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Chapter 1

In the royal capital of Brad, Warmount, there exists a party of Adventurers graced with both fortune and fate’s merciless gaze. For this party of Adventurers had gained royal favor, a favor that saw the third prince of the kingdom joining their ranks under the pretext of understanding the common man and making his way without the aid of his parents.

A common enough desire, though when expressed by a prince, engendered a series of noble plots and machinations. Drawn unwilling into the world of lordly intrigue are the members of the party. The original trio of Daniel Chai, an ex-Miner turned Adventurer with an Erlis-Gifted ability to heal even the most grievous wounds, at the price of his own memories. Asin, a member of the minority species of Beastkin that survived amongst the majority-human rule, her bestial, cat-like features gifting her speed and agility but also, marking her as other forevermore. And finally, Omrak, son of Losin, the large Northerner teenager who neared his twentieth birthday away from the sheer mountains and green pastures of his home. The team’s center and tank, their melee fighter whose bravery could only be matched by his straightforward heart.

Through numerous Adventures, starting from their time in Karlak, did the three forge an unbreakable bond of friendship as they grew in strength and skill alike. Joining the original trio were others like the Healer Anne, the noble Lady Nyssa and her bodyguard Charles, and Rob, the Selkie Enchanter. Some would leave, seeking better pastures or finding the life of danger and excitement of Adventuring too much for them. Others would seek safer environs, for Daniel’s unparalleled Gift of healing was as unusual as it was desired.

In the end, machinations and plots came to the fore with matters resolved in a trio of duels between manipulative nobles and the party. In the end, the party were victorious, though it came not without cost. Daniel’s Gift and the Price he paid were revealed for all to know, and the party now had a pair of open slots to fill. One of which was guaranteed to include the third prince.

Months later, the newly reformed party of Adventurers were in the midst of another delve into one of the many Dungeons of Warmount. An Advanced Class Dungeon, the party is hard pressed to guard both their royal addition and survive their encounter with the murderous monsters.

 

***

 

“Fall back, damn it!” Omrak roared, ducking a hard swipe. The attacking alligator-like creature with its long, biting snouts and clawed fingers was also seven feet tall, putting even the large, blond Northerner at an uncommon size disadvantage. That he had to handle three of them, all while wielding his giant two-handed sword by himself was difficult at the best of times.

Doing so when his companions were not in position and busy attempting to draw the attention of the monsters he was fighting in the cramped room they were in just made it harder. He hissed as he paid for the lapse in attention, the alligator on his left leaving a long tear along one arm, managing to slip a claw between the plates of armor between shoulder and arm.

“I have him!” Roland snapped, head down as he ducked and swiped at the croc he was chasing. The croc kept pulling backwards, dodging the enchanted weapon the third prince used, its bleeding stump evidence of what happened when the all-too-sharp sword struck.

“Erlis’s tears, listen to Omrak,” Daniel Chai said, head bent low under his shield as he pushed forward and struck. His hands blurred for a second, the warhammer in his hand flashing in a Double Strike that cracked into scaled torso and sending a resounding snap through the room. Immediately, Daniel pulled back a little, raising his shield to take the retaliatory strike, a wash of hot, half-rotten breath washing over him as the croc turned its attention to him.

“We’re being flanked!” Another cry, female and noble but a little worried, carried over from behind. Daniel cast a quick glance behind, spotting movement in the shadows from the corridor that they had entered from. A single glow stone, left behind to illuminate their way was all that offered illumination. That was, until Lady Nyssa, the leather-armored mage, started casting. A sonic orb formed, escaping Mana and magic illuminating her and the area around her further and showing the hulking shadows charging forwards.

“I got it!” Charles, her bodyguard, replied. The older man drew his sword as he discarded his ineffectual bow and took guard next to his employer, the retainer drawing a dagger a second later after consideration of his potential foes.

“We need to finish this!” Daniel said, risking a blow to crack his warhammer on a swiping claw. His hammer was nearly thrown from his hand upon impact, making him regret his choice. A moment later, the croc’s head ducked low, its mouth open wide as it attempted to bite his head off.

Only to rear back as a glowing, Penetration-enhanced throwing knife embedded itself in its throat. Another second and a flurry of throwing knives followed as Fan of Knives added to the creature’s pain. Asin slipped pass Daniel on his right, crouched low and moving fast as her hunting knife cut at tendons and sweeping tail. The fast-moving Catkin with her black skin and red cloak was a blur that shifted away from the croc, throwing knives peppering the back of Omrak’s other pair of attackers.

Distraction. Enough for the Northerner to unleash a new Skill, Deadly Blow, to bring his weapon crashing down on a turned back. His massive weapon, using borrowed impetus and the rage that cloaked him, tore through armored scales and crashed through the meat between collarbone and neck to slide deep into torso.

A twist of his hips and Omrak tore the weapon out, leaving a giant, gaping wound and dying monster. In the meantime, Daniel used his own Skill Perrin’s Blow to strike at his own opponent, crushing hip and sending the creature flying into its friend. Tangling the pair up and knocking them off their feet, Daniel and Omrak jumped on the two crocs to finish them while Asin scampered off to deal with their errant prince.

A moment later, their whaling upon the monsters was interrupted by the harsh screaming of the unleashed spell, a caterwauling that shook teeth and made their ears bleed; such power was embedded in the spell that it brushed pass the auditory defensive equipment they were all equipped with. For the unprotected crocs though, the damage was even worse and they fell to the ground, clutching their heads.

Easy prey for Charles and the last member of their party whose overly large war polearm came crashing down on the crocs, crushing shoulders and heads with blinding speed. He wove his attacks through the group, and when he hit too hard and the hammer head was stuck, Johan just dropped the polearm and pulled a halberd from his Inventory to keep at it.

Finishing up the fight, the party regrouped in the center of the chambers. Asin moved around the edges, picking up and storing the various Mana stones in a small pouch, one that was linked to the rest of the team. A simple enchantment, but it not only kept track of all Mana stones that were collected but ensured that they could all collect the pouches.

The Third Prince—Roland, as he insisted on being called—had arrived with the pouches for everyone after their first delve, handing them out with a wave and muttering how these were old pouches that none of the family used anymore.

“Where were you, Johan?” Daniel said, frowning as he looked at the Men-at-Arms. His position should have been beside Omrak or all the way in the back, covering the team.

“I . . . umm . . . well . . . I saw . . .” Johan trailed off. “Then, I fell in . . .”

“Fell in?” Daniel said with a little groan.

“Pit trap,” Asin called out, waving a hand over her head from where she stood. A single pit trap, positioned just to the far left and out of the way of the fight was beside her.

“You fell into the sole pit trap in the room,” Daniel said. Johan flushed and ducked his head and the Healer sighed. “Did you put more points into Luck yet?”

“Haven’t leveled . . .” Johan whispered.

Of course he hadn’t. Nor would he likely put his points in Luck, even if he did. The Curse he had been afflicted with was not going to be so easily swayed.

“Whatever, all right, let’s talk about what happened here,” Daniel said, looking around the room and ensuring it was secure. “Especially you, Roland.”

“I did great, eh? Did you see how I killed that croc?” Roland said, grinning.

“That . . . wasn’t what I wanted to talk about?”

“Oooh, the new blade? I did change it out. I liked the sharpness aspect I think, but I’m worried about durability . . .”

“Ummm . . .” Johan said.

“That wasn’t it either . . .”

“Do you want me to get those floating lanterns then? Because I can. It really is rather dark in here . . .” Roland said, rambling on.

Daniel let out a groan, burying his head in his hands.

“Umm . . . I . . .” 

“Perhaps, Your Highness, if you let our Healer—” Lady Nyssa cut-in.

“Friend Daniel is not a registered Healer,” Omrak rumbled.

“Uh . . . my . . .”

“It’s true. He isn’t. And the Healers are getting quite upset everyone is calling him that. They’ve even registered an official complaint to Father,” Roland said.

“Ummm . . .”

“Just say it already!” Daniel snapped, spinning on Johan.

The nobleman flushed, looking down. Daniel’s gaze was forced to follow it, only for his eyes to widen to see the swollen and broken foot.

“Shit! Sorry!” Rushing over, Daniel laid hands on it, casting his Heal Minor Wounds spell. It was a fast-acting spell, one he would normally reserve for the middle of combat to conserve Mana. But considering they were not going to be heading too much deeper this delve—again—he had Mana to spare.

Swelling started going down, the bone popping back into place with a crack, while Daniel looked up at Johan, incredulity warring with wonder.

“You climbed out of the pit and fought on that?” Daniel said.

“Uhh . . . umm . . . yes?”

“Idiot,” Asin hissed, next to him. “Help.”

“Ummm . . . I was trying!” Johan said.

“No, she meant we’d help you,” Daniel said, translating.

Asin gave him a short nod, while Johan flushed red and looked away. He muttered so low that Daniel could not hear it and after a quick thought, Daniel decided not to ask.

Sometimes, it was better to just let things lie. Looking back at Roland who was happily chatting with the rest of the team, he sighed.

Sometimes, it was best to let things lie.

For the good of all.

 

***

 

“Four gold and seven silvers each,” Daniel said, handing the funds out to everyone. The nobles pocketed their amounts without a glance, Omrak looking down at the payment with a grimace while Asin pursed her lips.

“Another great day delving! Shall we go drinking?” Roland said, grinning. A short distance away, a pair of armed guards stood, out of the way and as unobtrusive as they could be. Once they exited the Dungeon, these guards had appeared, shadowing the group.

“The King’s Arms?” Lady Nyssa said with a half-smile.

Daniel winced, making Roland turn and frown in concern.

“What is the matter, Daniel?”

“We only made four gold,” Daniel said.

“Exactly! We should celebrate.”

A low rumbling sound from deep within Asin’s chest rose up. Roland smiled at the Catkin. “Do not worry, they have been spoken to. The waiter was fired and no one will bar you or any other noble Beastkin from dining at the King’s Arms again.”

“I think, Your Highness, that it is the fact that we only made four gold that concerns Friend Asin,” Omrak said.

“I . . . do not understand,” Roland said, blinking.

“Ale is a silver a piece, Your Highness,” Omrak pointed out.

“Is it? I never noticed,” Roland said, shrugging.

Another, deeper rumble from Asin. Daniel looked over at her worriedly, and she stared back at him. Unspoken words passed between the pair before he sighed.

“Your Highness . . .”

“Roland. I might not make the Northerner call me properly, but you surely can!”

“Roland. We only made four gold from our delve today. Drinking at the King’s Arms is expensive. As is living in the city itself. Repairing our weapons, food, and savings. It all costs. We also should practice our team coordination further,” Daniel said.

“You mean when I broke away,” Roland said.

“Yes,” Daniel replied.

“I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have. I just got so excited and knew you guys could handle the other three,” Roland said. “I promise to do better.”

Asin let out a little chuff, recalling the other times he’d promised.

“It’s not about promising. It’s training so even if you do break away, we can cover for you when necessary,” Daniel said, lips pursed. “There are times when you charging ahead is necessary. But we aren’t ready for that yet. We need to train together, so you don’t break away. And if you do, we know.”

“Well, of course we should train,” Roland said, nodding.

“Then—” Daniel began.

Roland, however, kept talking, ignoring the fact that Daniel was saying something. “But we should also rest. My previous groups always delved one day and trained another.”

“Then we will train tomorrow and train the whole day, shall we not?” Lady Nyssa said, cutting and smiling at Daniel while giving him a look.

“Ah . . .” Roland hesitated.

“What?” Daniel snapped. Out of the corner of his eyes he noticed how Lady Nyssa flinched, as did Johan. He did not care, frustration bubbling through him.

“Oh, I can’t train tomorrow,” Roland said. “There’s this ball I have to do.” Seeing Daniel beginning to scowl, he reached out and patted Daniel on the shoulder. “It’s not as if I want to do it—but my father asked me to. My second brother is busy, and well . . .”

With a huff, Daniel waved his hand. What could he say when that weapon was pulled? It was not as if anyone—not even Roland—could tell his father no.

“Now, come on. I’ll buy the drinks,” Roland said. “Call it my apology for missing tomorrow’s practice. Though, all of you could come too.” Eyes twinkling, Roland leaned in and bumped Johan’s elbow. “Lots of young ladies coming out at that time . . .”

“Uhh . . . I . . .” Johan blushed, while Roland, having said his piece, walked off with the expectation that the others would follow.

Lady Nyssa hesitated, looking between the group but took off after him after a second. Johan followed soon after, keeping a respectful step back, as did Charles. Leaving the original trio to stare at one another. In the end, Omrak put his hands around his friends shoulders and guided them forwards.

“Let us drink. Free ale is free ale!” Omrak said wisely.






Chapter 2


“Friend Daniel, would one save this poor hero from an ignoble death?” Omrak cried, stumbling into the breakfast room in the guild hall. Daniel, seated with a large plate of breakfast foods, smirked as his blond friend took a seat beside him, looking the worse for wear having overindulged.

“I should let you suffer,” Daniel muttered, but when his friend gave him a piteous grin, he chuckled and touched his friend with his hand. A slight push with his Gift, a brief few seconds of memory, and he set his friend’s body on the right path. “Go. Drink water, a lot of it. And eat well too.”

Omrak was already stumbling away, knowing the routine.

“Foolish. Not teaching well.”

Daniel jerked, then turned to glare at his oldest friend. She grinned back at him, having taken a seat with her heaping plate of sausages, shredded meat, and bacon with nary a sound. The Catkin looked pleased with herself, but nodded to where Omrak was creating his own plate when the Healer raised an eyebrow.

“He’s young still. He’ll get over the drinking phase,” Daniel said, justifying his decision to his friend. “He was getting better too, before, you know.”

“Prince.” No scorn, no inflection even in the Catkin’s words.

Daniel knew how she felt, but Asin was smart enough not to voice her opinion. As a Beastkin in a capital—especially the nobles—that looked down on her kind, she was careful not to step out of line. Already, being a Beastkin in the prince’s party had put a target on her back, one that she chose to share with Daniel and Omrak by staying close to them. No longer did she disappear by herself, at least, not for the most part. Individuals looking to deal with the “uppity” Bestkin were, unfortunately, all too common.

“Yes,” Daniel sighed. “I guess we’re alone today.” The Catkin nodded. “Training again?”

Asin shook her head, and fished in her tunic for a second. She extracted a piece of paper and dropped it off with Wu Ying, leaving him to pick it up and read it over.

“Huh. And that’s today?” Daniel said.

Another nod.

“It’d be a nice change of pace . . .”

“What would be, Friend Daniel?” Omrak rumbled. Then, spotting the scrap parchment in Daniel’s hand, he pulled it from Daniel’s hand after dropping his plate aside. He stared, mouthing each word as he read before looking up, smug in his hard-trained skill. “A quest!”

“An assignment,” Daniel corrected. “It’ll be dirty and squashed and we won’t find a lot to fight. Maybe nothing at all.”

“Minimum.”

“Exactly, Friend Asin. There is a guaranteed payment,” Omrak said around a mouthful of bread and sausage. He gulped the mouthful, taking another bite before he continued. “We certainly need the funds. And who knows, we might be lucky. It’d be about time for a change!”

“Omrak, manners, please,” Daniel said, quietly correcting his friend.

“Bah! The vice-guildmistress is not here. I am allowed to eat how I will. All these nobles and their—urkkk!” Omrak spluttered to a stop as his ear was grabbed from behind and twisted. He stretched and half-rose as his assaulter leveraged him up.

“Oh, but I am here, Adventurer Omrak,” Lady Marshall, vice-guildmistress of the Seven Stones Guild murmured, leaning down to softly murmur into the Northerner’s stretched ear. “And you promised that you would practice. Now, is the courageous son of Losin going back on his word?”

“No, Honored Lady!” Omrak wheezed, eyes rolling furiously. Daniel and Asin were hiding small grins, knowing that the Northerner had brought this on himself. They all had been receiving lessons in etiquette now that they were partied with the prince, but only Omrak had fought against it with such vigor. It seemed to offend him on some intrinsic level, the manners of nobility for Brad. “But I only promised to practice, not all the time.”

“Well, I think we should change that, no?” Another squeeze and twist when Omrak chose not to answer her question.

“Yeessss!” Omrak said, relieved when she let his ear go.

When he sat back down with a thump, rubbing his ear, Lady Marshall glared at the trio. “You three have the most to lose. Yes, even you, Daniel. If nothing else, your friends could be taken. We have told you, many times. You are being watched. Act like it.”

The trio grimaced in unison before murmuring words of assent and acknowledgement. Once they had finished properly expressing their contrition, Lady Marshall held a hand up, silencing them. She made a few gestures, and a slight pressure filled the air around them, forcing Daniel to pop his ears. He knew by now that marked the casting of a hasty privacy barrier.

“Now, I’ve heard rumors that you three are unhappy about the speed of your progress?”

“He just doesn’t train enough,” Daniel said, softly. “We keep having to cut our delves short because he just won’t listen and stay with us. It’s . . . frustrating.”

“Poor,” Asin added. Lady Marshall glared at the Catkin, until she reluctantly was forced to clarify. “Low coins.”

“We seek not much, but glory. And in his presence, we cannot even find that, Honored Lady,” Omrak added.

“Firstly, I told you, we’re Adventurers. There is not hunting for glory among us, just coin,” Lady Marshall said, leveling a finger at Omrak. The Northerner quailed before the pointed finger, before she turned to the other two. “As for you, Daniel—just because you and your friends have always been training maniacs does not mean everyone else is. Most Adventurers do not enter the Dungeon every day or every other day, spending the rest of their time not in the Dungeon training. Most choose to have lives.” When Daniel made to argue, she continued to speak, rolling right over his words. “And taking time off to spend working in local hospices and clinics is not counted as a break.

“Accept that the prince is a more typical Adventurer. He will train, he will progress—if not, his father would never have accepted him becoming an Adventurer at all—but he will not be following your schedule. He has, justifiably, other important duties to attend to.”

Daniel grimaced, but eventually nodded in acceptance. Of her words at least, if not the reality. That might take longer.

“As for you”—Lady Marshall paused as she turned to Asin, then smiled—“Well, you have a point. The city is expensive, and while we are covering your stay in the guild’s quarters, Adventuring is expensive. And having a prince in your midst should have some benefits. It just took us a while to come to an agreement.”

A hand reached into her robe, and three coin pouches landed on the table. Asin snatched up the first, pulling it open before her eyes, cat-like and large normally, widened even further, giving her a comically adorable visage.

Daniel chose to stare at his friend’s reaction for a second, savoring it, before he too checked the contents on the pouch. Only to find himself mimicking her reaction.

“Those are platinum coins,” Daniel whispered.

“Yes. A monthly stipend.” Jaws dropped, before Lady Marshall continued. “Also, we’ve agreed to allow you each access to the guild’s armory to procure a single item at our expense. Within reason, of course.”

“All of us?” Omrak said, disbelievingly.

“Just you three. The ones who lack . . . connections . . . to make up the difference in equipment,” Lady Marshall said. “That is our own contribution.”

The three grinned, sharing a moment of joy, though Daniel felt a little guilty. Just a bit. He knew that for the others—barring Charles—the addition of the prince was offering other, ancillary benefits to their Houses and thus, offering them further access to their Houses’ own armories. Even Charles had received new equipment as his own role had expanded. And Daniel had spotted the man wearing better and new tunics recently, likely the result of an increase in his base salary.

“When can we get them?” Daniel said.

“Mmm . . . in a few days. Opening the armory is an elaborate process, so you’ll have to be patient,” Lady Marshall said. “You will be informed beforehand once we know for certain.” Once more the group nodded. “One last thing.”

A hand came up, this time clutching a necklace of delicate gold and silver filigree, with runes etched on the intricate braid that cradled emeralds and rubies and a single, large Mana stone. It was a beautiful and quite feminine piece, which was why Daniel was surprised when the Lady pushed it towards him.

“Wha—t?”

“This is for you to wear,” Lady Marshall said. “Taken from the Royal Treasury itself, it is an Artifact of great power.”

The trio froze at the word Artifact, none of them daring to even breathe as they stared at it. Artifacts were as different from standard enchanted gear as a copper coin was to platinum. There was no true comparison, and few Artifacts were created each century. Most were made by demented and gifted craftsmen, their lifetime Masterpieces.

“What does it do?” Daniel said, still not daring to touch it.

“It helps to reduce the Cost of your Gift,” Lady Marshall said. “And before you ask, we’re not entirely certain how. The Artifact has not been taken out in centuries, and records of its exact workings have been significantly eroded and uncertain. It is hoped that you will report in more detail.”

Daniel gulped and took the Artifact. Even dreading the responsibility of owning such an item, he would not turn down the gift. Or bribe, depending on how you saw it. After all, the Price he paid was all too high, with portions of his life stolen each time he used it.

Sliding the necklace on and slipping it under his shirt, he felt a surge of power enter his body, the Artifact attaching itself to his aura and himself. Somehow, he knew, it would not come off now unless he willed it.

“Now, that is all that I had to do with you. Is there anything else you would like to raise with me?” Lady Marshall said, the tone of her voice warning them that there better not be. The group shook their heads in negation and the vice-guildmaster strode over, disappearing out the doorway soon after.

Silence fell over the group, before Asin tapped the table with one long claw to draw their attention. Once she had it, she was succinct as always.

“Quest late.”

Hurriedly, the pair still with food on their plates ate at the pointed reminder. Newfound wealth or not, they—Asin—had agreed to the quest. Failing to follow through would see them penalized by the Adventurers Guild. And nothing, not even royal edict, would save their reputations if they failed too many quests.

Anyway, money was not the only reason these three Adventured.

 

***

 

“This reminds me so much of Karlak,” Daniel said as he edged along the caverns.

The entire delve had reminded him of his time in the Beginner Dungeon. First, going through Warmount, they had travelled through manufactured hallways down the fortress itself, plunging deep into the bowels of the stronghold that had been carved and situated on the mountain itself. Then, once they passed the manufactured lands, they entered these natural stone caverns, struggling through tight corners and climbing up tight walkways.

“Yes. Familiar,” Asin said, her voice echoing down the tunnel. Then, she added, “Shhh!”

Daniel wanted to chuckle but kept it to himself. He knew any noise they made, even the low murmur he had used initially was something that would echo through the tunnels. But the entire point of coming down these tunnels was to find monsters and, most importantly, sappers.

One of the greatest threats to Warmount—the Master Class, deeply entrenched and multiple quest line Dungeon they were within—was the danger of sappers. Periodic sweeps of the lower levels to find and kill such generated attackers was a necessity. Of course, fighting in tight quarters like this was not the preference for most Adventurers—the lack of support and the altered fighting techniques one needed was unusual for most.

Which was what it made perfect for the Karlak graduates like Daniel and his team. Of course, the fact that the extensive cavern system beneath the mountain meant that finding such sapper parties was difficult was also why there was a minimum payment amount, one that was pooled from and paid out by the Guilds attempting to “win” the latest iteration of the Master Class quest.

Silent now, the group made their way through the caverns, dressed down to lighter armor and fewer weapons. Daniel had his shield stored, a smaller buckler in hand and his hammer by his side. Omrak, wearing only his tightly belted, enchanted, soft-leather armor had stored his greatsword and was wielding the paired enchanted hatchets he carried. Easily usable to throw or cut those who closed in on him, the weapons were a favorite mid-range solution for the big Northerner. Only Asin had foregone changing her equipment, having always worn light armor and wielded her knives.

It was nearly towards the end of the day when the group finally came across the first signs of their prey. It was not their first fight—the Dungeon spawned minor Dungeon monsters deep within the caverns like Kobolds, enchanted Rock Beetles and Venomous Caterpillars, but none of those were a real concern for the experienced party.

However, the patrol of Korrigan and the single Grendel that accompanied them was another matter. The Korrigan were small, dwarf-like creatures, standing only four feet tall and slimly built. Daniel knew from reports though that they were uncommonly strong and the oversized jaws hid sharp, powerful teeth that were used to crush armor. Once a Korrigan clamped down on you with its mouth, it was difficult to make them release. Most Adventurers had to do it after they had killed the stubborn, pupilless creatures.

As for the Grendel, it was as big as the Korrigan were small. Dwarfing even Omrak, the creature was eight feet tall of corded muscle and slimy skin. Its presence down here was unlucky for the team, and though it might seem at first glance that its large size was incongruous to be in such tight places, those individuals did not know of the Grendels’ strange ability to contort and squeeze their bodies through even the smallest openings. So long as its head could fit, the monster could squirm its way through.

Asin, spotting the group first, signaled the team to a halt. Then, using a series of hand signs, informed the waiting pair of what she saw. Turning her head to see her friends, she continued the conversation.
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