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Book 4
The Arena’s Call


 


Chapter 1

Separated from the trio of heroes by a simple metal gate, the twelve-foot-long, luminescent green scaled and squat drake lay dozing in the Mana-lit cavern. Enclosed all around by cold stone, the drake slumbered fitfully, the silence only broken by the slow drip of water that formed a pool in the corner. As the trio watched, the drake yawned lazily and showed the inside of its pink mouth, one filled with rows upon rows of sharp, deadly teeth.

“I am not enjoying these surprises,” Omrak said softly while the trio edged backwards from the metal gate. Reaching over his broad shoulders, the giant blond Northerner pulled his large two-handed sword from its utilitarian sheath to eye the blade.

“Well, it’s just a single Dungeon Champion,” Daniel Chai said as he adjusted his shield. His plate mail armor clanking slightly as he moved, the shorter, slant-eyed and flat-nosed Adventurer added, “I rather like the change after fighting all those lizards.”

“Tough,” Asin hissed, her furry tail lashing out beside her as cat ears twitched, clawed hands kneading the soil as she watched behind them. Her short cloak covered her body, helping her to hide in the shadows she’d instinctively found, her dark fur blending in.

“I agree with Hero Asin,” Omrak growled. “A drake is significantly tougher than what we have dealt with before.”

“Too tough for us?” Daniel asked, eyes narrowing even further to slits. While no longer a Beginner Adventurer, Daniel knew he was still new to the adventuring lifestyle. It had not even been two years since he left his lifestyle as a Miner.

“For us heroes? Nay. We should be able to defeat this opponent,” Omrak said with renewed confidence. The teenager flashed a grin, lazily swinging the sword around his hand as he limbered up. “I but spoke for caution, to temper overconfidence. A hero must understand themselves.”

Asin chuffed slightly, her back arching and tail straightening for a second as her cat ears tilted downward. Daniel coughed at the same time as he stopped the bubbling laughter. Omrak telling them to not be overconfident. Daniel found himself smiling, the spike of concern fading.

“Start,” Asin said and walked over to the wooden lever that controlled the gate. She regarded her friends one last time to receive their agreement before she pulled on the device. Daniel shifted forward, his heavy crossbow in hand, a bulbous bolt locked in place.

With a screech, the pulley rose to the clanking of chains. As the noise reverberated around the cavern, the drake woke from its sleep. Twisting its long, sinuous neck towards the source of the noise, it hissed at Omrak who was in the process of ducking underneath the rising blockade.

“Come. Let us do battle and determine our worthiness!” Omrak roared his challenge and kept the monster’s attention as he strode in, his simple, black leather breastplate made of monster hide the Northerner’s only protection. In retaliation, the drake roared back its challenge.

“Good,” whispered Daniel, the crossbow snug against his shoulder as he crouched. He gently squeezed the trigger, the crossbow kicking back as he targeted the monster’s open mouth. Not realising he was doing it, Daniel held his breath as the bolt spun through the air and missed the open mouth, slamming into the creature’s neck. A small explosion resulted as the explosive bolt triggered, tearing off scales and making the monster scream again.

“Missed!” Asin laughed, lobbing a knife underhand. The knife glowed as it flew through the air as Asin activated Piercing Shot, allowing the throwing knife to drill into the drake’s mouth. The monster roared, the pain making the creature thrash. Its long tail swung around, careening like the end of a catapult into Omrak who had charged forwards to close the distance.

Omrak snarled as he blocked the attack, sword held at an angle as the tail impacted against the weapon and his body. The giant Northerner’s feet skidded backwards, digging into the ground and throwing up soil before the monster’s momentum finally came to an end. Omrak’s sword glowed slightly under his Skill, the drake’s tail notched from the blocked blow, scales crushed and blood beginning to fall. Taking advantage of the momentarily slowed appendage, Asin bounded up the creature’s body before flinging herself high into the air. Knives held beneath her, she landed with a thump on the monster’s back. Rearing itself backward in pain, the drake roared once more in an attempt to throw the Catkin off, even as she wrapped her feet around its body. 

“What was that?” Daniel shouted as he rushed forwards, his crossbow discarded as he drew his enchanted hammer and shield. As the drake swung its head towards Daniel, he skidded and fought for purchase on loose sand and slick stone.

Asin ignored her partner’s incredulous shout, too busy attempting to lever a scale off the monster’s back. Even as she did so, arcs of electricity danced from her body into the drake’s, the enchanted bracers she wore continually pulling electricity from the environment and her aura and grounding it in her foe’s body. 

Omrak snarled, swinging his great sword with both hands as he struck the drake. Anger coursing through his body at being ignored for his friends, the Northerner swung, again and again, trading ferocity for skill. Even as he righted himself from a stumble, he overextended and was forced to throw himself down to escape a grasping claw.

Struggling to his feet and running forwards, Daniel focused and triggered his skill Shield Bash. The attack slammed the monster’s lunging jaws into the air as he pushed forth with his feet. With quick steps, Daniel swung the spike on his hammer into the exposed wound in the drake’s neck as the head retracted from the initial attack. The spike sunk nearly all the way to the hilt before being ripped out, followed shortly by a flood of blood.

The drake hissed in pain and swung its head at Daniel. This time, Daniel was unable to block it in time, the blow sending him skidding across the ground before ending at the wall. Lying on the ground, Daniel groaned, grateful that the plate armour he wore absorbed the majority of the impact. He focused for a second, casting a Healer’s Mark on his body, starting the healing process to deal with the incipient bruises and pulled muscles.

“Nay, your battle is with me!” roared Omrak as the drake attempted to rush Daniel. His shout triggered his ability Challenge of the North, drawing the drake’s unwilling form to attack him again. Head lowered, it swiped with its front claw only to be blocked by Omrak’s great sword.

Grinning, Daniel stood up and adjusted his helmet before he took off running, listening to Omrak’s continued taunts and Asin’s yowling as her enchantments took their toll on the monster’s body. Time to finish this, Daniel thought.

 

***

 

As the drake let loose one last roar and collapsed almost on Omrak, Daniel exhaled with relief. As Asin tried to sit up from the floor, Daniel pushed her back down with one hand.

“Lie down damnit!” Daniel growled. “I’ve got to set your hip first unless you want it to heal crooked.”

“Hurts!” Asin yowled but complied, her claws kneading the loose sand as she focused on the large Dungeon Champion’s corpse. The Champion glowed for a moment, its body breaking apart as the Mana that held it together dispersed. With a light tinkle, the blue-grey Mana stone dropped to the ground, almost making Asin sit up again. Only a flash of pain as Daniel set her hip stopped her.

“Ah, here’s the chest!” Omrak happily tromped over to the chest and on Asin’s gold-filled heart. With a careless heave, Omrak opened the chest, curiosity driving his actions. Too late, Daniel noticed the Northerner’s carelessness as the chest released a cloud of gas into Omrak’s face. Coughing and wiping at his face, Omrak staggered back.

“Idiot. You’re supposed to check first!” Daniel snarled as he finished casting Minor Healing (II) on Asin before he strode over to Omrak. “Hold still.” With deft movements, Daniel gripped the Northerner by his leather tunic and splashed water over the man’s face. 

“Hero Daniel. I cannot see.” Omrak said, his voice higher than normal, almost panicked.

“It’s fine. Just hold still,” Daniel said soothingly. One hand shifted to grip the blond giant’s arm, the skin contact required for Daniel to trigger his Gift. That was what society called it – a Gift – but for those individuals like Daniel, born with an unexplained power, it was often a burden - for every Gift had a price.

As Daniel extended his Gift into Omrak’s body, a flood of information flowed into his mind. The slightly pulled hamstring. The twisted ankle. The bunion that was growing on Omrak’s foot. The poison that had invaded Omrak’s eyes, blocking the nerves that gave sight. All this and more swept into Daniel’s consciousness. It only took a gentle nudge, the slightest exertion of power to begin the cleansing process. And all it cost Daniel was a memory, a moment of his life. Daniel once again felt it slip from his mind, like an eel from a child’s hand.

“Now, come here,” Daniel guided Omrak to the wall and sat the man down gently. “Your sight will return in a little while. Till then, sit and think about what you did, you big lunk.”

“My apologies, Hero Daniel,” Omrak rumbled, bobbing his head in shame.

“No traps,” Asin announced behind the pair triumphantly, having taken the time to review the once trapped chest. The Catkin then reached inside and fished out a single item - a curved knife in a sheath. On closer inspection, the group noticed runes that indicated that the weapon was likely enchanted.

“Only one?” Daniel said, disappointment tingeing his voice. After all, Karlak had given them two items in the final chest.

“One.” Asin nodded, ears pointed downwards slightly, her tail drooping. 

“What! Is there only one treasure?” Omrak shouted as he pushed himself to his feet, hands waving around in front of him.

“Sit down,” Daniel snapped at Omrak. “And yes, there’s only one.”

“Do you think the trap destroyed the other?” Omrak asked guiltily.

“No,” Asin said snippily before she walked over to the Northerner and lifted the Mana stone from his pouch.

“What…? Is that you, Asin?” Omrak said, patting at his newly emptied pouch. “Wait! You only took the stone, right? Asin?”

“She’s gone,” Daniel sighed, shaking his head. Thankfully the Peel Dungeon had an exit from the Dungeon Champion’s cavern. It saved the team from having to trek through the previous floors on their way out of the Dungeon after completing it.

“Why did she leave?” Omrak said, frowning as he turned to where Daniel sat. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No. We’re just on a timetable. The Guild closes earlier in Peel, remember?” Daniel patiently explained. With nothing better to do, Daniel pulled his hammer out and began the laborious process of cleaning his weapon. As the silence lengthened, broken only by the swish of cloth on metal, Omrak cleared his throat. 

“Yes?” Daniel said.

“Can you tell me a story?” Omrak said, flushing slightly.

“A story?” Daniel said.

“Or just speak,” Omrak said hurriedly. “It’s just, sitting in the dark in the Dungeon…”

“Sorry,” Daniel said with shame. Of course, Omrak was feeling somewhat uncertain. They had spent the last five days battling their way down the Peel Dungeon’s floors, fighting smart lizard creatures who set traps, ran away and otherwise harried the team. As their vanguard, Omrak had suffered the most from the constant sniping attacks.

“My grandfather once told me this story, about the god Hanna. You know of her?” At Omrak’s nod, Daniel continued. “This was long ago. Long before Ba’al broke into Brad, when there were no Dungeons, and the Immortal War had not been fought. It was a more peaceful time when Erlis’s children were numerous and lived with her in her silver palace. Now, Hanna was, and still is, mischievous. Rather than stay at home, she would often sneak down to our plane to frolic with the animals.

“On this day, she found a horse whose coat was the purest white but for the blood that marred it and the wounds that the blood originated from. Hanna rushed forwards, grasping the horse by the side and asked it what had happened. A single touch on the wounds and Hanna pulled her hand back, for the wounds were poisoned. Poisoned with a substance that Hanna had never seen before. But Hanna was a god, a minor god perhaps, but a god and so she vowed to cure the horse.”

Caught in the story, Daniel forgot to wipe down his hammer. Instead, he was taken back, to a simpler time when it was just him and his grandfather. A time where the ring of pickaxes would resound from the mines, the never-ending creak of wheels as they rolled new ore out. A more peaceful time.

“Hanna brought back herbs that could cure any poison upon touch. Flowers that when crushed and mixed cleansed the body. Spells, chanted under breath, to drive toxins out. But nothing worked, no herb, no flower, no spell worked. In desperation, she searched through the mud and pulled out leeches, setting them upon the wound. These leeches would suck, drink the foul poison of the wounds and fall aside, twitching. And still, the wound festered, the horse slowly dying.”

“Surely it did not die?” Omrak said, head tilted to his friend. This was a story he had not heard.

“Patience, friend. The story is not over. When all hope seemed lost, when the beast lay on the ground, Hanna struck upon one last, desperate idea. Holding forth her own arm, she sliced it open with her knife. Her blood fell, mixing with the toxin. Finally, finally, the toxins left the beast, pushed away by Hanna’s divine blood. And so, the horse was healed. But another miracle occurred that day. For divine blood mixed with mortal and through Hanna’s sacrifice, the horse transformed. For now, on its head, a single horn grew, a facet of the divine.”

“A unicorn!” Omrak cried. “Divine creatures, sacred to all.”

“Yes, a unicorn,” Daniel said with a smile.

“That was a good story,” Omrak said with a smile. “And I think I can see again. At least, enough for us to exit.”

“Good. I’m glad you liked it,” Daniel said with a smile as he walked over to help his friend stand. Together, the pair exited the Dungeon slowly. Yet, Daniel could not help but remember the last part of the story, the part that Omrak had interrupted him from telling. For the toxins, driven away by the divine blood, would pool with the leeches that fell earlier. And together, they would mutate, creating the first demon-born. Creatures that held a Mana stone – the blood of the divine – in their body which gave them form. 

 

***

 

Later that evening, when things had quietened down, Daniel finally had time to check his notification. Lying in bed, he had to smile. Finally! He had finally achieved his tenth Level and gained access to the Adventurer’s Special Skill – Inventory. It had only taken grinding through the entirety of the Peel Dungeon, killing the Dungeon Champion and getting the Dungeon completion reward. Admittedly, he perhaps shouldn’t have used his Gift on that child…

With a quick wave of his hand, Daniel allocated his free attribute points and pushed away his thoughts. Done was done. Two to intelligence, one each to the physical attributes. He was still a front-line fighter after all and while Willpower allowed him to push through the pain and fear that could afflict him, what the team needed more was regular healing. It was, partially, what kept them in the game.

Content with his decision, Daniel flicked his hand and pulled up his character screen to review it in detail.

 


		

				
Name: Daniel Chai (Advanced Rank Adventurer)

Class: Level 10 Adventurer (33%)

Sub-classes: Level 7 (Miner) (04%)

Human (Male)

 

Statistics

Life: 296

Stamina: 296

Mana: 217

 

Attributes

Strength: 28

Agility: 25

Constitution: 31

Intelligence: 23

Willpower: 20

Luck: 15

 

Skills

Unarmed Combat: Level 3 (93/100)

Clubs (Novice): Level 4 (37/100)

Archery: Level 2 (88/100)

Shield (Novice): Level 2 (64/100)

Dodge: Level 9 (03/100)

Combat Sense: Level 9 (18/100)

Perception (Novice): Level 1 (06/100)

Mining: Level 7 (78/100)

Healing (Novice): Level 2 (48/100)

Herb Lore: Level 3 (42/100)

Stealth: Level 2 (29/100)

Cooking: Level 4 (13/100)

Singing: Level 2 (14/100)

 

Skill Proficiencies

Double Strike

Shield Bash

Perin’s Blow

Find Weakness

Mapping (II)

Inventory (Adventurer Special)

 

Spells

Minor Healing (II)

Healer’s Mark (I)

 

Gifts

Martyr’s Touch—The caster may heal oneself or others by touch and concentration, sacrificing a portion of his life to do so. Cost varies depending on the extent of the injuries healed.

 


		

	


 

 


Chapter 2

As Peel held no appeal for the band of Adventurers, not since clearing its Beginner Dungeon, the trio moved on. By common agreement, they would repeat Asin and Daniel’s initial trip, taking the journey to Silverstone. The large Dungeon City held not one but two Advanced Dungeons – Aramis and Porthos. In Silverstone lay numerous Adventuring Guilds, enchanters and blacksmiths. All that a trio of eager young Adventurers could want.

“This is a very big city,” Omrak said, his eyes slightly glazed as he constantly craned his neck from side to side. Three times the size of Karlak, Silverstone was both a major trading hub and a Dungeon City. Built at the confluence of three main roads and further boosted by the nearby Arq river, the city hosted caravans and merchants from all across the country. Even entering the city had been simple, a matter of flashing their Adventurer cards before being let in.

By unspoken consensus, Asin and Daniel took turns guiding the young giant by his elbow around the numerous pedestrians. Walking in the city was not for the faint of heart, even if Silverstone had a working sewage system. After all, pedestrian dangers included too-fast-moving wagons, Workers and Labourers carrying tonnes of cargo on their shoulders, and tamed pets of various ilk. In a city whose economy was driven by the presence of a pair of Dungeons, the use and keeping of war dogs, savage lizards, hunger beetles and other, more exotic, pets was not unexpected.

It was something that Daniel and Asin had only vaguely noticed on their first visit. Now, old hands at the city, they had begun to realise that there was still much that neither had really paid attention to. Up close, the gleaming, clean white image of the city gave way - the white, insulating clay grimy with dirt at shoulder level. Constant application and cleaning spells did little to stop the constant wear of tens of thousands of civilians pressed together, living their lives.

As they walked through the city, Asin was rubbing her nose, distracted by the stench and constant noise. Her expanded senses were under assault once again after the relative silence of the wilderness, forcing the Catkin to readjust. It thus lay to Daniel to take the lead as he guided the group to the inn that they had once stayed. Unfortunately, it soon became clear that residence at the inn, or any other inn, was going to be difficult to achieve.

Time after time, they were ejected from an inn before they could speak, their backpacks and travel-worn appearance a clear indicator of their needs. Finally exasperated and finding a particularly sympathetic older Innkeeper, Daniel leaned over the bar and asked, plaintively, “What tournament?”

“Oh, you poor boy. You didn’t know of it?” Erin the Innkeeper tutted. “A month ago, the Adventurer’s Guild announced that there would be a tournament held three weeks from now. Artos is scheduled to reopen in three months.”

“I have not heard of this Artos,” Omrak rumbled softly.

 “Well, you’re pretty young, so that’s no wonder,” Erin said. “It was all the rage thirty years ago. And fifty before that. And fifty before. It opens every fifty years you know?”

“But…?” Daniel said with a frown, brows drawn down as he did the math.

“Oh yes, it’s a big mystery why the Dungeon’s opening now. But all the Mages say it’s for sure opening, so we’re holding the tournament early. All the Advanced Adventurers were informed!” Erin chirped.

“Not fair,” Asin said with a growl, whiskers turning. “Experienced.”

“Oh pish-posh. Of course, it’s fair,” Erin said. “There are three tiers of experience, and everyone gets allocated according to each tier. The Guild has even announced that there will be a total of seven spots this year. That’s two spots for Advanced Adventurers just starting out. Like, well, you.”

The group quickly traded glances, their interest peaked. This was good news for them. Obviously, if so much fuss was being made about such a location, the rewards had to be good as well. Even if the tournament had created a temporary housing problem as Adventurers from around the country streamed in along with the Merchants, Alchemists, Trainers and other supporting Classes looking to take advantage of the event.

“Are you sure you have no place for us?” Daniel said, doing his best puppy dog impression. Asin let out a low snort, but Erin, falling for the little boy lost charm that Daniel had on older women melted slightly.

“Well, I do have an attic…” Erin hedged.

“We’ll take it.”

“It’s a bit drafty, and it hasn’t been cleaned…”

“We’ll take it.”

“And I don’t have bedding…” 

“WE’LL TAKE IT!” Omrak roared, his voice accidentally raised too loud. Instead of looking put off, Erin just smiled enthusiastically at the giant blond man. 

“Okay, you’ll take it. Rent will be one silver a day for each of you,” Erin said with a smile as she turned away to get the attic key. “Paid in advance.”

The team hissed in unison, the high rates taking their breath way for a second. Most labourers only earned a single silver for their work in a day. But then again, it made sense. The city was packed to the brim, was larger than Karlak, and had two Advanced Dungeons in it. Of course, it was going to be more expensive.

“You coming?” the matronly Innkeeper called out, hand on the stairway bannister as the three Adventurers slowly came to their senses. With a quick shake of their heads, the trio grabbed their bags and followed her up. While the trio had access to the Adventurer’s Class Skill ‘Inventory’, it was still severely limited and could not store all their belongings. At least, not at the level that they had right now.

Hours later, they stood in the newly cleaned attic, their sleeping bags laid out on fresh straw, a small pile of the inn’s belongings in one corner and a larger pile of junk near the trapdoor. Asin was in the corner with a newly brought up pot of water, a brush and towel, fastidiously cleaning her fur. Omrak was by the trapdoor, his arms held out for Daniel to pass the next piece of junk for the giant to carry away.

“I shall be back!” Omrak grunted as he lifted the broken and half-rotten chest in both hands.

“I’ll be here. And ask Erin about dinner!” Daniel called. This had not been how Daniel had envisioned his first day back in Silverstone. But as he turned and surveyed the now clean abode, he could not but consider it decently spent. At least, unlike so many others, they had a place to rest.

And tomorrow, they had a Dungeon to clear!

 

***

 

“What do you mean we aren’t allowed into the Dungeon?” Daniel said, almost choking on his words.

“Your Guild identification is invalid for Silverstone,” the guard at the Dungeon entrance said, his voice filled with boredom.

“But I got it updated in Karlak!” Daniel protested. “And I entered this Dungeon before!”

“You might have been brought in by a registered member, but you, yourself are not qualified. You’ll need to visit the Adventurers Guild and receive your grading. This is Silverstone,” the guard stressed the last word, almost as if the very name could underline the difference between their grand city and a small Beginner Dungeon town like Karlak.

Daniel sighed, finally giving up on convincing the guard to let them in. Muttering under his breath, Daniel led his friends to the Guild Hall. It seemed that being an Advanced Adventurer had significantly more rules than he had expected. On further thought, Daniel nodded his head in agreement. Since the gap between Advanced and Master Classes were so high, it made sense that the Guild would want to categorise Adventurers more. It even made sense why Beginner Adventurers were generally not included in this – many Beginner Adventurers never progressed beyond that rank. Many never even progressed past the first few floors of a Beginner Dungeon as they found the danger and violence of the lifestyle too great for their constitution. Better to focus development on those that truly desired to grow.

Having been to the Silverstone Guild Hall many times before, neither Asin nor Daniel was at all shocked by the sight that greeted them. However, for Omrak who was still struggling with the grandness of the city, the lavish and magnificent Hall was a revelation. While intellectually the Northerner had known that being an Adventurer was a profitable business, it was for the first time that he understood concretely both the reach and wealth the Guild could command.

Silverstone’s Guild Hall was a three-story building that took up two normal building lots with two separate, massive entrances and a gated yard for training laid out behind the hall itself. Considering the hall was built in the middle of the city, even the unpolished Northerner understood that such use of land was expensive. The building itself was set above ground-level, with wide, bannister-less staircases leading to the two entrances. The building itself, like many others, was clad in the same white clay, insulating those within. Unlike other buildings, however, enchantment runes gleamed in regular intervals across the building, ensuring that the clay and the building itself were both protected and clean. It made the entire Guild stick out even further in this crowded city. Early in the morning as it was, Adventurers streamed out of the entrances at a rapid pace, many fully armed and armored while enterprising merchants hawked their wares and services.

“Come on,” Daniel urged Omrak, breaking the blond from his trance. Omrak nodded firmly, quickly following the pair. 

“Why are there two entrances?” Omrak asked. The perceptive Northerner had already noted that one entrance was less popular. Many of the Adventurers passing through those doors were both less expensively clad and less well equipped, often wearing lighter armor than the Adventurers who passed through the more popular entrance.

“Quests and Dungeons. We’re headed for the Dungeon entrance,” Daniel explained to his friend.

“Ah! I recall Hero Asin and Hero Daniel speaking of their outstanding deeds in Silverstone!” Omrak said, crowing.

“Yeah, outstanding,” Daniel said, his face going carefully blank as he recalled one particularly memorable incident with an Alchemist. Never again would they be guinea pigs.

Inside the Guild Hall, a long snaking line lead to a familiar scene. No matter the size and location, Adventurer Guilds always seemed to look and feel the same. A single line that led to tables or counters where harried Guild Clerks awaited the Adventurers, taking loot and Mana Stones. Overseeing the Clerks were the Administrators, on-hand to deal with potential problems, assess rarer loot pieces and confirm assessments of Mana Stone prices when challenged. Hanging above, a large sign indicated the current purchase price for the most common loot items and Mana Stones.

Standing in line, the trio looked around curiously in an attempt to soak in new knowledge. There were a significant number of things to review and learn for the newcomers. The type of weapons commonly wielded both indicated the kind of dungeon environments and monsters they might meet as well as trainer specializations in the city itself. 

The sword was, as always, a popular weapon, though Daniel noted a higher than normal number of individuals wielding maces and hammers. There were even a few Adventurers who carried such blunt weapons as secondaries. That likely meant either a preponderance of skeletons or heavily armored monsters. Unlike Karlak, shorter pikes, quarterstaffs and spears were carried by some groups, an indicator that tight and often cramped quarters were unlikely – at least in one dungeon. Lastly, all groups had at least one, if not more, ranged weaponry. From Asin and Daniel’s experience, this was likely to deal with the flying Imps and other, long-ranged and flying monsters. 

Armor too told its own story. Not a single Adventurer in sight was bereft of a type of armor, whether it be lighter and more mobile untreated leather or chainmail or bulkier and heavier defensive equipment like Daniel’s plate armor. Daniel absently did note that even here, his full set of iron plate was rare, most Adventurers both preferring either lighter fare or had progressed to full steel plate. Still, the overwhelming presence of such pieces of armor showcased the greater danger these Dungeons held.

Asin, on the other hand, was the first to note the prevalence of enchanted equipment. Unlike Beginner Dungeons where most Adventurers had at most one piece of enchanted equipment, the Adventurers in this building often sported multiple pieces of equipment. The most common sight was an accessory of some sort, protective gear and an enchanted weapon. Omrak, with no such equipment, was an unusual sight, one whose presence highlighted their newness.

Team mixes were less useful as an indicator. After all, teams might have injured, sick or otherwise indisposed members who were not present at the Guild Hall. Few teams had the luxury of a Healer on hand and as such, must either soldier on through pain and injuries, use precious and expensive healing potions or make do without that member. In addition, not every team member was required for the sale of Mana Stones and loot. With most Adventurers having a keen idea of the value of the goods they had collected – and the in-built trust that guarding each others’ backs engendered – the distribution of earnings later on in a more comfortable environment was common.

As such, it was of no surprise to Daniel to see what looked to be teams of two, three or seven standing in-line or outside it. Still, a few things could be gathered. The makeup of Adventurers in Silverstone was more varied than Karlak. Ranged weapons, polearms and sword wielders were common, but so were lighter clad Adventurers, many who seemed significantly less muscular than their compatriots. These were fast moving fighters like Asin or potentially spellcasters or their ilk - individuals who harnessed the power of Erlis directly. Still, like most things involving magic, they were rare. Even in the cavernous hall that was the Guild, Daniel could only easily spot maybe a dozen such individuals.

Loot that these Adventurers carried told their own story. While Mana stones continued to the majority earnings for most Adventurers in the Dungeon, loot drops could appear. Sometimes, those loot drops were of no use – Kobold Shivs from Karlak came to mind – but like the pack rats that they were, Adventurers would often bring up anything they deemed even mildly profitable. And so, before their eyes, they saw rolls of carpet, obsidian pincers, gooey eggs sacs and even a live fish deposited on the loot tables. The Clerks, used to such scenes, never even batted an eye, only on a few occasions calling for help in valuation.

The last thing the trio noticed was the preponderance of guild badges. Some were badges that Asin and Daniel had a little experience with – the wreath of red roses for the Red Roses, a simple Green Robin on a background of blue, the Burning Fields ornate badges – but there were more, many more. The badges were all simple, easy to note and process. A skull with a sword and mace crossed over it, a single pair of cat eyes, purple flames on a field of black, seven simple stones. There were so many that it was more of a surprise to see an Adventurer without a guild badge than the other way around.

“Next!” The Clerk’s voice broke Daniel’s observations. Together, the three Adventurers hurried forward to the waiting bureaucrat.

“Yes?” the Clerk said impatiently.

“We’re new Advanced Adventurers. Just cleared Peel and Karlak. We need to be registered?”

“Registered and tested,” the Clerk said. “Hand on the ball. One gold piece registration fee. You’ll be given your testing chit once paid. Go out the backdoors to the training field and give it to Seth.”

Reluctantly handing over the gold piece, Daniel watched as the crystal ball glowed, registering his new home Adventuring Guild in Silverstone. 

“Who’s Seth?”

“The man behind the table,” the Clerk snorted, sliding the gold coin away and handing over a simple wooden board marked with a pair of scales on it. “Next!”

Daniel paused, uncertain for a moment, but he stepped aside as the Clerk shot him an impatient look. Asin quickly stepped forward, whispering the word ‘Same’ and proceeded to receive the same spiel. Rather than crowd the table, Daniel walked to the back door to wait for his friends.

 

***

 

“Newbie Adventurers eh? We can do this two ways,” Seth said when the trio offered him their chits. It was obvious, now that they were here, why the Clerk felt explaining who Seth was did not require any additional words. He was the only Clerk in the back and, being a Turtlekin, extremely obvious.

“Two ways?” Omrak asked. “I seek not to receive false accolades.”

“Northerner, aren’t you?” Seth said with a roll of giant eyes. “No false accolades given here. We’re the Silverstone Adventurers Guild. No, the first way is easy. I mark you guys as Red Advanced Adventurers, and you can start delving immediately.”

“Red?” Daniel asks, Asin quietly nodding behind.

“Red is the lowest form. We use a colour system to stratify Adventurers. Goes red, orange, yellow, green, blue and white. You can advance in your colour standing in one of two ways. Either breach the necessary level in the Dungeon – the Dungeon level standards are posted in the foyer of each Dungeon respectively – or you come back here to test. Which is option two,” Seth says.

“Test?” Omrak asked, tilting his head towards the training fields. Already, his eyes sparkled at the thought of testing himself.

“Test,” Seth said. “That’s what the gold piece is for. But to run the test properly, we got to push you, so you can get injured. Fair warning.”

“That is of little concern,” Omrak said, one hand over his head as he stretched out his arm muscles. “Hero Daniel is a mighty healer.”

“Healer eh?” Seth said, swivelling his long neck to stare at Daniel with sudden interest. “Well, that changes matters. Depending on your Spells, we could upgrade you to Yellow rank immediately!”

Daniel groaned inwardly while Asin was much more direct as she poked Omrak with her claw and glared at him. The teenager had already been warned to not speak of Daniel’s abilities. With magic users rare, and Healers, in particular, being extremely in demand, Daniel had already experienced the politicking and the ends the guilds would go to acquire a Healer. Still, the cat was out of the bag.

“I’m not exactly a Healer. I have a few healing spells but not the Class,” Daniel said, correcting the misconception.

“What spells?” Seth said, some of his initial enthusiasm waning.

“Minor Healing II and Healer’s Mark,” Daniel reported.

“And your Level?”

“Ten.”

“Really?” Seth said, slightly surprised now. “And you cleared a Basic Dungeon?”

“I did,” Daniel said, pointing to his friends. Omrak, having grown bored with this conversation had wandered off to the training ground where he was loudly announcing his intention to take the Advanced Class test. A few Adventurers, training on the grounds, were giving the big Northerner angry glares at his proud boasting. Except Daniel knew that Omrak’s volume had nothing to do with pride or a desire to publicly announce his actions but long years living on barren, windswept mountains. Asin had followed along with Omrak, probably as much out of curiosity as a genuine desire to test herself. “I completed Karlak with them actually. And we just cleared Peel too.”

“Ah, good team then,” Seth nodded. “Well, you might not have the same number of spells, and you’re a bit under-Leveled, but I think, hmm… I could probably offer you an Orange designation. If you wanted more, you’d have to test.”

“Orange,” Daniel muttered. “Can I think about it?”

“Sure. It’s your time,” Seth said as he waved Daniel away. Nodding in thanks, Daniel walked over to watch his friends, not forgetting to take a drink from his canteen. 

Already, the two newcomers were beginning to be put through their paces. In a fenced off, dirt sparring ground, Omrak faced a monster of a melee fighter, an individual so large, he made the blond Northerner look average sized. Hefting a long stick wrapped in steel, Omrak’s opponent attempted to bludgeon the Northerner into the ground. Each strike between the pair was so violent that the attacks rang out through the courtyard, Omrak barely able to stay standing under the onslaught. Yet, no matter how fast or how hard his opponent swung, Omrak always managed to get his sword in place to block in time.

In another corner, Asin was running an obstacle course filled with strung ropes, sharp pits, swaying rope bridges and spinning rocks. All the while, Asin had to attack targets - with failure to do so resulting in an attack of opportunity launched against the Catkin by the invigilator who strode alongside the course.

“You joining us?” The speaker was an older woman in her forties, an eyepatch over one eye and clad in a tight leather tunic that showcased the intimidating number of muscles that clad her body. When she noticed that Daniel’s attention was focused on her, she offered him her hand. “Angie.”

“Daniel,” he replied, shaking her hand. 

“So, are you?”

“I’m just watching for now.”

“Really. So, you’re going to let the bureaucrat dictate how strong you are?”

Daniel smiled at the challenge in Angie’s voice. “Seems like I’d be as strong as I am whether I take the test or not. The only difference might be the color of my designation.”

“Har,” Angie laughed, slapping her thigh in mirth. “That’s a pretty mature way of looking at things. Surprising for one so young.”

“I’m not that young,” Daniel protested. Unfortunately, those with his own ethnic descent were uncommon in Brad, often leading to instances where he was mistaken for being younger than he was.

“Most of you kids are, to me,” Angie said, chuckling. “But you are wrong about one thing. If you test, I’ll guarantee that you will learn something. Might even save your life.”

“Oh?” Daniel said, intrigued. “What?”

“Well, if I could tell you, what would be the point of the test?” Angie said with a smile. After a moment, Daniel finally acceded to her request.

“Good man. Come on,” Angie pointed to an empty sparring ring, rolling her shoulders as she entered the ring.

“Wait. I’m fighting you?”

“There a problem?” Angie asked, the glowering threat by the one-eyed lady making Daniel suddenly gulp and shake his head. He never had a problem anyway, just surprise. As she glared at him, Daniel hurried forward quickly while pulling his hammer and shield off his back. Already, he had begun to regret his choice.

 

***

 

“Yield!” Daniel croaked out loud, spitting around the sand that had entered his mouth. Legs splayed across his back, Angie had his weapon arm cranked up behind his back while she ground his body into the sand, her weight pushing down across the younger man’s back.

“Eighteen seconds,” one of the bystanders said laconically. “You did worse than the last time.”

“Remember, just tap my body if you can’t speak,” Angie reminded Daniel as she got off him and helped him to his feet.

“Are you sure this is the test?” Daniel complained as he rotated his shoulder to remove the ache in it. Already, Daniel could feel the numerous bruises that covered his body. While the plate armor protected against impacts and strikes, it was also brutally uncomfortable to fall in with the edges digging and bruising his body on each landing. And it did nothing to protect from Angie twisting and yanking his body like a straw figure.

“It’s my test,” Angie said with a smile. “Again?”

Daniel stared at Angie, wondering how many more times he was going to be tossed to the ground. At the wide, sadistic smirk, Daniel could only sigh. It seemed the answer was ‘a lot’. Still, Daniel bent to pick up his weapons and got into his combat stance again. If there was one thing that Daniel had, it was his stubbornness. You either grew a stubborn streak as a Miner or you left the Class. Under the earth, the weak and the hesitant broke.

 

***

 

“Minor Healing,” Daniel whispered under his breath, using the vocal component to help focus his swimming mind. Having rolled over onto his knees, Daniel had to pause as the world rolled like the sea on a gusty day.

The slight warmth of Mana leaving his body, and the cold healing pressure of his Spell entering it a second later helped him focus. He felt something shift, a slight pop in his ears as the cloudiness in his thoughts parted. Concussion. I have a concussion.

“Oh shit, did I throw you too hard?” Angie said, bending down. “Crap, they’re going to ream me out again…”

“I’ll… I’ll be fine. I’ll just heal myself,” Daniel croaked, still not realising he had spoken aloud. Khy’ra’s voice came to him, reminding him.

“Never use a healing spell on a brain injury if you have a choice. The possibility of making the injury permanent is extremely high. Our spells are no substitute for actual healing, even Healer’s Mark speeds up the healing process too much. Better to take the time to treat the wound properly and let it heal naturally,” Khy’ra said in one of their talks after a particularly long evening in the free Clinic they had run together in Karlak. The next part Daniel recalled clearly for in her voice was the slight incredulity, the awe that she had felt for his Gift. “Your Gift though, that should be fine. From what you’ve told me, you can sense what is wrong and fix it directly.”

His Gift. Once again Daniel reached within, finding the spot where his Gift lived. He pulled on it, focusing on his mind, on his injury. As Khy’ra had eluded to, he ‘felt’ the wrongness, the bruising and injury, the incipient inflammation from being thrown so often. It took only the lightest of nudges, the smallest application of warmth to shunt the damage away, to clear his mind. 

“Be nice to be a Healer. If we had a Healer, I wouldn’t have…” Angie trailed off, visibly shaking her thoughts aside. “You good yet?”

“Just need a little more time,” Daniel said softly, focusing again as he called forth his Mana. Healer’s Mark, a heal over time spell sped up his regeneration, allowing his body to heal the numerous other injuries that had collected over the fight. Even the minor damage he hadn’t cleared in his head from his Gift would be fixed by this wide area spell. 

“Well, we’re done. I’m impressed. Seventeen times. Most give up after the eleventh,” Angie said. “Like somehow the number ten is the right number, the one that they had to beat to be considered tough.”

Daniel laughed slightly as he slowly clambered to his feet. Angie had taken him on, shield and mace equipped, unarmed each of the seventeen times and each time, she had put him on his back before she gripped and controlled his attacking arm with consummate ease. She had dodged, jumped, punched and clambered over him like a particularly affectionate monkey, always one step ahead of Daniel. Through all seventeen times, Daniel had learnt only one thing – do not let her put her hands on him. For the moment she had her hands on him, the fight was over.

“What was that?” Daniel said as the pair exited the arena to allow another group to take over. As Daniel crossed by the waiting Adventurers, hands reached out to clap him on the shoulder in congratulations. Vocal encouragement was also added, though there was a tinge of gleeful amusement to it all too. One that Daniel felt was perhaps the kind that the long-suffering felt upon seeing another added to the list.

“Lopak,” Angie said. “It’s a fighting style I was trained in when I was little. Focuses on controlling your opponent’s limbs and body to defeat them.”

“But surely, it’s more dangerous…” Daniel trailed off, glancing at his shield and mace that had been of little use in their fight.

“Har! Of course, it is. I’m not recommending you trade your weapons away. Just that it’s worth knowing what to do when your opponent is too close for you to wield them,” Angie said with a nod. “You’d be surprised how often a little knowledge like that could save you.”

Now that he was no longer focused on his own suffering, Daniel noted that Omrak was currently showcasing his strength to all, going through a circuit of lifting, pulling and carrying exercises in one corner. To Daniel’s experienced eyes, he realised that Omrak had not gotten off unscathed from the fight with his movements slightly more stiff than usual. In another corner, Asin was sparring with Omrak’s previous opponent. Though perhaps sparring was the wrong word as Asin ran around the arena, throwing her knives and otherwise harrying the Adventurer who attempted to catch her. 

“Your friends are doing well,” Angie said, seeing where Daniel’s attention had been drawn. “You’re still all Red badgers, but in a few weeks, I dare say you might qualify for Orange. If your Catkin had a few more enchanted pieces, maybe even now.”

Daniel nodded at her words. Asin was, without a doubt, the fastest and most agile of the group. She seemed to have a second sense for where attacks would come from as well, a fact that frustrated Daniel and Omrak in their sparring sessions. If it wasn’t for the fact that she had difficulty injuring others, Daniel would undoubtedly consider her the most dangerous of the group.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Angie said, clapping Daniel on his back and pointing to the obstacle course. “You’re not done yet.”

“But…” 

“No buts. No waiting around for your Mark to finish,” Angie said with a sniff. “You don’t always have the luxury of healing in the Dungeon.”

Groaning, Daniel strode over to the obstacle course, a thread of dread already running through him. He hated obstacle courses. At least, he consoled himself, they were not as bad as puzzle rooms. Puzzle dungeons could burn with Ba’al.

 

***

 

Hours later, the trio stared at the simple red sheath that now covered their Guild cards. The other Adventurers called it a badge, but really, it was a simple cloth sheathe that stored their cards. A physical reminder for the world that not only were the group Advanced Adventurers, but they were the lowest of the low in that group.

Yet for all that, the trio found themselves grinning as they strode back to their attic in the Lonely Candle. It might not have been much, but now, they had a goal. And the ability to enter the Dungeon the next day.

 

***

 

Later that evening, Daniel found himself seated in a corner, a single candle the only illumination as he painstakingly worked on the letter before him.

 

Dear Khy’ra,

 

Well, we’re in Silverstone now. We finally cleared the Peel dungeon, and I’ve hit Level 10! Now I have the Level to go with my status of an Advanced Adventurer. The city, as mentioned, is big. Omrak wandered around, wide-eyed all of today. It was kind of funny actually, even if we did have to beat off a few pickpockets. I’m not sure he noticed.

We’re currently staying in the Lonely Candle. The innkeeper is nice; she reminds me a lot of Elise. Do say hi to her for me as well as Litzburn and Liev.

Talking of Liev, how come I didn’t know he was the Guild Master? Was it just me? He never put on any airs; I just thought he was a senior clerk. I don’t think I’d have spoken to him the way I did if I had known. 

In Silverstone, the Adventurers Guild has a training grounds staffed with old Adventurers. Met a very strange woman today who kept making me eat dirt for our testing. I’m now officially an Orange tier Advanced Class Adventurer. They wanted to give me the Yellow tier because of my Healing spells, but I refused. It feels a bit wrong, just because I have a little knowledge. It feels unearned.

I know, you’ve cautioned me again and again about how useful healing is. How important it is. But, it just seems strange. Learning healing, even Healer’s Mark from you, it never felt earned.

I’m sorry. You probably heard enough of this from me before. I miss you. Hope things are going well. Say hi to everyone.

 

Love,

 

Daniel 

 

Staring at what he had written, Daniel could not help but grimace. It sounded like he was whining. But, paper was expensive and what he had written was the truth. Khy’ra knew better anyway, to ignore his whining, his complaints. He was sure she’d read between the lines. 

 


Chapter 3

Morning. It was going to be a glorious morning, Omrak thought as he bounced lightly on his feet outside the Lonely Candle. As always, both Asin and Daniel were slow, taking their time to exit the building because, well, because that was them. Omrak would be frustrated if there was not so much to see!

Even early in the morning as it was, raining as it was, Silverstone was busy. In the last five minutes, Omrak was sure he had seen more people – more different people – than his entire village held. There was the baker and his assistant, working hard at producing the fresh, unleavened bread that was in demand. They even made these tasty sweet buns, ones that sold nearly as quickly as they emerged from the oven, at an outrageous price of ten copper. 

Down the street, farmers and labourers arrived from the nearby village, intent on bringing their produce to market. There were so many farmers that the city had multiple markets that ran every day. Dedicated grocers purchased these goods as well from various farmers, selling the produce on to the hungry populace for a little convenience. They had so much abundance that Omrak had even seen some grocers throwing perfectly good food – food that was just a little rotten – away last night.

“Omrak!” Daniel’s voice called to him, and Omrak turned from his people watching, grinning at his friend. “Get out of the rain. Or at least put something on your head.”

“Ah, Hero Daniel, this is wonderful weather. Why would you seek to hide from it?” Omrak said, shaking his head and leaning his head back to once again enjoy the downpour. 

“Because you’ll get sick and cold,” Daniel said, shaking his head. Omrak just laughed boisterously, more so when he heard Daniel mutter about him lacking the sense to get out of the rain. Asin snorted, wrapped tight in a slick woolen cloak that shed the water. Rather than take part in the argument, the young Catkin had taken off towards their destination.

Their destination. Omrak’s grin widened as he strode forwards, barely noticing how the smaller Southerners all scrambled to get out of his way. They were going to a new Dungeon today. Porthos it was. What a strange name. But Southerners were very strange. The land had been conquered, split and reconquered so many times that many names of places came from other kingdoms. But that was why Brad was so interesting.

“Remember, Omrak, we’re just going to explore the first floor today. We might not even make it to the first Overseer. It’s a very big floor, and while we purchased a floor crystal, with the way the walkways move, it’s not as useful as you’d think.” 

“Of course,” Omrak rumbled in agreement. Still, at the mention of the floor crystal, Omrak could not help but glance down at Daniel’s waist. The map crystal was an amazing piece of enchanting, even if they were mass-produced and would require charging in a month. It had cost them nearly all their remaining gold, pooled together. But with it, the team did not have to concern themselves about getting lost in the massive first floor. After all, Daniel’s extremely useful Mapping skill required that he actually visit said location before. And with the walkways supposedly moving, previous paths might not necessarily hold true any longer.

This time, the trio was not stopped at the gate after they flashed their newly acquired badges. They were even wished well by the guards, a blessing that Omrak returned heartily. Facing the silvery portal, Omrak bounced on his feet once again and began a series of long, slow stretches, working out the kinks and aches in his body. Rather than using friend Daniel’s precious Mana, Omrak had decided to forego the healing. It was, in the end, better for his body to adapt to the strain that he placed on it gradually. Magic, while useful, was no replacement for hard work!

“Ugh!” Omrak grunted as he stepped through the portal, walking forwards immediately to join his friends at the corner of the platform they were on. The portal had sucked away some of his body heat on transit, a side effect of being sodden to the bone, and left him slightly chilled.

“Beautiful! It reminds me of home. Except for the moving walkways. And the floating platforms. And the lack of rocs and harpies,” Omrak said to his friends as he drank in the view before him. As mentioned by the Northerner, the first floor of Porthos consisted of a single, expansive cavern whose bottom and top could not be seen by the naked eye. Low hanging clouds floated through the cavern, occasionally obscuring floating stone platforms, while beneath them, a never-ending mist roiled. Stone walkways, some wide enough to drive a caravan on, others barely large enough for a single person to walk, connected platforms. The never-ending groan of moving stone echoed continuously through the titanic cavern as walkways mysteriously moved, connecting new platforms without rhyme or reason.

“Right. So, nothing like home,” Daniel said with a smile. Already, he had shed and stored his travelling cloak and loaded his crossbow. Omrak glanced at the long-ranged weapon and quickly put on his skullcap to cover his head as well as a metal gorget for around his neck. It was not that Daniel was a bad shot. It was that he was a terrible shot. And yet, he persisted in using that weapon.

“Very well. I shall lead,” Omrak announced and pulled his sword from its sheath across his back. At first, the group were crowded together with other Adventurers exploring the floor, but as walkways split and split again, the initial crowd slowly faded, leaving the trio alone but for another party a few hundred meters behind them.

It was as the group were striding across a walkway four feet wide that the Dungeon monsters launched their first attack. A dozen Imps came screeching down from the clouds - scaled, warty figures gliding down on bat-like wings. The monsters were mostly black with shades of red that highlighted claws, pointed ears, and sharp, needle-like teeth.

“Imps!” Asin called out a second before Omrak and Daniel chimed in. Already, the Catkin had knives in her hand, assessing the arc of descent of the attackers before she threw. 

Omrak had his own hatchets, but those throwing axes were precious to him. Rather than waste funds on potentially losing his weapons forever, Omrak much preferred to bat these monsters out of the air. As a trio of Imps neared him, Omrak launched himself into the air with a sudden jump, his attack catching everyone by surprise. A quick swing of his sword caught two of the three Imps leading the charge, slicing part of a wing off in one case and in another, tearing open its body. Not to be left out of the fight, the third Imp swiped a claw across Omrak’s face, foiled by a sudden duck of the neck. Even so, the attack left a light scar across his skullcap.

As Omrak landed, he snarled and shook the monster that still hung on to life off his blade, stepping forwards to quickly stomp on the struggling creature. Behind, the injured Imp managed to land, precariously, on the edge of the walkway before furling its wings and running to launch itself against Asin.

“No. You are mine!” Roaring, Omrak triggered his skill Champion of the North. All around, Imps that had flown past and were returning, and those already engaged with his friends, turned and charged the Northerner. Crouching low and grinding his feet into the walkway, Omrak readied himself.

Even as the nearest Imp threw itself at him, Omrak had time to focus on his friends. Daniel was dashing past Asin as he chased his own attackers. His slow and heavy tread were not quick enough, but Asin had taken the opportunity to attack the fleeing opponents’ legs, hamstringing, cutting tendons and otherwise crippling the monsters. This gave Daniel time to catch up and begin his own attacks, his crossbow discarded and forgotten on the walkway.

Then, Omrak had no further opportunity to review the actions of his friends as he swung his sword in large, looping patterns. The movement itself was not expected to hit any Imps but to keep them away, to distract and anger while his friends dealt with the strays. Of course, facing nearly eight enemies at this time, Omrak could not guard all attacks, especially those that came from behind.

“Face me, you cowards!” Omrak roared as he felt another cut on his back, just below the hemline of his leather tunic. Omrak snarled as he spun around, a light red glow suffusing his body now. This was his other ability, the Rage of Mountains, that took over. It gave him strength, it gave him speed, and it even gave him a slight defense against attacks. 

“Good work, Omrak!” Daniel called as he finished smashing down his last Imp and then rushed forwards, using his Shield Bash to stun another. He quickly laid into it while Asin, hopping on top of an unsuspecting Imp, launched herself into the air to stab another Imp, bearing down on its body. Her eyes widened as the creature, in a desperate attempt to get away, twisted in mid-air, taking her away from the platform by a bare foot.

“Asin!” Omrak shouted in panic. Acting purely on instinct, the Northerner thrust his sword forwards towards where she fell. Twisting, Asin dodged the thrust but grabbed the blade with her paws, her daggers falling beneath her. With a grunt and a motion that nearly caused him to fall, Omrak continued to swing his sword to bring the Catkin back onto the platform.

Rather than leave him alone, the remaining free Imps pounced on Omrak, claws unsheathed as they tore into his lightly armored legs and clambered up to tear at his arms. The red glow suffused his body further, and for the first time, Omrak triggered his new Skill.

“The Lightning’s Call!” Omrak roared, the red around his body dissipating as it was used up in an explosion of lightning. Imps, both those on his body and nearby, were shocked, the attack striking and stunning the infernal creatures. Using the brief moment of respite, Omrak brought his sword down on one shocked Imp, splitting it in half. Asin, on her feet, stabbed another in its kidneys repeatedly as she held it tight to her while Daniel bashed another to the ground with shield and hammer. Within moments, the remaining Imps were killed, leaving the Adventurers breathing hard and bleeding.

“You’re injured again,” Daniel tutted, shaking his head. A moment of concentration allowed Daniel to place the Healer’s Mark on Omrak’s body before the smaller, narrow-eyed Adventurer began to treat Omrak’s wounds more mundanely. Combining mundane, simple healing practices helped his spells be more effective and ensured that even if wounds weren’t fully healed, they would not grow worse.

“New Skill?” Asin asked as she wandered the walkway, searching for Mana stones.

“Yes!” Omrak said with pride. “It was my pick at my last Level up. But it requires rage to use. The greater the amount of rage I have, the greater the effect.”

“Useful,” Daniel acknowledged as he wrapped Omrak’s leg. Omrak meanwhile pressed down on a persistent wound in his upper arm, stemming the bleeding while he waited for the spell to do its work. “Now, let’s talk about what happened. And what we won’t be doing again. Like jumping.”

Both Omrak and Asin ducked their hands in embarrassment, taking the admonishment silently before listening to Daniel’s perspective of the battle. Soon, Omrak knew, it would be his turn to speak.

 

***

 

The grind as Daniel called it took hours. By common agreement, the group had planned to spend the first half of the day exploring and the second half making their way back. During that period, their main focus was to develop their combat skills and coordination against a new type of enemy. The time taken now, to learn and progress slowly, meant less pain and danger. It was a hard lesson to learn, Omrak mused. One that he had refused to learn until he was coupled with Asin and Daniel.

Perhaps it was their lack of strength. Asin was gifted and skilled, fast with her knives and highly perceptive. But she lacked strength to harm the highly armored. The overly large monsters. Whether it was Creller or Ogre, Asin reached her limit in battling such monsters quickly. Daniel on the other was strong – for a Southerner - but he lacked the ability to overpower his opponents or the courage to trade blows directly. Daniel was a rock turtle, one that hunkered beneath its protective shell, taking occasional bites at its enemy. Rock turtles were hard to kill but easy to outrun. It was just that, often, it was better to avoid them than to antagonise the rock turtle. 

Still, for all their caution, all the time they spent practising fighting together, both on narrow walkways and on firm platforms, their planning had not covered this scenario.

“Are you sure that this was the way we came?” Omrak groused.

“Yes,” Daniel said, staring around the empty platform. Outside of the single walkway they had used to arrive here, there were no others. A short distance away, barely twelve feet, was another platform. But the walkway to it was nowhere in sight. “That’s where we came from.”

“Well, do we backtrack?” Omrak asked, rubbing his chin. They had done so four times already, searching for a new path back. It was only due to luck and some good guessing that they had managed to reach their present position.

“It’s twelve feet…” Daniel said slowly. In yesterday’s test, the armored Adventurer had been able to achieve that distance with a running start. If Daniel removed his armor now, the distance should not be a problem. Except that the platform was not particularly large. A mistake would guarantee them falling.

“Rope,” Asin hissed, already pulling out the piece of equipment from her backpack. A moment later, she had a series of metal anchors in hand, staring pointedly at the hammer in Daniel’s hand.

“Hey, this is a weapon you know. Not a tool,” Daniel protested, clutching his enchanted weapon. Asin’s snort and outstretched hand offered her view on this.

“Come, Hero Daniel. We must all sacrifice,” Omrak said, gently plucking the weapon from Daniel. Together, he and Asin quickly affixed a series of anchor points to the ground and threaded the rope through it. Asin finished tying herself off within seconds and without a word, leapt the distance. She had not even bothered with a running jump, her powerful legs bunching beneath her as she soared through the air.

“This is going to end in tears,” Daniel muttered, but at Omrak’s urging, he got ready. Rather than completely remove his armor, Daniel took off only his helmet, breastplate and shoulder pauldrons to allow him a little more flexibility. After that, he slipped into the leg harness that Omrak had made of the newly retrieved rope, cinching it tight around his waist.

“Do not fear, Hero Daniel; I shall be belaying you,” Omrak said with a grin.

“Right. Don’t fear,” Daniel said. “Not as if I’m throwing myself off a perfectly serviceable location over an unknowable drop.”

“No, you are not,” Omrak said. “You are jumping off a platform.”

Daniel sighed and backed off a few more feet before sprinting forwards. At the last second, he jumped, covering the distance easily. Too easily, as he soared past Asin and landed over three-quarters of the way on the platform, booted feet vainly attempting to take up his momentum. Omrak grinned as he watched Daniel’s antics, both hands already on the rope. With a vicious yank, he pulled back on the rope, jerking Daniel to a halt a few inches from the fall.

“Owww!” Daniel cried as he fell. Clutching bruised hips, Daniel inhaled and exhaled for a few minutes. Behind, Omrak chuckled as he proceeded to unknot the rope and then bunched it together under his arm. Taking a few steps back, Omrak ran and jumped, landing on the platform safely. For a moment, the platform sagged a couple of inches, a motion that made all three Adventurers pale, before it righted itself. While trapped walkways were around, they had not heard of a trapped platform. Then again, Omrak taught cynically, any group that had experienced one probably had not survived.

“Lighter than air,” Asin growled softly.

“The enchantment?” Omrak asked.

“Yes.”

“Aye, that does seem like a reasonable suggestion,” Omrak said, all of them peering over the edge together. Yet, a part of Omrak wondered if there really was a floor. After all, this was a Dungeon. With a shrug of his broad shoulders, Omrak dismissed the matter. Better to die in a Dungeon, serving all, than at home, starving from a bad winter. “Come. We have much to see!”

 

***

 

“Hero Daniel?” Omrak called, frowning as he turned to find the man standing still and a distance behind them, peering down into the mists. Omrak smiled slightly, glad that his party mates did not suffer from vertigo, unlike some others he had noticed.

“There’s something down there,” Daniel said softly.

“Down there?” Omrak frowned and leaned over the edge. All that met his gaze were rolling mists, cloudbanks of soft whiteness that occasionally rolled aside to showcase other, lower, platforms. But all those were a distance away. “The platforms?” 

“No. Well, yes. A platform I think. Or something else,” Daniel said with a frown. “It’s right underneath us.”

Asin squatted down, leaning over with one hand on the ground to stare. Omrak peeked too but seeing nothing, decided to keep an eye on the sky. While they were close enough to the entrance that the Imps were unlikely to attack them, you never knew. They might chance upon a recently respawned group.

“Land,” Asin growled after a long silence, one that almost had Omrak bouncing due to boredom.

“So, I’m not seeing things,” Daniel said with relief. He walked forwards to meet with Asin. “Figure about fifty feet?”

“Sixty-four,” Asin said.

“We have about a hundred feet of rope…” Daniel started.

“Why?” Asin asked, frowning. They might be able to get down, but getting back up would be difficult. Climbing up sixty-four feet of rope vertically without any help would be exhausting.

“I thought I saw a chest,” Daniel explained.

Asin visibly brightened at this, leaning over so far that it made Daniel inhale in fear for her. Omrak himself felt the pull of a chest and peered over the side but still saw nothing but mist. Floor chests randomly spawned in a Dungeon, staying available until it was found and then respawning a day later. They always held a large Mana Stone, one that was at least a grade higher than those regularly found in the monsters that roamed the floor. It was believed that Panqua had created these floor chests to attract Adventurers to each floor, to keep them roaming and thus cleansing the monsters.

“We shouldn’t all go down,” Daniel said slowly, rubbing his chin in thought. One issue with floor chests was that they often spawned near the Floor Champion – in this case, an Imp Overseer. The team was probably not ready to combat the Overseer themselves. But, thus far, the group had yet to see it. In a floor like this, close proximity might not mean much.

“I shall go,” Omrak said decisively. Already, he was sheathing his sword and extracting the rope from his inventory. “Asin, anchors?”

“Yes,” Asin said, quickly retrieving Daniel’s axe and pounding the spikes into the floor. His face lined with concern, Daniel readied his crossbow, taking his turn to watch the skies. With practised ease, Omrak had a rope harness rigged for himself and attached to the rope, allowing him to slow his descent. Once he checked the rope and the anchors, Omrak proceeded to slide down the edge, one hand slowly controlling the rate of his descent while the other helped stabilise himself against the rope. It still meant that he swung significantly, winds and movement of his body pitching his body from side to side, but it was less. It reminded Omrak of days on the mountain, climbing with family as they sought to retrieve fallen sheep or hunted Mountain Cats.

“Is he laughing?” Daniel asked Asin incredulously, his words caught in a swirl of wind and carried down to Omrak. A shift in the wind made sure that Omrak did not hear Asin’s reply. But yes, he was laughing. Which proper Hero would not?

Mist engulfed him all too soon, his friends disappearing as he continued to lower himself. His sight blocked, Omrak could only trust in his senses and judgement as he continually descended. In the mist, occasional screeches could be heard, muffled as were the slow groans of moving rock. Out of nowhere, a rock wall appeared, swinging feet away from the Northerner as it travelled to link up with another platform. Mouth dry, Omrak made himself swallow again. To be struck and to die from a stone walkway would not be very glorious. Though unusual, at least.

With a thump, his feet landed on the ground. Quickly, Omrak pulled his sword from his back and spun around, searching. Nothing. No enemies, no creatures. Having been turned around constantly, and without reference to the walkway above, Omrak could only choose to slowly walk in a circle as he searched for the chest. The Northerner left the rope still attached to his body, playing out behind him as he searched.

The plain wooden chest sat in a small depression, light dew covering its exterior. With a frown, Omrak realised that Asin was not here to verify its safety. Yet, his prior experience was still clear in his mind. After a long moment, Omrak extended his sword, placing its edge against the gap and prying the chest open, ready to leap back at any time. When no explosion or cloud of poison appeared, Omrak strode over to retrieve the Mana Stone. It was, unlike those provided by the Imps, of an impressive size. As an experienced Adventurer, Omrak could tell that it was of the same rarity grade as those the Imp contained but at least thrice the size.

“Yes,” Omrak said with a grin. This would go a long way towards repairing their empty funds. With a gesture, he stored it in his inventory before sliding his sword away. This had gone better than he thought.

It was a thought that Omrak regretted moments later when the Imps arrived. Halfway up the rope, his muscles already tired from the torturous climb, the rope constantly swinging as the wind picked up, he had no way to defend himself.

“Careful!” Omrak growled. Daniel, shooting from above, nearly sent a crossbow bolt through Omrak rather than an Imp, his dreadful aim once again making its appearance. Worse, Daniel seemed to be unable to hit the fast-moving Imps at all. Already, Omrak bled from dozens of small cuts, the Imps tearing into his body as they flew past.

“Sorry!” Daniel cried as he placed the crossbow back on the ground in an attempt to reload it.

“Forget shooting. Pull me up!” Omrak cried.

“But-” Daniel hesitated for a second before he dismissed the thought, dropping the crossbow to the ground and grasping the rope. With a heave, he began to pull up his friend, a concentrated look appearing on his face. Beside the stocky Adventurer, Asin was flinging her throwing knives with abandon in an attempt to keep the Imps away from the duo above.

With Daniel pulling, Omrak was rising faster now. But the blond giant could not help but wonder how long his young friend could keep this up for. Strong though he might be, there was still a distance left. As another Imp tore into Omrak’s shoulder, he gave up on those thoughts, removing a hand to snatch up a hatchet. With the rope knotted and twisted around, he could keep himself stationary with one hand. This freed him to swing his weapon with the other, allowing him to defend himself slightly.

“Stop. Moving,” Daniel grunted, fingers white against the rope. 

“I am defending myself!” Omrak grunted in return. A lucky swing tore off a wing. But it was a bad trade as an Imp plunged its claws into Omrak’s left bicep, tearing at the muscle. His arm bereft of strength, Omrak began to slide down, only halted as he dropped his hatchet to grab at the rope with his now free hand.

“Asin!” Daniel called urgently. The Catkin launched a vicious kick against the pair of Imps harrying her, sending them scrambling back and giving herself a second to peer over the edge. Seeing Omrak’s precarious position, she tossed her knife down, activating her skill Fan of Blades. The suddenly multiplied projectiles fell around the Northerner, one nicking his kicking feet and another managing to impale an Imp in the back.

“Five more feet,” Daniel grunted to himself. His eyes had grown slightly distant, the needs of the moment forcing him to focus. An Imp, taking Asin’s distraction as an opportunity, landed behind Daniel and thrust its hand forward to no avail. The layered iron breastplate gave Daniel sufficient protection, especially against a monster that fought on instinct alone.

As the top of the walkway came into sight, Omrak threw his hand over it quickly, using the momentum to help swing his own leg above. With Omrak’s weight gone from the rope, Daniel staggered backwards and in a split-second decision, decided to go with it. His armor-clad form fell, catching the Imp behind him by surprise and crushing the smaller, winged, infernal monster beneath him.

Cheated of their easy prey, the Imps raged and threw themselves at the trio, ignoring caution and their winged advantage. For the next few minutes, the trio fought back to back, fending off razor-sharp claws and jagged teeth. In the end, the better experienced and equipped Adventurers were victorious, if not without injury. 

“Healer’s Mark,” Daniel said with a groan, throwing the spell on Asin as he touched her. Forced to fight in close quarters, the lightly armored Catkin had a long cut across her chest that bled freely and another along her thigh. Both would have required stitches in another setting, but with magical healing available, Daniel pushed the wound closed before bandaging them tight. “Don’t move for a few minutes. Let the spell work.”

“How close are you?” Omrak asked, having finished tying off the wound around his bicep. He too had the cheaper spell cast on him already.

“I have enough for one more Minor Healing,” Daniel said. Both party members understood though why he refused to use it yet. With Mana taking nearly a quarter of the day to fully regenerate, Daniel could not afford to waste the spell in case of another more serious wound. “Tell me at least that there really was a chest.”

“There was. And it was not trapped!” Omrak said with good cheer. “I have the Mana Stone.”

“Good. Very good.” Daniel sighed and sat back down, his eyes half-closed. 

Omrak, seeing the exhaustion in his friend, fell silent after moving to put his back to the group. Together, the trio sat on the walkway, watching for trouble. Still, Omrak found himself smiling. They had a floor Mana Stone and just over two score Imp stones. A very decent haul for a single day.

 


Chapter 4

“You are that new team, aren’t you?”

The voice broke into the trio’s peaceful interlude as they sat next to the fireplace in the Lonely Candle. With autumn just beginning to make a showing for itself, the fire was not lit as the packed bodies within the inn and the lingering heat from the day was sufficient to keep the inn warm. Too warm for the Northerner. Before them was a Silverstone special, a dish called ‘pizza’ that both Asin and Daniel had tasted before and found to their liking. This inn seemed to have added a plethora of cheese to it though.
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