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        “Every empire digs its own grave. Drakendir just used better tools.”

        Kaelion Myris, The Shadow of the Seraphims

      

      

      

      Justin was beyond exhausted, but the dark tunnel leading down to Drakendir remained unbroken, meaning there was no chance of losing the Baron yet. The only light came from the two torches carried by Eldrin and Bohemond, their flickering flames revealing little more than the stone walls of the tunnel and the descending path ahead.

      “They say this wasn’t the main entrance,” Bohemond said, his voice barely above a whisper. “During the height of the Drakendir Kingdom, the dwarves had moving floors that transported people and goods from the underground city itself to Thalgar’s Tunnel.”

      “Moving floors?” Justin asked.

      He almost let the word “elevators” slip but caught himself in time. That was a term from Earth, and Bohemond didn’t know the full extent of Justin’s origins. He had to be careful not to reveal too much.

      “Of course, they were repurposed centuries ago,” Bohemond continued. “Now they’re the way stations we passed back in the Tunnel. The magic that powered them died out long ago.” He paused, his expression thoughtful. “Probably for the best. Nyrissic Magic has no place on Eyrth.”

      “Nyrissic Magic?” Justin asked, trying to keep his tone casual.

      “Chaos Magic,” Eldrin answered. “It’s powerful but also unpredictable. Like Death Magic, it’s forbidden by the Church of Light since it derives its power from the Nether. It has just as much chance to harm the caster as it does to help.”

      Justin resisted the urge to look at Kargan. He wondered if there was any connection between this Chaos Magic and Blood Magic because the orc’s spells fit the description perfectly. They hurt him but also provided incredible benefits.

      Bohemond turned to Justin, surprise evident on his face. “You’ve never heard of Chaos Magic? It’s the magic of the Dread Goddess, Nyriss. Every faithful Adherent of the Church learns about its dangers. A man of your talents and experience should know this.”

      A cold sweat broke out on the back of Justin’s neck as Bohemond’s gaze bore into him. “I’ve heard of it,” he said, forcing a small smile. “But it’s not something I’ve ever had to deal with directly. I prefer to avoid such dark powers when I can. Better to leave that knowledge to experts like you, Lord Ashcroft.”

      Bohemond studied him for a moment longer, then nodded, satisfied with the answer. “Wise choice, Mr. Talemaker. It’s best to avoid such corrupting influences. Only those blessed by Arion’s Light should dare face the forces of Chaos. Vile creatures like goblins dabble in Chaos Magic, and they can be found in dark places like this.”

      Justin exhaled, grateful that Bohemond had let the matter drop. The last thing he needed was for the Knight to dig into his past—or worse, realize that Justin was hiding something far more dangerous than a lack of knowledge about forbidden magic.

      The tunnel’s monotony ended as they stepped into a massive underground cavern, and Justin’s breath caught in his throat. Before them stretched an enormous subterranean expanse, illuminated by clusters of glowing blue crystals embedded in the ceiling and walls. It was no mere cavern but a vast underground space that extended for miles, the distance lost in a blue haze. It was like stepping into another world.

      At the heart of the cavern sprawled the ruins of an ancient city. Its towering structures, built from dark stone, loomed in silence. The city of Drakendir, once a bustling metropolis of dwarven civilization, now stood as a relic of a forgotten age. It was hard to tell at a glance how large it was, but it was far bigger than even Windfall and had clearly once been home to thousands of dwarves.

      The broken path they were on wound around the outer edge of the cavern, alternating between exposed ledges that offered a breathtaking—if dizzying—view of the city below. Silence reigned, broken only by the faint echo of their footsteps on stone.

      “Keep moving,” Eldrin urged, his voice low but firm. “We can’t afford to rest yet.”

      “We’re not going down there, are we?” Justin asked.

      “Arion willing, no,” Eldrin replied. “We’ll stay on the periphery and hope for a tunnel that leads to the surface.”

      Bohemond frowned. “Where is this Vault, if not down there?”

      “Not far,” Eldrin promised. “My information is good.”

      Bohemond gritted his teeth but said nothing. Eventually, the man would grow suspicious if he wasn’t already.

      Justin nodded, though his legs screamed for rest. Every muscle in his body ached from the relentless pace, but he knew Eldrin was right. They couldn’t afford to let their guard down until they were certain they had lost Valdrik. In this depopulated place, Justin was once again fair game.

      They pressed on, following the winding path along the cavern’s edge.

      “Lucky those crystals are here,” Lila whispered. “They let us see far more than what the torches would reveal.”

      Kargan leaned toward them, his voice a low rumble. “Aether crystals. There’s a reason the dwarves chose this site to build their city. The crystals were not only their chief export; their power can be tapped to supply aether itself, the essence that powers all magic.”

      “There are so many,” Justin said, passing by a patch of them on the trail.

      “No one has harvested these in years,” Kargan said. “One of those bigger ones is worth two crowns or more.”

      “Why doesn’t Windfall take advantage?” Justin asked.

      “That only speaks to the danger of this place,” Kargan replied. “Where a few harvesters might sneak by undetected, an entire mining operation has no such luxury.”

      Bohemond shot them a warning look. Despite their whispers, sounds had a way of carrying in utter silence.

      They continued to follow Eldrin along the path. Sometimes, they passed through small peripheral towns—suburbs, Justin supposed. These were clusters of buildings built from the same hewn stone as the metropolis below.

      To Justin’s surprise, these outlying settlements showed signs of recent habitation. Abandoned cookfires sat in the center of town squares. Gnawed bones, still fresh, were scattered around the edges of the fire pits, though thankfully, they were definitely not human. The stone houses, once home to dwarven families, stood hollow and vacant, their doors hanging loosely on rusted hinges.

      As they moved deeper into the settlement, Justin’s gaze was drawn to a building that stood apart from the rest. It was larger and more imposing, with weathered columns flanking its entrance. The building resembled a temple. Above the entrance, carved into the stone, was the image of a goddess, naked from the waist up.

      She was beautiful, but in a way that made Justin uneasy—a figure with flowing hair and eyes that seemed to follow him as he passed. Her features, though exquisite, held a sharpness that hinted at malice, and the faint, cruel curve of her lips suggested a nature far more dangerous than benevolent. Her hands clutched a scepter entwined with serpents, their heads poised to strike.

      Justin assumed the goddess was Nyriss, the Dread Goddess of Chaos that Bohemond said goblins revered. Morvath wasn’t the only deity to watch out for.

      Eldrin knelt near one of the fire pits, his eyes narrowing as he examined the grisly scene of bones. “Trolls. They’ve been here recently. See how the bones are cracked open? They do that to get at the marrow.”

      Justin shuddered, glancing around as if expecting a monster to emerge from the shadows at any moment. “How recent?”

      “Hard to say. A few days. Maybe a week. But trolls are territorial, so they can’t be far.” Eldrin stood, his expression tense. “We need to move on.”

      They continued, their eyes scanning every dark corner and shadowy alcove for signs of movement. The vastness of the space around him made Justin feel small and vulnerable. He hoped the Baron wouldn’t follow them into such a dangerous place. It would be against his careful nature, right? It was the only possible glimmer of hope he could find.

      After what felt like hours of navigating the twisting paths and deserted settlements, Eldrin finally led them into what appeared to be an abandoned home at the edge of one town. The structure was small and unremarkable, built from the same dark stone as the rest of the town, with a low ceiling and a single narrow entrance. Unlike most others, this one still had the stone door intact.

      After they entered and secured the home, Eldrin barred the door behind them, locking it with a heavy iron latch that groaned as he slid it into place.

      “This will have to do,” Eldrin said. “We’ve walked through most of the night already. It’s not much, but it’s better than staying out in the open.”

      Justin collapsed onto a stone slab near the back of the room, his body aching with fatigue. The others followed suit, finding whatever spots they could to rest. The interior was sparse—bare stone walls and floors, a few pieces of broken furniture, and a cold hearth that hadn’t seen a fire in centuries. The air was damp and musty, carrying the scent of old, forgotten things. Bohemond and Eldrin each placed their torches on opposite sides of the room, providing a small amount of light.

      Once done, Bohemond took a seat near the door, his sword resting across his lap. His eyes scanned the room. “We should take turns keeping watch. I’ll take the first shift. Arion will keep my eyes ever vigilant.”

      Eldrin nodded, settling down near the entrance as well. The strangest thing about the house was that it had no windows. That was a good thing, but it made everything feel claustrophobic. “I’ll keep watch with you, at least for an hour.”

      Justin approached Kargan, who had taken a seat near the hearth, his broad shoulders slumped in exhaustion. “Do you think we’ve lost him?”

      He asked it quietly, so Bohemond wouldn’t overhear.

      Kargan shook his head. “Hard to say. It doesn’t sound like he’s one to give up easily. But we’ve done all we can for now. We’ll have to hope it’s enough.”

      Justin nodded, though the unease gnawing at his gut refused to go away.

      He lay down and closed his eyes, trying to calm his racing thoughts. Sleep wouldn’t come easily, not in this place, knowing that the Baron could be around the corner, hunting them through this labyrinth of tunnels and forgotten towns.

      Lila took the slab next to him. Her presence was a slight comfort, at least.

      For a long moment, the only sound in the room was the soft crackle of Bohemond’s armor as he shifted his weight, his eyes never leaving the door.

      Justin turned to Lila, his voice barely audible. “Do you think there’s a way out of here?”

      Her eyes found his in the dim light. “I hope so. Drakendir’s a maze, but it stands to reason there’s more than one way out. The key is to avoid detection.”

      Justin nodded, though he knew it would be tough. The Baron was relentless, a predator that wouldn’t stop until he had what he wanted. More than that, it was personal now. Justin had ensured that.

      And here, in the depths of Drakendir, they were little more than prey, not just to the Baron but to anything that could end them.

      Sleep, when it finally came, was restless and filled with dark dreams of shadowy figures and endless tunnels. But in the back of his mind, Justin knew that when morning came—if morning could be said to exist in this place—they would have to keep moving deeper into the heart of the darkness that lay ahead.

      At least he had another level up to look forward to upon waking.
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        “They say Nyriss’s smile is the last thing you see before the rules stop mattering. She smiles not with joy… but with anticipation.”

        Issander of Duphal, Altars of Shadow: A Study of the Nether Gods

      

      

      

      Justin stretched as he stood up from his bedroll, loosening his muscles after resting on the uncomfortable stone surface. The others were still asleep, except for Kargan, who sat near the door, maintaining a silent vigil. The home was quiet, save for the faint sound of dripping water echoing from somewhere deep within the old stone walls. As he moved away from his resting spot, the Voice resonated in his mind.

      
        
        [You have reached Level 8. Sometimes, making a bold move at the party can yield a windfall of social capital. But remember, real social currency is earned through consistency. Appear in the right company, and all your efforts will multiply.]

      

      

      The Voice’s words lingered in Justin’s thoughts. He understood the message, especially given recent events. It felt as if it were cautioning him against further reckless behavior.

      
        
        [As a Level 8 Socialite, you have one Attribute Point to distribute.]

      

      

      Without hesitation, Justin allocated the point to Charisma.

      
        
        [Your Charisma is now: 19.]

      

      

      A sense of satisfaction washed over him as he reflected on his choice. He was one point away from reaching 20, an important milestone.

      
        
        [As a Level 8 Socialite, you have unlocked the next tier in your Cane Proficiency Progression.]

      

      

      Justin read the upgraded boon description:

      
        
        Cane Proficiency II. When one must defend one’s honor at the gala, nothing makes quite the statement like impeccable form. You’ve learned to keep the riffraff at bay in style, particularly in your defensive techniques.

      

      

      Justin felt a twinge of excitement. His trusty Cane of Valoria, which had served him well in various situations, was now even more formidable.

      
        
        [Remember, Brave Adventurer: hope can be found in even the darkest of places…]

      

      

      The Voice faded, leaving Justin alone with his thoughts. He glanced at his cane, the polished ebonwood gleaming in the dim light. There was something different about it now—or even about himself. A subtle shift in balance emerged as he handled it, accompanied by a newfound sense of precision in his grip.

      He moved to a clear corner of the room, careful to avoid the sleeping forms of his companions. With slow, deliberate movements, he began to practice, keeping his cane close to his body to minimize any sound. The stone beneath his feet was worn smooth, allowing him to pivot quietly.

      Justin felt the new knowledge flow through him as he executed a series of defensive postures. It was as if he had received years of training overnight. Every imagined block, parry, and deflection came with precision and purpose. His muscles seemed to remember movements he had never actually learned.

      He visualized opponents coming at him from all sides, picturing their attacks in his mind. In response, he shifted his weight and brought the cane up in fluid motions, perfectly positioned to intercept blows. With subtle twists of his wrist, he transformed each defense into a counterattack, targeting vulnerable points with the precision of a master duelist. The stag’s head pommel glinted in the dim light as it traced elegant arcs through the air.

      “Impressive,” a whisper came from behind him, so quiet it was almost inaudible.

      Justin turned to see Eldrin evaluating his movements with professional interest. The Ranger had moved without making a sound, a testament to his skills.

      “You’ve upgraded that boon of yours,” Eldrin continued in a hushed tone, gesturing toward the cane. “The way you’re handling it… it’s different.”

      Justin nodded. “It feels different. Like I finally know how to use it.”

      Glancing around, Justin noticed that Lila was now awake and watching him with curious eyes. Even Kargan seemed to show a flicker of approval in his normally stoic gaze.

      “Thanks,” Justin replied. “It feels like I’ve got a bit more finesse with this thing now.”

      “You’re not just swinging a stick anymore,” Eldrin said. “You’ve got the makings of a real fighter.”

      A voice from across the room drew their attention. “Turns out Socialites aren’t all talk,” Bohemond said, sitting up in his bedroll. “It is proof that the gods have a place for each of us, each according to our abilities.”

      Justin twirled the cane once before resting it against his shoulder. “Talking is still my strong suit. But a gentleman is always prepared for when words fail.”

      Eldrin nodded in agreement. “True enough. But remember, down here, it’s not about fancy movements and clever techniques. It’s about survival. We’ve got a long road ahead of us.”

      Justin’s expression grew more serious at the reminder of their situation. “Yeah, I know. We’ve got to stay sharp.”

      As the others began to stir, Eldrin retrieved several pounds of boar meat, enough for everyone to enjoy a satisfying breakfast. But before anyone could take a bite, Bohemond clasped his gloved hands in prayer. “Allow me.”

      The Knight knelt, bowing his head in reverence before anyone could say otherwise. “O Arion, Lord of Power and Justice, bless this food we are about to partake of. Guide our steps through the treacherous paths of Drakendir and may your divine favor light our way as we seek the Vault, clearing it for your glory.”

      Justin exchanged a knowing glance with Lila. This was going to get very old, very fast.

      Bohemond finally broke his prayer, tearing into his food with zeal. As they ate, the Knight’s expression darkened. “So, I’ve been quite patient so far, but I must insist on details about this Vault. I am here at significant risk, and I could have left at the entrance of the Gate but chose not to. I have taken part in the deception; this area is forbidden unless adventurers have the City of Windfall’s permission, and the consequences could be severe if we’re caught. In this way, I have lapsed in my own morals, and as Arion’s Faithful, we will have to seek Absolution from a Cleric or Priest as soon as we return, along with tithing a part of our spoils. Even so, I can’t help but feel that all of you are keeping something from me. I’ve noticed the furtive whispers, along with Justin, who keeps looking over his shoulder like something is chasing us.”

      Justin glanced at Eldrin, who nodded. It was time for some honesty, even if it wasn’t the full story. They needed Bohemond’s strength, and that meant giving him enough to keep him invested in their cause.

      This would require great finesse.

      “You’re right,” Justin said. “We’re being pursued. By someone powerful. The Vault we’re after… it’s tied to him. We needed to throw him off our trail, which is why we couldn’t be upfront about our destination. With luck, he’s headed for the Everwood, like the others. But I promise you, Bohemond, you’ll be well rewarded for your efforts.”

      Bohemond’s face reddened with anger, his fist clenching around the handle of his sword. “You lied to me. Not once, but twice. I am an utter fool…”

      Eldrin stepped forward, his voice steady. “We deceived you, and for that, we apologize. But your involvement is not just for our sake. If we succeed, you’ll not only walk away richer, but also know that you’ve played a part in something far greater. This was a necessary risk to prevent something worse, even if we can’t explain everything now.”

      Bohemond’s expression remained stern, but then something clicked in his mind. His eyes narrowed as he connected the dots. “This powerful someone you’re running from… it’s Baron Valdrik, isn’t it? All those rumors at the party… they’re true, aren’t they? He had something to do with the death of this Alistair of Drakendale. Didn’t he?”

      The silence that followed was answer enough. Justin couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt. He’d used Bohemond as a shield, and now the Knight, like them, was no longer safe. He had been a fool to think Bohemond could walk away unscathed from this. The Baron couldn’t afford to leave loose ends.

      But Bohemond’s reaction surprised him. Rather than anger, the Knight’s expression softened into grim determination. “It’s clear to me now. Arion guided me to Harrington’s party for a reason. The Book of Life says, ‘The Creator turns the designs of the wicked into instruments of His will.’” He paused, his expression reflective. “It’s hard to imagine a greater crime than killing an anointed Paladin of Holy Mont Elea. Only an Agent of Morvath would dare such a thing, and if those rumors are any sign, then Morvath’s evil is involved in this.”

      Eldrin nodded. “You’ve guessed correctly, Bohemond.”

      Bohemond gave a dutiful nod. “Then it is our duty to deliver justice. The deception was wrong, but I see now that it has led me here to serve a greater purpose.”

      Justin let out a quiet sigh of relief. “You’re right. That’s exactly it. We need you, Bohemond.”

      Before anyone could say anything more, Eldrin’s expression sharpened, his hand drifting to his weapon. The others froze, sensing the shift in the air.

      “What is it?” Justin whispered.

      His question was answered as the stone floor rumbled, shaking the surrounding walls. It was as if something heavy and lumbering was moving right outside their door.

      Eldrin’s voice was barely audible. “Troll. It seems it has caught our scent.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Just a Bit of Trolling

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “They say the key to defeating a troll is to outsmart them. Here’s the problem: they’re too dumb to run, too strong to stop swinging, and too stubborn to die properly. That’s the real danger: the terrifying strength of sheer stupidity.”

        Rheavaris Sullaverian, The Definitive Bestiary of Eyrth, Volume II

      

      

      

      Silence enveloped Eldrin’s words as everyone strained to listen to the street outside their door. His demeanor made it clear that the best course of action was to remain still and silent.

      The rumbling of the floor subsided, stretching the silence even further. Justin held his breath, hoping the troll had moved on.

      He exchanged glances with the others. They had been quiet, speaking only in whispers, while Justin’s cane practice had not made a sound. It was just bad luck.

      Bohemond stood ready with his sword and shield, his jaw clenched. Kargan gripped his Staff of Blood Aegis, its smooth wooden finish glowing with elven runes. Justin recalled that the weapon would automatically cast Blood Aegis as soon as combat began. Eldrin had an arrow nocked on his Bow of Eagle’s Sight, while Lila’s fingers danced over the hilts of her silver Echoing Knives.

      Justin, for his part, stood poised with his Cane of Valoria.

      Then, without warning, the wall in front of them exploded.

      Kargan’s Blood Aegis activated, shielding them from the cascade of stone and dust, but nothing could protect them from what followed. A massive troll with bark-like skin, at least nine feet tall, burst through the rubble. The creature’s eyeless face twisted as it sniffed the air, its nostrils flaring at the scent of prey.

      The troll charged, its tree trunk arms swinging, shattering what remained of the Blood Aegis with a sound like breaking glass.

      “Scatter!” Eldrin shouted, already nocking an arrow. “Bohemond, take point!”

      The Knight hesitated for a heartbeat before charging forward, shield raised. He crashed into the troll’s midsection, causing it to stagger backward. His sword flashed in the dim light, carving a deep gash across the creature’s chest.

      The troll recovered, swinging a massive fist that Bohemond caught on his shield. The impact sent him skidding back across the stone floor.

      Justin darted forward, his cane whistling through the air as he activated Poison Barb. “Even by troll standards, you’re remarkably dim-witted and ugly, aren’t you?”

      The troll hesitated momentarily as the cane’s hidden blade slashed across its leg, cutting deeper than it should have. Justin’s Add Injury to Insult boon enhanced the damage against his debuffed opponent. The creature howled, its leg buckling.

      Eldrin’s arrows flew in quick succession, each finding its mark with precision. Within seconds, three shafts protruded from the troll’s shoulder and neck.

      Lila’s voice rose above the chaos, her Coordination song weaving through the air like silver thread. Justin felt his movements sharpening, becoming more precise. The entire party moved with newfound synchronization.

      As they began to gain the upper hand, the wall crumbled further. A second troll, larger than the first, squeezed through the opening, sending chunks of masonry flying.

      “Another one!” Lila called, her song faltering for a moment.

      Kargan slammed his staff into the ground, a crimson aegis erupting in a circle around him. “Stay inside!”

      The second troll battered against his Blood Aegis while the rest of the party took shelter.

      The first troll, still reeling from Justin’s cut, lunged at Bohemond. The Knight stood his ground, meeting the charge with a raised shield and a battle cry.

      Justin glanced between the two threats, weighing his options. The first troll was wounded but still dangerous. The second was fresh and hammering at Kargan’s barrier, which was already showing signs of strain.

      “Time for a morale boost.”

      He stepped to the center of their protective circle and activated Dandy’s Swagger, executing a perfect pirouette while spinning his cane in an arc. Yellow light surrounded him, infusing his allies. The display seemed absurdly out of place.

      The effect was immediate. Bohemond stood taller, his strikes becoming more confident. Eldrin’s already keen eyes sharpened further. Lila’s song gained new depth and power. Even Kargan’s barrier strengthened slightly as Justin’s Dandy’s Swagger took effect.

      At the same time, both trolls seemed to falter, their movements growing clumsier as the charisma debuff hit them.

      “Now!” Justin called.

      Eldrin fired three arrows in rapid succession at the first troll. Two found their mark in its throat, while the third pierced its chest. The creature staggered but kept coming.

      Bohemond pressed the advantage, driving his sword deep into the troll’s side. It roared in pain, swinging at the Knight, who sidestepped the blow.

      Justin circled around, looking for an opening. The troll raised both arms for a crushing blow aimed at Bohemond. In that moment of vulnerability, Justin struck, driving his cane up with all his strength while activating a Solid Thwack.

      The stag’s head connected with the troll’s jaw. The creature froze mid-attack, its eyes glazing over as the Daze effect took hold.

      Justin seized the opportunity, spinning his cane and driving the blade into the creature’s exposed neck. The strike of his enchanted blade cut deep. The troll collapsed to its knees before falling forward with a ground-shaking thud, its form disintegrating into a large pile of dirt, as if magic had been holding it together.

      The second troll roared in response to its companion’s death, redoubling its assault on Kargan’s barrier. The Blood Warden strained under the pressure, blood seeping from beneath his collar as he channeled more Life Force into a new aegis.

      “I can’t... hold it... much longer,” he gasped.

      Two of Lila’s blades sailed through the barrier, embedding themselves in the troll’s chest. They twisted on their own, digging deeper into the creature’s flesh before flying back to Lila’s hands.

      Eldrin fired an arrow that struck the troll’s shoulder, causing it to howl and back away. In that brief moment of reprieve, Justin slipped through the aegis.

      “Justin, no!” Lila called, momentarily breaking off her song.

      Even Justin knew he was pushing himself too far, but it was too late now. The troll fixated on him immediately, nostrils flaring as it charged.

      Justin stood his ground until the last possible moment before sidestepping, executing a lucky dodge he probably couldn’t have achieved without Lila’s Coordination buff. As the creature barreled past, he swung his cane with all his might, connecting with the back of the troll’s knee.

      The monster stumbled. Justin seized the opportunity, pressing his advantage with a flurry of strikes, each one finding a vulnerable spot. The troll twisted, trying to face him, but Justin stayed one step ahead, his movements enhanced by Lila’s song and his own swagger.

      “Eldrin, now!” Justin called.

      The Ranger’s arrow flew true, striking the troll’s throat. It gagged and staggered backward.

      Seeing his chance, Bohemond charged through the barrier, shield first, slamming into the wounded creature with enough force to drive it against the stone wall.

      With a final, decisive swing, Bohemond ended the fight. The second troll crumbled, its body disintegrating just like the first.

      The chamber fell silent, interrupted only by their heavy breathing. Kargan’s barrier flickered once more before dissolving completely. The Blood Warden sank to one knee, his face pale from exertion.

      “Is everyone all right?” Eldrin asked, already checking for injuries.

      Bohemond’s eyes were fixed on Kargan, his expression darkening as the last of his blood absorbed into his body, hastened by his Blood Warden’s Seal amulet. The silence stretched until, finally, Bohemond broke it.

      “That magic…” His voice was tight with repressed fury. “You’re using Blood Magic, aren’t you? Speak!”

      Kargan grimaced, his tusks protruding as he met Bohemond’s glare. “Without it, you’d be dead, Knight.”

      “Blood Magic!” Bohemond spat the words as if they burned his tongue. His voice, usually steady, was now laced with disgust and revulsion. “That’s the power of Nyriss, the Dread Goddess of Chaos. You’re an abomination!”

      Lila stepped forward, positioning herself between Bohemond and Kargan. “Kargan saved your life, Bohemond. Without his magic, none of us would be alive right now, including you. You should be thanking him.”

      Bohemond’s face twisted in fury, his hands gripping his sword so tightly that his knuckles whitened. “I don’t consort with followers of Chaos. This is an affront to everything I believe in! I should have known better than to follow you down here. I’ve compromised my faith, my honor!”

      “Bohemond,” Eldrin said, his voice calm but edged with urgency. “We’re all in this together. The Baron is the real threat here, not Kargan. We need to stick together if we’re going to survive.”

      But Bohemond wasn’t listening. His face was a mask of righteous fury as he turned toward the street from which they had come. “I won’t stay here with a worshipper of Nyriss, even if it means taking my chances with the Baron. I’d rather face death than consort with Chaos.”

      Justin knew he had to act quickly. If Bohemond left, they would lose their tank—and he might not get far before the Baron found him. If he survived at all. And if he did, Valdrik could find the Knight and manipulate him. Or worse, turn him into an undead thrall to use against them.

      Justin needed to say something that would cut through the Knight’s blind anger. Already, Bohemond was stalking toward the rubble of the collapsed wall.

      “Bohemond, wait!” Justin called, his voice strong despite the pounding in his chest. He had to take the risk of being loud, given the stakes. “Think about what you’re doing. You’re not walking away from us; you’re walking right into the Baron’s hands. He can use Death Magic. He has the power to turn you into a perversion of everything you believe in. Do you want that? If it’s Morvath or Nyriss, which would you choose?”

      Bohemond hesitated, pausing in his steps. Justin pressed on.

      “You’re a Knight of Arion, a defender of justice,” Justin continued. “But justice isn’t just about slaying monsters and demons. It’s about protecting the innocent and standing with your comrades, even when it’s hard and you’re conflicted. We need you, Bohemond. If we’re going to make it out of here alive, we have to stay united. If you leave now, you’ll be playing right into Valdrik’s hands. Into Morvath’s hands. More than that—you’ll be abandoning the mission Arion has set for you. Arion sent you here for a reason, and I don’t believe that reason is for you to walk away.”

      The silence that followed was tense, each heartbeat echoing in Justin’s ears. Bohemond’s face remained contorted with anger. But when he turned his head, something in his eyes flickered—uncertainty, hesitation. For a moment, Justin thought he might still walk away.

      Bohemond let out a breath and turned to face the group, though his eyes remained cold as they settled on Kargan. “Fine. I’ll stay. But know this: I’ll be watching you, orc. If the Ranger has any potions, I’ll take them, but I won’t allow any more of your Chaos Magic to touch me. I feel… defiled beyond words.”

      Kargan’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing, nodding in acknowledgment. The relief Justin felt was fleeting. Their group was still together, but the cracks in their unity had been exposed. With the dangers of Drakendir still looming, those cracks could prove fatal.

      Eldrin gestured for them to move on, his eyes scanning their surroundings. “We need to keep moving. The sounds of that battle could have drawn attention. We can sort this out later. Survival is the priority.”

      At last, Bohemond nodded. “You’re right, Ranger. Lead on.”

      It was better than nothing. They moved quietly as they filed out of the ruined home. The buildings loomed around them, a ghost town of hewn stone and forgotten lives. Shadows clung to the crumbling walls, and every sound seemed magnified in the oppressive silence.

      Justin stayed close to Eldrin, his eyes darting around. The battle had left him on edge, and every crunch of stone underfoot, every flicker of movement, sent a jolt of fear through him. Coming down here had been a huge mistake.

      But there was nothing left to do but keep going.

      They moved further from the heart of Drakendir, following the road that surrounded its outskirts. After five minutes of walking, Justin thought he heard something—something that sounded like the faint flutter of wings above them.

      He looked up sharply, scanning the darkness, but there was nothing—just the endless shadows of the cavern.

      “Did you hear that?” he whispered to Eldrin.

      The Ranger glanced at him, his expression unreadable. “Hear what?”

      Justin hesitated. “It sounded like wings, that’s all.”

      Eldrin’s face paled under the light of the blue crystals hanging from the ceiling. “I pray it was your imagination, lad, because I heard nothing. Either way, we need to keep moving.”

      The Ranger’s attention returned to their surroundings. Justin hurried after Eldrin, forcing himself to focus on the path ahead. If Eldrin had heard nothing, then maybe it had been Justin’s imagination.

      As they continued onward, Justin couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched.
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            Bad Luck and Bat Wings

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “I’ve robbed tombs, slain dragons, outwitted wraiths, and danced with death in six languages. But Drakendir? No. Never again.”

        —Vault Runner Theric Wren, The Adventurer’s Guide to Vaults

      

      

      

      The blue crystals cast a steady light along the path as the group moved around the periphery of Drakendir. The ancient city lay beneath them like a sleeping giant, its darkened streets and towering ruins sprawling across the vast cavern floor. Among the broken buildings, gargantuan, jagged stalagmites and natural columns reached upward like fingers, while stalactites hung down from above. Justin was surprised to see that within those formations, windows could be discerned, and sometimes even bridges connected the larger structures.

      Justin walked near the middle of the group, holding his cane at the ready. Eldrin led them, scanning every shadow and corner ahead. Lila walked beside him, her Echoing Knives strapped to her waist. Kargan followed with his wooden staff, while Bohemond brought up the rear, his shield held close to his chest, his eyes peering into the surrounding darkness as if the God of Death himself were lurking nearby.

      Justin’s mind kept drifting back to the Baron. The memory of the Blood Bat at the Pine and Hearth haunted him. He wanted to believe the sound had only been his imagination, that Eldrin would have heard it if it had been real. Was it possible for Eldrin to miss something that Justin had not? And would a bat really be out of place in a cavern like this?

      Justin’s thoughts were interrupted as the party approached a fork in the path. To the left, a set of ancient stone steps descended deeper into Drakendir, leading toward the heart of the city. To the right, the path angled upward, suggesting a way out.

      Eldrin paused to study the paths. “The upper path should take us out of Drakendir.”

      “Then we take it,” Bohemond said. “The sooner we leave this cursed place, the better. Never mind the chance for treasure. Getting out alive and seeking forgiveness from Arion will count as treasure enough.”

      Bohemond shot a dirty look at Kargan but said nothing. Kargan pretended not to notice.

      Justin gazed at the ruins below, a maze of dark streets and crumbling buildings. The trolls were likely just a taste of the horrors that the city held.

      They moved toward the upward tunnel, with Eldrin and Lila in the lead, followed by Justin, Kargan, and Bohemond. As Eldrin and Lila entered the narrow passage, a sudden, violent tremor shook the ground beneath them. The walls shuddered, and a deafening crack echoed through the air.

      Justin barely had time to react, jumping backward into Kargan just before the ceiling caved in front of him. His last glimpse, before the rubble completely blocked his view, was of Eldrin and Lila diving ahead, hopefully out of the range of the falling debris. Then there was nothing but the scattering of rocks down the trail.

      Dust filled the air, choking his lungs as he struggled to steady himself with his cane. When the tremor subsided and the dust began to settle, he examined the tunnel and saw it had been completely sealed off by a massive pile of stones.

      “Eldrin!” Justin shouted, his voice hoarse.

      He and Kargan worked at the debris, trying to dig through the rocks, but it was hopeless. The stones were too large, and the collapse too extensive. It would take hours, if not days, to excavate.

      “Arion is punishing us for our faithlessness,” Bohemond said. “We have no choice but to turn back and seek the Baron’s mercy.”

      Justin ignored him and looked at Kargan. “Can you move the stones with your magic?”

      “I doubt it,” Kargan replied, “but I can try.”

      With a grunt, Kargan cast his Blood Aegis, but the stones didn’t budge.

      The young orc shook his head. “The spell only affects things trying to attack us.”

      “There has to be a way around,” Justin insisted. “Another path.”

      “There was nothing on the way here,” Bohemond said. “Turning back is the only option.”

      “I don’t understand,” Justin said. “Why did it fall at this exact moment?”

      “Arion’s judgment,” Bohemond replied. “What else could it be?”

      Kargan growled. “Just simple bad luck, that’s all. Perhaps this is a test from your Arion to see if our faith is pure.”

      “Don’t preach to me, Orc. Whether it’s Nyriss or your accursed Duology, I want nothing to do with it.”

      “Sure, let’s argue about religion,” Justin said sarcastically. “I’m sure we can resolve it all in a couple of minutes!”

      Bohemond glowered while Kargan remained silent.

      “No one knows why this tunnel collapsed,” Justin continued. “It could be bad luck, an ancient spell, or something else we can’t even imagine. But no one is stating the obvious: there’s another path we can take, and it’s our only shot.”

      Bohemond appeared ready to argue when a new sound interrupted them—the unmistakable flutter of wings.

      Justin froze, scanning the shadows above the collapsed passage.

      There it was, perched on a ledge just above the rubble. The Blood Bat’s red eyes gleamed in the dim light, the hideous creature seemingly mocking him.

      “There’s our answer,” Bohemond said. “Begone, vile Servant of Darkness!”

      He hurled a rock at it, but the bat darted aside. Unlike the bat at The Pine and Hearth, it wasn’t fleeing, and Justin doubted it was due to courage.

      The true reason filled Justin with icy dread.

      The bat’s master, whether the Baron or someone else, was close.

      “Damn it,” Justin said, his voice tight with urgency. “We need to move. Now.”

      “I agree,” Kargan replied, his expression indicating he understood as well. “It’s Drakendir or death.”

      Bohemond muttered something under his breath, his knuckles white as he gripped the hilt of his sword. “This is madness. Arion, save us!”

      “Arion saves those who save themselves,” Justin retorted. “We need to run!”

      Without waiting for a response, he took off down the trail toward Drakendir.

      “Are you insane?” Bohemond shouted. “Mr. Talemaker, come back this instant!”

      Kargan followed, and with a curse, Bohemond did too.

      As they ran, Justin could still hear the fluttering of bat wings. The creature was following them—no, stalking them. It easily kept pace. As long as it lived, rest would be impossible. It had been a grave mistake to keep both ranged members at the front of the party, but how could he have predicted this?

      The path grew darker as they descended, the blue light of the crystals fading as they navigated the switchbacks toward the city below. The air became colder and heavier, the silence growing more oppressive with each step. Justin’s breaths came in shallow bursts, his heart pounding in his chest. He was grateful for the extra strength lent by the Amulet of Equilibrium.

      A sharp whirring sound echoed from above. Justin barely had time to register the danger before a spinning, bladed disc, reminiscent of a frisbee, hurtled toward them. Kargan’s Blood Aegis flared to life, automatically activating from his Staff of Aegis, and deflected the deadly weapon with a pulse of crimson energy.

      “Keep moving!” Kargan shouted.

      They ran as fast as they could, but another disc came spinning toward them. This one broke through the aegis and struck Bohemond in the leg, bringing the knight crashing to the ground with a cry of pain. The force of the attack left a deep, ugly gash that cut clean through the steel mesh.

      Kargan didn’t hesitate. Despite Bohemond’s earlier words, he cast Vital Surge to heal the Knight. Bohemond gritted his teeth and pushed himself to his feet, though he was hobbling and slowing them down.

      There were no more attacks as a stalagmite formation provided some cover. The switchbacks evened out, allowing them to gain distance. Once clear of the obstruction, a few more discs were thrown, each missing and clattering against the surrounding stones. A couple of fireballs exploded around them, but another Blood Aegis absorbed most of the damage.

      Looking back at Kargan, Justin could see the strain on his face. Blood covered his gray skin, but it was quickly absorbed thanks to his Blood Warden’s Seal.

      Bohemond and Kargan were both flagging. Over his shoulder, Justin saw the Baron’s group charging down the switchbacks. From their torches, it appeared there were about ten or fifteen of them, roughly five minutes behind.

      The city was getting closer. Justin figured that once they reached it, they could lose their pursuers in Drakendir’s maze of ruined streets.

      But just then, the Blood Bat swooped down from the darkness above, claws extended, targeting Justin.

      Without thinking, he swung his cane with lightning precision, sending the creature sailing toward a nearby boulder with a screech.

      
        
        [Gentleman’s Rebuff has shielded this attack!]

      

      

      Justin wasted no time. Before the bat could recover, he charged and thrust with his cane, extending the blade and impaling the horrid creature through its fat, furry body. The Blood Bat hissed in pain before crumpling into a heap, dead.

      There was no time to celebrate. “Come on, keep moving!”

      As they continued running, he could only be grateful that none of the Baron’s men had targeted him, allowing his one and only Gentleman’s Rebuff of the day to activate when he needed it most.

      They hurried down a path of dirt and broken paving stones toward the looming gates of Drakendir. As they dashed through the massive entrance, the ancient streets unfolded before them—wide and desolate, flanked by towering, angular buildings that had long since crumbled into ruin.

      Justin glanced over his shoulder and saw the Baron’s party still in pursuit, gaining ground. A lightning bolt cracked through the air, striking the gatehouse. The top of the structure crumbled, urging Justin onward.

      They sprinted through the winding streets, the architecture reminiscent of Windfall above. If anything, the city’s scale was even grander, with just as much to see beneath the surface, judging by the numerous dark tunnels branching off from the streets. Justin didn’t dare try his luck down there—at least, not yet.

      He maintained the lead, sticking to the shadows and narrow alleyways rather than the wide avenues. Often, their path was completely blocked by a collapsed building. Occasionally, chewed-up bones and cold ashes bore witness to previous passersby. The city was a labyrinth filled with crumbling stones and broken statues, each turn leading them deeper within. Justin’s lungs burned, and his legs screamed in protest, but he pushed forward.

      “A rest,” Bohemond managed. “This armor…”

      Justin came to a stop at a corner, unable to take another step. They panted for breath, the sound loud. He hoped the city was truly empty.

      But when Justin heard the harsh garble of an unknown language around the corner, he knew that hope was too much to cling to.

      “Goblins,” Bohemond said. “Arion, preserve us!”

      Justin’s heart sank. “Sounds like a lot of them.”

      “Get inside this doorway,” Kargan said, pointing behind him. “Let me block it with my magic.”

      Justin and Bohemond rushed to prepare as the first goblins rounded the corner. The small, wiry creatures, bearing rounded shields adorned with spikes and wielding rusted spears, axes, and curved scimitars, fanned out around Kargan, not attacking—at least not yet. There were at least twenty of them, led by a larger war leader clad in battered iron armor that likely once belonged to a dwarf. Despite their smaller size, their numbers were overwhelming.

      The goblins’ eyes gleamed in the darkness. Justin readied his cane while Kargan cast his aegis.

      If they were going down, they would do so fighting.

      Still, the goblins did not attack; instead, they chattered in their harsh dialect, staring at Kargan with wide, curious eyes. Justin didn’t understand a word, except for one that kept surfacing: Nyriss. The goblins pointed at Kargan, their voices rising in reverence as they repeated the word.

      Justin exchanged a bewildered glance with Kargan, who looked equally confused. Bohemond’s expression darkened at the mention of the Chaos Goddess, but he remained silent.

      Before they could react, the leader stepped forward, spear lowered. His skin was mottled gray, and he wore a crude necklace of bones. He barked a command in a harsh, guttural language, and the goblins fell silent.

      The leader attempted to communicate something in his language while pointing at Kargan. After an exasperated breath, he gestured for them to follow.

      “It wants us to follow,” Kargan said.

      “Madness,” Bohemond replied.

      Justin hesitated. This could be a trap, a way to lure them deeper into danger. But what choice did they have? They were surrounded, outnumbered, and the Baron was closing in. If the goblins wanted to kill them, they would have attacked by now.

      Something else was going on. With luck, it could be a way out.

      “We should follow,” Kargan urged. “They might offer us protection.”

      Bohemond looked as if he wanted to argue but held his tongue, his eyes narrowed in suspicion. As Justin saw it, they had no choice.

      Out of options, they followed the goblins deeper into the city. They wound through ancient streets, past crumbling buildings and broken statues, until they reached an enormous structure at the center. Justin suspected it might be a dwarven palace looming before them. Its once-grand pillars were now cracked and weathered, covered in glowing moss and blue ivy. The heavy stone doors, carved with dwarven runes and reliefs of armored kings, stood wide open.

      But it wasn’t the palace’s architecture that caught Justin’s attention; a shimmering green veil cloaked the entrance.

      “A Vault,” Kargan said.

      The goblins disappeared inside. As they vanished, Justin wondered if the creatures were mere manifestations of the Vault itself or if this community had somehow become the Vault, much like the Cultists of Morvath had in the Highcliff catacombs.

      Whatever the case, a choice lay before them.

      “Leave the little demon-worshippers on their own,” Bohemond said with disdain. “It seems we have lost the Baron.”

      Justin wasn’t so sure of that. Valdrik was cunning, and there was always a chance he was still trailing them. But there was another reason to hesitate—entering the Vault would clearly signal their whereabouts. They had no guarantee of finding a different way out, and Valdrik might be waiting for them to reappear.

      Then again, leaving the goblins behind could spark hostility. They had been brought here for a reason, and abandoning the tribe might provoke an attack.

      “We can’t leave them,” Kargan insisted.

      Bohemond snorted. “Why am I not surprised?”

      “Then leave,” Kargan shot back, his calm demeanor finally cracking. “I know they’re goblins, but they could have killed us. They need us for something, and I intend to find out what it is. Besides, it buys us some time. Valdrik can’t follow us in there, but we have to move.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Kargan strode toward the entrance of the palace. Justin shrugged and followed, unable to ignore the pull of curiosity.

      “Blast it all,” Bohemond grumbled. “To think I’m going to be consorting with little Chaos-worshipping gremlin spawn…”

      Justin ignored the knight’s mutterings. As he approached the entrance, a message appeared on the interface before him.

      
        
        Vault Discovered: The Poisoned Legacy

        Recommended Party Level: 15

        Average Party Level: 7.333 (repeating, of course)

        Risk Level: Nearly Fatal. This Vault’s challenges are almost certain to result in death without perfect execution.

        Description: The Blackfang Goblin Clan is in peril. Rumors suggest that the recent poisoning of Princess Nyrissa, heir to the tribal throne, was no accident. Someone within the tribe seeks power, willing to jeopardize the very future of their people for personal gain.

        Your party has been summoned to uncover the truth behind this treachery and to retrieve the rare ingredients needed to save the princess’s life.

        However, danger lurks in the shadows of the palace, where the ghosts of dwarven creations still haunt forgotten halls. As you delve deeper into the mysteries of the tribe’s inner politics and the remnants of ancient alchemical knowledge, you must navigate both deceit and deadly threats.

        This Vault will only be cleared when a culprit has been identified to the satisfaction of Queen Grizshara.

        

        Rewards Upon Completion:

        —Experience: Scaled to party member level and individual contribution.

        —Guaranteed Silver-Tier Items: For each party member.

        —The chance for a Rare Artifact.

        —Knowledge: Mastery of Goblinese: Eastern Seraphim Dialect.

        

        [Do you accept the Vault’s challenge?]

      

      

      “Sweet,” Justin said. “A new language! We didn’t get to keep the language from the last Vault.”

      “I’m more interested in the rare artifact,” Kargan replied. “It might be a class core.”

      “Seriously?” Justin asked. “So, who gets it?”

      “Well, the Vault will decide that,” Kargan said. “It’s a guess. It could be anything, really.”

      Bohemond scowled. “Level 15. We’re as good as dead.”

      “Maybe not,” Justin said. “Besides, this isn’t just about fighting. It sounds like we have a mystery to solve. I’ll take that over Valdrik.”

      “There will be physical danger, too,” Kargan added. “But we would be fools to step inside without ensuring we can work together as a team.”

      It was a valid point. The tension between Kargan and Bohemond had been simmering for hours, and if they didn’t find a way to cooperate, this Vault could become their tomb.

      Justin took a deep breath and stepped between the two of them. “Look, we’re in a tight spot. There’s a deadly Vault ahead, and Valdrik is still out there somewhere. We can’t afford to be divided. I know we don’t agree on everything, but right now, we need to work together—not for the goblins, but for ourselves. We’ve come too far to let everything fall apart now.”

      Kargan nodded, his expression softening. “I’ll do my part. For everyone’s sake.”

      Bohemond hesitated, his jaw clenched as he glanced between Justin and Kargan. After a long, tense moment, he finally exhaled deeply. “Fine. I’m in. But don’t expect me to make friends with those little fiends.”

      It wasn’t a perfect resolution, but it was enough. “Let’s go, then,” Justin said.

      He mentally accepted the Vault’s challenge.

      
        
        [You have accepted the Challenge of The Poisoned Legacy. May courage be your guide and resolve be your shield. Remember, the greatest deceptions are often found in the smallest details. Good luck, Brave Adventurers.]

      

      

      The message flickered in his mind for a moment, and Justin couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a hidden meaning in those words. But now wasn’t the time to dwell on it.

      Wasting no more time, they moved toward the shimmering green veil that marked the Vault’s entrance. It pulsed with an eerie light, casting long shadows across the crumbling stones.

      Together, they stepped through the veil, the cold magic of the Vault enveloping them as they crossed the threshold.

      
        
        [Language Stack added: Goblinese: Eastern Seraphim Dialect]
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            A Goblin’s Gamble

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “A sip to soothe, a drop to die,

        One in your cup and you won’t know why.

        A kiss on the rim, a toast to your name⁠—

      
        And none will confess who played the game.”

        Children’s rhyme, origin unknown

      

      

      

      As they moved through the entrance, the goblin leader awaited them on the other side. His mottled gray skin blended into the shadows, and his beady eyes watched them warily. Several more goblin soldiers in battered iron armor, wielding curved scimitars, stood close behind him.

      The leader’s voice was high and harsh. “I am Borgruk. Queen Grizshara awaits.”

      Despite the guttural words of Goblinese, Justin understood them perfectly. Kargan seemed unfazed, while Bohemond frowned as if the very words were defiling his ears.

      Borgruk led them deeper into the palace. The interior was as decrepit as its exterior—dark stone walls marred by centuries of neglect, with dim blue crystals casting uneven light. The goblins scurried forward, casting anxious glances back, primarily at Kargan. They whispered to one another in hushed tones. Justin caught snippets of their conversation—words like “blood magic” and “chaos.”

      At last, they entered what must have once been the dwarven throne room. Grand stone columns flanked the chamber, though many were cracked. The large stone throne at the far end had been claimed by a goblin female who could only be Queen Grizshara herself. She was tall for her kind, with deep green skin and sharp, angular features. She wore a long robe of black silk trimmed with gold, her crown spiked and set with rough-cut emeralds. An ornate necklace of polished obsidian stones adorned her neck.

      Several goblins milled about the room—advisors draped in patchwork robes, guards armed with short pikes, and a few lower-ranking figures scribbling notes on pieces of parchment. All kept a respectful distance from the queen. Apparently, these goblins—like the Snow Goblins—were far more intelligent than those that had attacked Justin in the Wildwood Forest. Either that, or Justin had unfairly maligned an entire race based on preconceived fictional stereotypes.

      He pushed the thought away; they had a job to do.

      Borgruk approached her first, bowing low. “Queen Grizshara. We found a Blood Mage, bearer of the Great Gift of Nyriss. Perhaps he can cure Princess Nyrissa’s poison where others have failed.”

      Bohemond’s face set into a grim line, his lips pressed together. Justin glanced at him, subtly shaking his head, hoping to prevent him from speaking. If the Knight could keep his temper in check, they might get through this without incident.

      Grizshara’s gaze flicked to Kargan, her expression cold and unreadable. “Your name, orc?”

      “Kargan. Kargan Durzag. This is Justin Talemaker and Bohemond Ashcroft, both mighty warriors.”

      “It’s not strength of arms I want; it’s healing magic. Can yours save my daughter?”

      Kargan tightened his grip on his Staff of Blood Aegis. “I can try, Queen Grizshara, but I can’t make any promises.”

      “What is your level?”

      “Level 5, Queen Grizshara.”

      The Queen’s eyes narrowed in skepticism. “Level 5? And you claim to wield the magic of Nyriss?”

      Kargan hesitated. “Yes, but I’m still mastering it. I’ve healed wounds, but poisons are new to me.”

      Grizshara studied him for a long moment, her expression unreadable. “New to you? You would risk my daughter’s life? You would gamble with the heir to my throne?”

      Kargan swallowed but met her gaze. “I won’t lie, Queen Grizshara. My magic isn’t perfect, but I’m willing to try. I’ll do everything I can to save her, but I can make no promises.”

      Grizshara rose from her throne, towering over them, her eyes flashing with a mix of desperation and authority. “Before you touch my daughter, I will test you. A simple task.”

      To Justin’s complete surprise, she drew a knife and, without hesitation, cut deeply into her arm. Gasps of shock erupted from her surrounding advisors and supplicants. The wound gushed blood, enough that she would bleed out in minutes if untreated.

      Kargan snapped into action. Crimson magic pulsed from his hands, surrounding the Queen in a soft glow. Her flesh mended before their eyes, the torn skin sealing itself. Within moments, the injury had completely healed, leaving no trace of the wound or even blood.

      Grizshara watched Kargan, her eyes narrowing as she inspected her arm. “You may have skill, orc. But healing a wound is one thing; healing my daughter is quite another.”

      Kargan nodded solemnly. “I understand.”

      “Come with me,” Grizshara said. “We’ve run out of options.”

      She strode toward a side corridor, her steps echoing in the cavernous hall. Several goblin guards shifted, eyeing the group’s weapons. Justin glanced at Bohemond, whose hand had already moved to his sword hilt. The Knight looked ready to strike, his nerves clearly frayed by the situation.

      “Bohemond, relax,” Justin said in Aranthian. “We’re here to solve a mystery, not start a war.”

      Bohemond sniffed. “Always be on the lookout for an opportunity.”

      “An opportunity for what? To get us killed?”

      Bohemond’s jaw clenched, but he remained silent, his eyes flashing with frustration.

      Queen Grizshara turned, casting a brief glance at the exchange. “They keep their weapons. They have no reason to attack.”

      The tension eased, and the party followed Grizshara out of the throne room and deeper into the winding stone hallways that twisted endlessly in the dark. Ether crystals lined the walls, their faint blue glow providing just enough light to navigate the corridors.

      At last, they reached what had to be the princess’s bedchamber. The Queen opened the door.

      Princess Nyrissa lay on a stone bed, her small body frail and bundled in animal furs. Her green skin was pale, like a wilting leaf, and her breathing was shallow. Justin, unfamiliar with how goblins aged, guessed she was about ten or eleven in human terms.

      By the bed stood an elderly gobliness, hunching over to refresh the rag on the princess’s forehead. Her golden eyes flicked to the group as they entered. She said nothing.

      The Queen looked at Kargan. The orc approached the bedside and knelt beside it. “When did this happen?”

      “Three days ago, the symptoms started showing,” Queen Grizshara replied. “We suspect the poison was administered during the Feast of Fates, six days ago. It’s slow-acting.” She nodded toward the caretaker. “This is Zildur, my shaman. It’s only by her efforts that my Nyrissa is still…”

      Grizshara’s voice trailed off, and Justin’s gaze shifted to the queen’s expression. Her love for her daughter was unmistakable. He realized these goblins weren’t mindless monsters; they were intelligent, emotional beings capable of deep familial love.

      Zildur scrutinized Kargan from head to toe. Her face was set with skepticism, and her voice came out reedy. “And who are these, my Queen? Do they speak our tongue?”

      “The orc, Kargan, is a Blood Mage. All three speak our tongue.”

      “Quite convenient, I’d say,” Zildur remarked, her tone doubtful. “It would seem as if Nyriss herself has taken an interest in our predicament.”

      “Perhaps it means we’ll have our answer soon enough,” Grizshara said.

      Justin wondered what Zildur meant by that. Perhaps they understood that their tribe had “become a Vault,” indicating that this situation was not isolated from the world’s realities. He contemplated what mechanics were needed to create a Vault; it was a question for another day.

      “This poison is a terrible thing,” Zildur said. “Only advanced Blood Magic can help, and mine is not strong enough. Are you up to it, boy? You’re young, and I don’t want you going in and making things worse.”

      “I’ve been asked to try, and I intend to do so,” Kargan replied. “But I make no promises.”

      “There’s no antidote?” Justin asked.

      Zildur’s eyes snapped to him, her gaze filled with irritation. “Boy, don’t you think we would have used it by now? How foolish do you think we are?”

      Justin held his hands up in a placating gesture. “Forgive us. I didn’t mean to imply that. We’re just here to help.”

      Zildur sniffed. “We’ll see about that.”

      Thankfully, Bohemond remained silent, though Justin could see the effort it took to suppress his reaction, evident in the reddening of his face.

      Kargan stood next to the princess’s bed, taking a moment to concentrate. Magic stirred in the surrounding air, and a crimson pulse of energy enveloped Princess Nyrissa. Kargan’s skin became coated in blood, too quickly to be absorbed back into his body, despite the enchantment of his Blood Warden’s Seal. He was really trying.

      Bohemond turned away from the sight, disgust twisting his features. Kargan was pushing himself too hard; his breathing was labored.

      “Kargan, stop!” Justin shouted. The orc was on the verge of collapse.

      Fortunately, Kargan halted, though he fell to the floor, gasping for breath. After a few moments, he stirred and found enough strength to stand. The blood had already absorbed into his skin, leaving him pale but coherent.

      Once he gathered his senses, Kargan shook his head in frustration. “My magic isn’t strong enough. This poison... it’s far beyond my abilities to heal.”

      Queen Grizshara’s expression hardened, though the pain in her eyes was unmistakable. “Then we must find Glamshara. She is the only one who can undo this.”

      “My Queen,” Borgruk said, his voice hesitant but firm, “Glamshara is surely the one who did this in the first place. Why else would she flee to the Underdeep before the poisoning was discovered?”

      The Queen regarded him for a moment, her expression thoughtful. “I don’t know. But if she made the poison, she would know the antidote. It stands to reason, does it not?”

      “Glamshara? Who is she?”

      Zildur rose from the Princess’s bedside. “Glamshara is the Queen’s sister, a skilled Alchemist. She even has a class for it, unlike our own bumbling Potions Master, Zogmar.”

      The way she said “Potions Master” made it clear to Justin that Zildur doubted Zogmar’s skills. “If she’s so proficient in alchemy, then why isn’t she the Potions Master?”

      “A good question,” Zildur replied. “It’s because she specializes in poisons. She creates them for our tribe’s arrows. As Borgruk mentioned, she fled around the same time the poison was administered, into the Underdeep. Those vast halls stretch beneath the palace and Drakendir itself. That’s where we believe she brewed the poison.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Justin pressed. “It seems too obvious, doesn’t it?”

      “Maybe,” Zildur conceded. “But the poison is rare, one she might have assumed Zogmar wouldn’t identify. He scoured the texts for anything that fit the symptoms and came upon something this morning. If you speak to him, I’m sure he’ll tell you more. To my surprise, the poison’s effects seem to match the Princess’s symptoms, and the ingredients align with those that were recently uncovered.”

      “Recently uncovered?” Kargan asked.

      Zildur nodded. “Two weeks ago, an earthquake opened a new area in the Underdeep. Among the exposed chambers was a dwarven alchemical lab. Glamshara, along with Zogmar, Borgruk, Grashuk, and Ralthog, went to investigate. She must have taken the ingredients while they were down there, unnoticed by my husband.”

      “Your husband?” Justin asked.

      “Grashuk. He’s the Warlord of the Blackfang Tribe.”

      “I see. I thought that was Borgruk.”

      “Borgruk leads a single war band of the tribe, the Threshers. Grashuk is the chief of them all.”

      Justin filed that information away. So many names, so many suspects. It was hard to know where to start.

      “Maybe we can start with Zogmar?” Kargan suggested. “I have questions about the poison itself.”

      “The Potions Master will tell you all about it, Blood Warden. You can find him in the alchemical lab, near the throne room.”

      “Thank you,” Kargan replied.

      The Queen turned to Borgruk. “Captain, guide the Blood Warden and his companions around the tribe. Answer any questions they have and provide whatever they need to resolve this matter. They have my full permission. Ensure they receive any food or rest they require and, of course, guarantee their safety. I shouldn’t have to say this, but the would-be killer might become desperate once they see that an outside force has gotten involved.”

      Borgruk’s eyes widened at the command. “Of course, my Queen. They will be safe with me. Is there anything else?”

      The Queen’s voice trembled, but her resolve remained firm. “I don’t want to believe my sister could do this. But I cannot deny what is in front of me. If she crafted the poison, she must answer for it. I know we have our history with the succession… but treason? It’s hard to accept.”

      Zildur nodded. “One can never truly know the heart of another until they reveal what lies beneath the mask they wear.”

      “Perhaps, Zildur,” Grizshara said, turning back to Kargan with eyes filled with hope. “Please, find an antidote. Ask Zogmar what’s needed to create it. Maybe he has figured something out by now. That is your priority: my daughter’s life. And, of course, I want to know the truth, wherever it may lead.”

      Kargan nodded. “We’ll find Glamshara, and we’ll find an antidote.”

      “How much time do you think she has left?” Bohemond asked.

      “That’s hard to say,” Zildur replied. “The girl is strong, and my shamanic training has slowed the poison’s progress. But without an antidote, you have two, maybe three days before the damage becomes permanent. After that… even Nyriss herself wouldn’t be able to save her.”

      Justin felt that wasn’t enough time. Hopefully, the mystery wasn’t as complicated as it seemed.

      Grizshara nodded, her sharp features softened by a mix of hope and desperation. “Go then, with my blessing and that of Chaos. I’m trusting you because you’re outsiders—neutral in our affairs. It’s become clear to me that our tribe is too entangled in suspicion and politics. Only a fresh perspective can uncover the truth.”

      Bohemond looked ready to object, but Justin stepped on his foot. “Of course, Your Majesty,” he said, bowing. “We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      Borgruk gestured toward the door. “Come. I will take you to Zogmar.”

      Borgruk led them back to the throne room. As they walked, Justin’s thoughts raced in all directions—Glamshara, the poison, the earthquake, the dwarven ruins; everything felt too tangled.

      But if they were to complete this Vault, they needed to unravel it.

      It was time to pay Zogmar a visit.
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        “It’s never the one you least suspect, nor the one you most suspect. It’s always the fellow you mildly suspected, then promptly forgot.”

        Inspector Halvern, The Silence in the Fog, Volume XXXII of the Belmoran Fog Mysteries by A. R. Bellamy

      

      

      

      As they walked toward Zogmar’s workshop, Justin decided to ask their guide a few questions.

      “Borgruk,” Justin began, “you said Glamshara left before the poison was discovered. Was that during the Feast of Fates?”

      Borgruk didn’t turn but replied, “That’s right. She left six days ago, before the feast was even finished. That was days before Princess Nyrissa showed any signs of being poisoned.”

      “And no one has gone after her?” Bohemond asked, incredulous. “Unbelievable.”

      “You heard it up there,” Borgruk said. “This poison works slowly. No one even knew it was poison until Zogmar tested her blood this morning. Besides, no one is eager to venture into the Underdeep.”

      “Why not?” Justin inquired.

      “It’s not just Glamshara. The constructs that guard those ruins… you’d be lucky to return in one piece. It’s a perfect place to flee if you’re trying to cover your tracks.”

      Kargan’s brow furrowed. “Is she strong enough to survive down there?”

      Borgruk snorted. “She’s cunning. Plus, with full access to the dwarven alchemical lab, she’s like a grub in the root cellar. She has access to many rare ingredients down there—plenty of things to defend herself with. Before we deal with someone like that, we need to be prepared.”

      “Do you think she’ll react with hostility?” Justin asked. “I would think she’d be more interested in proving her innocence.”

      “Hard to say,” Borgruk replied. “Only time will tell.”

      Bohemond scoffed. “She sounds guilty to me. Fleeing right after her niece was poisoned? What more proof do we need?”

      Borgruk glanced at him and nodded. “Exactly. She’s had her eye on the throne for a long time. If Nyrissa dies, Glamshara’s next in line. Simple as that. She didn’t think she’d get caught. We’re lucky Zogmar detected the poison, even if he doesn’t know how to cure it.”

      Bohemond grunted in agreement. If the Knight was to bond with the goblin over something, it seemed fitting that it would be a mutual suspicion.

      At last, they arrived at Zogmar’s workshop. The space was cluttered, with stone shelves overflowing with vials, strange plants, and containers. Various alchemical instruments—glass tubes, brass measuring devices, and burners—were scattered across a wide stone table that dominated the center of the room. The air smelled of burnt herbs and something acidic.

      Zogmar, a hunched goblin with an eyepatch over his left eye, watched them enter with his bright, piercing right eye. He paused in his stirring of a mixture in a small flask.

      “Zogmar,” Borgruk said, “this is Kargan the Blood Warden. He and his companions are here by the Queen’s order to help us bring Glamshara to justice.”

      Zogmar turned, his voice crackling with age yet infused with enthusiasm. “Ah, good! About time. Everyone’s too scared to venture into the Underdeep to apprehend her. But I suspect she’s already dead. All those dwarven contraptions probably got to her first!”

      Justin couldn’t shake the feeling that Zogmar sounded almost gleeful at the prospect of Glamshara’s potential demise, but he set that thought aside for now. He needed Zogmar’s help. “I understand you discovered it was poison. Can you tell us more about that?”

      Zogmar grunted and reached for a worn leather book from a cluttered shelf. “The symptoms point to Shadow’s Kiss.” He flipped through the pages filled with strange symbols and diagrams. “It’s a very rare poison. It kills slowly. You use it when you hate someone and want them to suffer, or to make it look like Cave Lung. When more violent symptoms begin to manifest, it can be too late if you don’t have the right antidote on hand—something Glamshara likely counted on.”

      Justin considered this. If Zogmar was right about the malice involved, it suggested that the murderer was someone close to the Queen, someone who hated her enough to want her to suffer. Given Glamshara’s storied history with the Queen, she certainly fit that profile.

      Zogmar’s fingers traced a drawing of a twisted violet plant. “The first ingredient is Gloom Lotus. It’s common enough in the caverns of Drakendir. It acts as a strong sedative, but it’s not lethal on its own. A bit at night will induce deep slumber, while a smaller dose can loosen your tongue and boost your confidence.”

      Next, he turned the page to show them an illustration of a dried desert flower. “The second ingredient, Sandbloom, can only be found in the deserts of Farun, in the south of Atelinar. It’s nearly impossible to obtain here, but the dwarves had some in stock at the excavation site.”

      Finally, Zogmar showed them a beautiful blue bloom, its petals shaped like a five-pointed star and glowing faintly. “And the last ingredient: Starflower. It’s found only in the foothills of the Western Seraphims in northern Daeloria and the foothills of Kurath. It’s not hard to obtain, so it could have come from anyone’s stock.”

      The name sparked something in Justin’s memory. He recalled the song Lila had sung when they left Mistwatch, a song about Elara that mentioned starflowers. It was a fleeting connection, but it tugged at him.

      Justin studied the images, his mind racing. “Glamshara could have obtained the Gloom Lotus from here, along with the Starflower. But from what you’re telling me, there’s no way she could have acquired the Sandbloom except from the excavation site. Correct?”

      Zogmar’s good eye gleamed with satisfaction. “Exactly. She was particularly excited about the Sandbloom essence. It’s a very potent poison accelerant, you see.”

      “And what about progress on an antidote?” Kargan asked.

      Zogmar’s expression darkened. “Nothing yet. Most poisons have antidotes, of course. But a rare poison like Shadow’s Kiss requires rare ingredients to counteract it. It’s tricky when several poisonous agents fuse into a single draught. I’m trying, but my skill can only go so far. Unlike Glamshara, I lack a class that can assist with these matters, so I’m relying on my own knowledge and experience. I’m more known for mixing medicines for the tribe—and for Zildur, too, in a pinch. Glamshara is the one skilled with poisons.”

      Kargan crossed his arms. “Is there anything else we should know?”

      Zogmar nodded. “If you’re going after Glamshara, be careful. She’s deadly with her blowgun, and one shot from her poisoned darts will send you to an early grave.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” Bohemond said, breaking his silence. “Rest assured, we’ll bring the little gremlin to justice.”

      Borgruk stepped forward, his hand on the hilt of his scimitar. “We should get moving.”

      They left Zogmar’s workshop, with Borgruk leading them toward the back of the throne room, where an iron gate loomed, sealing off a dark, wide corridor. Justin assumed this led to the Underdeep itself.

      Blocking their path stood a towering goblin, over five feet tall, which was quite lofty for his kind. He had dark green skin and broad shoulders that strained against the battered iron armor he wore. A jagged scar cut across his cheek, and yellowed tusks jutted from a mouth twisted into a smirk, giving him an air of dominance. He carried himself with a swagger that made it clear he was accustomed to getting his way.

      The goblin smiled, revealing his sharp teeth. Unlike most goblins, his voice was notably low. “Heading off so soon?”

      Borgruk gave him a quick bow. “Warlord Grashuk. To what do we owe this honor?”

      “Rise, Captain Borgruk,” Grashuk said, his voice deep and commanding. “I came to wish you well on your hunt. I have my doubts, but perhaps a neutral party is what we need to get to the bottom of this.” His gaze lingered on Kargan before flicking to Justin and Bohemond. “I trust Zogmar warned you about Glamshara’s poisons?”

      “He did,” Justin replied. “But we’re professionals.”

      Warlord Grashuk chuckled, though Justin noticed something unsettling in the glint of his eye. “Of course. My warriors are brave, but many quail at the thought of facing her. And the constructs that roam the Underdeep? They’ll be eager to tear you apart.”

      “You’re the Warlord here?” Kargan asked.

      “Aye,” Grashuk confirmed. “I am the strongest warrior in the tribe, and I lead all the war parties.” He cast a steady gaze over the group and then straightened his posture. His voice shifted from gruff to formal, almost mechanical. “Glamshara’s guilt runs deep. Remember, if Nyrissa dies, Glamshara inherits the throne. Bring her back for judgment, and you will be richly rewarded.”

      Justin’s eyes narrowed at the abrupt shift in his demeanor. It was subtle but perhaps significant.

      “Thank you,” Justin said, nodding. “We should get moving.”

      “Of course,” Grashuk replied. “If you need anything, just ask.”

      Justin nodded again, though something about Grashuk’s demeanor unsettled him. Like Zogmar, he seemed overly eager to reach a quick resolution. Perhaps too eager.

      “Let’s go,” Borgruk urged. “It’s already late.”

      Justin wondered how Borgruk could tell the time down here, but his body indicated it was likely mid-afternoon. He was already tired from the day’s ordeal, but there was still work to do. They could at least figure things out with Glamshara before returning for some sleep.

      As Borgruk opened the iron gate and they stepped into the shadowed hall beyond, Justin’s mind churned with everything they had learned. So many names, so many motives. Everyone seemed eager to point the finger at Glamshara, and at first glance, she was undoubtedly the prime suspect.

      However, Zogmar, with his knowledge of potions, was also of interest. He could be framing Glamshara out of jealousy for her Alchemist class. Even if this were true, he still held the esteemed position of Potions Master. Perhaps it was because Glamshara wasn’t worthy of trust.

      Then there was Grashuk, who had offered a reward for Glamshara’s swift apprehension. His shift into a formal, mechanical tone—reciting lines almost like a schoolboy—was suspicious as well.

      Even Zildur was not above suspicion. She was close to the Queen and could have easily attempted to poison her. However, Justin couldn’t see any clear motive—not yet, at least.

      Justin and the others had neglected to ask how the poison was administered. It had occurred during the Feast of Fates, but in time, they would learn more.

      The group followed Borgruk into the winding depths of the Underdeep beneath the palace. The narrow corridors twisted and turned in an endless maze of stone.

      To Justin, this place felt downright creepy. Occasionally, he caught strange mechanical sounds drifting through the darkness—the distant whirring and clanking of long-dead machines still operating, even centuries after the dwarves’ demise. The space was illuminated by blue crystals, similar to those in the palace above. With every step, the air grew heavier, laden with the musty scent of age and decay. It reminded him of the Highcliff catacombs, but here, the angles were sharper, more grid-like, as if the dwarves had been unreserved in carving their will into the mountain.

      “What must this place have been like back in the day?” he muttered to himself, loud enough for Kargan and Bohemond to hear.

      “A kingdom,” Kargan replied, his voice low. “A proud one.”

      Bohemond scoffed, glancing at their guide. “A kingdom of rats now. Devious beings, these goblins are!”

      The Knight had spoken in Aranthian, but the way their guide leered at him showed he understood it was an insult. Unlike Bohemond, he had the grace to endure it. He continued to lead them forward, his eyes darting toward the shadows.

      After a few moments, Justin risked asking a question he had pondered for a while: “What caused the fall of the dwarves, anyway?”

      Borgruk’s shoulders stiffened at the question. His pace faltered, but he didn’t turn to face Justin. “Best not to ask.”

      Justin pressed on. “You must know something. This place didn’t fall into ruin on its own.”

      Borgruk stopped and turned to face Justin, his eyes narrowed. “You ask too many questions, human. Some things are better left forgotten. Once named, they have a knack for showing up.”

      The way Borgruk spoke sent a chill down Justin’s spine. He opened his mouth to inquire further, but before he could speak, Borgruk turned away again, quickening his pace.

      The rest of the journey passed in tense silence.

      Justin spared a thought for the Baron. He was likely stationed right outside the Vault, trying to surround it and secure every exit. Given the layout of the Underdeep, there seemed to be many potential escape routes.

      At last, after what felt like hours of walking, they reached their destination: a massive stone archway, half-collapsed under the weight of centuries, marked the entrance to the excavation site.

      Borgruk led them over the rubble with nimble movements. Justin and the others followed closely, scrambling over the debris.

      Once on the other side, Justin found himself in a vast chamber, the walls lined with rows of ancient alchemical equipment. Dusty vials and broken retorts littered the ground, their glass surfaces cracked and worn. Strange machines hummed in the background, and Justin wondered how they were still running.

      Justin’s breath caught in his throat as he gazed at the remnants of the lab. The machinery, the vials, the strange glowing liquids—all suggested that the dwarves had been tampering with forces they couldn’t control.

      “What in the Nether were they doing down here?” Kargan muttered, his amber eyes scanning the room.

      Borgruk’s expression was grim. “Who knows? When you mix potions with Chaos Magic, the results are... unpredictable. I remember Glamshara mentioning how the dwarves sought to unlock eternal life or something when we found this place. They ended up killing themselves in the attempt. Some things are not meant to be unlocked.”

      As if on cue, three ghostly sentinels materialized in the chamber before them. Their forms were barely visible—faint outlines of dwarves wearing flowing robes and bearing ethereal weapons. There was something malevolent and twisted about them.

      “Ghosts?” Bohemond asked, his voice tense.

      Borgruk nodded. “They were here before, too. Glamshara said their failed potions bound them to this place, even after their bodies died. They exist somewhere between this world and the Nether. It seems it’s our job to encourage their transition.”

      Justin stepped forward, his cane tapping against the stone floor. “And we need to get through them, don’t we?”

      Borgruk’s eyes flicked to Justin, then to Kargan and Bohemond. “If you want to find Glamshara, yes.”

      The air in the chamber grew colder as the ghostly figures drifted closer.

      “Get ready,” Justin said, tightening his grip on his cane.

      Bohemond drew his sword, the blade glinting in the dim light. Justin hoped the Knight’s weapon and armor were enchanted, enabling him to attack the ethereal enemies.

      Kargan raised his Staff of Blood Aegis, the crimson glow of its magic swirling around him. “Stay inside the spell.”

      Bohemond positioned himself in front of the party, ready to be the first line of defense.

      The first spirit let out a wail and darted forward, its ethereal war hammer swinging. It crashed into the aegis, which shattered, but not without obliterating the ghost. Bohemond confronted the second ghost head-on, raising his shield just in time. It flashed red with enchantment.

      “For Arion!” the Knight cried.

      As Bohemond engaged, Justin slipped to the side, his cane striking out. The blow landed on the specter with a flash of yellow magic. It screeched but still clung on.

      Borgruk was already in motion, a whirlwind of iron. His scimitar flashed, slicing through the third ghost, which emitted a bright red glow at the point of impact. The specter howled and flickered before dissipating into nothingness. Thankfully, it seemed his blade was enchanted, and the fact that he could utilize its magic likely indicated he had a class.

      Justin focused on the remaining sentinel, his cane dancing in his hands. He struck again and again, weakening the ghost with each blow. The benefits of his amulet surged within him; he was hitting harder than before and moving with newfound grace.

      The ghost raised its axe, but Justin was quicker, slipping out of range before the weapon could connect. With precision, he extended the hidden blade from the tip of his cane and pierced the ghost’s core. The specter flickered before dissolving into vapor.

      “Well, that was easy,” Justin said, allowing himself a moment of satisfaction.

      But from the shadows, a soothing female voice interrupted, “Oh, you think so?”

      Justin spun, cane raised. At the far end of the chamber, Glamshara emerged.
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        “The dwarves of Drakendir could have become gods—if they’d shown even a shred of restraint. But no. They dug up power, bottled it, and drank deep. Now we dig up them.”

        Kaelion Myris, The Shadow of the Seraphims

      

      

      

      Glamshara stepped forward, blowgun in hand. Her features closely resembled those of Queen Grizshara, but her vivid purple hair and glowing violet eyes set her apart.

      “If you’ve come for my head, you’re wasting your time,” she said. “I didn’t poison the princess.”

      “Trickster witch!” Bohemond spat, lunging forward with his sword drawn.

      Justin stepped into Bohemond’s path, raising his cane. “Hold on, wait a second! Let’s hear her out.”

      “Smart one,” Glamshara replied, her lips curling into a somewhat mad smile. “So, Borgruk, I guess this little mystery is beyond the capabilities of the goblins, to the point where you need to bring in two humans and an orc?”

      Borgruk scowled. “The orc is a Blood Warden. His magic was almost powerful enough to counteract the poison. Now they’re here to find an antidote—and justice, if it can be found.”

      “Ah, justice,” Glamshara said. “You have a funny sense of it if you’re coming after me. It’s easy to blame the crazy poison mistress, isn’t it? Especially when she’s so jealous of her dear baby sister who stole the succession!”

      Kargan shot her a wary look. “You’re… not helping your case here.”

      Borgruk growled from behind them, his hand gripping his scimitar. “She’s sly, this one. She’ll twist your brain with her lies!”

      Glamshara’s smile widened. “Your brain? You’re more earwax than brain, Borgruk. Besides, you were here during the excavation, just like me.”

      “You think I could make a poison like you?” he laughed. “You’re dreaming!”

      “No,” Glamshara said, her tone turning deadly serious. “You didn’t make the poison. It takes a bit of intellect, not to mention the ability to follow directions and read. Then again, you are most definitely someone’s useful idiot. Of that, I assure you.”

      Borgruk growled again. “I’ve heard enough. Let’s bind her and bring her back.”

      He took a step forward, but Glamshara raised her blowgun in warning. “You know my aim is true, Captain. I’d think twice if I were you.”

      Borgruk hesitated.

      Kargan shook his head in frustration. “None of this helps. If she’s telling the truth, then the actual poisoner is still out there.”

      Glamshara smiled slyly. “And what’s your name, love?”

      “Kargan,” he replied, nodding to the others beside him. “This is Justin and Bohemond. Like Borgruk said, we’re here to investigate.”

      Bohemond stepped forward. “You have one chance to explain yourself, Glamshara. If I even think you’re lying⁠—”
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