necklace. Maybe they just have a similar poison here?

“Stay focused, I’m a bit confused,” Ilea said when the group arrived. “I don’t think there’s a ton that suggests it, but we might have intruded on an Ascended facility.”

“How do you know?” Kyrian asked.

“The Blood Manipulation agent in the poison darts felt very similar to what I’ve encountered before.”

That would suck. I’m so close now. And I don’t know if I could face that being, or something like it. Not yet.

“It pierced your armor?” Kyrian asked.

She glanced at him. “No. I injected it.”

“Ah, I see,” he deadpanned. It looked like he was going to say something else before he decided to remain silent.

“Just keep your distance, there might be more traps.”

She walked on, heading down a long flight of stairs and over a tiny stone bridge above a natural cavern, water flowing into the place from somewhere. The facility opened up again on the other side, with various stone hallways leading away and two broad flights of winding stairs leading down and into a hall that was visible past a stone balustrade.

Two humanoid creations stood in the center of the hall, Ilea looking at them as she leaned onto the balustrade. Thick layers of metal had fused to form sturdy and broad armor. They were nearly three meters tall, but wielded no weapons. Neither had fingers; one had stone stumps for hands, the other had ones made of steel.

[Krahen Golem – lvl 521] - [Active / Stone]

[Krahen Golem – lvl 530] - [Active / Steel]

“Should we go around?” Kyrian asked.

“Why? You fought them before? Their level isn’t particularly high,” Ilea said.

“Might take a while. They’re very durable.”

Feyrair jumped down, filling a third of the hall as he turned into his dragon form. He roared as the golems started moving, slowly walking toward him.

Ilea watched as his flames engulfed them.

The golems didn’t stop moving, magic forming as steel spikes shot out of the metal one, stone pikes punching out of the ground around the other. Neither managed to breach Feyrair’s scales, but they seemed just as uninhibited by his flames.

“Impressive… a Bluetail at the same level would’ve already been incinerated,” she said.

“Told you they’re durable,” Kyrian said.

“Let’s see if mana intrusion works better,” Ilea said, then joined the fray.

Just a few punches had an effect, the creations not heavily protected against her type of damage. They flailed around trying to hit her, using area spells in between. Ilea didn’t even try to avoid anything, steel glancing off her armor and stone breaking against it.

‘ding’ Your group has defeated [Krahen Golem – lvl 521]

‘ding’ Your group has defeated [Krahen Golem – lvl 530]

“Let’s see what else is down here,” Ilea said, kicking open the large double doors on the other side of the hall to find a corridor leading down. “Whoever built this place, they really liked their stairwells.”

“There is powerful magic ahead,” Neiphato said, looking into the depths.

“Agreed. Barrier? Or blood…?” Kyrian said.

Ilea didn’t feel anything yet. “Let’s find out what it is. If an Ascended appears, we run.”

The deep corridor was faintly lit by a shimmering barrier a few dozen meters ahead. It spanned the entire width of the corridor, another hall visible on the other side.

“The walls are enchanted,” Neiphato said as they approached the light.

Ilea felt the power from the barrier. Impressive, but nothing she couldn’t deal with. “Should I take it down?”

Feyrair stepped forward, kneeling before he brushed at some dirt on the ground. “These are Taleen runes.”

“Taleen?” Ilea murmured.

“They have a gate that leads to these isles,” Neiphato said. “They either built this place or found a way here.”

“What do they do? The runes.” Ilea asked.

“They’re not an enchantment. Just words. Stay away. Danger sealed within. Stay away,” Feyrair read and stood up again.

“Danger sounds good.”

And if this barrier can hold it, it’s not an Ascended. I’m pretty sure about that.

“Danger sounds dangerous,” Kyrian suggested.

“Exactly,” Feyrair added.

“I want to see what’s inside. Flee if you get seriously injured,” Ilea said. “Ready?”

Kyrian grunted, and the elves hissed.

She smiled and spread her ash onto the glowing barrier. Her reverse healing and white flames flowed into it a moment later, slowly disintegrating the construct.

The moment the barrier opened up, she heard noises. Whispers, coming from the hall ahead.

“Kill them. Fight them. Don’t let them through,” a male voice said, repeating the same thing a few seconds later.

As Ilea walked past the threshold, a rotten stench hit her. “Several things died down here,” she said, seeing pieces of dull green and rusted metal. Guardians.

The whispers had stopped.

She reached the railings overlooking the hall to see rotten chunks of furniture littered the ground amidst dozens of destroyed and dented Guardians. There were large double doors on the far side of the hall. A few small craters suggested Centurions had been here, too. Dried-up bones were visible amidst the carnage.

As was the source of the whispers.

A single human. His bloodshot eyes stared at Ilea as he opened his mouth, revealing long fangs. His chest was bare, showing various scars and seams where someone had likely operated on him.

“Kill them. Fight them. Don’t let them through,” he said in the same tone, and then he vanished before reappearing right in front of her.

Ilea moved back, seeing the attack coming. Her hand moved out to deflect the punch when she felt something peculiar. Mana intrusion. A pulse had just flashed into her. Something she felt was very familiar.

[Frenzied Battle Healer – lvl ???]

Battle Healer?

She traded blows with the man who matched her for speed, strength, and technique. Yet he didn’t just match her style somewhat.

It was the same.

Ilea was pushed back when he landed a direct bow against her chest, a surge of destructive mana flowing into her.

What? Okay. Nice.

The man was rushing forward when a large flail flew past and slammed into his bare chest, piercing his skin before both he and the flail crashed into the nearby wall.

Azarinth, Ilea thought, looking at the level six hundred being.

She knew the moment he looked at her that there was nothing human left within him, that he had been taken by the dungeon at one point or another. His skills, however, remained.

An Azarinth Healer. Down here in this random ass keep in the middle of nowhere.

“Keep him pinned!” Ilea shouted, blinking close when the man pushed the steel away and vanished again.

She saw him reappear next to Kyrian, the metal mage dodging the first punch before Ilea displaced herself next to the healer, the hole in his chest already gone.

The elves joined in too, fire and wood rushing at the man, who dodged and blinked between the attacks within the tight corridor, occasionally trying to get close to the mages.

Ilea had more teleportation uses, but the man matched her technique, and he had a downright feral quality to his punches. They traded blows, vanishing and reappearing between flying flails, roots, and spells as their fists clashed, mana exchanged in destructive waves. He managed to grab her leg and twirled her around, only for Ilea to displace herself behind him, using his momentum to grapple him.

“His head!” she shouted.

One of Kyrian’s flails came down with a wet thud, squashing everything above the man’s ribs entirely, blood and innards slapping against the floor.

“Keep it there,” Ilea said, the flail having scratched past her own ashen armor too. She kept pushing destructive mana into the healer, knowing he would regenerate the moment the flail was removed. “Fey, burn us. Kyrian, curse.”

She waited, letting the flames brush past her armor as the three slowly overwhelmed the healer’s recovery. It took several minutes, and the body twitched as it was burned and cursed, healing the damage even as it was dealt.

That’s how you kill me.

It was disturbing in some way, but her knowledge made the fight easy.

A noise finally resounded, signaling the end of the peculiar fight.

‘ding’ Your group has defeated [Frenzied Battle Healer – lvl 621]

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 497 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 490 – 5 stat points awarded – 1 Core Skill point awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 451 – 1 stat point awarded

Ilea was surprised that the group kill had rewarded all of her Classes with a level. Perhaps she had just been close.

“That was… familiar,” Kyrian said, looking her way.

“He used Absolute Destruction,” Ilea answered. “This guy had an Azarinth Class.”

“That’s the one you have?” Feyrair asked. “No wonder he didn’t care about anything hitting him.”

“No, you don’t get it. I haven’t met anyone with this magic. Their healing order is supposed to be long gone.”

Kyrian retracted his flail, still looking at the corpse. “This one was long gone, too. He just happened to still be moving.”

Did he lose his mind? She looked at the body, the scars on his chest, the elongated fangs. The Red Church down in the Descent, they experimented with a blood agent. Maybe whoever was here did the same? Using an Azarinth Healer? Or was it the Azarinth Order themselves?

“More are coming,” Neiphato said.

She moved her gaze away from the corpse, walking toward the steps leading down into the hall.

Three people.

One appeared next to her, a battle axe coming at her in a horizontal swipe. Ilea displaced herself past it and punched the warrior’s chest plate in, her second punch breaking his neck before her ash pierced both his armor and body.

[Frenzied Axe Warrior – lvl 538]

She used his body to block an incoming sphere of fire, the explosion rocking the walls around them. Kyrian rushed past, a fiery wave engulfing him before loud impacts echoed from where he landed.

The last of the three looked to be a rogue, daggers flashing as he cut through the expanding roots of the wood magic elf. A beam of fire burned into the man’s head, sending him tumbling before a set of roots skewered him, more of them punching through his thin armor a moment later.

Ilea kept funneling destructive mana into the axe warrior, his weapon crashing uselessly against her armor until her ash ripped his arm away. He stopped moving shortly after.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Frenzied Axe Warrior – lvl 538]

In the center of the hall, Kyrian stood amidst thousands of floating needles, his flails gone as the remains of a robed mage fell to the ground, his blood pooling on the floor. The metal mage looked up at the two large gates on the far side of the hall when they heard a muffled wail.

Oh, there’s more? Perfect.


SIXTY-FOUR
The Terror of Krahen Keep





‘ding’ You have heard the wail of a powerful creature. You resist its effects.

Ilea put her stat points from the Azarinth Healer fight into Intelligence and Wisdom, then prepared herself for battle.

“That didn’t sound right,” Kyrian said as the group joined him on the lower floor.

“It is beyond those doors,” Neiphato said.

Ilea walked ahead and pushed the gates open.

An expansive cavern spread out beyond, water dripping from the high ceiling. Hundreds of Taleen machines littered the ground, or the pieces that remained of them, anyway. Craters suggested not just Centurions had fought here but Praetorians too. Bones were mixed in with the rubble and rusted armor.

Amidst the long-forgotten battlefield moved a single creature, as large as a Praetorian. Four legs carried the main body, one pair with human feet, the other with hooves. A fleshy torso grew from the main body, two large arms extending outward.

A goat-like head sprouted from the being’s shoulders, from which two horns reached upward. One eye was squashed, and the other was a milky white color. It dragged a heavy mace over the ground, shoving the steel and bones around.

Its whole body showed seams amidst the chunks of flesh, and the rusted chains fixed to its legs flickered with golden light as it shuffled over the floor. It wailed once more, suddenly slamming the mace down onto the remains of a Taleen machine.

[Terror of Krahen Keep – lvl ????] - [Frenzied]

Didn’t have to tell me that.

“Do you mind if I try alone first?” Ilea whispered to her group.

“If you can,” Kyrian said, his flails floating close to him.

Feyrair hissed with some annoyance, but then gestured for her to go. “If you insist. I know you’re close. Just don’t underestimate it.”

Neiphato gave her a nod.

“Join in if I become incapacitated, but don’t overextend. It’s not far above one thousand,” Ilea said. “Retreat if you’re wounded badly, I’ll try to keep its attention on me.”

“Good luck,” Kyrian said.

Ilea smiled. One more thing to fight and kill. Let’s see what you can do.

She walked toward the flesh abomination.

The Terror stopped moving, turning her way before it wailed, spittle and blood flying her way as it raced forward. The chains ripped instantly, the old magic not enough to hold it back any longer.

Ilea barely managed to blink out of its way, the massive being moving through the cavern with booming steps.

It charged her the moment she reappeared, its mace flying past her as she dodged backward, forced to displace herself when the monster brought the weapon around with incredible speed.

She didn’t think it was time magic, nor was it anything like the Noro, where momentum hadn’t seemed to apply. No, this creature used body enhancement spells, powerful enough that the massive mace became something as light to it as a rapier, its expansive form not holding it back in the slightest.

Ilea tried to get close, charging heat as she spread white flames onto the large creature, but she was forced to dodge again when her leg was clipped by the mace. The single moment of imbalance let the Terror strike at her directly, Displacement activating just before the weapon came down at her.
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“I don’t think she can handle that,” Kyrian said, Ilea dodging past thirty attacks in the time he said the sentence, occasionally getting hit by the monster’s weapon. It moved around like a beast one hundredth of its size, its attacks flailing and unpredictable.

“It probably can’t fly, so let’s go higher,” Feyrair said as his wings spread. “Prepare that circle you used before. Neiphato, try to slow it down.”

The cavern was high enough that they could stay at a relatively safe distance. Kyrian watched Ilea reappear only for the mace to crash against her head, one of the spikes digging into her skull.

That would do it.

He wasn’t worried about her dying, but she was incapacitated, just like the crazed battle healer they had fought before.

This thing is a lot stronger than I thought.

He sent his flails at the creature as the Terror brought its mace down, landing four direct strikes on the incapacitated Ilea. Her ash and body were squashed and destroyed, her organs splattered against the ground, nothing recognizable remaining.

Kyrian found his hands trembling slightly.

“Focus, she’s fine,” Feyrair said, turning into his dragon form as he charged his flame attack.

His fires rained down, and the Terror jumped to the side before it looked up, leaping with enough force to reach Feyrair in mid-air. Kyrian’s maces failed to hit it in time, and though the elf blocked the first attack, his massive arm was snapped aside with the next attack, his head deformed and reduced to pulp.

Shit.

Kyrian made his flails explode into thousands of needles, the storm flying at the massive being now falling toward the ground as Feyrair returned to his elven form. He was about to go for the elf when he saw the body vanish, reappearing close to Neiphato, who hovered farther away.

“Heal him!” Ilea called out, fully recovered and hanging from the monster’s back, her ashen limbs digging into it as it flailed and tried to hit her.
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I’m still right here.

She displaced herself when the mace came for her head again. Burning ashen lances shot at the creature, digging into its flesh as it wailed. Her attacks injured it, but the Terror didn’t stop; it simply came at her with the same momentum it had before.

She started teleporting greater distances, spreading her ash into the air before she set it all alight, the white flames clinging to large parts of the monster’s body.

For now, she needed to stall for time. Getting close might not be possible, but if the others could use their magic, they might stand a chance. Or if the fight continued long enough for her resilience to it to improve.

A storm of needles raged around them, thousands of them digging into the creature’s flesh and spreading Kyrian’s curse. So far, it had no discernible effect, but she knew it would help in time. Though when she saw the wounds from her ashen spears heal entirely, she wasn’t so sure.

Focus, she thought, a beam of fire burning into the monster’s side a moment later, making it stagger. Feyrair was back up.

“Keep at it! Overwhelm its healing!” she shouted.

Roots broke out of the floor, failing to grab the creature as it leaped, but its ascent allowed everyone to send their ranged attacks at it.

Ilea appeared close by and used Heart of Cinder. The beam of fire enveloped the creature’s goat-like head, melting its skin before it started regenerating again.

Healers really are the worst, she thought, watching the being land before bright green runes lit up on the floor, a beam of cursed energy firing up toward the ceiling.

The Terror wailed and staggered back, Ilea’s ash and fire crashing into it and white beams singeing its legs all the while. Wooden roots snaked around it before being ripped away with an angry stomp.

Yes, distract it. Slow it.

It darted away, focused once more on Ilea. But Kyrian’s curse magic was starting to slow it ever so slightly.

She dodged the mace more easily now, three of her ashen limbs cutting its arm as it passed. She dodged and retaliated with several dozen strikes while the others struck at it from behind before she was forced to displace herself again.

Ilea used Monster Hunter when the Terror turned to face Kyrian’s floating form. It hesitated for a moment before jumping at the curse mage anyway.

Shit.

She followed.

Kyrian waited until the last moment and vanished, reappearing on the other side of the cavern. His mist of needles had cleared most of the bones and metal from the ground, several circles already drawn. One of them activated as the Terror came down, the creature stumbling to the side as it tried to avoid the powerful magic.

Ilea just flew right through it.

Feyrair was back in his larger form now, his breath attacks enveloping the monster, the Terror flailing before it hit the wall, trying to put out the fires.

Ilea rushed past the moving roots, grasping the creature from below and pushing all the mana she could muster into its massive body.

She could see Kyrian’s needles digging into its flesh as a hundred of them drew a runic circle below its very feet. This time, Neiphato’s wood held for a mere second, the curse flaring up a moment later.

Ilea remained in the energy field, her resistance and healing counteracting the effects as she continued to let her ash do its work. At the same time, her fists delivered Absolute Destruction against the wailing monster, now staggered by the curse and covered in white flames.

It finally leaped, its mace rushing past Ilea’s head as she dodged backward and pressed on, steel needles flying next to her. It aimed for Feyrair this time, who turned back to his smaller form and vanished. Ilea kept on punching into its flesh before a fiery beam flashed past her, searing the monster’s injured side.

Its strikes were growing more frantic, hitting hard but no longer as precisely as at the start. Ilea jinked past it with small movements as she continued her assault, blinking around the creature as she focused on its leg joints, her punches hitting hard before she teleported to the other side.

The monster had slowed considerably and was now focused on her, its frenzied eye following her as it turned and struck in her general direction. Wooden roots flowed around its legs when Ilea’s fist broke through, the joint on one of its knees snapping.

An instant later, bright flames roared in from above, Feyrair back in his dragon form. Ilea jumped away, avoiding a blow to her side as her ash continued to cut into the monster, another curse circle finishing in that instant.

Yes, don’t let up, she thought as she released Heart of Cinder with all the heat she had gathered from Feyrair’s flames and from her own spell.

The Terror fell forward, swinging wide and wildly. Its legs twitched as it tried to stand up, its back scorched by fires, its sides cut apart by ash, its whole body riddled by steel needles filling it with destructive curse magic.

Ilea dodged the strikes, going in again and again to keep its attention on her alone. All the while, she watched as wooden roots started to envelope the lower part of the being, digging into wounds to keep it in place.

She failed to dodge one strike and blocked, her right arm and side crushed as she was pushed aside. She stopped her momentum and healed her wounds, then dodged eight more strikes successfully, her third-tier healing getting her back in shape.

When another curse made the creature wail, she displaced herself onto its head and started slamming her fists into its skull. The spells of her allies supplied her with more mana, Feyrair’s roaring fires continually burning down from above.

Finally, Feyrair’s flames subsided, the elf turning back into his humanoid form before he floated away, breathing hard as he hissed, “I can’t change so often!”

Ilea couldn’t keep her assault up forever either, not with an enemy that didn’t use any magic to attack her. Her fires kept burning, though, the spell only requiring health, and the ability slowed down the beast’s regeneration.

Her next punch cracked the monster’s skull, which she followed with a series of punches and ashen limbs that ripped out everything within. Its body went limp, but she could already see new skin forming.

“Kyrian, how long can you keep this up?”

His circle subsided. “Takes most of my metal to keep it slowed!”

Fuck, Ilea thought as her limbs tried to cut into the creature’s opened skull, the flesh regenerating faster than she could reach it.

“Fuck the needles, take its head!”

Kyrian appeared behind her, all the needles moving out of the monster’s body before they flowed to the man, forming a horizontal wedge in front of him. His armor thickened as mana gathered around him.

Ilea grabbed onto the monster’s horns with her ashen limbs, jumping down before she pulled, exposing its neck.

Kyrian’s form vanished in the same instant, a splatter of blood, gore, and metal exploding outward as he flashed through its head before crashing into the stone wall behind.

Ilea moved her wings, spreading ash over the whole of her body, white flames erupting in the same moment. A stream of flame joined in from above, stripping flesh from bone with each passing moment.

She glanced back to see Kyrian standing up, six flails forming from the chunks of his deformed armor. He floated up and began to twirl all the chains around him, blood dripping from his brow.

His weapons slammed down into the Terror’s body, crushing flesh and bone alike. He left them sitting there, reactivating the curse circle.

Ilea pushed more of her mana into the creature, Destruction and Storm of Cinders flaring up dozens of times as she focused fully on the offensive, each pulse rupturing the monster’s insides further. It was immobile – regenerating, but immobile.

“Keep pushing!” she shouted.

She jumped up when her mana was getting low, leaping into the curse and fires. Her hands grabbed onto the creature’s exposed and charred spine, ashen limbs flowing around it to further secure it. A few thousand health went into her aura before she pulled with everything she had.

With a series of cracks, Ilea ripped out a chunk of its spine. She tossed the piece aside and flew straight into the open wound, her ash wreaking havoc before Heart of Cinder flashed out in a sphere, burning through flesh and bone alike. She could see the skin trying to connect, but it was being burned away by flames and slowed by the curse.

She kept going with her strength and ash alone when her mana was almost out, focusing on spreading her Flame of Creation, trying to slow the monster’s regeneration. Feyrair continued breathing his flames, the curse circle remained active, while Neiphato’s wood dug deeper into the Terror from all sides until, finally, the flesh stopped regenerating.

Just moments later, much of it was burned away.

A ding echoed in her mind, and when it was followed by many more, the tension left her body.

She displaced herself out of the creature and her friends’ spells before she fell to one knee, breathing hard as she focused on her regeneration.

“Did we do it?” Kyrian asked as he landed next to her.

“We did.”

“I was almost out,” he said.

“Yeah, me too.”

He kept his helmet facing toward her. “Congratulations. Take your time, we’ll destroy the remains. Wouldn’t be surprised if it got back up.”

Oh?

Did I do it?

Ilea slowed her breathing, closing her eyes as she tried to ignore the horrible smells around her. Ash spread out and pushed away any blood and guts in the immediate vicinity.

She sat on the ground, crossed her legs, and watched the Terror’s remains burning away. Kyrian was congratulating Neiphato, the wood magic elf sitting on the ground as well.

She brushed the sweat from her brow with her ash, waiting until the last of the monster had been reduced to ashes before she looked at her messages.

Yeah.

Seems like I did.

‘ding’ Your group has defeated [Terror of Krahen Keep – lvl 1098]

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 498 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 499 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ The Azarinth Sentinel has reached lvl 500 – 5 stat points awarded – 1 Core Skill point awarded

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 491 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 492 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 493 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 452 – 1 stat point awarded

…

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 456 – 1 stat point awarded

‘ding’ Flare of Creation reaches 3rd lvl 27

‘ding’ Displacement reaches 3rd lvl 23

‘ding’ Space Shift reaches 3rd lvl 19

‘ding’ Body of the Valkyrie reaches 3rd lvl 24

‘ding’ Deviant of Humanity reaches 3rd lvl 6

…

‘ding’ Deviant of Humanity reaches 3rd lvl 8

‘ding’ Veteran reaches 3rd lvl 20

She breathed in deep, knowing there was more. A lot more.

Been a while since the last.

She breathed out, put her new stat points into Intelligence, and checked her status.

Name: Ilea Spears

Unspent stat points: 0

Unspent Core Skill points: 80

Unspent 3rd-tier General Skill points [2087 total skill levels]: 1

Class 1: The Azarinth Sentinel – lvl 500

- Active: Absolute Destruction – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Sentinel Reconstruction – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Azarinth Awakening – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Blink – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Sentinel Sphere – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Sentinel Core – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Azarinth Fighting – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Sentinel Huntress – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Azarinth Perception – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Azarinth Reversal – 3rd lvl 30

Class 2: Kin of Ash – lvl 493

- Active: Armor of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Aspect of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: True Ash Creation – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Heart of Cinder – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Storm of Cinders – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Ash and Ember Unity – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Ashen Wings – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Eyes of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Avatar of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Keeper of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

Class 3: The Faen Valkyrie – lvl 456

- Active: Phaseshift – 3rd lvl 21

- Active: Flare of Creation – 3rd lvl 27

- Active: Displacement – 3rd lvl 23

- Passive: Space Shift – 3rd lvl 19

- Passive: Body of the Valkyrie – 3rd lvl 24

- Passive: Space Awareness – 3rd lvl 4

General Skills:

- Dancing – lvl 3

- Deviant of Humanity – 3rd lvl 8

- Elos Standard language - lvl 6

- English Language – lvl 15

- Gourmet – lvl 5

- Harmony of the Drowned – lvl 16

- Heavy Archery – lvl 11

- Identify – 2nd lvl 1

- Meditation – 3rd lvl 14

- Monster Hunter – 3rd lvl 13

- Oxygen Repository – 2nd lvl 6

- Sage of Torment – 2nd lvl 7

- Soul Perception – lvl 9

- Teaching – lvl 6

- Veteran – 3rd lvl 20

- Warhammer Mastery – lvl 9

- Arcane Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 20

- Ash Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 2

- Astral Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Blast Resistance – 3rd lvl 4

- Blight Resistance – 2nd lvl 1

- Blood Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 18

- Blood Manipulation Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Bone Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 16

- Corrosion Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Crystal Resistance – 2nd lvl 14

- Curse Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Dark Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 6

- Death Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Devour Resistance – 2nd lvl 6

- Diamond Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 3

- Divination Magic Resistance – lvl 9

- Dust Magic Resistance – lvl 6

- Earth Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Emerald Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 1

- Fear Resistance – 2nd lvl 1

- Flesh Magic Resistance – lvl 9

- Gold Magic Resistance – lvl 1

- Gravity Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Health Drain Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Heat Resistance – 3rd lvl 14

- Ice Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Lava Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 1

- Light Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 3

- Lightning Resistance – 3rd lvl 9

- Mana Drain Resistance – 3rd lvl 7

- Mental Resistance – 3rd lvl 17

- Mist Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Olvor Magic Resistance – lvl 3

- Pain Tolerance – 3rd lvl 3

- Poison Resistance – 3rd lvl 2

- Rot Resistance – 3rd lvl 4

- Ruby Magic Resistance – lvl 14

- Sand Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Sapphire Magic Resistance – lvl 13

- Silver Magic Resistance – lvl 1

- Smoke Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 3

- Soul Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 13

- Sound Magic Resistance – lvl 18

- Space Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 5

- Stamina Drain Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Time Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Topaz Magic Resistance – lvl 18

- Vine Magic Resistance – lvl 14

- Void Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 8

- Water Resistance – 3rd lvl 4

- Wind Resistance – 3rd lvl 7

- Wood Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

Status:

Vitality: 1500

Endurance: 450

Strength:450

Dexterity:450

Intelligence:1531

Wisdom:1570

Health: 22412/27690

Stamina: 2108/4500

Mana: 821/31400

She smiled, looking at the Azarinth Sentinel.

You were a wonderful companion. Now let’s see what you can become.


SIXTY-FIVE
Monstrous





‘ding’ You have learned the General Skill: Monstrous – lvl 1

Monstrous – lvl 1

You have achieved level 500, reaching the realm of true monstrosity. Those of your kind may not find it easy to accept your newfound nature. You can choose to mask your power to those considerably weaker than you [250 levels below your highest Class level]. Specialized abilities or enhanced Identification may breach this ability.

Ah, forgot about that… is that the three-mark thing? Did I just become a fucking three-mark? Ah fuck it, let’s go!

‘ding’ Requirements met for Class evolution: The Azarinth Sentinel becomes Monster of the North. Be aware that other evolutions and skills may become unavailable.

You have lived among monsters. Has leveled at least five Class skills to the end of the third tier. Has killed at least 3000 higher-level beings in the north alone. Has cleared out a Blue Reaper nest. Has survived the Northern Storms. Has delved into the Descent. Has the Veteran skill at the end of the second tier. Has killed 100 Miststalkers. Has killed a level 1000 being. Has a Class at level 500.

Leaving behind her past in the Human Plains, the Monster of the North has come to conquer and kill. Devastating fighting skills supported by high regeneration will make her impossible to stop. The corruption of mind and blood has become an ally; wield it with impunity. None shall stand against you.

Would you like to evolve your Class [The Azarinth Sentinel] to [Monster of the North]?

She smiled to herself.

Blood manipulation and mind magic? Hmm. Not sure if that fits, though it could be cool.

‘ding’ Requirements met for Class evolution: The Azarinth Sentinel becomes The Azarinth Savior. No current skills or stats will be lost. Be aware that other evolutions and skills may become unavailable.

You are the light. Has leveled at least six Azarinth skills to the end of the third tier. Azarinth Reconstruction is at the end of the third tier. Has fought and survived against 10 separate four-mark creatures. Has saved a settlement of at least 5000 inhabitants from destruction. Has healed those below their social standing without ulterior motives. Has risked her life to save another. Has killed a level 1000 being. Has an Azarinth class at level 500.

The Azarinth Savior is revered and known for her actions, a hero to the downtrodden, a menace to those who would seek absolute power. She is a paladin of righteousness, a saint of healing and recovery. Thousands feel her healing touch to soothe their minds and bodies. She is not a mere healer, but a force of nature, standing in the way of contempt and corruption.

Would you like to evolve your Class [The Azarinth Sentinel] to [The Azarinth Savior]?

Okay.

Moving on.

‘ding’ Requirements met for Class evolution: The Azarinth Sentinel becomes The Astral Inquisitor. Be aware that other evolutions and skills may become unavailable.

The Cosmos awaits you. Has leveled at least eight Class skills to the end of the third tier. Has fought and survived against the Daughters of Sephilon. Has killed 1000 Astral Spirits. Has the Astral Magic Resistance at the end of the second tier. Has the Oxygen Repository skill in the second tier. Has visited at least three realms. Has flown beyond the atmosphere of a planetary object. Has killed a level 1250 being. Has a Class at level 500.

A rare human wielder of astral magic. Resilient and resourceful, the Inquisitor moves through cosmic realms and the fabric of space itself. Unending is her hunger for the depths of magic, unending her desire to face those deemed gods of their worlds. Go forth, beyond the horizons.

Would you like to evolve your Class [The Azarinth Sentinel] to [The Astral Inquisitor]?

Interesting. Finally getting a bunch of non-Azarinth stuff. Astral could be an interesting path, but at the same time, neither the Spirits nor that Shadow seemed particularly impressive. It actually seemed kind of boring. And there’s no mention of regeneration. Ah… the no skills will be lost thingy is missing. Which means I could lose some or all of my current skills…

No thank you.

‘ding’ Requirements met for Class evolution: The Azarinth Sentinel becomes Flesh Destroyer. No current skills or stats will be lost. Be aware that other evolutions and skills may become unavailable.

Flay and crush. Has leveled at least eight Class skills to the end of the third tier. Has fought and killed a Terror. Has the Deviant of Humanity skill in the second tier. Has the Sage of Torment skill in the second tier. Has Pain Tolerance in the second tier. Has recovered from a thousand deadly wounds. Has killed a level 1000 being. Has a Class at level 500.

A path of blood, a rain of flesh. The Flesh Destroyer wields her body to the utmost of its capabilities, regenerating herself without equal. A master of flesh magic, savoring both pain and fear, returning the damage done to you tenfold. Terror is wrought into the hearts of your enemies. Death is coming for them, their only hope a swift release. No pain or magic will stop your grand whims and perverse desires.

Would you like to evolve your Class [The Azarinth Sentinel] to [Flesh Destroyer]?

Now, what does that say about me?

Is this really something my subconscious, or magic, or this system thinks I could want? I mean, I do fight a lot, and I’ve endured a bit of pain, and I’ve been wounded a few times. I will… move on.

Although the whole regenerating myself without equal… hmm… no. Don’t take the weird flesh magic Class, Ilea.

‘ding’ Requirements met for Class evolution: The Azarinth Sentinel becomes The Sentinel Matriarch. No current skills or stats will be lost. Be aware that other evolutions and skills may become unavailable.

Foresight and Wisdom shall guide your path. Has leveled at least eight Class skills to the end of the third tier. Has fought a four-mark creature and survived. Has the Sage of Torment skill in the second tier. Has founded the Medic Sentinel Corps. Has the Teaching skill. Has taught at least fifty people and put them on the path of the Sentinels. Has at least thirty General skills. Has a Class at level 500.

The revered Lilith, matriarch of the Sentinel corps. She wields her Azarinth magic without equal, her wisdom and wealth pushing her organization toward continental influence. Already she is known for her power and valor, her students looking to her for guidance and inspiration. Consulted by kings and emperors, her choices will define the future of millions. Her Sentinels will roam the world, her name known at its very edges and for all of history.

Would you like to evolve your class [The Azarinth Sentinel] to [The Sentinel Matriarch]?

Well, doesn’t that look like something the big leader of an important healing order would want? Unique and tailored to me.

Though it seems more about status and fame rather than anything actually interesting. And if anyone deserves the title of leader of the Sentinels, it’s Trian. The Sentinel Godfather.

Fuck history, fuck talking to kings and emperors. I want an interesting Class, not a title.

‘ding’ Requirements met for Class evolution: The Azarinth Sentinel becomes The Arcane Eternal. No current skills or stats will be lost. Be aware that other evolutions and skills may become unavailable.

Unwavering power. Has leveled ten Azarinth skills to the end of the third tier. Has 25000 mana and 1500 Wisdom. Has visited at least three realms. Has absorbed magic from thousands of spells. Has unlocked third-tier resistances. Has the Arcane Magic Resistance skill in the third tier. Has come to enjoy the Arcane Storms of the northern regions. Has killed a level 1500 creature. Has killed three level 1000 creatures while alone. Has befriended at least three ancient creatures. Has an Azarinth Class at level 500.

The Arcane Eternal is the next evolution of the magical understanding of the Azarinth Order. A master of body enhancement to a degree few would ever think possible. Healing and destruction go hand in hand. Your ability to outlast even the most ferocious monsters in battle is unmatched. Enemy spells are merely fuel for your own near-limitless mana, your body is nigh-on indestructible, and your attacks are devastating beyond compare. You have reached the pinnacle of Azarinth magic, a path started by your survival of the Bluemoon Grass and forged by countless battles. Now, take the next step and choose your path, Eternal.

Would you like to evolve your Class [The Azarinth Sentinel] to [The Arcane Eternal]?

That’s what I’m talking about. The next stage. Guess I’ve eclipsed the Azarinth Order now. And we haven’t even ever met. Except for that crazed guy from earlier.

Mana focused, and Body Enhancement plus healing. I already like the feel of this one.

Let’s see what else there is… just in case.

‘ding’ Requirements met for Class evolution: The Azarinth Sentinel becomes Cerithil Huntress. No current skills or stats will be lost. Be aware that other evolutions and skills may become unavailable.

For life itself. Has leveled at least six Class skills to the end of the third tier. Has killed at least ten Taleen Praetorians. Has killed a Taleen Executioner. Has befriended the Cerithil Hunters and fought alongside them. Has killed a level 1000 being. Has the Deviant of Humanity skill. Has a class at level 500.

Few choose the cursed path of the Hunters, and fewer yet are not of elven descent. You have proven yourself to the ancient species, have garnered their respect, and may now call yourself a Cerithil Huntress. Your magic will serve you well; regeneration and intrusion are both abilities of an experienced Hunter. You are a terror to the Taleen and those you call your enemy.

Would you like to evolve your Class [The Azarinth Sentinel] to [Cerithil Huntress]?

Flattering, in a way, she thought with a smile. But as far as I know, I’m already part of their little club. No need to get a non-unique Class to prove it. Hey, which might mean there are others? Wait, don’t tell me Zoy actually has a Class like this…

‘ding’ Requirements met for Class evolution: The Azarinth Sentinel becomes The Knight of the Meadow. No current skills or stats will be lost. Be aware that other evolutions and skills may become unavailable.

A studious student and fervent warrior. Has leveled at least nine class skills to the end of the third tier. Has befriended the Meadow. Has a Class corresponding to one of the magic schools wielded by the Meadow. Is deemed just barely acceptably intelligent by the Meadow. Has the Deviant of Humanity skill in the third tier. Has a class at level 500.

The true knight of the Meadow, the righteous wielder of sword and shield, or whatever warriors like to fight with, the hero of the Plains. For centuries, she has studied under the glorious guidance of the great tree, perfecting her magic to the best of her abilities. For a mere human, she is truly somewhat impressive.

Would you like to evolve your Class [The Azarinth Sentinel] to [The Knight of the Meadow]?’

She laughed.

Nice.

Did that fucking tree actually influence my evolution options? Did it plant this option somehow? No… that can’t be right. But it does help beings awaken…

Ilea got out her notebook and quickly jotted down the various options.

Monster of the North – lowish requirements

Azarinth Savior – healer priestess, nope

The Astral Inquisitor – maybe, but astral magic might be boring

Flesh Destroyer – weird, but regeneration? Might lose my mind

The Sentinel Matriarch – nothing new? Just a title?

The Arcane Eternal – straight upgrade? No weird talk

Cerithil Huntress – already am

The Knight of the Meadow – go away, tree

There was some diversity, and even a glorious knight option. The only real choices for her, however, seemed to be Monster of the North, Astral Inquisitor, and Arcane Eternal. Mind magic and blood manipulation, astral magic, or an evolution of her current skill set.

Compared to choosing her third Class, she didn’t have to think all that hard now.

Since the very start, she had loved her base skill set. The ability to use Blink, to enhance her punches and kicks, to feel the arcane power flowing through her. And, of course, to heal both her mind and body. There were options, but this really wasn’t a choice at all.

‘ding’ Class change: The Azarinth Sentinel becomes The Arcane Eternal

Vitality +80

Strength +30

Dexterity +15

Intelligence +100

Wisdom +200

Body enhancement magic is improved by 400%

All healing magic skills are improved by 300%

Natural health regeneration is increased by 1% per minute

Food, water, and sleep needed to sustain yourself are no longer required

You do not age

Your mana capacity is tripled

“Hold the fuck up, I don’t age… Mana tripled…?” she whispered to herself. “Holy shit.”

She checked and found that the bonus applied after the one from Meditation. Which meant she currently had 105,000 points of mana.

She was quiet for a long moment.

I guess reaching 500 really does mean something.

Skills changed by The Arcane Eternal

[Absolute Destruction] becomes [Archon Strike]

Active: Archon Strike – 3rd lvl 30:

Send a destructive pulse of mana into your enemy with every attack using your arms, fists, fingers, legs, feet, or head. Your Intelligence stat enhances the damage potential.

2nd stage: The amount of mana used per strike can be regulated with a maximum of 1000 mana per strike. You may charge each strike with 1000 mana per second to a maximum of 5000 mana.

3rd stage: You may choose to use Archon Strike as a non-intrusive attack, instead sending a wave of destructive healing at your enemy. Due to the healing nature of Archon Strike, it partially ignores a variety of protections.

Category: Healing

Ilea read the description, her eyes going wide when she reached the details for the second tier.

From a hundred maximum mana to a thousand? And, am I getting this right, I can charge it whilst moving now? Suppose that’s why I need triple the mana. With this, I could exhaust that pool even faster now.

The thought amused her greatly.

The third tier’s wave change was a nice addition to her versatility, but she wasn’t sure why she would choose it compared to intrusion. The healing tag remained, which meant the boosts from her Class bonuses were applied. She would pack a ridiculous punch with Archon Strike.

Wait. Wasn’t it just for punches and kicks before?

Which means it could pack a ridiculous finger too.

She giggled to herself, eliciting stares from her companions, who were currently searching the cavern.

[Blink] becomes [Transfer]

Active: Transfer – 3rd lvl 30:

Immediately appear at a distant place. Distance based on the level of the skill.

2nd stage: The time between transfers is reduced greatly. No ground contact needed between transfers. Upon arrival, you may use up to 500 mana to create an arcane explosion, damaging enemies and disrupting magical constructs and spells.

3rd stage: You may set three destinations you touch. You may change each destination once per week [32.43h]. You may travel to each destination once every day [4.63h].

Category: Teleportation Magic

“Hah, I’m becoming an explosion mage after all… Can I couple that with Displacement somehow?” she murmured, taking some notes.

Wait… oh… Oh!

Three destinations!

She cheered for a moment.

Finally! The era of Ilea messaging and travel services is over! Or, well, I guess it’ll be teleportation instead of flying. Fuck yeah. One for the Meadow and one… hmm. I can change it once every thirty-two hours? Which means I can just set it where I’m currently doing stuff.

Oh man, this is going to make everything so much more efficient. I can put one here, right now, then once I’ve got one near the Meadow, I can travel around the world with a single use of this spell.

Her slightly manic laughter didn’t concern the others, she decided.

There was more.

[Sentinel Sphere] becomes [Arcane Dominion]

Active: Arcane Dominion – 3rd lvl 30

Perceive everything in a sphere around you while this skill is activated. The higher the level, the further the dominion reaches.

2nd stage: Arcane Dominion opens your senses to the arcane. A paramount skill both on and off the battlefield. Elements and spells you control within your dominion have increased harmony.

3rd stage: You may use Sentinel Reconstruction on all beings within your dominion.

Category: Aura – Perception Aura

I can heal everyone within its range? Without having to use my ash to touch them?

Guess I’m now an almost acceptable healer.

The new addition to her second tier relating to increased harmony was interesting, but she’d have to test that one. And she’d lost her previous ability to pull enemy magic toward herself, which was a loss, but not a great one. Straight healing would be much better, and with Displacement, she had a great tool to keep anything from hitting her allies anyway.

I’m becoming a fucking monster.

[Azarinth Fighting] becomes [Eternal Brawling]

Passive: Eternal Brawling – 3rd lvl 30:

You have adapted the fighting style of the Azarinth school to something you now call your own. Damage inflicted with your own body and related skills is 110% [990%] higher. Your arms, fists, fingers, legs, and head deal a slight amount of arcane damage with each strike.

2nd stage: Getting used to fighting in close quarters, your reaction time is increased to accommodate your growing speed and control. Your bones are steeped with mana, increasing both their weight and resilience twofold.

3rd stage: Eternal Brawling consists of more than offense alone. A true brawler knows when to stand and let an enemy strike. You gain knowledge about injuries and damage sustained from incoming attacks as they happen.

Category: Body Enhancement – Arcane Magic

More damage. And arcane damage. We’ll see how much a ‘slight’ amount really is.

Wait.

Oh no. Wait… I don’t feel heavier at all… I’m twice the weight? I was pretty heavy already, with all that dense magic in my muscles. I hope that doesn’t become a problem…

[Sentinel Huntress] becomes [Eternal Huntress]

Passive: Eternal Huntress – 3rd lvl 30

Huntress turned Eternal. Your eyes are unmatched, and so is your nose. Perceive the smallest irregularities in your surroundings as well as the ambient mana to find clues about your target’s whereabouts. Perceive the trails of dangerous prey.

2nd stage: You gain a sense for the distress in the people around you. Amplify this by sacrificing mana. You gain a sense for the arcane, feeling even minor spells around you. As you learn to differentiate these spells, you will discern their intent.

3rd stage: Through Azarinth magic, you may mark an enemy or ally with the Eternal Mark. Allies may use the mark to send a short message to the Arcane Eternal once per day. The Arcane Eternal can send a short message to each non-forcefully applied mark once per day. Each level in the third tier adds two additional marks that can be used. Marks forcefully applied have a limited duration.

Category: Body Enhancement

Trails of dangerous prey. I like the sound of that. A sense for the arcane… oh, and people can send me actual messages now? Instead of just single-word warnings or calls? And I can send one back! That gives me a lot of ideas already.

Are all my marks now Eternal Marks, or do I have to reapply them?

She kept on reading.

[Azarinth Perception] becomes [Eternal Sight]

Passive: Eternal Sight – 3rd lvl 30:

Increases your perception and reflexes while fighting. To keep up with your faster-moving body, the Arcane Eternal has to control it.

2nd stage: Eternal Sight spikes for two seconds, should you be about to receive a blow that would take 50% or more of your health, or should your mind be incapacitated by an incoming blow. This can only happen once per hour.

3rd stage: Your resilience and speed are doubled during the spike in perception. Usage is increased to thrice per hour. Spend a static 25% of your mana to increase the effect of Eternal Sight by one second.

Category: Body Enhancement

That’s exactly what I needed. A little creepy, or did my subconscious influence this change? Either way, thank fuck. Now I could maybe even face an Executioner and make more than a single mistake.

Three times per hour compared to two times before, as well. Bigger numbers will help. And I can spend mana to increase the time by one second. Seems like a ridiculous cost, but I guess if the situation demands it?

Wait, it activates at 50% now instead of 75%. I wonder if that’s what I want… Though I guess 50% of my health would be a ridiculous blow already. And with three uses per hour, I should hopefully be able to get away, or learn from getting hit once.

The changes with Eternal Sight seemed somewhat minor, but at the same time, they felt like some of the most empowering ones so far. She could throw harder punches all she wanted, but if her mind was taken out, she could die. That had just become a whole lot more difficult for whatever she was facing to accomplish.

[Azarinth Reversal] becomes [Arcane Circulation]

Passive: Arcane Circulation – 3rd lvl 30:

You have learned of Archon Strike and Sentinel Reconstruction. Now you will learn of their Reversal.

Upon activation, Archon Strike will send part of the struck enemy’s mana into yourself. No mana will be released on impact, rendering Archon Strike’s offensive potential to zero.

Upon activation, Sentinel Reconstruction will send a destructive force of channeled mana into yourself or an enemy you touch. The healing aspects are reduced to zero.

2nd stage: You may have both the original and reversed aspects activated at the same time. When an enemy partially or fully resists either Archon Strike or Sentinel Reconstruction, you absorb the dissipating mana.

3rd stage: Healing, power, resilience, and speed. All requires balance. Your Archon Strike and Sentinel Reconstruction spells have their potency increased by a static 25% of your lowest stat [112.5%]. You may channel health in addition to mana into the spells’ respective offensive uses.

Category: Body Enhancement

So the second tier adds the ability to absorb mana from resisted attacks. Not sure how much that will change, but given how far I can charge Absolute Destructi… no, Archon Strike now, any mana sustain abilities are more than welcome.

Plus, I can channel health into the skills? Use health to kill-heal enemies? That’s kind of funny.

‘ding’ You have defeated the Terror of Krahen Keep – 1 Core Skill point awarded

Ah, I missed this one before.

‘ding’ The following requirements have been met: Has reached level 500 or has unlocked an additional Class beyond the limitations of their race.

Additional options have been unlocked.

Core Skill points available: 81

[3rd-Tier Class Skill Point]

[Stat Gain]

[Skill Boost]

[Locked]

[Skill Enhancement]

[Locked]

[Derivative General Skill]

[Locked]

Two more unlocked. Wait… is that? That’s what the Meadow talked about, right?

[3rd-tier Class Skill Point] – [Advance a Class skill to the third tier – Cost: 1]

[Stat Gain] – [Gain 50 stat points to distribute freely – Cost: 2]

[Skill Boost] – [Increase the level of a skill, with subdued effects at higher skill levels – Cost: 3]

[Skill Enhancement] – [Enhance a fully leveled 3rd-tier Class skill by resetting it to 3rd lvl 1 – Cost: 5]

[Derivative General Skill] – [Learn a General Skill based on frequently used Class techniques – Cost: 3]

It is. Damn, it resets the skill back to the beginning of the third tier. Fuck. But if I enhance all of them, then maybe I could unlock a fourth-tier skill.

That’s a lot to test and think about.

Kyrian waved and walked over to her. “Done?”

The elves joined her as well.

“Three question marks. Can’t say I’m not envious of that,” Feyrair said, clapping his hands.

“I’m done,” Ilea said and stood up. “And ready to test.”

Name: Ilea Spears

Unspent stat points: 0

Unspent Core Skill points: 81

Unspent 3rd-tier General Skill points [2088 total skill levels]: 1

Class 1: The Arcane Eternal – lvl 500

- Active: Archon Strike – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Sentinel Reconstruction – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Azarinth Awakening – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Transfer – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Arcane Dominion – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Sentinel Core – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Eternal Brawling – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Eternal Huntress – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Eternal Sight – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Arcane Circulation – 3rd lvl 30

Class 2: Kin of Ash – lvl 493

- Active: Armor of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Aspect of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: True Ash Creation – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Heart of Cinder – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Storm of Cinders – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Ash and Ember Unity – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Ashen Wings – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Eyes of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Avatar of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Keeper of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

Class 3: The Faen Valkyrie – lvl 456

- Active: Phaseshift – 3rd lvl 21

- Active: Flare of Creation – 3rd lvl 27

- Active: Displacement – 3rd lvl 23

- Passive: Space Shift – 3rd lvl 19

- Passive: Body of the Valkyrie – 3rd lvl 24

- Passive: Space Awareness – 3rd lvl 4

General Skills:

- Dancing – lvl 3

- Deviant of Humanity – 3rd lvl 8

- Elos Standard language – lvl 6

- English Language – lvl 15

- Gourmet – lvl 5

- Harmony of the Drowned – lvl 16

- Heavy Archery – lvl 11

- Identify – 2nd lvl 1

- Meditation – 3rd lvl 14

- Monster Hunter – 3rd lvl 13

- Monstrous – lvl 1

- Oxygen Repository – 2nd lvl 6

- Sage of Torment – 2nd lvl 7

- Soul Perception – lvl 9

- Teaching – lvl 6

- Veteran – 3rd lvl 20

- Warhammer Mastery – lvl 9

- Arcane Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 20

- Ash Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 2

- Astral Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Blast Resistance – 3rd lvl 4

- Blight Resistance – 2nd lvl 1

- Blood Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 18

- Blood Manipulation Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Bone Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 16

- Corrosion Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Crystal Resistance – 2nd lvl 14

- Curse Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Dark Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 6

- Death Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Devour Resistance – 2nd lvl 6

- Diamond Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 3

- Divination Magic Resistance – lvl 9

- Dust Magic Resistance – lvl 6

- Earth Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Emerald Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 1

- Fear Resistance – 2nd lvl 1

- Flesh Magic Resistance – lvl 9

- Gold Magic Resistance – lvl 1

- Gravity Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Health Drain Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Heat Resistance – 3rd lvl 14

- Ice Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Lava Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 1

- Light Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 3

- Lightning Resistance – 3rd lvl 9

- Mana Drain Resistance – 3rd lvl 7

- Mental Resistance – 3rd lvl 17

- Mist Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Olvor Magic Resistance – lvl 3

- Pain Tolerance – 3rd lvl 3

- Poison Resistance – 3rd lvl 2

- Rot Resistance – 3rd lvl 4

- Ruby Magic Resistance – lvl 14

- Sand Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Sapphire Magic Resistance – lvl 13

- Silver Magic Resistance – lvl 1

- Smoke Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 3

- Soul Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 13

- Sound Magic Resistance – lvl 18

- Space Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 5

- Stamina Drain Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Time Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Topaz Magic Resistance – lvl 18

- Vine Magic Resistance – lvl 14

- Void Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 8

- Water Resistance – 3rd lvl 4

- Wind Resistance – 3rd lvl 7

- Wood Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

Status:

Vitality: 1550

Endurance: 450

Strength:465

Dexterity:450

Intelligence:1601

Wisdom:1750

Health: 30070/30070

Stamina: 4500/4500

Mana: 6103/105000


SIXTY-SIX
Arcane Power





Ilea felt the power settle within her as she stood up, stumbling slightly as she took a deep breath. The weight change wasn’t substantial, but now that she was standing, she noticed it nonetheless. She could feel magic settling within her bones.

Like some kind of enchantment, she thought, trying to see what had happened with her evolved Arcane Dominion spell. No way to pierce myself. And my healing isn’t helping either. Everything seems fine.

She smiled and stretched.

“Well? You’re going to leave us in the dark?” Feyrair asked.

Ilea glanced at him and smiled. “I’ll show it off soon. Wait for it to settle first. I can still feel my magic and body adjusting. And I probably want to test a few boring things first.”

Kyrian cracked his neck. “I think I’ll go hunt in the meantime.”

He seems more eager than before.

Feyrair hissed. “It was a well-fought battle. I think I’ll do the same. Congratulations, Ilea, I’m looking forward to our next bout,” he said, laughing as he vanished.

“I’m glad we made it,” Kyrian said, looking back at the large cavern. “Sure you don’t want to look through the rest?”

“Doesn’t seem particularly—” Ilea started, but then she saw the chunks of stone left behind on a flattish section at the back of the cavern.

I know those runes.

“Found something?” Kyrian asked.

What does that… It’s not the exact same, but…

“Maybe. They’re all destroyed now anyway, but the runes there… I found something similar below Ravenhall. Gates of some sort. Both here and below Ravenhall?”

Hmm. I mean, I suppose the Ascended and Taleen wouldn’t have been the only ones researching long-range or realm teleportation. But who would’ve built that here? And below Ravenhall?

“That’s… concerning. Krahen or Ascended, maybe?” Kyrian suggested.

“Maybe. I’ll collect it all and bring it to the Meadow.”

With that, Ilea used Transfer for the first time. She felt the new addition to her spell, part of her mind tugging. Had she wanted it to, an explosion of arcane magic would’ve flashed out when she arrived near the stones.

She knelt down beside them. Definitely the same runes.

A quick swipe with her ashen limbs summoned everything with runes into her necklace.

Fifty units of rocks. I won’t be holding on to those for long.

“Nothing left of the Terror?” she asked as she walked back to Kyrian, inspecting the scorched ground.

“Its mace is still there.”

“If anybody’s going to use that, it’s you.”

“I’ll have a look, but it doesn’t seem to be particularly special,” he said, extending his steel before it moved the mace around, pulling it closer.

“Can’t just move it with your magic?”

“Too heavy. Only so much metal I can control effectively, and the flails and armor I have already fill most of that capacity.”

“At least you can store it all in your ring.”

“I’d rather be a creator like you two,” he said, glancing at Neiphato.

“I suppose it does have its perks,” Ilea said, leading them all toward the exit. She grabbed the remains of the Azarinth Healer as they returned to the previous hall, storing the corpse within her necklace.

Neiphato motioned to a nearby tunnel they had previously ignored. “That’s where the Taleen came from.”

“Figures,” Ilea said. “Even the great trap-makers wanted to avoid the ones laid out here.”

The tunnel had been thoroughly collapsed, so they went back up to the keep’s entrance hall, light coming in from the small windows.

“Come get us when you’re done,” Kyrian said. “And take your time. The gap has widened, if anything.”

[Metal Mage – lvl 417]

“I will, thanks,” Ilea said, watching the man fly out of the half-collapsed entrance.

Neiphato glanced at her and smiled, hissing joyously. “Congratulations on your advancement, Ilea.”

“I appreciate it,” she said and sat down on an old bench, summoning herself a meal.

[Wood Mage – lvl 342]

He’s advancing quickly, too.

“Do you want company or someone to test with? Otherwise, I will resume my hunting as well.”

“I don’t, but thanks. I’ll come find you all in an hour or so. Have fun,” she said with a smile.

“You too,” Neiphato said with a brilliant smile before he vanished.

Ilea looked up at the broken entrance.

Hmm… alone on a set of exotic isles with my three hot companions and a bunch of dangerous monsters. Maybe coming to Elos really was just an elaborate reality TV gig. I hope that Leviathan isn’t the cameraman.

She ditched the bench and formed an ashen armchair, enjoying the ocean breeze blowing into the hall as she relaxed for a moment.

Hmm, maybe a test subject wouldn’t have been that stupid. Ah well, I can check that out later. First things first.

Ilea focused on one of her marks, all of which were still very much visible when she thought of the spell. The new part came to her much like her skills usually worked – downright instinctual.

“Violence,” she sent.

A few moments passed, then a gust of wind blew into the hall.

“Violence!” the answer came.

She grinned, their daily quota used up. But what more was there to say, really?

The spell worked.

Ilea actually checked the hall to see if the little bugger wasn’t hiding somewhere, having followed her throughout her adventures. Alas, he wasn’t there.

It’s just like telepathy. It feels exactly the same. So, what’s the limit?

Testing her next mark, she tried to use up the whole quota, which she discovered to be ten words.

“I have transcended you, old tree. Now bow before me!”

The answer came immediately. “A lousy spell. Go and evolve again, human. And congratulations.”

Of course, she thought with a smile, laughing to herself before she started eating again. I can annoy it every day now! How glorious.

“Ten words of mark communication per day now possible. Ilea.”

That should work.

She quickly sent the message to everyone who had a mark and wasn’t on the Isles.

“Noted, good luck on your journey!” Claire said into her mind.

Ilea smiled widely. Nice!

“Get out of my head, you monster,” Walter said.

She laughed.

“Understood. Sent, Dale,” the guard captain sent.

“Of course you’d say that,” she murmured before she saluted the distant man.

“Congratulations in order? Proud of you. Take care of Kyrian,” Trian answered.

He can take care of himself.

“May the winds carry you. I hope you are alright,” Felicia sent.

She felt her chest tighten slightly. A strange sensation, she found.

“Useful tool. Hallowfort growth steady. Meadow helpful. Visit sometime. Catelyn,” sent the fox.

It felt so calming to know that she could essentially call her friends, no matter where she was.

Does it work between realms? Well, I don’t think it matters at the moment.

Elfie just sent an appreciative or congratulatory hiss. It was unclear exactly how many words had been used for that.

“Will want to analyze that spell for enchantment. Iana,” the enchantress sent.

Of course. Why don’t we just add telephones to the things she brings to Elos?

The rest of her marks were her three companions, whom she would inform later.

So, next thing… Core Skill points. Meadow mentioned skill enhancements, so this is what I’ve been waiting for. But I should wait until I have all my evolutions, just in case there are requirements. Hmm… on the other hand, I might actually unlock new requirements by having enhanced skills.

She thought about it for a moment before deciding not to spend any points yet. She would lose a lot of power even resetting one of her skills to the start of the third tier, power she could use against the monsters on these Isles to get the other evolutions.

No reason to weaken myself now. I can train them up again after I get Kin and Faen to the next stage.

The thought made her smile. She was looking forward to that. More so now that she’d seen her first evolution.

Fucking hells. Finally. Five hundred. And three marks.

Standing up, her meal now eaten, she walked over to a stone wall. She flicked the wall with her finger, not using any skills.

A wave of arcane energy flashed out, leaving a small crack.

Now, let’s try with Archon Strike. Wave form.

This time, when her finger hit the wall, an explosion of arcane energy ripped through the stone, sending chunks to the side as a shock wave of air and mana expanded with thunderous cracks.

She looked at the crater with joy, thinking back to the initial spell she had gotten down in the Azarinth temple.

Ilea stepped away, debris and rubble still falling from both the ceiling and the wall itself.

So technically… if I can use a single finger, what if I use more than one? Maybe I can attack a lot faster, or even with ten Archon Strikes at the same time?

Next, she tried to use the spell with all her fingers simultaneously but failed. Using them one after another worked somewhat, however.

Same frequency as if I used both my fists. Makes sense, I suppose.

Charging the spell worked as advertised. Flicking her finger into the air, all the mana used returned to her as she hadn’t hit anything with the attack.

That’s pretty nice. I wonder how effective this will be against an actual creature?

Next, Ilea used her health to charge the attack and found it limited to five thousand points, much like her mana.

She raised an eyebrow.

What?

Oh.

I can stack it. Both mana and health. That’s stupid.

Stacking both allowed her to double the effective resource use to ten thousand. She looked at her finger, feeling the energy brimming within.

Now if that isn’t the nuclear fucking option. How many Absolute Destructions is this? One hundred? All just sitting in my finger.

She giggled like an absolute madwoman before she canceled the spell.

Marvelous.

Can’t test Dominion without subjects. I hope I can heal and damage different targets at the same time.

She stood up, transferring into the same wall. An explosion of blueish arcane energy extended outward in a sphere around her, the energy reaching a radius of about two meters. More of the stone got destroyed, but the effects weren’t as impressive as with Archon Strike.

Guess I should try it against an enemy spell, as it should disrupt that. Could maybe even go into an area effect like Kyrian’s curse, deliver one or two blows, and pop back out.

She charged up an Archon Strike, then used Transfer again before she delivered the blow. It worked without issue, except for degrading the integrity of the Krahen Keep dungeon even further.

So I can even charge it, teleport, and punch. Which should make slower and more deliberate strikes far more feasible.

One last thing, she thought, linking Transfer’s usage to Displacement and moving herself and a bunch of chairs through the room. The arcane explosion extended, but only from her.

No stacking explosions. Sad, but worth a shot, I guess.

Ilea teleported out of the hall and into the open, twirling in the air as she smiled. It felt good. She felt good, mana brimming within her.

Ready for some applied testing.

Her wings charged before she flashed away toward the valley of death.
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Ilea looked at the Bluetail with her arms crossed. The creature screeched, barreling at her before it immediately retreated again, having stepped into her Arcane Dominion.

“It’s working,” Kyrian said.

Ilea briefly used the destructive spell on the man before immediately healing him again.

Selecting different targets works. Awesome.

The spell packed even more of a punch when she supplied it with health as well, canceling out her healing, except for her third tier, for more power. Enough to startle away the level six fifty Bluetail now circling her, screeching angrily.

It’s like I can touch everything within my dominion… with reconstruction, that is.

“That it is,” she said, checking her nails, her middle finger charging up Archon Strike.
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Kyrian watched Ilea vanish, her form reappearing next to the bird’s head. She extended her hand and flicked the creature.

He remained calm when its head flashed with blue ripples before bursting like an overripe fruit, splatters of bone and blood flying away from the arcane impact to add to the valley’s decoration.

The rest of the bird flapped its wings one more time before it flopped to the ground, and Ilea looked back with joy in her eyes before her expression changed.

“What?” Kyrian asked.

“What? You don’t look sufficiently impressed, that’s what,” she said in a smug tone.

He smiled. “I didn’t expect anything less. But I do believe I should delay our next bout until I’ve reached my next set of evolutions.”

“It will be glorious,” Ilea said, whistling with the sound spell she liked to use.

I’m sure it will be, Kyrian thought, looking around to see a storm cloud moving closer.

“Ah, perfect,” Ilea said before she flew toward the lightning.

Kyrian followed her form with his eyes as she vanished upward, a blue sphere of arcane energy expanding before a bolt of lightning slammed into her, sending her tumbling through the air.

“Okay, maybe I should try with something a little less powerful,” Ilea said when she reappeared nearby. “It should be able to disrupt spells.”

“Ah,” Kyrian said as he looked back at the storm.

Yes, maybe you should try it out with something a little less insane.

He laughed, shaking his head. He had expected her evolution to motivate him to keep growing, but if anything, it just highlighted how differently she thought compared to him.

Just stick with your approach. And forget about mad people like her and that elf. You’ll get there eventually.
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Flick test successful, Ilea thought with a satisfied smile as she flew up and over the clouds. Neiphato couldn’t deal with the lightning quite yet.

The two elves joined her and Kyrian a few seconds later, having heard her Monster Hunter call. The Bluetails who had responded were now landing in the valley, distracted by the feast laid out for them.

Are there more again already? Or am I imagining things? Ilea thought as she saw more birds descend.

She turned back to the group and looked at Feyrair.

[Beast Warrior – lvl 408]

“We can move on and look for new monsters,” she said, trying to use Eternal Huntress to spot anything with her new ability to pick up the trail of dangerous prey. She saw a few bits of old magic residue, likely from high-level Bluetails that had flown through here or used their spells.

Awesome.

“Where to, tourist guide?” she asked, glancing at Kyrian.

“Eh,” he said, rubbing the back of his helmet when everyone looked at him before pointing to the largest isle, the one with smoke rising from its top.

Feyrair hissed. “Finally. I’m not fond of water.”

“Me neither,” Ilea said, looking at the trail of lava flowing down from the top of the mountain, the nearby ocean occasionally struck by arcane lightning cracking down.

“I’m not sure what we’ll do about cave-ins, though,” Kyrian said.

“I can teleport you out, and as long as you’re in my dominion, I can heal you,” Ilea said.

“Good. I’m less concerned about getting crushed and more about getting stuck. I can’t teleport into solid rock.”

“I’ll use my long-range one in that case. Don’t worry. Oh, before we go,” Ilea added, removing her ashen armor from her head and shoulders. “Would you kindly smash me?”

“Excuse me?” Kyrian asked.

“Like you did that Azarinth Healer,” she smiled.

Kyrian paused, looked at her for a few seconds, then summoned one of his flails. He twirled it a few times in the span of a second before he brought it down on her head.

Ilea watched the spiked steel slow down, felt how much lighter her movements were as she flew backward, avoiding the strike entirely, before everything returned to normal.

Yes. Oh, that feels great. The risks I can take now…

“Thanks. It works.”

“You sped up,” he said, his weapon vanishing once more.

“I can do that a few times per hour now, if I’m about to get incapacitated.”

She doubted that Kyrian’s flail would’ve taken more than fifty percent of her health with that strike. Her ash would’ve slowed it down once it reached her neck.

Ten to twenty percent at most.

Feyrair hissed. “The Executioner…”

She looked at him and nodded.

He smiled. “Is there even a way to kill you now?”

“Not for you, dragon boy.” She winked at him. “Alright, let’s fly.”

“To new dangers,” Feyrair said with a hiss.

Neiphato joined in.

Kyrian remained silent, flying alongside Ilea. He spoke up a few seconds later.

“Don’t get overconfident in there. You’ve got new tricks, but you’re still human, as far as I can tell.”

“I know,” Ilea said. “Mostly.”

The man gave her a side glance. “Mostly.”

Ilea made sure to stay aware of the water as they flew between the various isles, just in case some massive Leviathan shot up to grab them. None of the Bluetails bothered them during the flight. In fact, she noted that not a single one of them flew close to the volcanic mountain.

“Any clue why they don’t go close?” she asked, looking at Kyrian.

“The Wyrms, probably.”

“Right. You mentioned them. And what are those goat-like creatures?” she asked, pointing to the side of the mountain. “They look pretty normal to me.”

“Can’t be normal if they survive on these isles. They’re above level three hundred, and they spew lava. Though that’s the only thing I’ve ever seen them do.”

“You’ve fought them?”

“I’ve fought most everything to be found here. And Lava Magic Resistance is required if you want to go in there.”

“I assume you both have it?” Ilea asked, looking at the elves.

“I don’t yet,” Neiphato admitted. “But if you deem it unsafe, I will train with the goats.”

Kyrian gave Ilea a questioning look.

“I can heal everything within my sphere. Just be careful,” Ilea said. “You should be fine otherwise. But it’s your choice.”

“Can’t gain anything by being perfectly safe,” Neiphato said and hissed. “I will stay by your side. Know that I will not blame any of you, should I perish.”

“Let’s have none of that,” Ilea said. “Worst case, you get burned up a little.”

Kyrian led them to a small plateau, where a large entrance led into a cavern, natural by the looks of it, or at the very least not built by mages who cared overly much for safety or symmetry.

“Let’s see what we can find,” Ilea murmured, looking into the darkness with her enhanced eyes.


SIXTY-SEVEN
Lizards





Ilea went in first, her dominion already picking up various magical residues. Eternal Huntress informed her that some of the sources were dangerous, even to her. White flames burned on her armor, illuminating parts of the cavern, though all her companions were aided by one kind of magical sight or another.

They remained quiet as they entered the volcanic caverns, the heat quickly reaching heights where a low-level resistance would surely be required. Ilea held up a hand, signaling for the others to stop when she felt a tremor go through the ground. Her dominion didn’t pick anything up, nor did anything attack them.

“Common,” Kyrian mentioned.

“I see,” Ilea said and continued onward.

The natural light soon subsided, leaving them with their skills and fires, Feyrair now clad in flames as well. Ilea came upon something peculiar a few dozen meters farther in: an irregularity within the cavern walls, magical in nature.

“Any creatures hiding in the walls?” she asked, glancing back at Kyrian.

“Plenty. Burrowing, stone, shadow creatures. What do you see?”

“Unsure. Let me see if I can get it to come out,” Ilea said and sent reversed healing into the spot, smiling when she got an instant reaction.

The wall itself shook and trembled, boulders falling down before they reformed into a vaguely humanoid shape. The pieces themselves weren’t directly connected, arcane energy filling the gaps according to Ilea’s sight.

It roared and fell down on all fours, the stones of its body reorganizing themselves to form two more arms before it ran toward them in a frenzied dash.

[Stone Specter – lvl 528] - [Hostile]

“Who wants to do the honor?” Ilea asked, but the two elves had already vanished.

Neiphato reappeared in front of the running creature, his wooden armor growing roots before the monster crashed into him. The elf was pushed back several meters before he managed to stop the Specter.

As more roots grew, some extending into the ground and walls behind the being, others into and around it, the Specter used a similar approach. Neiphato’s feet slowly sank into the ground as spikes shot out from the ceiling. Some were deflected, while others pierced his armor.

Feyrair jumped over the elf and aimed his hands downward, two thin beams of white energy flashing in the darkness before he landed in a roll, turning around to see the Specter fall apart.

“Not dead yet,” Kyrian said, still standing next to Ilea, his arms crossed.

“He burned the connections,” Ilea answered. “Pretty big weakness, if you ask me.”

“I don’t think it’s a common ability. Being able to damage magical constructs.”

She looked at him. “Really? I have two Classes now that can do it.”

“I wouldn’t exactly categorize you as common. Nor that elf.”

Ilea watched as a prison of wooden roots grew around the stone chunks as they tried to reconnect themselves, the pieces trembling against the wood.

Feyrair leaned against the wall and watched, not interfering further with the struggle between the wood creator and his prey.

Eventually, Neiphato won out, the chunks of rock crushed by his continuously thickening roots, thorns brimming with magic now adorning the growth. His wooden armor closed again, much of it now stained with his blood. He healed his wounds, showing no visible reaction to the injuries.

Ilea knew Neiphato had some kind of general Cerithil Hunter Class next to his arguably more powerful wood creator one. She could feel the body enhancements he used. While he wasn’t particularly skilled with the blades he used to wield, he was incredibly tough. Perhaps the closest of the present group to her main Class.

It was hard to say if he was anywhere near as resilient as Kyrian or Feyrair, both of whom had insane defensive abilities. But with the healing from his wood magic class, the elf had a good chance of survival.

Neiphato breathed hard, giving a triumphant hiss before he refocused.

“Well done,” Feyrair said. “Next time, I won’t lend a hand.”

Ilea walked past him, tapping the wood mage’s shoulder before she took the lead again.

We need a separate level calculation system for this group. He didn’t even lose an important organ, and just a few liters of blood, she thought, glancing back at the wet spot on the ground.

Crevices and cracks in the walls soon started showing, some opening up to reveal new sections of the caverns beyond. Ilea stayed focused on the largest tunnel, assuming it would lead somewhere.

They came upon a dead end, but she could see there was more behind it, kicking the wall with a wave of arcane energy. The stone exploded, revealing a large open cavern. Rock and debris tumbled down into the dark, hitting more stone a hundred meters farther down.

Ilea spread her wings and entered the darkness, landing on a nearby ledge, where she noticed a few creatures within her dominion. They were small, about the size of her head, and they reacted to her presence, jumping off the walls with flapping, bat-like wings.

“Incoming,” she said as the rest of the group landed close to her.

The few creatures had already turned into a few hundred, the walls swarming with them as they started to circle their group. It almost looked like the shadows themselves had become alive, each critter’s form almost seamlessly flowing into the next.

[Winged Shade – lvl 504] - [Shadow/Disturbed]

The winged critters advanced toward them with an eerie unity, but Ilea wasn’t overly concerned.

“These are mine,” Feyrair said as his form expanded, his body slightly curled to protect the group before his breath lit up the cavern.

His fires hit an expanding magical darkness that formed in front of the flying swarm, breaking through a moment later. The magical flames engulfed hundreds in the first split second, the rest of the swarm trying to scatter in a desperate attempt to dodge his attack. A few hundred managed to survive, flying into and somewhat through the dragonling.

Ilea brushed one of the bat-like Shades with her arm, feeling some of her health drained with a vicious pull. Feyrair’s health was alright, though, his resistance or regeneration handling the damage well. Another torrent of fire reduced the remaining creatures to nothing.

“Good thing they attacked from the same direction,” Ilea remarked.

I suppose my dominion or Kyrian’s curses could’ve dealt with them, too.

She pointed down to the distant floor and jumped, accelerating with her wings. The ground shook slightly when she landed, small indentations visible where her ashen boots had cracked the floor.

Hmm, yes, I could get used to this. Landing like that felt even better with the added weight from her evolution. I almost hope Kin of Ash gives me another few hundred kilograms.

The others landed, looking around at the dark ravine they found themselves in.

“This way… Something strong moved past… recently,” Ilea murmured, leading the group through the crevasse.

Let’s see if it’s anything interesting. Maybe I can get my ashen Class to five hundred, too.

She hummed a quiet tune to herself, feeling her new magical power flowing through her. It settled more and more with each passing moment.

A large fissure in the wall led them farther down, the trail she’d picked up feeling more recent with every step.

It didn’t move quickly, she thought, not picking up any actual tracks. A flying monster, perhaps, or simply one that wasn’t particularly heavy.

They came into a vast cavern, the other end only barely visible to Ilea. She only noticed too late that a projectile was flying at her burning form.

The rock hit her head, bending it back a little too far than was natural, her ashen limbs hitting the ground to prevent her from falling. One of her eyes burst, regenerating as she looked forward just in time to see another chunk flying past her.

This one hit Feyrair, his form sent flying as the piece of rock hit his stomach, leaving a trail of spittle and blood. She knew he would be fine.

Neiphato had started growing a protective shield of roots around him, while Kyrian was adding edges to his armor in an effort to deflect incoming projectiles.

Hmm, why have I never done that? Ilea thought as another chunk came for her.

Now that she knew what to expect, she simply held her ground and used her ash to support her. The rock hit her, digging into her armor and pushing her limbs deeper into the ground. As her armor reformed, she grabbed the chunk and looked at it.

Just normal rock? she wondered, glancing at Kyrian, who took a stabilizing step to the side after a rock glanced off his armor, slamming into the wall a few dozen meters away.

Ilea hit the next missile with a punch, the rubble exploding outward with a wave of arcane energy.

“It’s hiding close to the wall, about two hundred meters away,” Kyrian said, pointing at a specific location.

Feyrair hissed as his form expanded. The dragonling rushed forward through the air, only to flutter to the side when one of his wings was pierced by a flying stone.

Ilea tried to follow Kyrian’s gaze and finally found the monster. Well, no wonder I couldn’t see it. It looks the same as the wall.

She followed Feyrair, the continuous impacts slowing him down but unable to penetrate his scales. That changed a moment later when a stone lance pierced his chest, and he crashed to the ground, pushing the lance through his body and out of his back.

Kyrian appeared in front of the downed warrior, his metal expanding to form a wedge in front of them. “Go have a look,” he said. “I’ll protect him.”

A whining hiss came from the small red dragon as he stumbled to his feet, ripping at the lance within his chest.

Ilea was already gone, crossing the distance in mere moments with her teleportation abilities and wings. When she reappeared a second time, her body was pierced by three fast-flying spears of stone. They just managed to get through her ash, leaving wounds in her chest and stomach.

[Rubble Guardian – lvl ???] - [Startled]

Startled? After it attacked us from several hundred meters away? she wondered, her ashen limbs ripping out the spears.

Hmm, close to nine hundred. She grinned. You’re worth fighting.

She could feel her limbs move – twenty of them now, thanks to the harmony bonus from her dominion. They moved in unison as she approached, a few quick steps bringing her to the large lizard-like monster.

Ilea saw the next attack coming, teleporting to avoid the spears that shot out of the ground. Her limbs scraped against the side of the being, leaving nothing but shallow scratches that smoothed out a moment later.

The lizard swiped its tail her way, a thousand pebbles appearing with it, flying as fast as pellets from a shotgun.

Ilea crossed her arms in front of her. The impacts sent her back a few meters, pieces of stone falling out of her armor as it regenerated. She sprinted forward, Archon Strike charging in her right fist as she watched the creature turn its massive stone head her way.

A pulse of mind magic went through her, and Ilea’s body locked up for a split second as spears shot out of the ground. Most of them broke against her armor, though a few penetrated. Her sudden stop pushed them farther in before the stone broke against the ash on her back as she hung in the air.

She looked at the lizard. Its body resembled a cliff or mountainside, with edges and irregularities jutting out of its massive four-legged form, while the location of its mouth and eyes was difficult to discern on its many-angled face.

A thin spear gleaming with magic shot from its mouth, straight at her head. Ilea used Displacement on the projectile, smiling when the spear slammed into the lizard’s back.

She blinked forward despite the magical stones still piercing her. Her fist crashed against the monster’s head, several thousand points of mana flowing into it with the heavy attack.

A vein-like pulse of blueish magic spread through its head, hissing with power. The lizard stumbled to the side, more spears emerging from the ground and even the ceiling.

Ilea let them come at her, activating Phaseshift as she charged her fist again, this time with both health and mana, her third-tier healing quickly recovering the lost health and healing her remaining injuries. Another Blink brought her close before her body returned to normal space, her fist slamming into the monster’s side with a heavy impact, arcane energy flooding up and out.

The lizard slapped her with one of its hands, but even as Ilea tumbled away, she was healing the slight damage, having absorbed most of the shock.

Quick for its size.

She watched the monster jump back several dozen meters with a single smooth movement, neither skidding nor heavily impacting the ground. She knew it wasn’t that light. It jumped again, avoiding the steel lances that shot its way.

Can’t control them from that distance, Ilea noted, seeing the distant form of Kyrian floating in the middle of the cavern. Feyrair had advanced too, still in his dragon form and now healed. It seemed the bright flames around his form were more enticing than Ilea’s smaller ones as the lizard turned his way again.

Fine by me, she thought and displaced herself, reappearing at the monster’s side. More lances shot out of both the ground and its body, deflecting her strike and pushing her aside.

Her wings turned her in midair, her ashen limbs merging into four larger extensions as they broke through the stone holding her back. She landed several kicks on its back with devastating impacts, blue energy lighting up as the fires of Storm of Cinders started to spread, slowly ripping away its defenses.

As Kyrian’s lances flew back to him, the Rubble Guardian refocused on Ilea as it felt the mana spread through its back. She blinked, and the explosion of arcane energy shattered the forming lances.

Ilea unleashed a series of heavy punches with a thousand mana, each impact glowing as it hit the monster’s form. She didn’t let up as it stumbled to the side, displacing behind it when it jumped to get away.

She charged her next punch with both health and mana, sacrificing more health to boost her auras as her healing pushed her numbers back up. Another volley of pebbles and spears came her way as she charged, everything vanishing into a large fissure in space before she hit the monster from the other side.

Her charge complete, she released her third-tier Displacement and dove forward, her fist crashing into the monster’s head with an explosion of bright arcane energy. As the impact ripped a chunk off its head, the wave of energy spread over its body.

She saw the damage already regenerating as a series of spears dug into her armor. Intrusion is probably better, she thought, ignoring the few spears that managed to pierce her defenses as the creature used another wave of mind magic to slow her down and land the hits.

That won’t last for long, she thought, her eyes focused on the monster even as her next attack charged. She still had plenty of mana.

White flames engulfed the monster in the next moment, Feyrair finally reaching the being without being stopped by one projectile or another. The lizard jumped away again, only to find several metal flails twirling around its neck and legs, pushing it down as a curse spread through its form.

Ilea vanished, her legs and ashen limbs grappling with the monster’s neck before she unleashed a series of slow punches, magic bursting to life with each impact. The creature was brought lower and lower before finally hitting the ground, all efforts to stop her ceased. She doubled her reverse healing to slow its regeneration, landing one last punch before she got the kill notification.

‘ding’ Your group has defeated [Rubble Guardian – lvl 908]

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 494 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 457 – 1 stat point awarded

Feyrair landed nearby, his breath attack enveloping both Ilea and the remains of the Rubble Guardian.

“It’s already dead,” she said, standing in the fires as she absorbed mana from her ally, her ash slowly stripped away.

He roared once more before he stopped. “Killed like a common beast,” he hissed, returning to his elven form. It seemed like he couldn’t decide between being proud or annoyed.

“I suppose we won’t help you with the next one,” Kyrian said when he arrived, collecting his steel again.

“Yeah, at least until I get my second Class to five hundred,” Ilea said, wiping nonexistent dust from her armor. She inspected the four flowing limbs on her back, their ends condensed into heavy spiked weapons.

Seems appropriate.

The battle hadn’t attracted another beast, and quiet returned to the cavern as they looked for a way out. A quick search confirmed that it was a dead end, so the group returned to the crevasse that led farther down into the mountain.

Ilea smiled to herself, her mana already topped off again, ready to face the next monster hiding within the trembling mountain. Her first Class had evolved, and she thought back to the Calys mines, where she had first unlocked her Fire Mage Class.

Soon, I’ll get you to five hundred.


SIXTY-EIGHT
Furnace





Ilea sat with her arms crossed, a small stone ledge giving her a good view of the field below. Dozens of Stone Specters had gathered there, fighting her three allies with stone magic and boulders. A stream of lava slowly flowed down a nearby wall, illuminating the spectacle.

Some of the Specters were larger, their spells more intricate as they reached levels up to six hundred. Ilea saw Kyrian swing his flails through eight of the creatures, his weapons punching through with little resistance, bits and pieces of stone flying to the side. Feyrair sent small beams of white flame through the monsters, melting rock as his fires enveloped them entirely.

Neiphato had the most problems, keeping the enemies at bay with his roots from a defensive perimeter he had created. They were having difficulties getting to him, but it would also take time for him to dispatch them.

She glanced at the sea of lava behind the battlefield, the cascade flowing farther down into a yet deeper section. The rising gases and growing heat demanded much from the wood magic elf. For the others, it simply occupied a part of their regenerative powers.

Ilea summoned a meal that instantly burst into flame. Oh no, she thought, storing it again immediately. Need me some volcano-proof food and ale.

A few moments passed as she watched the group fighting, her eyes narrowing when she spotted something in the underground lake of lava. Another Rubble Guardian? She spread her wings, just in case she had to intervene quickly.

She watched as a large, clawed hand emerged from the lava, molten rock pooling onto the stone ground as the creature lifted itself out of the thick liquid. Not a Rubble Guardian, she thought, charging Monster Hunter as she started to descend from her perch with a smile on her face.

“Retreat,” she sent to her three companions, getting goosebumps as she looked at the single reptilian eye looking straight at her. Her aura activated, a whistle cutting through the air as she watched her allies retreat. Even Feyrair heeded her call, if only to allow her a first try at the beast.

The monster slowly pulled itself up and out of the lava, its body dripping with burning rocks. The creature was only halfway out and had already reached a height of nearly twenty meters, dwarfing everything in the vicinity.

Black, rock-like scales covered the entirety of its jagged and ancient body. Its form made the air around it vibrate with both heat and magical power. Its head resembled that of a Drake, though its jaw was larger than one of their kind. Loud grinding noises filled the cavern when it opened its mouth, the motion slow and strained, chunks of black stone falling to the ground before it roared.

‘ding’ You have heard the roar of a powerful creature. You resist its effects.

Ilea felt her body tense up, her wings pushing against the magical force emanating from the cry. The ground shook, and rubble fell from the ceiling as the Specters fled.

She landed among the fleeing creatures, covered in ashen armor and brimming with arcane power. A speck compared to the presence of the monster now fully emerged from the lava, prowling with a predatory litheness.

[Scorching Wyrm – lvl ????] - [Armored]

The Wyrm had six legs jutting out of its body and was about thirty meters in height. Its whole form was covered in black scales, and its tail split into six thin protrusions that seemed to float in the air as it moved.

“I don’t suppose you’re friendly?” she asked, raising her eyebrows at the panther-like movements of the stalking creature.

You know I can see you. Everyone with any sensory organs can. You’re massive.

“Peace?”

She sent it a thought, trying to establish a connection with the creature. Veteran informed her that it should be around level one thousand two hundred. Higher than the Bluetails she had killed, higher than the Queen of Rot. But not quite as strong as the Trakorov.

While she knew that levels didn’t say a whole lot about a monster’s abilities, Ilea could tell that she was about to bite off a little more than she should chew.

And she hoped it wasn’t friendly.

Four ashen limbs protruded between her wings as she grinned.

Maybe I am a little crazy. But it just feels so very right.

She rolled her shoulders and crouched.

The monster’s eye glowed a bright, fiery color before a beam of heat and fire enveloped her.

Ilea stood her ground. Only her teleportation spells were fast enough to dodge the spell anyway. But she wanted to know exactly what she was dealing with. Precognition was one thing, experience another.

She found the beam to be similar to her Heart of Cinder, with heat, energy, and fire combining into a devastating spell. Her ash was burned away in seconds, her skin and organs erupting as her insides were brought to a boil.

She teleported away when most of her skin had melted, her cognitive functions slowing as her brain could no longer resist the incredible heat. Her third-tier healing recovered the lost health and healed the heavy damage.

Ilea watched as the Wyrm moved its eye, the beam following its gaze almost instantly. Ilea moved, her body covered in flames, having gathered mana with her third-tier Heat Resistance. Her Lava Magic Resistance had let her gather enough heat to fully charge Heart of Cinder.

Yet she knew the spell would be borderline useless against the monster, instead releasing it in a sphere around her to disrupt the incoming beam. A direct application might even heal the creature or empower its attacks, much like her own absorption abilities.

Ilea shot off the ground, moving her wings quickly to try and stay out of the monster’s sight. While she failed in that endeavor, she noticed the beam lagging behind her ever so slightly, the energies taking a short moment longer to reach her. Enough for her to avoid a direct hit.

She laughed, flying through the expansive cavern, occasionally exposing herself to the continuous beam in an effort to train her resistances.

Ilea prepared herself when she saw a pulse of less focused energy flow through the beam, transferring away when she felt the eruption coming. A wave of heat and fire billowed out behind her, the arcane explosion around her counteracting some of the spell’s effects.

She had teleported far enough away to avoid most of the damage, and she glanced back at where she had just been to find that a new crater had been added to the massive cavern. Her armor recovered from the wave as she looked at the creature, its eye focused on her, its spell gone.

‘ding’ Heat Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 15

“Surprised?” she asked, flying through the air as she kept her gaze on the monster, which opened its jaw again and produced a guttural clicking sound.

The noise turned into a roar as it turned its body toward her, heat gathering within its rock-like throat.

Now let’s see how you compare to my friendly elven ally, she thought with a smile, watching the cavern light up from the river of flames extending outward from the beast’s maw.

Ilea didn’t bother with any additional defenses, spreading her arms and welcoming the flames, her own fires burning away as the monster’s magic washed over her tiny ashen form. Her ash burned away, her body heating up time and time again as she used her Lava Magic Resistance to counteract what she could, releasing whatever she managed to absorb in spheres of fire.

She could see her skin and muscle burn away, healing magic turning mana into flesh in a constant regenerative cycle. Her smile came and went; while it was always within her mind, she often lacked the physical muscles, lips, or even jaw to show it. The same was true for her vision; her whole focus was on her mind as she fought to keep her brain protected, the mana that was now within her bones adding another layer of defense she was thankful for.

The beast empowered the torrent of flames with one final effort, displaying its overwhelming might and ancient natural power. An apex predator within its domain, challenged by a mere human less than half its level. Flames born of magic set fire to a hundred square meters of cavern walls, the stone itself melting and joining the ever-growing pool of lava.

Ilea stood amidst it all, her arms raised, her fingers stripped to the bone, to protect her head, where little skin remained. Her flesh regrew once more, her muscles and skin covering the blackened bone in an instant, followed by her ash. As her eyes reformed, she focused once more on the enemy’s eye.

‘ding’ Heat Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 16

I think it’s high time we find out how your regeneration stacks up in this competition.

Ilea dashed forward, Transfer bringing her close to the creature before a charged punch of Archon Strike smashed into a part of its head. She felt the impact shake her whole body, most of the mana used in her attack returning to her.

A teleport brought her in front of its eye, her punch hitting the hard surface without a discernible reaction before a heated beam of energy careened past as she dodged away.

Intrusion ineffective. Eye is a no-no, too.

She flew past the monster’s swiping arm, targeting a section on its side with another Archon Strike, aided by Storm of Cinders. Fire and arcane energy exploded on the dark scales, ever so slightly damaging the material. Her ashen limbs flew out, adding to the deterioration of the strong material.

Ilea braced for the incoming attack. A wave of heat expanded around the creature a moment later, and she was forced back a few dozen meters, part of her ash gone. She glanced to the side where the monster’s tails moved through the air, the ends barely broader than a whip. Her dominion picked up magic, but she couldn’t tell exactly what kind it used.

Transfer brought her past the tails and the beast itself, her four ashen limbs splitting into twenty as she focused entirely on Storm of Cinders, weakening the section of scales against mana intrusion. Her Archon Strike wouldn’t do a lot against its thick stone scales.

She stretched out her hand and sent out all the heat she had gathered from just being close to the creature, but the flash of light and energy burned into its scales without a visible impact.

Guess we’re made for each other, she thought, her wings turning her sideways to avoid another beam attack.

The Wyrm had turned its neck, looking back at her before it leaped to the side. The impact of its landing sent tremors through the ground, its beam cutting into the stone as Ilea advanced, laughing as she circled the spell.

She transferred into the expanding heat, some of the impact disrupted. Ilea heard the beam attack cease behind her as she sent Storm of Cinders into the back of the creature, dodging past its fast-moving tails. One of them flicked to the side, hitting her leg and making her stumble.

A use of Displacement took her safely away when she felt strange magic spread from the slight cut on her leg, the tail having managed to get through her armor. Some kind of corruption? she asked herself, pushing against the effect with her healing. The magic only seemed to slow slightly, and Ilea looked down to see her skin turning to stone.

Oh. So petrifying magic is a thing after all, she thought, watching as the stone took over her leg. She looked at the creature, seeing it charge another beam attack. Might as well optimize my resistance training, then.

She let the attack hit her before she turned and stretched her leg toward the flames. Her stone skin was stripped away entirely, her bones unaffected by the magic.

Maybe due to the magic within? Or they’re just more resistant in general.

She teleported out of the beam, healing the severe burns. A quick use of her ash ripped the previously affected leg off, just in case. One second later, she was back at the creature, her ash lashing out, her higher mana pool allowing her to attack continuously with Storm of Cinders.

Ilea occasionally got hit by the unpredictable tails, but sometimes she let them hit her on purpose. Her ash simply ripped out the affected parts of her body, normally her arms or legs. She didn’t know what would happen if the petrification hit her head or spread over her whole body, but she didn’t plan to find out.

She dodged another few tails and flew below the monster, her ash sending more magic into the scales before she teleported away. As the massive creature tried to crush her, she was pushed back by another use of its area heat spell.

That’s a new one, she thought, retreating as the Wyrm stood up, brimming with magic.

Its claws dug into the ground as its eye focused on her. And then it dashed forward, an explosion of air and heat pushed aside as it reached her near-instantly.

She teleported away before the massive creature reached her, turning in the air to see it crash into the cavern wall. The magic around it remained as it dug itself out, chunks of rock and rubble falling away before it pounced, a shock wave exploding where its claws had been.

Ilea simply teleported again, easily avoiding the large mass of oncoming rock before she braced herself for the wave of air and heat. The ground shook when the Scorching Wyrm landed again, steam pluming from its mouth as its one eye looked at her.

“Annoying, I know,” she said.

The Wyrm growled, once more digging its claws into the ground, but this time it looked upward. Ilea felt the cavern cool down, mana gathering within the beast as it charged its spell.

Did that piss you off?

The light dimmed as part of the lava lake froze over, the liquid turning back to stone, robbed of all its heat.

A challenge, is it? Ilea asked herself, landing on the ground and forming ash as she watched the creature’s open maw.

The air seemed to still before everything was pulled toward the Wyrm.

Ilea braced herself, her ashen limbs burrowing into the ground as the black mist around her grew. She checked her marks and glanced toward Kyrian. He was barely visible to her, standing over a kilometer away, hidden in the darkness of the cavern. The others were close to him.

Something flickered to life within the Wyrm’s throat, a bright light forming where only darkness had been before. The pulling effect was reversed, and a seismic wave of heat flowed out from the creature. Pebbles and the air alike were pushed aside.

The ground shook again, and the tremor seemed closer this time, its cause unlikely to be the Scorching Wyrm. Ilea couldn’t see anything within her dominion, so she refocused on the enemy at hand.

The flickering light had now stabilized as a three-meter-wide sphere of concentrated flames. It looked like a miniature sun.

Hmm.

She felt sweat drip down her brow. All the ash around her had formed walls directed toward the sphere, so Ilea peeked past them to see what was happening.

The sphere was floating up and away from the Wyrm, stopping about sixty meters above the ground, with Ilea the same distance from her adversary. When it came to a stop, the thing started spinning ever so slightly.

Ilea felt the emanating heat increase a hundredfold, then more. She saw the Wyrm lie down on its belly, closing its one eye as it moved its legs closer to its body.

And then the world… turned to fire.

She couldn’t even scream as her ash itself was set alight. She fell to her knees, simply because the muscles needed to keep her standing were no longer there. She could feel her body burning away, her healing barely managing to keep her form together.

Don’t retreat, she thought, seeing the cavern melting ahead of her. You can take this.

‘ding’ Heat Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 17

Trust in your magic, your mana.

The edges of her vision were going dark, her healing pushing back time and time again. Her perception slowed a few times.

It’s just your mind going out.

The darkness was interspersed with short glimpses of what was happening. The ground had started liquefying, while bright fluid dripped from the ceiling, raining down on them. Her ash was gone. Her flesh, too.

Stand your ground.

She got another glimpse, seeing only bright light somewhere to her left. Everything felt so very warm. She wanted to breathe, but the air itself was on fire.

She fell unconscious.

‘ding’ Heat Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 18

When Ilea woke again, she was literally breathing in lava.

I’m in the lake.

She felt strange.

Or has the whole mountain turned into a lake of lava?

The sphere was still there, she could tell. Time must have passed, as her healing was now able to keep her brain active, while some of her muscles were back where they should be. Her wings reformed before she transferred out of the lava.

Bad idea, she thought, realizing the heat got worse with each meter closer to the sphere. She splashed back into the lava, which now felt like an ice-cold lake as far as she was concerned.

Eyes are gone again. Great.

All she felt was heat and flames as she slowly drifted into a meditative state of healing, though a flicker of an amused thought went through her mind as she thought back once again to the Calys mines.

She was glad her pain perception was turned off.


SIXTY-NINE
Snêk





Kyrian kept his eyes peeled. The distance was too far for any specifics, but he would be able to spot a human form.

The sphere still burned above, but it had finally seemed to slow its spin, the air where they stood already cooling.

“Can you see her?” Feyrair asked.

The burns on his body had healed already, mostly thanks to Kyrian’s interference when the dragon had charged forward in an attempt to help. He might’ve been more resistant to heat than Ilea, but what Kyrian didn’t doubt was that Feyrair’s regeneration was worse than Ilea’s.

“Not since she appeared above the lake,” Kyrian answered.

And there wasn’t much of her there.

Feyrair checked the mark on his hand, murmuring something to himself in another language as he once again walked closer. Neiphato had retreated farther back when the spell had started to form, the heat pushing his healing too far.

“She’s survived worse,” he said, not because he knew that but because he wanted to calm down the elf. Ilea wouldn’t be happy if the dragonling died trying to save her.

I do hope you don’t die here, within some mountain on the Krahen Isles. Not after everything.

And fire and heat are kind of your thing, right?

“Why didn’t she teleport out?” Feyrair asked.

“Maybe she felt like she could take it,” Kyrian said.

Or because she’s stubborn and wanted to find out if she could.

“You heard her. She’s killed four-marks before.” He wasn’t sure if he said it for the elf or for himself.

Feyrair hissed.

Darkness returned to their distant section of the cavern as the sphere vanished into nothing, its effects finally gone. Much of the ground solidified again quickly, small mounds of lava still glowing as the Wyrm slowly stood up.

Now, Ilea. Don’t keep us waiting, Kyrian thought – right before a blueish arcane explosion ripped through the ground, the ashen healer jumping out of it with a smooth motion.

He breathed out some of the tension he’d held.

Thank the gods.

“There she is.”

Feyrair hissed, the quality of the sound different. Calmer. “Good. For once, I wasn’t sure.”

Kyrian glanced his way and then back toward the tiny form of Ilea. “Me neither.”

Now go and get that thing.

[image: ]


Ilea locked eyes with the Scorching Wyrm, spreading her arms before she curtsied, a grin on her face. “Nice sun, asshole.”

Her Heat Resistance had reached level twenty during that ordeal. She was thoroughly annoyed that she’d had to stay in the lava, unable to take on the monster’s spell. Next time, she thought, cracking her freshly regrown neck.

The tremors returned, much stronger now. The Wyrm stared at her with its one eye, perhaps failing to comprehend how this little creature had survived its creation. Or it was trying to figure out a way to deal with the ashen being.

Ilea spread her wings, her ash fanning out into twenty separate extensions. Back to shredding those defenses, can only be a matter of d⁠—

Her thoughts were interrupted when the cavern wall exploded outward with an ear-shattering hiss, an orange-scaled snake the size of a city wall bursting forth. Bone spikes jutted out between its scales, its white eyes focused on the turning Wyrm.

‘ding’ You have heard the hiss of a powerful being. You resist its effects.

“Looks like I’m not the only one you pissed off,” she said, watching in awe as the snake was slapped aside, but it quickly wound itself around the Wyrm’s body, bone spikes grinding against its thick scales.

The claw marks on the snake’s head had already healed when it reared up, opening its mouth further and further, its teeth elongating to a ridiculous degree before it bit down on the Wyrm’s neck.

Ilea didn’t wait any longer, joining the fray with a quick move of her wings. She flew past a part of the snake’s body, continuing where she had left off. A quick glance to the right showed a heated beam from the Wyrm searing the snake’s side.

Hold on now, don’t get yourself grilled already, she thought, using every second the monster gave her to weaken the Wyrm’s scales.

[Horned Tunneler Serpent – lvl ???] - [Blind/Livid]

Got woken up, hmm? Three-mark, but above nine hundred, at least.

“Friends,” she sent.

Ilea had no idea if the snake understood, but if it chose to fight her too, she would gladly take the additional levels.

The creature constricted around the Wyrm, but its bone spikes dealt little damage to the scales, some breaking off while others just slowly ground themselves down.

When the Wyrm finally managed to rip itself free of the Serpent’s teeth, its searing beam burned into the three-mark’s mouth, the back of its head exploding in a gory mess and showering the Wyrm and Ilea.

She ignored the red liquid as a fully charged Archon Strike crashed into the Wyrm’s scales and the now brittle stone broke, a wonderful set of blue veins flowing into the roaring creature. A wave of heat pushed her back before she returned with teleportation, her fists slamming into the stone.

Waves of heat now washed out as the Wyrm turned, rolling on the ground with the Serpent still locked around most of its body, while Ilea worked her way through its thick body.

Ilea laughed when she heard another hiss, the snake twitching before it resumed its assault, her short-lived healing hopefully appreciated. Each of Ilea’s punches sent a thousand units of destructive healing into the Wyrm, and while her reconstruction healed both herself and the serpent, the reverse component slowly ate away at the Wyrm’s likely insane amount of health.

It all burned a ton of mana, but she had more yet to give.

With the Wyrm’s focus on its larger and more restricting enemy, Ilea just punched away, emptying her massive pool of mana into the monster. She was glad when the Wyrm started another breath attack. As the flames engulfed a large part of the serpent, Ilea bathed in the fire, sucking up every bit of mana she could.

‘ding’ Heat Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 21

With each level she gained, Sentinel Core could absorb even more. She teleported into the beam attack aimed at the scorched Serpent, taking in a bit of the damage before she moved away again, distracting the Wyrm from its initial target.

One healer is annoying. One healer and a regenerating super snake? That’s just plain unfair.

She laughed, flying around the creature before she let the beam hit her again. A glance at the snake showed petrified skin falling off where the Wyrm’s tails had managed to pierce its scales.

Already has a way to deal with that. How useful. Maybe I should learn how to shed as well.

When the Serpent bit into the Wyrm’s neck again, Ilea vanished, the Wyrm’s beam searing through the walls and ceiling of the cavern, leaving a burning line of glowing rock.

Reappearing, Ilea resumed her punching, and as chunks of the Wyrm’s thick scales now fell away, a thick trail of red boiling blood gushed out, allowing her four large ashen limbs to cut deeper.

Should’ve become a healer, she thought, her armor now covered in blood as she dug deeper into the wound. Waves of arcane energy were now ripping through the monster’s insides, chunks of flesh torn to shreds or entirely vaporized.

She barely heard the Wyrm’s roar, but she felt its weight shift as it threw itself against a nearby wall with its dash spell. The Serpent hissed, a part of its body bludgeoned but continuously regenerating, helped a little by Ilea’s Dominion.

Her efforts didn’t slow, her arcane-charged punches destroying the monster’s insides as she waded through its body until she found what looked like its beating heart.

Found something important, she thought, charging up her fist. She pushed health into the spell too, adding some to her aura for just a bit more bite.

She pushed forward through the flesh and blood and punched into the massive organ with a fully charged Archon Strike. The magic surged into the Wyrm’s heart, rupturing it from within before it welled up slowly and exploded.

Ilea spread her arms, her armor entirely red. A ding resounded within her mind, followed by several more noises as she felt the Wyrm crash to the ground, sliding to a stop a few seconds later.

She used Displacement to bring herself out of the monster’s chest. Once outside, her wings flapped once, blood splattering to the ground as she landed.

The Serpent slowly unwound itself from the Wyrm, opening its jaw to reveal dozens of bleeding spots on the armored creature’s neck.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Scorching Wyrm – lvl 1238]

Large monsters with large organs to destroy. Trusted approach since the demon summoning.

“I wasn’t exactly alone, though, was I?” she said, leaving the blood on her armor as she looked at the snake, its eyes white as it slithered around the massive corpse.

“Friend,” she sent again.

The Serpent hissed a long, exhausted hiss before turning its attention back to the corpse, its teeth elongating again as it started to rip at the monster’s neck, biting freely. With the Wyrm’s life and magic gone, the process became a little easier.

The snake wriggled around with its teeth deep inside the Wyrm’s neck, the violent movements making the ground shake slightly. With a final pull, the Tunneler managed to rip the other monster’s head away, throwing it to the side before sinking its now only two-meter-long teeth into the bleeding wound where the Wyrm’s throat used to be.

“Enjoy the meal,” Ilea said, more interested in the discarded head.

She tensed slightly when the snake revealed its bloodied maw again. Then it whipped its head toward her, a chunk of fresh Wyrm meat landing a few meters away.

Expectant eyes stared in her direction.

Ilea laughed, shaking her head as she walked toward the chunk of meat, which was as large as her entire body. She crouched down, the armor on her hand extending into a blade before she sheared off a piece.

“Thanks,” she sent, looking at the Wyrm meat.

I’ve probably eaten worse.

She bit into it, blood dripping down her chin as the Serpent watched. It tasted like raw meat and lava.

The creature hissed before it returned to its own meal, sinking its head into the Wyrm’s neck and ripping scales away, discarding the armor to get more meat.

Ilea spotted a Rubble Guardian in the distance, walking near the cavern walls as it looked toward the Wyrm corpse. A few Stone Specters were returning too, though they were likely uninterested in the remains. She transferred closer to the massive head, touching it carefully.

Hmm, these scales might be one of the toughest materials I’ve ever encountered. Especially against fire.

Kyrian landed nearby. “Is the snake dangerous?”

“Not to me. Just don’t disturb its dinner,” Ilea said. She noted that Neiphato stayed back.

“Exceptional fight. I was afraid you had died.”

“Dancing on the edge,” Ilea said. As usual. “It’s becoming quite difficult to kill me,” she added with a smirk.

But that one was close. Very close.

Feyrair landed too, looking around. “Not quite a dragon. But impressive nonetheless.” He hissed, bowing lightly. “Did you get your next evolution?”

“Yes. I’ll wait until we’re somewhere a little less crowded to review,” Ilea said, hissing at the Rubble Guardian prowling a few dozen meters away, her voice enhanced by Monster Hunter.

The creature took a few steps to the side but still seemed to consider its options. That was until the Serpent added its own thunderous hiss, causing the Guardian to run back to the cavern wall, where it watched them from a distance.

“Appreciate,” she sent to the snake.

Feyrair hissed, apparently disagreeing. He glanced toward the Rubble Guardian. It was close to level eight hundred, weaker than the last.

“Go play,” Ilea said with a smile.

“I will… but first,” Feyrair said, walking to the head, “may I partake?”

“Meat? Sure. Either you or whatever monsters walk these caverns.”

Kyrian watched the Serpent with his arms crossed. “I always wondered who made the tunnels.”

“I like her,” Ilea said, jumping onto the massive severed head before she crouched near its eye. The thing looked to be around twenty centimeters in diameter.

Thought it was bigger… Guess the beams and magic added to the impression.

She tapped the orange-red eye, the material reminding her of glass.

Kinda want this. Maybe Goliath can make me something out of it. Otherwise, it’s a memory, she thought, trying to pry the thing out with her ashen limbs.

“Seems to be wedged between the scales,” Kyrian said. “Let me help. I’ll get it from within.”

He summoned his metal, forming a small drill that dug into the Wyrm’s head, vanishing inside the meat.

Ilea looked on as the eye started to move before the whole thing was sucked away a moment later. Metal floated out of the neck once more, carrying the eye before it was dropped into her open hands.

Holy… that’s heavy.

[Scorching Wyrm Eye – Draconic Quality] – [Focus your flames]

She whistled. Draconic… awesome.

Ilea stored the item, wondering what the effect meant, but she wasn’t about to test anything before she evolved her Kin of Ash Class.

Oh, maybe I can use my fires through it somehow? Make a beam?

“Kyrian, can you carve away the scales? I’m pretty sure armor made of that stuff would be pretty insane.”

He got to work without another word, his steel separating into sharp blades that slid into the neck, separating the scales from the flesh below. Luckily, they were small enough to be stored in her necklace.

[Scorching Wyrm Scale – Draconic Quality] – [Fire resistant]

Gotta get this to Goliath, she thought. And my necklace is nearly full.

“Got everything you need?” Kyrian asked.

Feyrair roared in the distance, trying to grapple the fast-moving Rubble Guardian in his dragon form.

“Yeah, think so. I don’t know how the Serpent would react if we approached it now. I don’t want to disturb it,” she said, spreading her wings. “Is Neiphato waiting for us?”

“Near where we entered, yes,” Kyrian said as a swarm of Winged Shades descended from near the ceiling, flying past the Wyrm’s corpse with a hissing Serpent trying to bite at them.

“Then let’s go,” Ilea said.

“What about Feyrair?”

“He just saw me fight a Wyrm. The least we can do is let him kill that Guardian uninterrupted,” she said, flying off toward Neiphato.

Kyrian chuckled as he followed behind. “You even make elves insecure about their power.”

“Oh? Am I making you uncomfortable, metal man?” Ilea asked with a teasing smile.

“No, I’ve grown surprisingly confident in my own ability. I don’t think comparing myself to others is particularly helpful in the first place.”

“A healthy attitude. I’d feel insecure, too, knowing both Meadow and Icy.”

When the two landed near Neiphato, they found he had prepared a bed of roots, a defensive perimeter in case anything came to attack him.

“And she returns unscathed,” he said and hissed.

Ilea smiled. “There was plenty of scathing. I just heal it all. Unlike some monsters.”

“A fortunate circumstance,” Neiphato said. “Was it enough?”

She looked around, sitting down on an ashen sofa she conjured up before absorbing the heat from her surroundings to finally have her meal.

“Yes. It was.”

‘ding’ The Arcane Eternal has reached lvl 501 – 5 stat points awarded

…

‘ding’ The Arcane Eternal has reached lvl 503 – 5 stat points awarded

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 495 – 5 stat points awarded

…

‘ding’ Kin of Ash has reached lvl 500 – 5 stat points awarded – 1 Core Skill point awarded

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 458 – 1 stat point awarded

…

‘ding’ The Faen Valkyrie has reached lvl 465 – 1 stat point awarded

‘ding’ Displacement reaches 3rd lvl 24

‘ding’ Space Shift reaches 3rd lvl 20

‘ding’ Body of the Valkyrie reaches 3rd lvl 25

‘ding’ Body of the Valkyrie reaches 3rd lvl 26

‘ding’ Deviant of Humanity reaches 3rd lvl 9

‘ding’ Deviant of Humanity reaches 3rd lvl 10

‘ding’ Gourmet reaches lvl 6

‘ding’ Monster Hunter reaches 3rd lvl 14

‘ding’ Veteran reaches 3rd lvl 21

‘ding’ Heat Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 22

‘ding’ Lava Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 2

‘ding’ Lava Magic Resistance reaches 3rd lvl 3

‘ding’ You have unlocked a 3rd-tier General Skill point

‘ding’ You have learned the General Skill: Petrification Resistance

Petrification Resistance – lvl 1

You have encountered petrifying magic. Its effects are difficult to counter, but yes, simply cutting away until there is no more stone works. Extended study and preparation could’ve helped, but hey, you do you. It’ll be even easier next time.

‘ding’ Petrification Resistance reaches lvl 2

‘ding’ Petrification Resistance reaches lvl 3

‘ding’ Petrification Resistance reaches lvl 4

Oh, we should check out the tails later. If the Serpent doesn’t eat them.

‘ding’ You have defeated a Scorching Wyrm – 1 Core Skill point awarded

‘ding’ You have survived the Semblance of Light spell – 1 Core Skill point awarded

‘ding’ You have found common ground with the notoriously irritable Horned Tunneler Serpent – 1 Core Skill point awarded

Five hundred for both. We’ve come a long way.

Alright, let’s see what we’ve got.


SEVENTY
A Satisfying Drink





Ilea poured herself some ale, sighing as she tasted the wonderful creation. Then she looked at her messages.

‘ding’ Requirements met for Class evolution: Kin of Ash becomes The Rotten Gravedigger. Be aware that other evolutions and skills may become unavailable.

Death itself.

The Gravedigger. Has leveled at least eight Class skills to the end of the third tier. Has killed at least 10000 living creatures. Has Rot Resistance and Death Magic Resistance at the end of the second tier. Has killed a level 1000 creature. Has the Deviant of Humanity skill. Has the Soul Perception skill. Has been hallowed as an omen of death. Has a Class at level 500.

Rot and death follow in your path. You are a silent abomination of rotten flesh, walking the world of the living. All those who lay their eyes on you shall find terror in their hearts, the inevitable end of all things having come for them. Permanent body enhancements mar your undead body, making you a master of death and rot. Bury those who fall to your will and summon their spirits when the time has come to bring ruin to your enemies.

Would you like to evolve your Class [Kin of Ash] to [The Rotten Gravedigger]?

Now, this is commitment. This and the flesh one from my previous evolution. But maybe in a different life. Or unlife.

She smiled to herself and drank some ale.

‘ding’ Requirements met for Class evolution: Kin of Ash becomes Poison Queen. Be aware that other evolutions and skills may become unavailable.

The unseen.

The Queen. Has leveled at least four Class skills to the end of the third tier. Has founded an organization of powerful mercenaries. Has infiltrated the governments of various cities and countries. Is part of a secret order. Knows military generals, master assassins, and master blood mages. Has the Poison Resistance skill at the end of the second tier. Has killed a level 750 creature. Has ingested poison for pleasure. Has a Class at level 500.

Feared and hidden, only whispers speak of your presence. Only those in power know of your existence. Your influence has reached the hearts of desperate criminals and the halls of kings alike. Poison is far from your only weapon, for the power you wield over your subordinates is far more effective in the pursuit of your unparalleled ambitions. Rule from the shadows.

Would you like to evolve your Class [Kin of Ash] to [Poison Queen]?

Oh. I suppose you could see it like that. What an interesting perspective. Infiltrated governments? Not really! I wonder if Helena has something like this. I bet she’d like that. It’s not for me, though.

‘ding’ Requirements met for Class evolution: Kin of Ash becomes Corrupted Lunatic. Be aware that other evolutions and skills may become unavailable.

Plip plop, plip plop.

The Lunatic. Has leveled at least six Class skills to the end of the third tier. Has fought ten four-mark beings. Has killed a level 1000 creature while alone. Has killed thousands of living creatures. Has defied a once divine being. Has fifty resistance skills. Has the Pain Tolerance skill in the third tier. Has seen unfathomable beings of primordial times. Has the Deviant of Humanity skill in the second tier. Has a Class at level 500.

Burn them all! Rip them to shreds! Kill, kill, kill! AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH! Look to the moons. Embrace their light, drink it, revel in it. For you, too, will ascend.

Would you like to evolve your Class [Kin of Ash] to [Corrupted Lunatic]?

Damn.

I wonder what would happen.

I kind of want to try it. But seriously, what’s going on with these Class suggestions? I’ve not been acting all that crazy, have I?

‘ding’ Requirements met for Class evolution: Kin of Ash becomes The Firedrake Charger. Be aware that other evolutions and skills may become unavailable.

Summon the elemental flames.

The Charger. Has leveled at least eight Class skills to the end of the third tier. Has killed three level 1000 creatures. Has the Heat Resistance skill in the third tier. Has incinerated hundreds of enemies. Has fought Drakes, Wyverns, and Wyrms. Has flown at the speed of sound. Has a thing for dragons. Has a Class at level 500.

Fire answers to your beck and call. Whole cities will burn from your wrath, for no walls or barriers are strong enough to stop the magic you conjure into existence. This is the next step on your path to understanding the ancient nature of dragons. Those you face will question your humanity, remembering the whispers of untold winged horrors. There is no subtlety in your existence, for your journey is one of subjugation and conquest.

Would you like to evolve your Class [Kin of Ash] to [The Firedrake Charger]?

Alright. I don’t have a thing for dragons. Maybe I have a thing for dragon-like elves, but not dragons. Fire, fire, fire, hmm… It seems strong offensively, but there’s no mention of body enhancements or defense, or anything else.

Arcane Eternal provides both healing and defense, but my ash stuff has been such a staple of my continued survival. I don’t think I should trade that in for offensive fire magic, no matter how powerful it is.

At least this one seems somewhat reasonable. Or maybe I just think that because the ones before were such ass.

‘ding’ Requirements met for Class evolution: Kin of Ash becomes Volcanic Elementalist. No current skills or stats will be lost. Be aware that other evolutions and skills may become unavailable.

Unprecedented destruction.

The Elementalist. Has leveled at least eight Class skills to the end of the third tier. Has killed a level 1000 creature. Has the Lava Magic Resistance skill in the third tier. Has found comfort swimming in lava. Has trained with a Trakorov. Has melted down to her very bones – several times. Has drunk lava. Has a Class at level 500.

You have seen the power wielded by those born within the ancient seas of molten rock and endured their fires and heat to wield them yourself. You become a living natural disaster, capable of destroying entire cities with your earth and lava magic. Inferior creatures will melt away as you pass, your name joining those of legend.

Would you like to evolve your Class [Kin of Ash] to [Volcanic Elementalist]?

Okay, that’s pretty fucking cool. I like this one a lot more than the fire one, too. Maybe I have a thing for Trakorovs. Solid choice.

‘ding’ Requirements met for Class evolution: Kin of Ash becomes The Ashen Titan. No current skills or stats will be lost. Be aware that other evolutions and skills may become unavailable.

Indestructible, unrelenting.

The Titan. Has leveled ten Class skills to the end of the third tier. Has killed a level 1000 creature while alone. Has killed five level 1000 creatures. Has the Heat Resistance skill in the third tier. Has ten resistance skills in the third tier. Has faced her adversaries’ most powerful spells without fear. Has burned up from within to deliver more powerful blows. Has killed thousands of creatures with heat alone. Has endured 10000 enemy spells. Has an ash-related Class at level 500.

You have faced the fires of creation and endured heat beyond comprehension, your body tempered by the spells of your enemies, their ultimate death inevitable. Your armor is that of a titan. Your body has been forged for battle, magic burning through your veins, enhancing you beyond human capability.

Heat forms within you, and embers are left in your path. All shall burn and perish to the blows of the titan, your control of ash and embers instinctual, a connection forged through endless battles. Charge, titan of ash and cinders, into the blades and magic of your enemies and emerge victorious.

Would you like to evolve your Class [Kin of Ash] to [The Ashen Titan]?

So this is the defensive choice. And once again, it feels like the natural evolution of everything I’ve worked toward. Ilea felt her armor, the ashen limbs moving on her back.

Ash and embers.

The fire and lava Classes felt like powerful culminations of magic, rewards for reaching level five hundred.

But this? This felt like her.

Maybe she would be giving up offensive potential, but she wanted to keep growing just as she had been. By fighting and surviving far more powerful creatures than herself. And now that she had settled on her arcane magic, she felt that giving up her ash simply wasn’t an option. It had been a companion for so long now, had kept her alive and well-protected.

Ilea thought back to her ash training near her house, the way she had felt then, as if she had glimpsed an entire wasteland of ash within her, just waiting to be unleashed. She knew that she was far from that kind of power, but this would be another step toward it.

She locked in her choice.

‘ding’ Class change: Kin of Ash becomes The Ashen Titan

Vitality +200

Strength +90

Dexterity +20

Intelligence +20

Wisdom +15

Body enhancement magic is improved by 400%

All ashen magic skills are improved by 200%

All fighting styles using hand-to-hand combat are more refined

Your will is ash and embers

You cannot be stunned by enemy attacks

Your bones and muscles have increased density

More Vitality. Another hundred percent for body enhancement… and ashen magic. I think the stunning effect is something I have anyway, thanks to Flare of Creation, but I guess I don’t have to use the spell to get the benefit now. Even more weight… but at least I didn’t grow.

Didn’t even triple my health, though. Very disappointing.

She smiled to herself, rolling her shoulders lightly.

Damn. I actually did it. Five hundred in both Classes. Feels good.

Let’s see what the skills do.

[Armor of Ash] becomes [Mantle of the Titan]

Active: Mantle of the Titan – 3rd lvl 30

An armor of hardened ash protects you. Stronger than steel and forming to your will. The Mantle increases your resilience by 160% [1920%].

2nd stage: The strength of your resistance skills also benefit from Mantle of the Titan. The Mantle is a part of the Titan’s body. It benefits from natural regeneration. You can feel through your Mantle, and you can heal it.

3rd stage: Increases the defensive capabilities of all the ash and ember you control. Increase the ash used to form your Mantle by up to a static 300%. The additional ash used requires conscious manipulation.

Category: Body Enhancement – Ashen Magic

Better base. Natural regeneration, healing straight for my armor, natural regeneration. She grinned. It may as well be a second skin now. It’s just thick and made of hardened ash.

I assume the conscious manipulation part means I can control fewer limbs or spears while the effect is active. The weight and proportions will be interesting to see, and with that three hundred percent in the third tier, I assume the Mantle itself could become pretty fucking thick if I want it to.

Oh, and all the light armor restrictions are gone… here I come, super heavy scale armor!

[Aspect of Ash] becomes [Titan Core]

Active: Titan Core – 3rd lvl 30:

Ember glows within you, raising your resilience, speed, Strength, Intelligence, and Dexterity by 70% [700%]. You learn how to generate and store heat within your Titan Core. This effect has a separate mana requirement.

2nd stage: The longer you fight with Titan Core active, the deeper its roots. Each minute of fighting adds 15% more power to the skill, up to a maximum of 150%.

3rd stage: Familiarity with the skill removes its upkeep. You can choose to increase your weight by 10% [100%] for each passing minute to a maximum of a static 500%, increasing your natural health regeneration and heat generation by the same factor.

Category: Aura – Body Enhancement

Same value… oh, more heat. Can I stack that with the heat generation from Heart of Cinder? I hope so.

The storing part probably means I can hold even more without taking damage, but I guess that remains to be seen. Costs mana, though, but heh, I should have enough of that now anyway. At least if I don’t go all out with Archon Strike.

And what the fuck is that? Getting heavier in exchange for health regeneration and heat generation? Strange one that. But I guess if I’m fighting something where I can’t dodge for some reason? I suppose it would greatly reduce the cooldown of a fully charged Heart of Cinder. I’ll see when it would be useful. But more heat generation is cool either way.

[True Ash Creation] becomes [Origin of Ash and Embers]

Active: Origin of Ash and Embers – 3rd lvl 30

Create ash and embers in a certain radius around you.

2nd stage: You can control the density of the ash and the heat of embers to an extent.

3rd stage: You have proven your dedication. Ash and embers move to aid and destroy at your whims.

Category: Ashen Magic

Wait. That’s just the same skill, isn’t it? But with embers added?

She squinted at the description but smiled anyways. Her ash was dear to her, and now she had embers to add to the mix.

Though I guess I am a little bit disappointed it’s not lava.

[Heart of Cinder] becomes [Embered Heart]

Active: Embered Heart – 3rd lvl 30

Increase the heat in your body and release it in a blast around you.

2nd stage: The embers run deep. The heat you may reach is only limited by your very life. Your resistance to heat held within your body is doubled.

3rd stage: Focus on release to change the blast into a cone of destruction sent out of either arm. You may store heat within ash you control. The more ash used, the higher its potential to hold heat. Ash not connected to you releases its stored heat upon a strong impact in a blast around it.

Category: Body Enhancement – Ashen Magic

More heat I can store. I guess the increase in power depends on how fast I can charge it. Wait… that third tier. I can store heat inside of ash I control, and once it’s not connected to me, it releases its stored heat upon a strong impact? In a blast or explosion?

She had to visualize it for a moment.

So, like, I can throw ashen spears filled with heat? And they’ll explode on impact? I guess I’d still require heat generation, but if that works, I’m no longer bound to just use Heart of Cinder – or Embered Heart. But I guess it’s just a different application of the same principle.

Ashen spear bombardment. Hmm, I do like that idea.

[Storm of Cinders] becomes [Tempered Seal]

Active: Tempered Seal – 3rd lvl 30

Burn the inside of whatever your body hits with a surge of heat and embers, or release the attack in a burst of fire and cinders.

2nd stage: The flame burns on. Targets hit will have fire burning through or on them. Time and consecutive attacks will increase the effect. When using your arms, fists, fingers, legs, feet, or head, you gain the ability to send charges of heat within your enemies alongside the initial surge of heat and embers. Activate these charges to cause a violent explosion of fire within the affected targets. Can be activated three seconds after charge formation or until heat is lost.

3rd stage: Tempered Seal burns away all that stand against it, damaging the mana intrusion capabilities of defensive enchantments and both natural and manufactured armor. You may add heat to existing heat charges or form more.

Category: Ashen Magic

Stacking heat within enemies I hit? And then they can be exploded? I wonder how much I can stack this… Might be helpful against regenerating enemies or as a way to stagger them to get an opening. Kind of a slight change, but I feel like it could change up how I use the skill quite a bit.

[Ash and Ember Unity] becomes [Authority of Ash and Ember]

Passive: Authority of Ash and Ember – 3rd lvl 30:

You are one with ash and ember, allies rushing to your aid.

2nd stage: Your understanding grows, allowing you to create greater change in ash and ember. Imbue mana into your creations. The ash and ember you imbue retain their form until the mana is used up.

3rd stage: The elements themselves become an extension of your body, an extension of your will, for as long as they stay in physical contact with you. Ash not connected benefits from passive abilities enhancing your body. You may imbue simple commands into the ash and ember you have imbued with mana.

Category: Ashen Magic

Wait. What do you mean, ‘commands’? Like what? So, I can, like, tell ash to seek an enemy? How does that work, exactly?

Simple commands. Hmm.

[Eyes of Ash] becomes [Vision of Ash]

Passive: Vision of Ash – lvl 3rd lvl 30

Increases your perception by 65% [780%] when fighting.

2nd stage: Opportunity calls: you notice possible critical weak points on enemies with more ease. You can choose to see through ash and embers.

3rd stage: Your eyes are vastly improved. Great distances and a lack of light won’t pose a problem to you anymore. You can control ash and embers that you can see.

Category: Body Enhancement – Ashen Magic

See through ash and embers. Like, see through it as if it had eyes? Or see through it, as in, it doesn’t impair my vision if it’s in front of me? Think I’ve mostly learned to rely on my sphere by now in situations like that, but it would make fighting inside a mist of ash a bit easier.

She slowly reread the third tier’s description.

Oh. Is that… there’s no limit to distance? So I can send out a spear and just, like, control it for hundreds of meters… and I can do that after I’ve charged it with heat?

With that, the weight increase makes a lot of sense too… If I can keep myself in the air while being that heavy, I could become some kind of long-range bombardment Ilea airship. Didn’t know that was in the cards.

She laughed to herself and read the last skill change.

[Keeper of Ash] becomes [Embered Form]

Passive: Embered Form – 3rd lvl 30:

You are one with the fighting style of ash. Damage inflicted is 85% [850%] higher.

2nd stage: Adds density to your bones, muscles, and skin to increase strength, speed, and damage. Base body weight is doubled. The abuse your body takes from your own strikes and their feedback is reduced.

3rd stage: Reduces stamina consumption by a static 35%. Mana intrusion attacks formed or charged within your arms, hands, fingers, legs, feet, or head can be converted into a purely physical damage increase to the executed attack. Be aware that this increase will be heavily demanding for your body.

Category: Body Enhancement

Does that mean that any mana I use for Archon Strike and Tempered Seal instead just makes me hit harder?

She imagined her arm would straight up explode from the energies released by that combination. But, as with all the other skills, it needed some testing.

Right, so I’ve got better and heavier armor that I can now heal, the ability to increase my weight and heat generation, more heat generation in general, the ability to control ash at a distance that I can see, and the ability to charge ash with heat and send it out to explode, possibly?

Plus embers have been added, heat charges for delayed or stacked explosion or heat damage, and an ability to use physical damage instead of mana intrusion if that’s better.

She pondered the changes for a while. Compared to the somewhat straight upgrades to her arcane Class, this one felt a little different. Her defense would be better, but the heat generation and possibilities with controlling ash and embers felt the most intriguing.

It’ll take a while to integrate all that into my fighting, to be able to use it instinctively. Oh man, I can’t wait to try and fight with the full weight increase and straight-up physical strikes. Like some slow juggernaut. The Ilea bombardment airship is a close contender, too. Man, I hope this stuff works the way I imagine it.

She finished her plate of food and checked her status.

Name: Ilea Spears

Unspent stat points: 59

Unspent Core Skill points: 86

Unspent 3rd-tier General Skill points [2107 total skill levels]: 2

Class 1: The Arcane Eternal – lvl 503

- Active: Archon Strike – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Sentinel Reconstruction – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Azarinth Awakening – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Transfer – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Arcane Dominion – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Sentinel Core – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Eternal Brawling – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Eternal Huntress – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Eternal Sight – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Arcane Circulation – 3rd lvl 30

Class 2: The Ashen Titan – lvl 500

- Active: Mantle of the Titan – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Titan Core – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Origin of Ash and Embers – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Embered Heart – 3rd lvl 30

- Active: Tempered Seal – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Authority of Ash and Ember – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Ashen Wings – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Vision of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Avatar of Ash – 3rd lvl 30

- Passive: Embered Form – 3rd lvl 30

Class 3: The Faen Valkyrie – lvl 465

- Active: Phaseshift – 3rd lvl 21

- Active: Flare of Creation – 3rd lvl 27

- Active: Displacement – 3rd lvl 24

- Passive: Space Shift – 3rd lvl 20

- Passive: Body of the Valkyrie – 3rd lvl 26

- Passive: Space Awareness – 3rd lvl 4

General Skills:

- Dancing – lvl 3

- Deviant of Humanity – 3rd lvl 10

- Elos Standard language – lvl 6

- English Language – lvl 15

- Gourmet – lvl 6

- Harmony of the Drowned – lvl 16

- Heavy Archery – lvl 11

- Identify – 2nd lvl 1

- Meditation – 3rd lvl 14

- Monster Hunter – 3rd lvl 14

- Monstrous – lvl 1

- Oxygen Repository – 2nd lvl 6

- Sage of Torment – 2nd lvl 7

- Soul Perception – lvl 9

- Teaching – lvl 6

- Veteran – 3rd lvl 21

- Warhammer Mastery – lvl 9

- Arcane Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 20

- Ash Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 2

- Astral Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Blast Resistance – 3rd lvl 4

- Blight Resistance – 2nd lvl 1

- Blood Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 18

- Blood Manipulation Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Bone Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 16

- Corrosion Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Crystal Resistance – 2nd lvl 14

- Curse Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Dark Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 6

- Death Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Devour Resistance – 2nd lvl 6

- Diamond Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 3

- Divination Magic Resistance – lvl 9

- Dust Magic Resistance – lvl 6

- Earth Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Emerald Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 1

- Fear Resistance – 2nd lvl 1

- Flesh Magic Resistance – lvl 9

- Gold Magic Resistance – lvl 1

- Gravity Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Health Drain Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Heat Resistance – 3rd lvl 22

- Ice Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Lava Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 3

- Light Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 3

- Lightning Resistance – 3rd lvl 9

- Mana Drain Resistance – 3rd lvl 7

- Mental Resistance – 3rd lvl 17

- Mist Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Olvor Magic Resistance – lvl 3

- Pain Tolerance – 3rd lvl 3

- Petrification Resistance – lvl 4

- Poison Resistance – 3rd lvl 2

- Rot Resistance – 3rd lvl 4

- Ruby Magic Resistance – lvl 14

- Sand Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Sapphire Magic Resistance – lvl 13

- Silver Magic Resistance – lvl 1

- Smoke Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 3

- Soul Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 13

- Sound Magic Resistance – lvl 18

- Space Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 5

- Stamina Drain Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Time Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

- Topaz Magic Resistance – lvl 18

- Vine Magic Resistance – lvl 14

- Void Magic Resistance – 3rd lvl 8

- Water Resistance – 3rd lvl 4

- Wind Resistance – 3rd lvl 7

- Wood Magic Resistance – 2nd lvl 20

Status:

Vitality: 1720

Endurance: 450

Strength:535

Dexterity:450

Intelligence:1601

Wisdom:1750

Health: 28613/35363

Stamina: 4500/4500

Mana: 32827/105000


SEVENTY-ONE
New Toys





‘ding’ You have acquired three unique Classes – 1 Core Skill point awarded

So they ARE unique! Nice.

Ilea refilled her mug with ale as she relaxed on her ashen sofa. She tried imbuing the construct with mana and found the process as instinctual as the creation itself.

Guess I can’t exactly give commands to a couch, she thought and formed a sphere instead. The little ball looked smooth, like black glass or cast metal. It’s not just ash anymore, though, is it?

She focused on the space next to the floating sphere of ash and formed a ball of embers. The fiery sphere burst to life, radiating heat and glowing light. She moved it into her hand and looked at it, felt it.

A moment later, she fused the two spheres together, lines of embers threading through the ashen surface. She tried storing heat within the floating sphere but failed. What she could do was increase the heat from the embers themselves, her creation and manipulation allowing her some manner of control.

Embered Heart generated heat within her core, so that wasn’t the issue. She extended a tendril of ash to the floating sphere. The connection established, she managed to pour heat into it.

I see. So no wireless heat transfer. Right, it did say that it needs to be connected.

The small sphere quickly started to show cracks, the embered lines glowing brighter. She could feel the structure struggle against the heat she tried to store.

Ilea stopped the process and sent the sphere flying, watching in anticipation before the little ball impacted against the cavern wall, bursting in an uncontrolled wave of energy and fire.

Yes!

It works!

Not quite as smooth as my own sphere, but that makes sense, I guess. The heat just bursts out where the sphere breaks first. Like a grenade or something.

“You can store heat within your ash now?” Kyrian asked, standing nearby and watching her experiments.

Neiphato glanced at the sofa instead. “Imbued with… stability?”

“Yes to both,” Ilea answered and formed another sphere. This one she imbued with mana, trying to give it a command.

Move in a circle around Kyrian. Dissolve when he says bird.

Ilea had no idea how much was too much. It wasn’t exactly a simple command, but the instructions were pretty clear.

She watched with a smile as the ash floated over and started to circle around Kyrian.

Damn. That’s pretty specific already.

As for the second part of her instructions, her ash would have to hear what he said, if such a thing were possible.

“Can you say bird?” she asked him.

“Bird,” Kyrian said.

Nothing happened.

So no communication, she thought, taking control of the sphere again.

Float around Kyrian as fast as you can. Dissolve when he claps his hands together.

“Now clap your hands,” she said, watching the sphere swirling around his armored form.

He did so, and this time, the little ball dissolved.

How far can I push this?

She thought for a second, then grinned.

This time, she made a copy of herself. Out of ash, of course. She added a few burning cindered lines as an aesthetic touch before she imbued the ash with her mana.

How many of these could I make? Given enough time?

She tried to make a second one and realized that there was a limit. It was the same limit as her limbs or other things she created and controlled with her ash.

My harmony. Hmm. I guess that makes sense. Still a bit disappointing. Could’ve made an army of these otherwise. Another reason to try and increase my harmony, though.

With her current abilities and harmony, she could probably maintain about five such copies. She could maintain many more limbs, spheres, or spears, of course, but an actual humanoid made of ash would be quite a bit more versatile than a sphere.

Protect Kyrian. Dissolve when he claps. Do not defend him against me. Do not attack me.

She watched as her copy jumped back, moving close to Kyrian.

Damn, this is so fucking cool, though.

“Are you controlling this thing?” he asked, touching the ash carefully. “This thing is dense… You sure you’re not some kind of golem maker now? It’s basically an armored copy.”

“I’m testing how complex a command I can imbue it with,” Ilea said as she stood up. She walked up to Kyrian and found her copy moving between them with its fists going into a fighting pose. When she took a step back, the ash clone relaxed its posture again.

“I’m going to attack you,” she said and sent a sphere of ash at her friend, aiming for his shoulder. The ashen Ilea hovered to the left, deflecting the projectile with a decisive move.

Then it attacked Ilea, charging at her with a few quick steps, its punch coming up short when Ilea took control of it again. She looked at the clone mid-punch, walking around it.

So that was too much. Maybe the attack didn’t count as me attacking him because I used my ash? But it attacked me… ignoring the last command as well.

“Can you clap again?” she asked.

The clone dissolved when he did so.

So they take up manipulation capacity, but I can leave them behind somewhere or send them scouting into an area. Not that they can report anything back to me. Or can they?

She spent the next twenty minutes or so fiddling with her commands for spheres, a cloud of ashen mist, humanoid copies, and spears. Once imbued, the creations couldn’t change form again. However, all of them could float, much like if she controlled them directly.

Ilea found it difficult to figure out the exact limits of her commands. Complex things like Help Neiphato or Annoy Kyrian both worked, surprisingly, though the results were a little unclear.

Helping someone who couldn’t explain what they needed help with was difficult. She felt like her ash did the closest thing to what she had in mind, or the closest thing to what she would do at the time of imbuing.

It couldn’t use any skills, but the copy helping Neiphato moved where the elf pointed. It also managed to collect pebbles for him after he demonstrated the action himself, pointing at more pebbles and then at those he already held in his hand.

The copy tasked with annoying Kyrian jumped around him, poked his armor, and chucked little rocks at him. All without success. Then again, Ilea didn’t really know how to annoy him either.

“Seems like they try to the best of your knowledge,” Kyrian said.

“Yeah… It’s a little problematic that I can’t make the commands more specific beyond one additional condition,” Ilea answered, forming another copy.

Train those who challenge you. No killing.

The copy stood, waiting until Ilea stood in front of it and got into a fighting stance. It mirrored her.

When she started to circle the copy, it moved as well, its footwork eerily similar to her own style, likely imbued to an extent with her experience and abilities.

She attacked, getting into a hand-to-hand battle with the ash. A few decisive blows let her win the fight rather quickly, her speed and finesse far superior to those of the being made entirely of ash and embers.

“It’s surprisingly intelligent,” Kyrian said.

Neiphato hissed approvingly. “With creation, the element you make is always formed from your mana. A part of you. It will retain some understanding of what you are, what you want, and what it is itself.”

My ash did protect me before, moving even without my command.

“It’s pretty awesome either way. Can you charge it with heat, too?” Kyrian asked.

Ilea formed an ashen spear, imbuing it with mana and pushing heat inside at the same time.

Search the cavern and hit the closest monster. Do not injure allies.

The spear shot away, hovering through the air as if it were moved by her will. Ilea flew after it and watched it descend on a Stone Specter, striking the creature before a flash of fiery heat and energy exploded outward, shattering whatever held the floating stones together.

‘ding’ You have defeated [Stone Specter – lvl 508]

“Guided explosive spears…” she murmured, returning to her couch. “This is pretty ridiculous,” she added, making a small sphere.

Go find Claire.

The ball immediately shot off, flying out of the cavern and into the tunnel they had used to come here.

Oh? Do you know where you’re going, little ball?

Ilea couldn’t see the thing anymore, nor could she feel where it was. She knew it was somewhere, as a small part of the ash she could control was used up. While she couldn’t give it a new command or make it move, she could let go.

Due to her True Ash Creation, or now Origin of Ash and Embers spell, the ash itself remained. It would remain as a sphere until the magic within was used up, a process she knew would take quite some time. A few days, perhaps.

Does it know the direction of Claire’s mark? And then? How far would it travel to find her? Forever? Like some simple drone left with a single purpose? As long as I keep it active. What if the mana runs out, but the command and my will for its existence remain?

Ilea assumed the ash would simply collapse, unable to sustain itself without more mana. She created a sphere and let it swirl around herself in a ten-meter radius to test it, imbuing it with virtually no mana.

Now, how about my armor?

She summoned her bone set before moving her ashen armor near her neck. She could still move it around. She could, of course, still deactivate the spell too, though Ilea saw little reason to ever not use her Mantle. One of her limbs shot out and tried to cut into her arm but failed to penetrate it.

Oh no… I can’t get through my own defense anymore. That might be troublesome. Ah, wait…

She moved the armor away from her arm, storing her bone set once more before cutting into herself once more. This time, she just cut her flesh. And it managed to penetrate.

The others looked on as a frenzied, ashen limb cut and shredded through flesh and muscle, the tissue regenerating at just a slightly slower rate than the damage being done.

More muscle density? From the Class bonuses? That’s more of a difference than I expected.

Her ash finally ripped off the lower part of her arm, near her elbow. Her mind removed the Mantle’s restriction to cover her arm before she healed the injury. Bone, skin, muscle, and ash all reformed at the same time as her hand formed a fist.

It’s like the ash isn’t any different than my skin, she thought, looking at her hand.

Before, it had usually felt like a glove. Her sensitivity varied greatly depending on exactly what she did. Now, however, her ashen Mantle felt like her very own skin, the near-black material smoothly covering her moving hand and fingers.

I wonder if an Executioner can get through this…?

She activated the new addition to her Mantle, more ash quickly forming on top of her current set. The layers each took the same amount of time as her initial armor to form, adding the same thickness until she reached the maximum three hundred percent increase.

Four sets, basically, she thought, feeling the weight and bulk of her new defense.

Each layer required some focus from her Authority of Ash and Ember, using up the harmony equivalent of about two ashen limbs. Her spears and spheres required considerably less focus, except when she wanted to do more than shoot them at an enemy.

Eventually, Ilea stood up slowly, catching herself when she took a step forward. This will take some time to get used to.

“You grew?” Kyrian asked.

“More ash,” Neiphato said. “Just her armor. Though it seems… more in tune with her real body.”

“It’s smoother, too,” Kyrian added.

“It’s pretty heavy,” Ilea said, her voice coming out rather muffled.

“You’ll get used to it. Just train with it often.”

I will. She kept the armor extended for now. Time to test the heat.

She focused on her various skills, then transferred a few dozen meters away, where she floated in the air and generated heat.

At first, she only used her Embered Heart, feeling the heat rise up. Faster than it ever had before. Then she added mana, using Titan Core to generate heat at an accelerated speed. Hundreds of points of mana turned to heat with each passing second, skyrocketing her production.

Damn.

She felt the air around her shift as the heat exuding from her increased. Her wings moved her a little farther up and away. A smile crept onto her face as she formed twenty spears, moving them all close to her back, all connected to her body. The heat she had formed within herself filled all the spears to the brim near-instantly.

Ilea pointed at the ground, and her spears moved out around her before they all shot down. The gesture was unnecessary, but it felt cooler that way. She watched the cascade of explosions expanding through the dark valley below her with a wide smile. They didn’t look like spheres at all, just wild fiery energy surging out of her ashen spears.

Guess I did get an effective area attack after all.

Ilea formed an ashen spear and shot it toward the large area where she had fought the Wyrm. She watched the projectile fly into the distance, remaining in control of it. When she could barely see the small spear, she made it turn to the right.

Her ash reacted just as quickly as if it had been next to her. The distance made it difficult to do something specific with the spear, but the added control would make it harder for enemies to dodge a long-range attack.

Especially if the projectiles are charged with heat.

Hmm. Another idea.

She tried to imbue a few of her spears with the command to hit the cavern walls but found herself unable to command more than ten of them.

No massive swarm, then. But still useful.

Ilea felt her wings starting to struggle slightly, so she used Displacement a few times to bring her back to her companions. She landed with a loud impact, her knees bending. Her arms felt heavier now, effort required to lift them at all. Her increased weight hadn’t turned her into an immobile chunk of flesh and ash, but she would be a lot slower.

Is my defense higher, too? More weight should technically equal more density.

It took her five minutes to reach the highest point of her Titan Core weight increase. The heat she could now generate seemed downright absurd. As she stretched out her arm and released a massive beam of wild, fiery energy, burning the very air it passed, she started laughing.

Then she looked at the flames and remembered something else.

Oh! Yes, let’s see!

She summoned the Wyrm’s eye and tried to hold the thing in one hand but found it a little too bulky. So, instead, she formed ash around her arm, placing the eye into an ashen extension that reminded her of some kind of cannon.

The palm of her hand now rested on the back of the monster part, ash extending around it. She pushed her ash a little further, as if to form a barrel, and held her occupied arm with her other.

“Get some distance before you blow us up,” Kyrian said.

Ilea rolled her eyes and smiled, then displaced herself, her teleportation entirely unconcerned with her massive weight increase. She charged up heat and aimed, then released Embered Heart from her arm.

All the energy and heat rushed into the Wyrm’s eye, and a focused, scorching beam fired out on the other side, digging into a distant wall with devastating power.
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Kyrian watched his mad companion flap her wings as she tried to keep herself afloat, her laughter reaching far and wide as she sent beams of concentrated fire and heat into the cavern walls.

“Are we sure the Wyrm didn’t win and somehow took her form?” Neiphato asked as he watched with a wary expression.

“I know her,” Kyrian said.

They watched Ilea laugh manically as she sent a few dozen ashen spears into the distant walls, the tremors from the massive row of burning explosions reaching even their position.

“That’s her.”
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Ilea was still laughing as she shot her last beam before releasing her ashen cannon extension around her arm. She held the still-glowing Wyrm eye, feeling the residual heat burn into her ashen mantle.

“Wonderful… what a perfect souvenir,” she said, storing it again.

Could also nestle it within my ashen limbs to shoot the beam without giving up an arm.

She couldn’t quite decide which option was better, but both would always be available. As long as she managed to hold on to the eye. There was no way to apply her Flame of Creation as well, sadly, but she deemed the scorching heat more than enough of an upgrade.

At least with the charged and heated spears, it kind of worked, bits and pieces of the white flame spreading from the heated projectiles upon impact. Another option to weaken her enemies from a distance.

Speaking of distance…

She created another set of spears and sent them away. When they had flown a few hundred meters, pushed forward by her Authority of Ash and Ember, she made them burst into a thin mist of ash. But Flame of Creation failed to take hold of the faraway ash, a limitation she hadn’t previously encountered.

Well, burning ash exploding is already plenty of utility. Though a sweeping mist of burning ash would’ve been awesome. Maybe once I get my third Class to the next tier.

Hmm. That will take a while, though.


SEVENTY-TWO
Priorities





Ilea felt her weight slowly subside, the magically added density reducing at the same pace as it had built. Looking at her friends, she grinned. “Awesome.”

Feyrair returned then too, the limp and injuries suggesting the fight hadn’t been particularly easy, though he was healing quickly.

Ilea extended her own healing once he was within her dominion.

He hissed and gave her a look. “That’s useful.”

“Yeah,” she said.

“What’s the plan, then?” Kyrian asked. “Do you want to keep going for your third Class?”

Ilea gave it a quick thought, then shook her head. “No. I have to work on my skills first. Both of these Classes had requirements for Class skills leveled to the max. I plan to do the same for my third one before I go for five hundred there.”

“I think we could benefit from staying on these islands,” Feyrair said.

“I agree, but only if we’ve got her around,” Kyrian said. “In case we walk into something we can’t defeat or escape from.”

Ilea tapped her cheek, thinking about what she wanted to do. “No need to worry there, I think. I can set one of my teleportation points on these isles now. I can be here in a few minutes.”

I do love that upgrade.

“How often can you teleport around?” Kyrian asked.

Ilea summoned the modified gate key and handed it to him. “I can use each of them several times a day. Take the key as well, just in case I can’t come back for some reason. Think I’ll ask the enchanters to make another one anyway.”

“And what do you plan to do in the meantime?” Feyrair asked.

Hmm.

I’ve made a lot of progress. But with the Core Skill point enhancements that will reset my third-tier skills, and with my third Class, I know what to work on. And I know who could help me with my space magic skills.

I guess the gap year I wanted is over. Back to school for me.

She smiled, mainly just excited to show off what she’d unlocked on these isles to the Meadow and her other friends.

I can think of a few more training partners down in the Descent, too.

“I’ll check in with the Meadow and spend some time there to work on my skills, and maybe I’ll be able to find some dangerous training buddies as well. I might check in here from time to time, though. Should be easy now with my upgraded teleportation.”

Feyrair nodded. “Then I suppose our paths will diverge here. These islands are too effective a hunting ground to pass up for me. How limited is the communication through your mark?”

“Ten words once a day,” Ilea replied.

“Then we’ll be in touch,” Feyrair said and hissed. “And call for help if you need it.”

“I’m a three-mark now, Fey. There’s absolutely nothing that can stop me.”

“She’s joking, right?” Feyrair asked, looking at Kyrian.

“You know, I’m not sure,” he answered.

Ilea smiled. “Do be careful, and call for me whenever you want a lift to Ravenhall or somewhere else. It’s probably best if we don’t use the Taleen gates all that often.”

I guess I’m a teleportation service now instead of a simple airline. Not that I’m complaining. It should be a whole lot easier like this.

She smiled to herself and stretched. “Is the Serpent still around?”

“It left a few minutes ago,” Feyrair said.

“I’ll get the tails if they’re still there, then. I’ll leave after that.”

“We’ll call for you if anything comes up.”

“Great. Good hunting, then, and be careful.”

“I’ll make sure he is,” Kyrian said.

Feyrair smiled. “I will be, don’t worry.”

“Good hunting, Ilea,” Kyrian said.

“Thanks.” She bowed and vanished, flying toward the Wyrm corpse she and her temporary ally had left behind in the cavern.

Thank you for getting me to five hundred. I’m glad I survived that sun spell. What a crazy piece of magic.

She felt chipper now, her immediate goal achieved and a whole lot more power at her disposal. She wasn’t sure if the upgrades were enough to deal with that Monarch or an Ascended, but an Executioner? Maybe that was possible now. She didn’t plan to face one immediately, but just knowing that she could try without an insane amount of risk filled her with joy.

Now to test everything. And enhancing my skills, that’s a job waiting for me, too. And hopefully it’ll add more useful stuff in case I have to face another four-mark in the near future.

She stretched and rolled her shoulders, thinking back to the Executioners, the army down in Iz, the One without Form, and Heranuur and Seviir.

Returning to the cavern, she saw several monsters already gathering around the dead Wyrm. A swarm of Winged Shades sat where the Serpent had eaten its fill. A few Stone Specters were trying to cut away pieces of its thick armor, three of them gathered near the tails.

She walked up to them, ignoring the monsters as she started to cut into the thin tails with her ashen limbs. Two of the Specters noticed her and started chucking rocks her way, summoning spikes that shot out of the ground.

Ilea looked their way, hissing with Monster Hunter as their spells shattered against her armor. “Go away.”

When they didn’t stop, she displaced the creatures as far up in the air as she could. She had managed to cut through the tails by the time the Specters came crashing down, slightly disoriented from their impact with the ground.

[Scorching Wyrm Tail – Rare Quality]

Ilea took five of them with her, the other one already quite damaged. A quick check revealed that the petrification effect remained, and she ripped off her arm after letting the magic spread onto her skin.

That will be useful.

She waved her goodbyes to the creatures and then started teleporting through the cavern, quickly returning to the tunnel they had used to come down. The others had already left.

I hope they stay safe…

What am I on about? They should take at least some risks.

Returning out into the open, she looked around. She saw a few groups of Bluetails in the distance, then flew to another isle, somewhat close to the volcano but within a reasonable distance of the valley of death as well.

Seems like a good place. So, thirty-two hours to change each destination. A little more than four and a half hours between teleports to each. This just feels so fucking cool.

Standing atop an otherwise unoccupied hill, her anchor set within the fabric of space itself, she selected the destination.

And the third one will go to Meadow’s lair.

With the spell set, she activated her third tier of Transfer, now with two destinations available to her. The activation time took a little more than thirty seconds, likely due to her increased mana. It still used up half of her maximum mana, though. A ridiculous cost, but the spell was ridiculous too, so she deemed it more than fair.

Goodbye for now, Krahen Isles.

When the runes formed, the spell manifested, transporting her to the living room of her seaside home half a world away. Ilea stretched, yawning as she turned around to face the balcony, then winced when she heard the wooden floor crack.

Better not walk around here.

She transferred herself up to her room, not about to take a swim after her somewhat recent experience with the Leviathan. She let her armor recede, her wings spread to keep her from touching the floor, before she very carefully landed on the bed.

This is ridiculous, she thought, sinking into the mattress to a degree she hadn’t thought possible. I need a legendary feather bed or something. This stuff doesn’t cut it anymore. How much did my weight change from those evolutions?

At least it means my punches will only hit harder.

She grinned, teleporting outside before she flew along the cliffside, a light shower of rain spattering against her armor.

The suns hadn’t quite started to rise, but the horizon was slowly brightening. Ilea smiled at the rain, actually feeling the drops roll down her ashen mantle.

Three marks now. Like that first undead knight I faced in Tremor.

Alright, then.

Let’s go.
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Keyla lazily swished her tail as she adjusted her position on the wicker chair. She hadn’t expected much from this dirt hole, but an acceptable light source would have been nice.

She didn’t want to use her own quite yet.

[Rogue – lvl 152]

[Warrior – lvl 132]

The remaining five individuals leaning against the moist, dirty brick walls had similar levels. The mid-one-hundreds would have impressed her a few years ago, but since meeting Ilea, a lot of things had changed.

Shadows had already been common in the Golden Drake back then, but she had never considered offending or actually fighting one. Now, at one seventy herself, she was quite confident she could hold her own, at least for a short while.

Not that these people were Shadows.

They were criminals. Assassins, thieves, murderers.

Most importantly, they were people who wouldn’t shy away when it came to backward laws that were supposed to protect people.

Alchemists had rich and influential guilds representing them. Cooks, on the other hand? No. Cooks were at the bottom of the barrel, despite being the hardest-working, most important, and least appreciated of all craftswomen and men.

Keyla didn’t care that much. With Ilea and her alias’ influence, she could do—and get—nearly whatever she wanted. However, she already owed the woman a massive debt, so she tried to help her whenever possible.

“When is he coming?” she asked.

By now, she had some experience dealing with the Rat’s Ass, or as they liked to call themselves, the Vermin Hunters. One of the main criminal organizations that was both native to Ravenhall and still intact.

Many merchants had left because of the demon invasion, and after that, the city’s newfound independence had caused major headaches for her and the Golden Drake due to all the shake-up in trade relations. So far, they had mostly managed to get by with conventional ingredients and thankfully extensive storage units for the rarer items.

Keyla had sadly had to postpone some of her more exotic ideas in favor of more boring dishes, but that was life.

This was one of only two meetings she’d had to attend in the underworld, but it was already taking longer than last time.

Something’s not right.

The guards had always been numerous, but they seemed too tense, as if they knew something was coming.

When she saw the man approaching her, she knew this wasn’t what she’d been expecting. It wasn’t Vaan who sauntered over, but someone she didn’t know.

A bald man with a downright ridiculous amount of muscle, wearing leather armor that would have been more appropriate for a rogue or assassin.

[Rogue – lvl 185]

She was confused by why he had worked so hard for a build like that and then chosen a rogue class.

He spread his arms, and though he smiled at her, his eyes remained cold and unfeeling.

“The cook,” he said with disdain.

Keyla noticed that the group was surrounding her now. A foolish move to confront a fire mage in the confined underpassages of the city. Well, they were actually in the ruins of the ancient sewers below the normal, functioning sewers and the everyday underground.

It was complicated.

There were many layers to Ravenhall’s constantly expanding size down below the surface. This part was as old as the city, dating back to when one of the governors had tried something similar to Claire’s current expansion plans. He hadn’t gotten far due to a lack of funding, but these sewers remained, far below everything else.

Eventually, this place too would be uprooted and changed by the Council now ruling this city and the whole mountain range, but right now, it provided shelter for some of Ravenhall’s less respectable citizens.

“And who are you?” Keyla asked. “I was expecting to meet with Vaan Sidrak. Or has there been a change in leadership?”

“No. Not quite yet. They call me Dread. Soon, the Vermins will answer to me. And then, so will Ravenhall.”

Keyla started coughing, a bit of heat and fire flashing out of her mouth before she managed to calm herself down.

Ravenhall? This guy is crazy!

“What are you doing?” the man asked, apparently annoyed at being interrupted during his victory speech.

“An allergy, apologies,” Keyla lied. The changes she had suffered through often made it hard for people to read her body language and even the sounds she made. It had its benefits.

“Either way, you’ll be coming with us,” he continued. “Beaten bloody and tied up, or willingly.”

“To what end, exactly?” Keyla asked, a little confused as to why they had targeted her specifically. She was bringing them a lot of business, after all.

“We know who you are, cook.” Seeing her lack of reaction, he continued, “You are the mastermind behind Lilith. The group of Shadows calling themselves the Ashen Retribution and Healers of Ravenhall.”

“What?” Keyla exclaimed. She had expected something stupid, but this was beyond ridiculous.

Dread waved knowingly. “Well, of course… that’s just how I reacted when I first heard it. Lilith… Such a ridiculous notion. Stories are cropping up all across the kingdoms. It must be an organization. It’s the only thing that makes sense. And who would suspect a level one-seventy cook to be behind it all?

“Well, I’ve seen the orders you made, the shipments you received… many of those ingredients are powerful alchemical substances, forbidden roots, and even cursed monster parts. You control the group of Shadows known as ‘Lilith’ through your cooking, brainwashing them with rare and powerful ingredients until they become mindless killers that won’t shy away from hunting high-level creatures just to gain levels.”

Keyla blinked a few times, trying to process all of that information. “Now that’s a stew!” she exclaimed and laughed. “But, my dear Dread, why wouldn’t I send my mindless Shadow creatures to hunt down those ingredients? Or send them here to make this deal instead of risking myself?”

The man squinted. “I don’t know what’s going on in your sick mind, cook. I just know that you control them. They can’t speak or follow precise orders.”

He just made that last bit up on the spot. Gods, I hope he hasn’t killed Vaan yet.

She didn’t hesitate any longer, knowing that this man was entirely too far gone to have a reasonable conversation with. Keyla was quite good at reading people. Working as a cook and restaurant owner had its perks.

Keyla formed a fireball in front of her mouth and summoned three kitchen knives, one of which she held with her tail. She threw them while still seated, two hitting their marks with dull thuds before the fireball exploded close to the man calling himself Dread.

She leaped to the side and slid away, turning before a spray of fire rushed out to meet her surprised opponents. Another three knives flew out, and then another three. She was very fond of the ring Ilea had gifted her.

Another reason why I like her, she thought, smiling.

Keyla met the chaos and onslaught of attacks now aimed at her with another series of thrown weapons, deflecting a sword before she bit down on the wielder’s shoulder, her long, sharp teeth sinking through the flimsy leather and flesh with ease.

As the man reeled back at the unexpected move, she grabbed him and turned around, using her tail as leverage. She hit him in the back with a spell before she slammed a dagger through his eye and into his skull.

The blade had a maroon handle, she noted, one of her favorite colors. She left it there and jumped back, forming another fireball as she prepared for more attacks.

Nothing came, however, and she soon heard the sound of clapping and a familiar voice echoing through the sewers.

“Most impressive, Keyla,” a male voice said. “I’m surprised. It’s quite fortunate that we never tried to scam you.”

Vaan Sidrak, leader of the Vermin Hunters.

“Rat King,” Keyla said, focusing on her fireball to dispel it.

The man bowed, his slick black hair not moving in the slightest, grasping his black trench coat with both hands.

He reminded her a little of a ghostly spirit with his pale complexion and often fully black eyes. She knew the latter was just a magic trick, but it had the intended effect.

Three men were holding Dread down. He was wounded and bleeding to death.

“I’ve suspected his intentions for a while now, but it’s always good to have proof,” Vaan continued. “You took out his most loyal followers for us, a debt we will deduct from your most recent order.”

He bowed deeply before snapping his fingers. Four men emerged from one of the tunnels, carrying a large wooden chest.

Turns out this wasn’t useless after all, Keyla thought, retrieving all the daggers she had thrown at her assailants.

The men lowered the chest to the ground and took a few steps back.

Keyla glanced at Vaan, who gave her a nod. She opened the box, checked the contents, and closed it again, storing it within her ring.

“It proved quite difficult to obtain,” the man said. “Fifteen percent more than we agreed on, but because of your help, let’s say this one is on the house.”

This is a sewer.

Keyla nodded. “What about the man I asked you about?” she asked as she collected the rest of the knives and stored them.

She wasn’t afraid of showing she had a storage item. Vaan knew it would be a bad idea to attack her, and not just because of her skills and influence. A storage item wouldn’t be as profitable as trading with her over the span of years.

“Yes… The bladesmith known as the Sharpened Spirit. His name is Hatsuo, and luckily for you, he recently moved to Morhill and opened a store.”

Keyla hadn’t expected him to be found so quickly. Should I go today… no. The witch has priority. She’s going to dupe me again if I’m late.

“I’ll seek him out, then. Thank you for the service,” Keyla said with a smile.

The man nodded and snapped his fingers again, sending all of his people retreating with a moaning Dread in tow. His death would have been quicker if Vaan hadn’t appeared, but she wouldn’t get between them.

As soon as Vaan had left, three figures clad in black armor appeared.

“Are you injured, mistress?” Anna asked.

The Shadow was just one of her many loyal customers. She often worked with the Shadowguard and even trained some of the recruits, as well as Keyla. It was nice to have her around whenever she went to meet dangerous people. A meal for a favor.

The same was true for Theodore. The old noble from Asila had joined the Shadow’s Hand mainly to get away from his adult children, who were fighting amongst themselves for his inheritance.

Keyla assumed he had feared for his life and staged his own death with some help from the Hand. Now he was enjoying his retirement here in Ravenhall, with every last piece of copper from his hard-earned endeavors.

He mostly thought it irresponsible for her to meet criminals, stating that a wonderful artist like her should not be left without protection.

Fiona was the last of the three and likely just as old as Theodore, though neither really looked their age due to their high level. The woman liked the Golden Drake, but Keyla wasn’t the only one who thought she was here more because of old Theodore than herself.

Keyla could protect herself, but she knew that having a guard around was just sensible. One guard. Three was entirely too many, but she didn’t complain. It wasn’t in her power to command their every move, though she wasn’t ignorant of the irony that Dread had provided with his conspiratorial tale.

“I’m fine,” Keyla said. “Complications arose and were resolved.”

“As expected from the head chef of the Drake,” Theodore said and bowed lightly.

Fiona giggled but didn’t add anything.

“One more meeting?” Anna asked.

“Yes, and then it’s back to cooking. It’s the weekend, after all,” Keyla said.

By now, Keyla could trust her cooks to manage the restaurant on their own, but a skill like hers had to be honed every day, lest she lose her edge and inspiration.


I dedicate this book to reading in a quiet room in winter.
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