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      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Xinra said, the disbelief in her voice almost palpable. “A deific flush?”

      All the gods stared at the cards laying on the table in front of Yonra. The deity was sitting back, grinning like a loon as he replied. “What? I told you that my luck had to turn eventually.”

      They all looked at Besalk, and the god of luck quickly raised his hands defensively, protesting. “I had nothing to do with it! Yonra’s luck may have been abysmal every other game, but I’ve never used my powers for or against him.”

      “In that case it means that Yonra wins,” Assyran said evenly, and he smiled as he added, “According to the rules laid down before this millennium’s contest, a deific flush means that all participants owe Yonra a major boon.”

      Everyone was silent briefly, and they stared at Assyran for a long moment. He was the Balancer of Scales, which was why everyone was happy to have him judging their contests, at least most of the time. Then they looked at Yonra in trepidation, seeing the grin on the bearded, blond deity’s face.

      “Uh-oh,” Fayliss murmured, the goddess of beauty eying him warily.

      “Oh, don’t get your panties in a twist, Fay. I’m not going to ask you for anything you’ll object to. As a matter of fact, I know exactly what I want, and it’s a minor price to pay for all of you,” Yonra said, rolling his eyes, and all the others tensed more. Yonra was a god of chaos, and they never trusted him when he smiled like that.

      “What might that be?” Xinra asked warily.

      Yonra snapped his fingers, and a sheaf of paper popped into existence in front of each of the gods, including Assyran, who took it with a raised eyebrow and slight smile. The various deities picked the pages up, reading them as Yonra spoke.

      “The world’s gotten too boring, so I want a new species. Nothing that will break the balance that you so desperately adore, but something interesting,” the deity said, grinning broadly. “What I want is—”

      “Bee-girls?” Demask demanded, his deep voice filled with shock.

      The others stared at the papers, then at Yonra. After a moment he replied mildly. “Yes, bee-girls. And bee-boys, but considering bees, they probably won’t be as common.”

      “Why? What do you have planned?” Fayliss asked suspiciously.

      “I don’t have anything planned, I just want to have some fun. I very carefully made sure the proposal won’t have anything that any of you object to,” Yonra replied, buffing his nails on his robe. “In fact, as long as you all agree to it, I’ll consider the favors… spent.”

      Everyone looked at Assyran, and the deity smiled slightly. “The favors he’s owed are his to call in, not my own. The proposal appears to be within the bounds of merely two greater favors, let alone as many as he has won.”

      “See?” Yonra said, and grinned. “Look, I’ll even agree to allow you to fix any problems that arise afterward, as long as the changes are kept to the minimum necessary to fix the issue. I just want my bee-girls, damn it.”

      Fayliss looked over the papers, and after a moment she nodded slowly. “In that case… I will agree to this.”

      The other deities hesitated, then voiced their own agreement as Yonra’s grin widened still more. And as their agreement was voiced, the world beneath them remained unaware of how much things were about to change.
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      The giant bee quickly circled the rose, humming happily to herself. Half her inventory was full already, which meant that she was making good progress. The queen would likely be pleased with her. Still, it wouldn’t do to wander into range of a wasp or spider in her eagerness, so she examined her surroundings carefully.

      The rose was large and attractive, and she practically salivated at the nectar she could smell from within. It would likely finish filling her inventory, and she didn’t see or smell any signs of danger. Not even from the fleshy creatures that occasionally hunted her kindred.

      So the bee headed into the flower, her humming growing still happier.
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      The adventurers had cut their way deep into the hive, and many workers had fallen trying to block their advance. The attackers were two humans, a dwarf, three half-elves, and an elf, all of whom had taken precautions to protect themselves from the venomous stings of the workers. They’d taken some injuries so far, but in return they’d felled dozens of workers, and at last they’d made it into the queen’s chambers.

      A swarm of workers, including several of the queen’s attendants, descended on the intruders desperately, and they could see the hulking figure of the queen past the attacking bees.

      With a yell a human warrior waved his shield and stomped, creating a shockwave that knocked the insects back. The elf chanted briefly and extended her staff, and an eruption of lightning blasted through the bees, stunning them as they twitched and fell to the ground.

      “Quick, get her while they’re stunned!” the dwarf called out, her voice clear.

      The group charged into the chamber, all the wax cells around them glistening with honey and pollen, and the queen began to bite and sting as she tried to defend herself. They surrounded her quickly, though, and she began flagging as they landed several telling blows, including one of the half-elves burying a dagger in one of her wings to keep her from flying.

      She staggered to the side as a hammer cracked her abdomen, and the attackers exclaimed in excitement as the other bees were starting to come to their senses. The queen felt the faintest sense of regret, wishing she could do something to protect her hive. In that moment she felt the offer, and she instantly seized the chance and agreed.

      
        
        Evolve Hive into Apis Hive?

        Evolving into Apis Hive

      

      

      A flash of white light blasted through the hive, blinding the attackers as they recoiled in surprise. As the light faded, the queen found herself changed. Echoing in her mind was a statement, but she ignored it, instead looking down at herself in surprise at the same time as her attackers looked at her in shock.

      The queen’s body was now more like that of her attackers, similar to that of a human, and with vision that focused forward. Her body was sheathed in black chitin armor, much like their warrior wore plate, but it had multiple yellow stripes across its surface and was cracked where she’d been injured. In one hand she held a rapier made of black chitin which shone with a layer of green liquid along its length. Beyond her attackers she could see her workers and drones, and they were slowly standing up again in shapes similar to her own, disoriented. Their eyes were black, with gold irises that looked faceted, and black pupils within, while each bore a pair of antennae. Most were workers, all of which were female, while the drones were male, as they should be.

      “What the… bees don’t do this, do they? Could it be a curse?” a human asked, looking at one of the half-elves. “Don’t tell me we did this for nothing?”

      “No, this isn’t something normal,” the half-elf replied quickly, her voice perplexed. “I’ll Analyze her—”

      “For the queen!” one of the drones called out, raising his rapier high, and he charged the elven mage in the back.

      “What—” the elven woman began, looking stunned, but she reacted a little too slowly, and cried out in pain as he buried his blade in her stomach.

      The others swarmed forward, brandishing their weapons as the intruders struggled to react, trying to rebuild a defensive line.

      “Royal Command, defend the hive!” the queen said quickly, her amazement turning to anger, and she felt mana surge, and a golden aura radiated from her, causing her subordinates’ speed to increase as their attacks hit harder.

      “What in the hells?” the dwarf yelped, but at that moment more bees entered the chamber, all of them in their new, humanoid form, and each of them grew stronger as they entered the queen’s aura.

      The attackers quickly fell under the flood of attacking bees. Their mage fell first despite the efforts of their priest to save her, then the bees focused on the lightly armored priest and rogues, until at last only the dwarf and heavily armored warrior remained. Even they fell, though the cost was another two dozen bees. At last it was done, though, and the queen took note of the message in her mind.

      
        
        Evolution Complete: Apis Hive

        Evolution Complete: Apis Queen Level 10

        Level Up: Apis Queen Level 17

      

      

      She considered the message for a long moment, then dismissed it with a thought. It didn’t matter, not really. Instead she looked at her hive and considered, then spoke firmly. “Deal with the fallen and the intruders. Keep their equipment; we have need of it.”

      “Yes, My Queen,” a surviving attendant said, the woman curtseying deeply, a diaphanous golden gown attached to her armor.

      “My Queen?” one worker said, kneeling and lowering her head. “Might I request thy wisdom?”

      “Speak,” the queen ordered, feeling somewhat impatient with the woman. The number of dead she’d seen so far horrified her, and she wanted to know the full extent of the damage to the hive.

      “I have been offered the chance to evolve into an Apis Warrior or to remain a worker. What would best serve the hive?” the worker asked respectfully, her head bowed, and the queen’s anger eased as she realized that the interruption was of use.

      “Evolve, and secure the hive. Ensure that all intruders have been dealt with,” the queen ordered and scowled at the attackers. “We are displeased by this assault.”

      “Yes, My Queen,” the worker replied, and quickly stood, a soft glow enveloping her body.

      The hive set to work, and the queen smiled in satisfaction. Even if most of the hive had lost their wings, save for her and the most powerful workers in the room, she believed that the risk had been worth taking. After all, otherwise she’d be dead.
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      The bee unsteadily struggled to her feet and held on to the edge of a petal as she glanced over the edge of the rose. Only minutes before she’d been happily harvesting nectar and pollen, and now… now she was different. She swallowed hard as she saw the long, long fall to the ground below.

      Then she asked plaintively, utterly confused by her situation, “What happened to my wings?”
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      The apis worker waited hopefully for nearly an hour, thinking that maybe another member of the hive would happen by and might be able to help, or even summon help, but none of them came into sight, despite being near the edge of the hive’s territory. While a tiny part of her was tempted to risk jumping, the sheer distance to the ground dissuaded her, and worse, the only other stems she could potentially reach were covered in thorns, which dissuaded her from trying to climb down.

      She licked her lips again, irritated by her new situation as she glanced up at the sky worriedly. The sun was sinking toward the horizon, and she really didn’t want to try making her way back to the hive in the dark. She wasn’t certain how well she’d be able to see in the dark and didn’t want to be out at night anyway. It’d be too easy to wander into a web, after all.

      So instead she took stock of what she had, frowning as she settled down in the fragrant rose. She was wearing yellow and black chitinous armor, and she had a sheathed rapier at her side, made of the same material. Her inventory was almost completely full, with four of the six slots filled with pollen and nectar, twelve stacks of each in those slots, and the last two slots only had seven portions of nectar and three of pollen at the moment.

      She hesitated, then tapped on her rapier curiously, wondering just what it could do. As she did so, she felt like she heard its description in her mind.

      Worker’s Sting (Level 5)

      Attack Power 8, Venomous

      Crafted by the Apis to defend themselves, these weapons are made only by their wielders, and are destroyed when others use them to attack.

      The worker’s antennae drooped, and she muttered dispiritedly. “Drat, that won’t help me get down. Maybe my armor can help me fly…?”

      Tapping her armor, she got a similar description, though it didn’t improve her mood any.

      Worker’s Chitin (Level 5)

      Defense 7, Self-Repair

      Crafted by the Apis to defend themselves, these armors only fit Apis, and quickly decay if their maker is slain.

      “Well, isn’t that just terrible. Like finding a giant patch of clover and all of its nectar was harvested,” the worker muttered, shaking her head despairingly.

      For a long minute the worker just sat there and moped, but she couldn’t manage it for long. Her instinct to do something was just too strong. After a moment of hesitation, she pulled out the pollen in her sixth inventory slot, leaving it empty for the moment. It took a little work to set the pollen in a spot where it wouldn’t blow away, but the worker didn’t mind. She just needed the inventory space for a little while, after all.

      “Let’s see, this is a little different than I remember, but I think it’ll work,” she murmured, settling down cross-legged beside the pollen, then began rubbing her hands together quickly. For several seconds there wasn’t any result, but slowly the worker began feeling small, soft fragments forming between her hands. She paused, seeing the bits of wax taking shape between her hand, then smiled happily as she murmured, “Good, I can still do it! I was worried for a bit, there.”

      She went back to work, and over about a quarter of an hour the amount of wax grew, until finally she finished it. The wax formed a hexagonal disc about an inch thick, and she admired it for a moment, smiling to herself. Then she put it in her inventory and started on the next one. If this was like before, she’d be able to make three pieces of wax each day.

      It took a bit less than an hour, though not much, until she had three pieces of wax, and she couldn’t make any more. Perhaps others would be upset, but mostly the worker was relieved, since it meant that not everything had changed for her.

      “Good, now that I have those… containers. I’ll make them to store the nectar and refine it into honey,” she said, nodding as she pulled out the last piece of wax and began rubbing and massaging it, kneading it almost like it was dough.

      Slowly the wax took the form of a hexagonal wax jar about six inches on a side, then into a second jar. When she finished after another quarter-hour, she pulled out the next piece of wax and repeated the process, continuing to turn each of them into jars. Only when she had all the jars complete did the worker relax, letting out a happy sigh as she smiled, then quickly filled each with nectar. Each of the jars took four stacks of nectar, and she nodded happily as she put them away, the jars vanishing into the pouch on her belt as they took up an inventory slot, two slots now empty, though she quickly put the pollen she’d set out away, then harvested the rest of the pollen and nectar she could get from the rose. It filled up the two slots which had been partially full, which was both good and bad, from her perspective.

      The good part was that she had the nectar stored, and had more inventory space now. The bad news was that she still hadn’t so much as heard another bee, which was worrying… and the sun was starting to set.

      Glancing up, the worker frowned unhappily, then murmured, “This is going to be a long night… maybe tomorrow? Please, my queen… I don’t want to be stuck here.”

      Even so, she couldn’t help feeling hungry, and after a few moments the worker reluctantly pulled out some of the pollen she’d gathered to eat it. She’d prefer honey, since pollen was usually used to make food for young bees, but it was better than eating the nectar.
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      Cora woke suddenly, sucking in a breath as she spasmed once, for an instant thinking she was still under attack, then she recognized where she was and let out the breath, struggling to relax.

      The ceiling above her was vaulted, and all around the chamber were graven images of dozens of deities, each of them extending a hand toward the center of the room where a glowing green crystal floated, shimmering with power. Cora groaned, closing her eyes as she reached up to pinch the bridge of her nose, hating what she was seeing. Waking up in the temple was never a good sign, even if the fact she’d woken up meant that she’d cheated death. Again.

      “Currency,” Cora muttered, and an instant later she knew exactly how much money she had left, and it made her heart ache. She had three thousand, six hundred and thirty-one coins, and it made her want to swear. She’d been so close to five thousand, when she’d be able to pay for access to the Tree of Life in Seldrim. Getting the funds had been the only reason she’d teamed up with Fedris and the others, and now… now she was even farther from her goal.

      “Welcome back to the land of the living, Cora,” a man said, his voice soft and almost feminine.

      “Hello, Ryan,” Cora replied, feeling resigned and just a bit bitter as she opened her eyes, looking up to see the androgynous priest, his long brown hair combed back to fall down his back. He was wearing his usual white robes, and his eyes were slightly bloodshot. After a moment she asked, “I don’t suppose any of the other members of my party avoided death, did they?”

      “Only in the usual manner of speaking,” Ryan said, gesturing around them, his expression darkening as he shook his head. “Alas, Death claimed Fedris anyway, showing that she pushed her luck a little too hard this time. My sympathies.”

      “Really? Well, crap. That makes me feel a little worse about worrying about how much my resurrection cost,” Cora replied, sighing heavily as she sat up, looking around as she did so.

      Around the edges of the resurrection chamber were twenty stone altars like the one she had been laying on, and on several Cora could see the sparkling green outlines of most of her companions. Or at least her temporary companions, since their party had consisted of those who’d been willing to take the risk of raiding a hive of giant bees. The reservoir of royal jelly hives contained was valuable, and she’d been looking forward to her share.

      “I can’t blame you. We never know when His Excellency will decide that someone’s time is up. However, as always, I must warn you that you are in grave risk of permanent death if you’re slain in the next month,” Ryan said gravely, offering a hand to help Cora to her feet. “I really would prefer you didn’t do that.”

      “You aren’t the only one,” Cora said, letting out a soft sigh as she shook her head, exclaiming in frustration, “The hell of the thing is how close we were! We’d almost taken down the queen when suddenly the bees all flashed white, then were replaced by strange, human-like people with antennae. I didn’t have time to Analyze her before they attacked, and we were too surprised to defend ourselves properly.”

      “They what?” Ryan asked, his eyebrows rising abruptly, and he winced sympathetically as he added, “That… is unfortunate timing for all of you.”

      “What do you mean?” Cora asked, looking at the priest suspiciously, her eyes narrowing as she asked, “Do you know something about it?”

      “Well… yes, of course. The gods sent a divine revelation earlier today,” Ryan said, looking distinctly uncomfortable. “A new demi-human species was created by them today, as a small percentage of giant beehives were given the opportunity to evolve into the new apis. It appears that your target hive was one of them, and that it had the unfortunate timing to occur during your raid.”

      “They what?” Cora demanded, her eyes widening as shock rippled through her. “I haven’t heard of anything like that happening in millennia!”

      “Not since half the beastfolk tribes had the same thing happen to them,” Ryan agreed, rubbing his chin unhappily. “The other priests checked, and this hasn’t occurred in just over three thousand years. That’s why I said the timing was exceedingly unfortunate for you.”

      “That’s just… really? Was all the luck in the world against us? We were almost there!” Cora exclaimed in frustration, resisting her urge to wave her arms about, keeping in mind that they were in a temple.

      “I know it’s frustrating, but there’s nothing we can do about what’s already done,” Ryan replied helplessly, shrugging as he looked at her in concern. “It isn’t like we can control what the gods do.”

      “Of course not; it’s just… well, frustrating,” Cora said, her anger slowly turning to weary acceptance. While she’d love to rage about it more, it wouldn’t do anything to help at this point, and Ryan didn’t deserve her ire. She was sure that he’d be getting enough of that from the others, after all. In the end, she shook her head, letting out a sigh as she murmured, “Sorry, Ryan. I know you can’t do anything about it. I suppose I should just be glad I left my primary gear in town rather than taking it with me. I’d hate to have lost that too.”

      “It’s alright, Cora, I know you weren’t angry with me. Besides, we’re used to bearing the brunt of frustration here,” Ryan replied, smiling warmly in response, shaking his head as he added, “This is just going to be a particularly bad day, since not many people who challenge more powerful creatures frequent our temple.”

      “Fair, fair. Well, I’ll get out of your way before any of the others wake. You don’t need to be dealing with two or more of us at once,” Cora said, glancing back to see that Edwin’s body had mostly solidified. A tiny part of her was thankful she’d been the first to wake, since waking to him arguing with Ryan probably wouldn’t have been pleasant. “Thank you for tending to us while we were resurrected.”

      “You’re welcome, Cora. Go with the gods, and do be careful,” Ryan replied, giving a shallow bow, then asked, “Would you like me to escort you out?”

      “Thank you, but there’s no need for that. I know the way, unfortunately,” Cora said, letting out a soft, frustrated sigh.

      She headed for the door, leaving Ryan behind as she entered the chapel, which was barely larger than the resurrection chamber. It depressed her to think about, since that meant enough people died to monsters to make such a large room necessary, but there wasn’t anything she could do about that. Instead, she paused near the shrine to Fayliss, looking on the image of her goddess as she considered. She hated to lose even more money after her death, but her faith quickly won, and she willed a few coins into her hand and dropped them into the bowl in front of the goddess’s statue.

      “Thank you for shepherding my soul away from the gates of death once more, Eternity,” Cora murmured, bowing her head before the shrine deeply, and a sense of peace washed over her as she continued to pray. “I will keep your blessings in mind as much as I’m able and beg you to forgive my unthinking trespasses.”

      After a moment more, Cora opened her eyes and headed for the front doors, beyond which she could see an acolyte sweeping the temple steps. She needed to retrieve her things from the inn and find dinner, then figure out how to recover from the massive losses she’d incurred. It wasn’t going to be easy, and Cora could just feel a headache forming.

      Unknown to Cora, behind her, the ten coins she’d dropped in the bowl shimmered, then slowly evaporated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      It was colder outside at night than the worker had expected, and she had been a little worried, at least until she’d wrapped herself in an inner petal of the rose as a sort of improvised blanket. The petal had worked rather well, and before too long the sun had dawned.

      There still weren’t any signs of any other bees, or apis, for that matter, but there wasn’t much she could do about that. Instead, the first thing the worker did was begin making more wax to turn into jars. Once they were complete, she’d be able to store the remainder of her nectar to turn into honey. It wouldn’t be perfect, but at least she’d be able to get it refined within a day or so.

      She also had to eat, which sparked a little more guilt in the worker, but she didn’t see much else that she could do, aside from climbing up to where she could peer over the edge of the flower again. It was a really long fall, and she didn’t want to risk it. She doubted she’d survive, as a matter of fact, but the risk was oddly tempting.

      “I don’t like being up here,” the worker murmured forlornly, wondering what was going to happen to her. After a bit, she started humming softly to herself, trying to keep herself busy.
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      “So, what do you want to do?” Brianna asked, sipping at her juice, then grinned as she added, “Aside from drink yourself into oblivion over everything you lost, that is.”

      “Oh, shut up,” Cora retorted, thankful she’d kept the potion for eliminating hangovers on hand. She ate her breakfast grimly, examining her friend and partner as she did so.

      Brianna was a human, and a rather skilled Swordswoman, one that Cora suspected would qualify to change to a Knight or Weaponmaster once she reached level fifteen. She had short auburn hair that hugged the nape of her neck while still being attractive, and which almost covered one of her blue eyes. She was wearing a tunic and leather trousers that fit her tanned, athletic figure, and her broadsword hung from the side of her chair. She was also a good enough friend that Cora would hate to lose her, even if she did want to strangle Brianna at the moment.

      “I told you that it was a bad idea to go into the hive with them, but no, you knew better. It was worth the risk,” Brianna continued, rolling her eyes as she ignored Cora to continue what she’d been saying the previous night. In all truth, that was what had driven Cora to drink so much, not her death and resurrection. Cora suppressed a sigh, waiting for Brianna to finish. “Instead you’re down over a thousand coins and are even farther from getting access to the Tree of Life than you were before.”

      “I’m well aware of that, and you were wrong, thank you. We would have done it and been fine if the gods hadn’t chosen that moment to introduce a new species,” Cora replied tartly, sitting back in her chair and glowering at her friend, hesitating a moment before she admitted, a little embarrassed, “True, it was a risk. I knew that going in, and if we hadn’t seemed to have good odds after the first couple of chambers, I’d have left. Unfortunately, the nature of how things went wrong meant that I couldn’t do that.”

      Brianna looked at her skeptically, crossing her arms and sitting back in her chair. Her friend’s response caused a flicker of honest anger, and after a moment Cora spoke coolly. “If you’re that insistent that I have to be wrong, maybe we shouldn’t be working together.”

      “Wait, what?” Brianna yelped, her eyebrows rising abruptly. “Isn’t that a little—”

      “Brianna, in the end what I did was a mistake, yes. However, you hounding me over it, insisting that my choice to take a calculated risk was wrong and otherwise trying to guilt me is beyond simply rude,” Cora interrupted, staring at her friend pointedly and noting the rising flush in the human’s cheeks. Cora paused, then continued bluntly. “It’s offensive, and not the sort of shit I need to be hearing when I damned well died yesterday. It’s horrible, especially for Fedris, and I’ve been admitting to the mistakes I’ve made. So would you let it rest already?”

      For a long moment Brianna was silent, and Cora sat back, feeling slightly guilty as she saw her friend look down at her plate. Cora was just glad no one else in the inn was close enough to hear them, though a maid was coming closer as she cleared a table that’d been vacated by a group of new adventurers.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize that you were taking it that badly,” Brianna said at last, letting out a soft sigh. “I just wanted to tease you, and I guess… well, I went a little overboard.”

      “Just a lot,” Cora agreed, taking a deep breath, then letting it out. She hesitated for a moment, then continued more gently. “In any case, as long as you leave it be, I’ll be fine.”

      “I can’t really leave you be, because the bees got you,” Brianna quipped, and Cora winced and groaned softly, shaking her head.

      “You… you’re just mean, you know that?” Cora retorted, glaring at her friend.

      “It was too good of an opening to pass up,” Brianna said unrepentantly, but she sat back as she asked, “Seriously, though, what’re you going to do? You’re nearly two thousand coins shy of your goal, now.”

      “Mostly I’m planning to look at the board and see what jobs are available,” Cora said, sighing as she sat back, abandoning the porridge at last. It wasn’t that good, anyway. She considered for a moment, then grimaced and added, “I’m thinking maybe I’ll go for some of the rarer ingredient retrieval quests. I only have Basic Salvaging, but they pay well, and killing creatures in the open areas of the Flower Forest is a lot easier than delves.”

      “Hm, well it’s certainly safer, and you really can’t risk death for a while,” Brianna said, sitting back as she thought, then grimaced. “I wish advanced forms of Salvaging and Harvesting were easier to learn and weren’t based on luck. It’d make our lives a lot easier.”

      “You’re telling me. Only a handful of jobs get automatically Harvesting, let alone Advanced Harvesting,” Cora said, feeling even more resigned. “I actually considered taking one when I was younger, then I found out that you lose them if you train out of the class.”

      “It definitely sucks,” Brianna said, sighing. After a moment she nodded, though. “That said, your strategy is probably the best. Even if it’ll take a long time, at least you’ll find plenty of minor drops to sell in the meantime, and you didn’t lose your best gear.”

      “Exactly what I was thinking,” Cora agreed, smiling. “Want to see what quests are in later? Heck, maybe we’ll even find someone with Advanced Salvaging who’s willing to help.”

      “Yeah, right. Like they’d be hanging out here, of all places,” Brianna replied with a laugh, grinning as she nodded. “But sure, we can do that. More coin is always good, after all… I need to upgrade my gear sometime.”

      “Very true,” Cora said, sighing as she thought about her own gear, as well as the cost of getting to the Tree of Life. It was going to take a few weeks for her to recover even slightly, likely as not, but that was how things went.
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      “Hey, Cora. You trying to recover from the losses yesterday, too?” Negan asked, the man’s voice slightly nasal, and the brown-haired man looked a little disgruntled.

      “That’s right,” Cora agreed, then paused as she looked at the Rogue, blinking as she saw the gear he was wearing. The leather didn’t fit very well and had coarser seams, while the daggers on his belt looked rather mundane. The sight was a far cry from the sleek black leather he’d worn the previous day, along with wickedly curved daggers in his belt. She hesitated, afraid to even ask, but after a moment couldn’t help herself. “You… you weren’t wearing your primary gear yesterday, were you?”

      “You weren’t?” Negan asked, blinking, then scowled as he muttered, obviously dismayed. “Shit, you probably had the right idea. I lost more than I care to think about with that death… I guess I got blinded by the reward.”

      “I was willing to take the risk, don’t get me wrong, but I didn’t want to risk the rest of my gear if we failed, so I pulled out the gear I replaced when I hit tenth level,” Cora explained, wincing at the thought of losing eleven hundred coins and her high level gear. She cleared her throat, shifting as she glanced at Brianna and added, “I had intended to take the old gear back home for someone else who wanted to become a mage to use, but… well, that isn’t going to happen, obviously. Not with the bees becoming demi-humans.”

      “Damned apis,” Negan muttered balefully, his gaze hardening suddenly. “They just had to evolve at that moment, didn’t they?”

      “We can’t change what the gods will,” Cora said simply, shaking her head as she glanced at the quest board, with various quests pinned to it. “What’re you planning for rebuilding your funds?”

      “I’ll probably be going back to Maple Ridge,” Negan said, grimacing as he let out a sigh. “There’s a caravan headed that way the day after tomorrow, and my gear is bad enough that I don’t dare take on most of the quests around here. Once I’ve gotten my gear up to par, I might come back. At least I’ll be high enough level to take on the quests there pretty easily.”

      “Fair, though you have my sympathies. For me… I’m planning on taking a bunch of gathering quests,” Cora said, wincing as she looked at the nearest one, which was asking for ten silvertulip buds. That wouldn’t be an easy quest, but the rewards were decent. She hesitated before admitting, “It’ll be time-consuming but is a damned sight safer than most of the other quests.”

      “Ugh, yeah… I’d rather go back to Maple Ridge, personally. I hate how mind-numbing those quests can be, and you can find a hundred plants or animals without getting even one of the requested items,” Negan replied, shuddering slightly. “I’ll take a guaranteed reward, thanks.”

      “Fair enough. I need to look at the board, though, so… good luck,” Cora told him and stepped away to look at the quest board more closely.

      “There’re quite a few gathering quests, and they tend to have pretty good rewards, at least on the rare ones,” Brianna commented, now that Cora was done, and she tapped one, continuing. “This one, for instance… ten intact wasp poison glands are worth three hundred coins.”

      “That’s because wasps can fight back. Most of the ones for plants are between a hundred and a hundred and fifty,” Cora replied, glancing at the silvertulip one again, confirming that it was worth a hundred coins with a wince, not liking the work that’d be involved, but it was better than the average of fifteen to twenty coins for common ingredients. “I’m not seeing many common ingredient quests, either.”

      “Probably because that’s what a lot of newer people take to start out,” Brianna said, considering for a moment, then nodded slightly. “I think that we should—”

      “Um, excuse me, I couldn’t help but overhear the two of you, but you’re planning to gather herbs and things like that?” a woman’s voice interrupted, and Cora glanced over and blinked.

      The human standing behind them was wearing a blue tunic and pants with white trim, and she had a mace and shield, along with a simple circle holy symbol made of wood hanging from a cord. Her skin was dark, almost the color of mahogany, and she had warm brown eyes and hair. It took Cora a moment to overcome her surprise, since she rarely saw human followers of the Mother Moon.

      “That’s right. Why are you asking?” Brianna asked in a friendly tone that Cora entirely understood, since warriors almost always appreciated the help of followers of the gods, as most of them could heal.

      “Well, I’m working on fulfilling the requirements of my next job evolution, and it requires gathering five moondrop lotus seeds,” the woman replied quickly, looking slightly hopeful. “The problem is that they’re really rare, and no one I’ve partied with wants to do many of the quests where I can find them. I’ve gotten one already, but no more. Would you be willing to accept some help with your quests, and help me with my job? While I’d appreciate something of a share of the rewards, I wouldn’t want much.”

      Cora smiled at the offer, tension she hadn’t realized had been there easing, and after a moment she spoke. “I entirely understand trying to get what you need for a job. I’m Cora, level eleven Mage.”

      “And I’m Brianna, a level ten Swordswoman,” Brianna added eagerly, smiling as she asked, “Who might you be?”

      “My name is Stella, and I’m a level ten Acolyte of Mother Moon,” the woman replied, bowing her head gracefully, another smile playing across her lips. “I’ve learned several healing abilities, so I should be able to help with any wounds, or even minor poisons. I take it you’re willing to allow me to join you?”

      “Certainly,” Cora agreed, knowing Brianna wouldn’t object, from the look on her friend’s face. “I’d say we should just figure out which quests to take, along with how much inventory space we have, then we can figure out just how to split any rewards.”

      “That sounds wonderful to me,” Stella replied, her smile widening as she stood up straight. “I’m good with whichever quests you’d like, and I have six open slots in my inventory.”

      “Alright, well, I want to take this wasp one. I’ll bet we’ll run into a lot of them while gathering, and we might get lucky,” Brianna said, sounding much happier as she added, “Beyond that…”

      They quickly began selecting quests, and Cora felt herself relax. These companions felt better than the ones she’d had before, and they’d probably be able to complete the jobs quickly enough to rebuild her funds. Hopefully enough for Cora to get to the Tree of Life before level fifteen, but she wasn’t going to hold her breath for that.

      They’d probably go out the next day, she decided, unless the others wanted to go out immediately. She doubted they’d want to jump straight in, though. Most groups she’d been part of liked having a night to get acquainted before going into dangerous areas, and it certainly would make Cora feel more comfortable.
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      The morning had gone well so far, and Cora was slowly relaxing around Stella as they slowly managed to coordinate properly. Brianna was excellent on the front lines, and Stella proved an excellent backup to her when they’d run into a trio of giant ants, while Cora took care of ranged combat.

      Their gains hadn’t been terrible so far, but they also weren’t as good as Cora would have preferred. They’d gotten two of the silvertulip buds, one poison gland from a giant wasp, and several other items they needed, but they were still a long way from completing any of the quests. At the current rate, Cora suspected that it would take two to three days to complete any of the quests, and she glanced up through the stems and flowers above to see that it was almost noon.

      The Flower Forest was an unusual area, in Cora’s opinion, though she’d heard of far stranger regions of the world, like the Glass Jungle, but it was also beautiful. Instead of trees and bushes, the entire forest was made up of titanic flowers that were as big or bigger than trees were in her hometown, and many rare alchemical materials could be found within it. On the other hand, it was also home to predatory plants and giant insects that were dire threats for any who dared enter the forest, and that was even without considering the kings of the forest, the gigantic flower minks. If Cora’s group ran into one of them, they’d have no choice but to run for dear life.

      Still, it was a profitable area for most adventurers who’d reached level six or seven to explore in groups, even if other areas would be better once they reached the mid-teens. Personally, Cora planned to stay here until she was level fifteen, and she suspected Brianna had the same plan.

      “Mosquito!” Stella snapped out, pointing her mace to their right, and Cora spun, catching the buzz of the creature an instant later. The human had sharp senses, Cora reflected, which made her wonder if she’d gotten a rare ability or the like, but it really didn’t matter. The elf spotted the monster quickly, and it was about fifty feet away, having just circled the stem of a daisy.

      The mosquito was the size of a dog and disgusting, the spear-like tip of its proboscis enough to make Cora’s heart beat more quickly, but she didn’t pause to let it get closer. Instead she pointed her staff at it and snapped out, “Fire Blast!”

      Mana surged into the staff as the crystal at its heart glowed a dull red, then formed into a pulse of fire that erupted into an orb the size of Cora’s fist and streaked across the clearing. The mosquito tried to dodge but wasn’t quick enough, and the bolt vaporized its wings, causing the creature to fall to the ground, twitching but not dead. Cora kept track of it, lowering her staff as she kept an eye out for more mosquitoes, but relaxed slightly as none came into sight.

      “Ice Blast,” she said more calmly, and this time the crystal glowed blue before a shard of ice lashed out to strike the mosquito, this time putting it out of its misery. And hers, for that matter. After a moment she said, “I think that’s the only one… I don’t suppose anyone wants to check it for salvage?”

      “Nope. I don’t need anything that comes from mosquitoes, and I hate them,” Brianna said promptly, shaking her head. “The only thing I dislike more are the ticks.”

      “Me neither. We’re going to be pushing our inventory limits as it is, and I’d rather keep space for rare drops of things like plants or the like,” Stella agreed, glancing at the mosquito with a wrinkled nose. “That’s toward the river, right?”

      “Yeah, which means there’re probably more mosquitoes that way,” Brianna confirmed, then gestured to their left. “Why don’t we go that way? I remember there being a fair number of tulips that way, and maybe some lilies.”

      “Sure,” Cora agreed, smiling slightly as she looked around. “We’ll have to go through a rose patch, so keep an eye out for thorns.”

      The others murmured their agreement as they turned to the left, avoiding the worst of the clusters of plants. Cora hoped they’d be able to find some of the lilies that Stella needed, though she also hoped they wouldn’t find them too quickly, as otherwise they might lose her help sooner than Cora would like.

      Soon enough they saw the thorns of the tangled webs of roses, and Cora moved a little closer to the others, eying the vines warily. She’d run into spiders that blended in with the vines before, and from the way Brianna had tensed Cora thought she remembered the incident in question as well. That had been a bad day, and both of them had nearly died. The roses above them might be a beautiful shade of red, but that didn’t mean she could allow herself to be distracted by them.

      Right up until the faintest strains of a song reached Cora’s ears, and they twitched slightly as the mage blinked, then asked, “Do either of you hear that?”

      “Hm?” Stella asked, looking at Cora as she blinked, which pretty much convinced Cora that she didn’t have enhanced senses.

      “Hear what?” Brianna asked, tensing visibly.

      “I hear singing from ahead of us,” Cora said, frowning as she looked around in confusion. She couldn’t imagine an adventurer coming out here and singing, not with how easily it could draw enemies down on them.

      “That… seems strange,” Stella said, frowning. The woman hesitated, then adjusted her shield as she added, “Does that happen often here?”

      “Never, as far as I know,” Brianna said, frowning at Cora. “You think they’re trying to play bait? I don’t think it makes much sense, but it’s possible.”

      “I don’t know. It seems to be between us and our destination, so… I suppose we may as well continue, if warily,” Cora said, taking a deep breath, then letting it out slowly. “I don’t know why anyone would sing here, though.”

      “Fair,” Brianna agreed, and Stella nodded as well.

      They advanced slowly, and slowly the song became clearer, though Cora’s expression turned from caution to incredulous disbelief as she heard what the words were. She didn’t say anything, waiting until the others heard it as well, as the slightly off-key voice sang.

      “The hell?” Brianna asked, suddenly stopping, and Cora paused, a smile flitting across her face at the incredulous looks on Brianna and Stella’s faces, as all of them looked up toward a rose that had to be sixty feet off the ground, and which was the source of the song.

      I’m a bee, I’m a bee, but not a bum-ble-bee.

      I’m a bee, I’m a bee, and there’s a flower in front of mee.

      Harvest the nectar to make the queen hap-pee,

      Gather the pollen to feed the lit-tle bees,

      I’m a bee, I’m a bee, but not a bum-ble-bee.

      “I… have no idea,” Stella said, looking mystified as she looked up at the flower.

      “I’m guessing that it’s one of those apis,” Cora said, suppressing her mingled anger and shock over the song. It was so silly she had a hard time connecting the song to the murderous creatures that’d swarmed her and the others. She blinked, then shook her head as she added, “It must be out gathering nectar and pollen. After what happened to me… I’d say we’d best get going. I don’t want it to attack us.”

      “Bees rarely started fights out here, but you probably have the right idea,” Brianna agreed with a nod, looking around cautiously as she added, “I don’t want to have something that’s after her decide we’re an easier meal.”

      “True, that’d be bad,” Stella agreed after a moment, straightening as she shook her head. “I just didn’t expect to hear a song here.”

      “You aren’t the only one,” Cora agreed.

      After a moment the other two led the way, and Cora followed them, keeping an eye out for trouble as the song began fading behind her. The lyrics were simple, almost like those that a child would come up with, in her opinion, but that made some of her anger toward the apis fade. If they were all like that, it might mean that they’d reacted instinctively to a threat, and that… was something she could understand.

      A few seconds later, though, the song ended with a shriek, then an exclamation as Cora spun around. “Wasp!”

      Looking up, Cora flinched as she saw a giant wasp sticking out of the flower, its wings fluttering as Brianna swore behind her.
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