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Book 7
The Guild’s Demands

 


Chapter 1

“Daniel Chai?” 

The voice caught the adventurer as he wandered down from the stairs, running a hand through still-wet brown hair. The wooden railings of the worn medieval inn pressed on his hands, the wood helping to guide him down after a late night of revelry. A smile still lingered on Daniel’s lips as he recalled the young lady he’d left behind in his bed, asleep after a night of vigorous exercise. He only wished he could remember her name.

The broad-shouldered adventurer turned his head, spotting the speaker seated at his table and positioned to catch sight of those descending from the inn’s second floor. He raised the battered wooden mug, filled with weak ale in greeting to Daniel.

“Will you join me?”

Daniel frowned, a hand dropping down to his side where his enchanted mace hung. He had put on the mace automatically, even though he was still dressed in his civilian tunic and pants which needed patching by the laundress after his most recent escapade in the dungeons of Silverstone. He kept meaning to pick up a few more pairs, but there was always something better to do.

“Do I know you?” Daniel asked.

“No, but I hope to change that with this breakfast,” the stranger said.

Peering closer, Daniel took note of the finer weave of his clothes, the lack of fraying along the edges, the pair of rings with runic inscriptions on them, and the top of the bejeweled dagger that poked above the table from the stranger’s belt. It all spoke of an individual with funds to burn, entirely unlike Daniel himself and his friends.

It wasn’t as though they were hurting for money these days. As Advanced Adventurers, Daniel and his team earned decent coin delving the dungeons on the regular. But having lost both new members of their impromptu party, the remaining trio were under-strength for dungeons that consisted of the city of Silverstone. Attempts at finding new party members had, thus far, been less than successful, as most independent adventurers of quality sought to join the various guilds that made up the city.

Of course, it left the trio to work the first few levels of each of the dungeons over and over again. In truth, the repetition was relaxing, as they quietly and steadily saved up for more powerful, enchanted equipment to allow them to delve deeper.

Daniel hesitated for a second before deciding to accept the invitation. While unusual, it was possible that the stranger was a client, someone seeking adventurers too cheap to use the official Adventurer’s Guild board.

As Daniel took a seat, he did have to point out: “I have paid for my breakfast already. It comes with the room.”

“Yes, I know.” The stranger grinned, pearlescent white teeth flashing, underneath sky-blue eyes. The shock of pale, yellow hair, almost transparent in its coloring and fineness, flopped in an artful wave across the stranger’s face. “Which is why I paid for your accommodation.” Daniel’s eyes widened a little, since the night’s accommodation was significantly more expensive than a single meal. It widened further as the stranger continued. “For the week.”

“You must really want to talk,” Daniel said.

“I do.” Before the stranger could continue, he was interrupted by the innkeeper who tromped out of the kitchen carrying a trencher of sausages, eggs, and blood pudding. He slapped the trencher down before Daniel, before turning away and stomping back into his kitchen. The stranger’s eyes crinkled with humor as Daniel shrugged and withdrew his belt knife.

“You don’t mind, do you?”

“Not at all. After all, I did pay for it,” the man said, reminding Daniel not at all subtly.

Ravenously, Daniel speared the sausage, slicing it up and popping it into his mouth, chewing upon it and enjoying the taste sweeping through his mouth. The innkeeper of the Burnt Table might be lacking in his early-morning graces but more than made up for it with his cooking ability. It was the primary reason Daniel stayed at this location, together with the deal he received from the innkeeper for helping with his injured foot. Even Daniel’s Gift, able to fix numerous issues with the physical body, could not heal the curse that the man was under. He could only relieve the pain the ex-adventurer felt on a regular basis.

“Before we go any further, I should introduce myself. I am Mattias Gill of the Three Skills Guild,” Mattias said. He paused, lifting expectant eyes to Daniel.

He was not disappointed. Daniel stopped chewing for a few moments, before continuing to pop chunks of blood sausage into his mouth. The kitchen door swung open again, bringing the innkeeper with his mug of water. As he set the drink down, Mattias gestured for another mug almost immediately. The innkeeper snorted but tromped back to the bar to pour another mug of ale. This late in the morning, it was no surprise there were no other guests in the inn. Those who stayed at the inn were generally adventurers like Daniel, and most would have left early to seek new quests or begin a delve.

It was only because Daniel and his team had come back yesterday from a multi-day exploration outside the city, completing a well-paying—but long—process of overseeing the planting of crops, that he was even here. Today was a rest day, and Daniel had plans to visit the local hospices on his usual rounds.

Somehow, he did not think that his plans were going to play out today.

“And what would the Three Skills Guild want with me?” Daniel asked. The guild was one of the larger, most powerful associations in the kingdom of Brad, though its power mainly came from the numerous nobles and their connections. Rumors abounded that they had close connections, maybe even a hold, on the current royalty. Most of those rumors also tied them to certain unsavory acts, though most of those were just that—rumors. They also had a few well-provisioned and well-equipped delving teams, but for the most part, it was just rich crafters. Crafting, running merchant stalls, and providing information services were what the Three Skills Guild were best known for.

Their name was a bit of a misnomer, for the Guild had pivoted in its origins from a mercenary guild to its current status over a hundred and fifty years ago. Many of the original members had acquired their noble lineage, giving them the strong connections they were rumored for. Still, the Guild kept its name for the sake of tradition.

“Oh, simply with an offer,” said Mattias. “We are desperate to build up proper adventuring teams, and you and yours fit the bill.”

Daniel raised an eyebrow skeptically. “That’s nice to hear, if a little improbable. We did well at the contests, but not that well.”

“Well, the Guild is pivoting its direction slightly and will be looking for more advanced junior Adventurers, other than cherry picking from the top,” Mattias said.

As hard as Daniel scrutinized the man, he could not find the lie. However, he knew that what Mattias spoke of was, at best, stretching the truth. There was no way that the Three Skills was looking so far down the ladder to pick up new Advanced Adventurers like them. Maybe in a couple of years, once they cleared at least one advanced dungeon.

Of course, Daniel was also skeptical, for he’d already turned down quite a few other invitations. All of them, at least in the more recent groups, had couched it in terms that did not focus upon his value to them as an Adventurer but as a healer.

Healers continued to be a large deficit in the adventuring economy, with few individuals having either the skills or the spells to fill that role. While powerful, potions were limited in use due to both their relative rarity and potential toxicity. That left healers to cover the gap. However, traditional healers only advanced from the process of healing, the usage of their skills. Traveling into a dungeon was not only damaging to their overall progress, it was dangerous.

“Well, thank you for the offer,” Daniel said. He gestured with one grease-stained hand pointing up toward the roof and added, “As well as the room.”

“You haven’t even heard my offer yet,” Mattias said.

“I know. But I’ve heard a lot of others,” Daniel said. “I don’t see how it’d be that different.”

“Oh, but ours is,” Mattias said. He dropped his voice as he leaned in to whisper, “We will help keep your secret safe.”

“Secret?”

“About your Gift.”

The blood drained from Daniel’s face, giving the game away. Not that it mattered, for Mattias looked very confident that the information he had uttered was entirely accurate. Daniel’s secret, his most closely guarded secret, had finally been disclosed—and likely, all his dreams with them.

 

***

 

Of course, Daniel tried to prevaricate and downplay his reaction, but Mattias just smiled, until Daniel sighed and, glancing around the empty inn, spoke. “What do you know?”

“That you have a Gift for healing, which is not related to your Mana, and its abilities seem to reach levels of at least a Master Healer,” Mattias said, leaning back and smiling. “There are some issues with the Gift—the Price, obviously—though my spies have not been able to ascertain what Price that is.” He inclined his head to Daniel. “Well done on that, by the way. All too often, the Gifted let that slip. In most cases, it matters not. In some cases, it has mattered greatly.”

Daniel nodded. The stories were clear on that. The fall of the Hero Sasno when he was betrayed and his wealth taken was legend. Another was the tragedy of Sylvia when she was forced to sacrifice her sense of feeling, again and again for the amusement of the nobles who desired the beauty that her gift crafted for them. Their world was replete with such tales, and Daniel was certain the Beastkin and others had their own stories.

Even the rise of the Orc Champion Hoze Manslayer was tied to his twisted Gift. How he was forced to sacrifice his own family for the strength he gained, twisting the original Gift he had been given because of his dealings with Ba’al. Though . . . Daniel sometimes wondered if that version, the common version, was but a perversion of the truth. Propaganda. Though, it might not be intentional—there was much bad blood between the Orc Tribes and the human kingdoms.

“It matters,” Daniel said, finally. That much, he felt, was suitable to offer. “But, if you learned it, won’t others? And a threat . . .”

“Not a threat. An offer,” Mattias said immediately. “You don’t threaten healers. Not if you’re smart.” He laughed softly. “Especially a skilled one. Could you imagine an angry healer refusing to heal you when you most need it? What a disaster.”

Daniel could. And he could imagine how one could ensure compliance. People, humans, broke under enough pain. He had seen it in the hospice, in the clinics where he worked and watched former strong men and women crushed under the unrelenting pain of badly healed injuries, of diseases and sicknesses that had no normal cure. Faced with a lifetime of agony, they crumbled, willing to accept any outlet, any method of escape. Some chose the ultimate escape of death while others overused the few potions and drugs that could provide relief.

Magic could fix much, but it cost too much, was out of the grasp of too many. It was not possible to heal all those who needed it, and so mundane medicine had to make up the difference. And even then, the cost was often out of the reach of the lowest of the low.

It was, in truth, his own experiences in the mines, working with those in need, that kept Daniel going back. More than practice to further his own education, it was the need to help that drove him to the hospices on his days off from adventuring.

Which, he had to admit, was likely the reason why he was here, too, in this time and place, with his secret exposed. For all too often, he’d tapped into his Gift when he shouldn’t have. When a case touched him and he secretly adjusted a body beyond what normal magic might make possible.

“No, what we offer is protection. Help. As you might realize, the Three Skills are not your typical guild,” Mattias said, oblivious to Daniel’s self-recrimination and thoughts. “We are, for want of a better term, connected. And that connection is what you need.” Daniel frowned, but Mattias continued unperturbed. “We have spies and informants throughout the kingdom. It gives us a lead on interesting new Dungeons and quests. We would be able to head off rumors about you for a long time and, eventually, mitigate the demands on your time.”

“Mitigate?” Daniel said.

“Reduce.”

“Oh.” Daniel nodded. “But not remove.”

“It depends on the extent of your Gift, of course, but what little we know, it is unlikely.” Mattias opened his hands wide. “The fact remains, healing continues to be a significant concern. And while the King and his family—long may they rule” —Daniel echoed the ritual proclamation by instinct— “are in good health, the need for a powerful healer is always there.”

Daniel made a face but nodded. He looked at Mattias for a second, before he finally nodded. “Thank you. I need . . . time to think about it. And to speak with my party.”

“Of course,” Mattias said, smiling. He pushed his mug away, standing up. “Just ask at the Guild hall if you want to find us. We’re quite well known.” Mattias paused, waiting for Daniel to meet his gaze before he continued. “Just don’t take too long.”

Daniel nodded, watching the man walk out the door before he swigged on his own mug of ale. A short while later, a slender Catkin took a seat across from Daniel, her bare, padded feet never making a sound on the floorboards. Yet, somehow, in brief moments, a plate of stew and a drink appeared before the young lady, the innkeeper offering Asin a simple nod before leaving.

“Did you hear?” Daniel asked when they were alone.

Asin offered a curt nod, her cat-ears at the top of her head swiveling a little as they picked up additional noises from the street. Daniel well knew that her senses—sight, hearing, smell to a lesser extent—were all stronger than his own human ones. Stronger than most Beastkin even, for the Catkin was closer to her beast ancestors—more “pure” in her blood—than many that lived in Brad. It meant her body was covered with fur, her features more cat-like than many others who might pass as humans with barely any beast features. But it provided her certain other advantages too, like her extended senses, and disadvantages like her altered vocal box that made it hard to talk in human languages.

“QuanEr’s tears,” Daniel cursed softly. “I’m sorry. I knew I shouldn’t have. . . . This . . . I . . .”

Asin snorted at Daniel, making him look over at the Catkin. She slowly and carefully spooned some of the stew into her mouth, chewing on the strips of meat before swallowing. “Expected. Worry later.”

Daniel nodded, then glanced upwards. “Omrak awake yet?”

“Not here,” Asin said.

“He’s already left?”

Asin shook her head.

“He never came back?”

A nod.

“Oh.” Daniel grinned. “Finally.”

Asin nodded again. The pair shared conspiratorial smiles. For all Omrak’s large and robust personality, he was also somewhat shy among young ladies, never having truly interacted with them. The past few months however had seen him thawing and beginning to savor the advantages of being an Advanced Adventurer.

Not to say that the Northerner was not keeping an eye out for a potential wife. As he often mentioned, he needed a strong and sturdy wife for when he eventually returned home and took up sheepherding and farming once again.

“Damn. I guess I’ll tell him later. Tonight or tomorrow . . .” Daniel trailed off, uncertain of what else to do. Normally, he’d be leaving for the hospice by now. But with this news, he was uncertain if that was the right choice. In fact, it was possible he should . . .

“Asin?” He blinked, surprise in his voice as the Catkin stood up, waving goodbye to him. “Where are you going?”

The Catkin pointed to the doorway, making Daniel’s jaw drop. While he tried to figure out a proper objection, Asin traipsed right out, leaving Daniel alone with his own concerns. He frowned, crossing his arms as he stared at the empty doorway.

“Well, fat lot of good you are,” he said. “Now what am I supposed to do?” he whined, mostly to himself as he stared around the empty walls. For all the potential danger to his career, to his future, the threat was still in the future.

 


Chapter 2

Uncertain what to do, Daniel found himself making his way to the hospice. Even if his actions would increase the danger he was in, he could not really stop. For one thing, there was always work to be done. And for another, at this point, it was just a matter of time. He had no true illusions that if the Three Skills Guild could not get him, they would not sell what knowledge they had to another.

Which meant that the decision he had been putting off for so long was finally coming to a head. He needed to join a guild. Not a small guild either, but a substantial one like the Three Skills to gain their protection. It was only under their protection and the Adventurers Guild that he might be able to offset some of the incoming pressure from the royal family.

Even so, he expected that at some point, they’d still demand his services. But if he could negotiate that to be as needed rather than an on-call basis, he could still retain some freedom. That would require support, which meant a large guild.

Luckily, his secondary skillset as a healer was well known. He actually had quite a few invitations. The question then was, who.

Mentally, Daniel went over his options as he checked into the hospice, said his greetings, washed his hands, and got ready to see the first of his patients.

Of course, at the top of any Adventurer’s list was the Burning Fields Guild. They were the premiere guild in the kingdom. They were renowned for their exploits, the Dungeons they had cleared, the Quests they had completed, the levels their party members had gained. At the end of the day, they were the guild that everyone aspired to join.

Daniel even had a contact in one of their Advanced Class parties, the sister of the young boy he’d once saved. If he tried using her as a contact, perhaps he could join them. Their size and their reputation would serve him well with regard to the royal family and nobles. More so than any others.

But he hadn’t really considered joining them for several reasons. Firstly, they didn’t recruit in the guild house in Silverstone. While they often ran parties through Advanced Dungeons, unlike many other guilds, they did so on a rotational basis with the intent to introduce new members to as much variety as possible. Once a Dungeon was cleared, the party would move on to the next town, the next Dungeon. It was only in the capital with its numerous Advanced, Expert, and Master Class dungeons that manned recruiters were posted. They were large enough to do so, since those who truly were intent on joining would make their way over.

Secondly, he certainly hadn’t intended to go to the capital. While it was much larger and there were more Adventurers, healers were still in short supply. Putting himself in that position would be like walking an unarmed villager in front of a goblin—never a smart idea.

And lastly, Daniel had to admit to himself, as a team, they were unexceptional. Better than normal perhaps, but that was in a medium-sized town like Silverstone. In the capital, he would be surprised if they were considered anything more than slightly better than average.

And even though a guild would probably take him, Daniel was uncertain if they would take his team. As the premier guild, they had more choice than most and while healers were always desirable, he had much less of a bargaining position with them.

Next up in terms of size were the Seven Stones Guild. Like the Red Roses or the Green Robin, it was a larger guild with locations in multiple cities and had the requisite backing and resources that signified and it was how they had, in their own way, pitched themselves to him. Of course, the others didn’t have the same level of obtuseness like the Seven Stones vice-guildmaster Gadi, but they all provided the same kind of opportunity. Everything from a salary to discounted enchanted equipment and standard basic gear were all part of their recruitment package. Training and guidance were another major bonus when joining a large guild, though they also came with significant regulations and demands.

In contrast, there were smaller guilds like the Bent Nails or the Broken Chains, where Tevfik, Asin’s ex-boyfriend, was allied. They were local guilds, large and powerful locally but unable to provide additional backing outside of their city. These smaller guilds would be Daniel’s personal preference, since the increased autonomy suited his own personality.

But with the looming threat of noble and royal pressure, Daniel could not help but discard them. It was just not viable. A local city-sized guild could provide him few resources and would have little leeway when dealing with the royal family or even a powerful noble family.

“Are we done?” The hesitant voice brought Daniel back to his surroundings, to see a young mother shyly speaking to him. Daniel smiled, checked the bandage he’d been winding around the child’s foot to ensure it was secure before he spoke. “Yes. Just make sure to keep the bandages clean and to wash with the boiled, herbal tincture. And don’t forget to buy the herbs.” He glared at the woman, knowing there was only a fifty-fifty chance she would. “And if it becomes red and inflamed, or if there is any pus, bring her back. Immediately. As long as she keeps the injury clean and washed, it should scab over and heal in a few weeks.”

The mother nodded along to his repeated orders, offering Daniel another smile of thanks. He watched her take her daughter away, a part of him trying to remember exactly how the child had hurt herself. Running around somewhere, he vaguely recalled. It really didn’t matter; the injury was painful but not life-threatening as long as it was cleaned and sewn shut.

“Next?” Daniel called out, moving to wash his hands again. Simple rituals of cleanliness and care were well-known, at least to healers and those who paid attention to the words of QuanEr. Goddess of mercy and redemption, of love and medicine, the goddess had spoken long of the needs of the sick while she worked to provide comfort.

The door to the small clinic room swung open, and a man shuffled in, arm clutched around his torso. Daniel’s gaze swept over his new patient’s form, taking in details of the man, the paleness in his face, the slight yellow color to his skin, the way he hunched over on his right. He sighed, gesturing for the man to take a seat.

“I’m going to take your hand now and send some healing energy into you. Just hold still,” Daniel said. Suiting actions to word, Daniel tapped into his Gift with a brief flicker of will. It flowed through him, as natural as breathing or blinking, entering the patient’s body. The answers came back quickly, the details washing away assumptions that Daniel had made. Not a lack of foodstuff or failing kidneys, but a parasite that had entered the body, eating away at his body and the organs.

He could fix it, but Daniel pulled away. As he did so, he felt something, a memory of playing with a rock lizard, slip away. Drifting off, leaving him with only portions. Of finding it and burying it when it had accidentally been hurt. But nothing of the time between. Once more, Daniel reeled, feeling a profound sense of loss—and yet, unable to really know what he had lost.

“Honored healer. Are you okay?” The man’s voice was rough, worn from years of use. Concerned as Daniel swiped at his eyes.

“I’m fine,” Daniel said, clearing his throat. “It’s fine. You have a two-mouthed goplad parasite. Probably from some meat you ate recently. Visit the local herbalist and tell them that. They’ll provide you with a poison-cleanse.” As the man blanched, Daniel shook his head. “It’s fine. You’ll shit yourself a lot and maybe throw up a little. But if you take it for a few days, it’ll clear out the parasites. The damage to your kidneys is permanent, unless you can come back in the next few days and a Minor Healing spell is cast.”

“It’s permanent?” the man said, wide-eyed. “Can’t you . . . ?”

“Heal it now?” Daniel shook his head. “The parasites must be killed first. Take the medicine. Come back at the end of the day in five days when they’re eradicated. If we have Mana to heal you, we’ll cast the spell then. Even if we do, it won’t fix it completely. In either case, you’ll just have to accept the damage and find work that is less physically strenuous.”

“But you’re the miracle healer!” the man said, his eyes wide and insistent. “I came here because they say you can heal anything!”

“They’re wrong,” Daniel growled. “There’s nothing more I can do for you.”

It was a lie of course, but the damage was not life-threatening. And while it would be inconvenient for the man, Daniel was not about to use his Gift to fix a non-life-threatening injury.

“Yes, you can. They told me you could! I’m a Laborer! What am I supposed to do if I can’t carry things?” the man said, raising his fist and waving it at Daniel. Daniel frowned, concern flashing through him. Lesser Strength was a common laborer skill, and depending on his Level, it might even be Greater Strength or one of its variants. A dangerous skill in close quarters. “No one needs a Laborer who’s weak!”

Daniel leaned back, scooting his chair away as he lowered his voice to speak calmly. “I understand that’s frustrating. But surely you have other skills? You can multi-class, can’t you?”

“I’m Level 23! I’m too old to start gaining a new Class. And all my skills are strength and endurance-based. What do you think I could become? A Wagon Driver? A-a Shopkeeper? At my age?” He spat to the side. “I’m a Laborer. I’m good at it. Just heal me. You can do it!”

“I can’t. Not with the parasites in you.” Daniel stopped moving, now that he was out of easy punching range. He felt his heartbeat speed up a little at the potential threat, though the Laborer was much less of one than your typical Dungeon monster. Then again, Daniel was missing his usual equipment. “You have to kill them first.”

“So you’ll heal me, afterwards?” the Laborer said, leaning forwards and then sucking in a deep breath as his side pained him. Rage cooled a little, the surge of energy started to dim, reminding the Laborer of the pain he was in.

“Maybe.”

The Laborer’s face flushed with anger again, but Daniel had enough. He stood up, looming over the still-seated Laborer and leaned forwards, subtly flexing his muscles. As a former miner and now regular Adventurer, Daniel was no weak healer.

“I said maybe. There are many others who need healing. And those parasites—they only turn up in certain types of dungeon meats. Dungeon meats that a poor Laborer is unlikely to get, unless he was stealing it. Or getting it from the scraps at a higher-class restaurant,” Daniel said. He watched as the last sentence made the Laborer flinch. “So what? You ate something that was thrown out and didn’t even bother to cook it all the way through properly?”

“Me mate—Joey—said it was the way the nobs ate it. All bloody like.”

“If it’s fresh!” Daniel snapped. “Didn’t you think there was a reason they threw it out?” Watching the Laborer flinch again, Daniel shook his head. “Just go. Take your herbs. And tell your mate to take the herbs too. The longer he waits, the more damage the parasites will do.”

The Laborer stood up, hunched over, and shuffled out. Daniel sighed as he watched the man leave, turning over his words quietly. Miracle healer . . . it seemed he had been even less circumspect than he had thought. Then again, considering he’d only used his Gifts when even his magic was not sufficient, it made sense.

Before he could fall into further contemplation, a shout from the front office bearing his name had Daniel moving. Even without leaving his office, he knew what it was likely to be—another emergency requiring magical healing. Some industrial accident or a person run over, brought here to be fixed before they expired.

Dashing out, Daniel pushed further thoughts from his mind as he focused. Concerns about his future would have to wait while he saved some lives.

 


Chapter 3

“It seems, Friend Daniel, that we must make a decision soon,” Omrak rumbled. The young, blond, and large Northerner replied after being informed of Daniel’s morning encounter. He waved the haunch of shoulder around by its bone with one hand as he continued. “Perhaps it is a blessing in disguise.”

Daniel raised an eyebrow. “Blessing?”

“Aye. We lack sufficient team members to truly explore the depths of the Dungeon. And while we grow stronger, we have yet to truly progress and will not without delving deeper.”

By the large Adventurer’s side, Asin offered a curt nod, a puffed piece of white bread filled with spiced meat slices in hand. Even from his seat on the opposite side of the table, Daniel’s eyes watered a little from the smell of the spices in Asin’s bread roll.

Swallowing around his salivating tongue, Daniel called up his own Status Screen to eye the changes he’d received since their last delve.

 


		

				Name: Daniel Chai (Advanced Rank Adventurer)

				Race: Human (Male)

		

		
				Class: Level 14 Adventurer (14.2%)

				Sub-classes: Level 6 (Miner) (87.6%)

		

		
				Life: 360

				Stamina: 360

		

		
				Mana: 262

				 

		

		
				Attributes

		

		
				Strength: 31

				Agility: 25

		

		
				Constitution: 34

				Intelligence: 30

		

		
				Willpower: 24

				Luck: 17

		

		
				Skills

		

		
				Unarmed Combat: Level 9 (03/100)

				Clubs (Novice): Level 10 (17/100)

		

		
				Archery: Level 3 (41/100)

				Shield (Novice): Level 8 (71/100)

		

		
				Dodge (Novice): Level 5 (37/100)

				Combat Sense (Novice): Level 7 (86/100)

		

		
				Perception (Novice): Level 4 (97/100)

				Mining: Level 6 (34/100)

		

		
				Healing (Novice): Level 7 (42/100)

				Herb Lore: Level 4 (14/100)

		

		
				Stealth: Level 2 (82/100)

				Cooking: Level 4 (98/100)

		

		
				Singing: Level 2 (11/100)

				Tactics: Level 5 (55/100)

		

		
				Heavy Armor: Level 2 (18/100)

				 

		

		
				Skill Proficiencies

		

		
				Double Strike

				Shield Bash

		

		
				Perin’s Blow

				Find Weakness

		

		
				Mapping (II)

				Inventory (Adventurer Special)

		

		
				Personal Armor (I)

				 

		

		
				Spells

		

		
				Minor Healing (II)

				Healer’s Mark (I)

		

		
				Moderate Healing (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.

		

	


 

Upon their return and from their latest escort Quest, he had only managed to gain a single, miniscule Level. The issue for Daniel, sadly, was the loss of his Miner sub-class Level. Thankfully, he had not lost much in terms of his attributes—just a couple of points in Intelligence which he’d then replaced—when he lost his Level. His Gift might take some of his memory and knowledge when he breached an experience loss, but changes in his body were untouched. Mostly, it had affected how much Mana he was able to manage, which was frustrating.

With the new Skill Proficiency that he had gained, Daniel had dedicated the point towards his new heavy armor skill, picking up Personal Armor. It was a passive Skill Proficiency which made any armor he wore mold itself to his body as though it was customized for him. It was a subtle but powerful skill that gave him the full range of motion he was used to outside of armor while making the armor itself sit more centrally on his body and reduce pinching. That made it feel like significantly less weight, an important factor when one wore the armor for days at a time.

 There were rumors that at higher levels of Skill Proficiency, the Personal Armor proficiency would even enchant armor—or reduce enchantment conflicts. Of course, those were the kinds of advancements an Expert Adventurer might have, individuals in the high-40s or even 50s of Levels.

“I guess you’re right,” Daniel finally said, closing his Status Screen with an exertion of will. “Which guild do you think we should join?”

“Mmm . . . Definitely not the Burning Fields,” Omrak rumbled. Seeing Daniel’s surprise, Omrak continued. “I have been speaking with other Adventurers, and many of those at the lowest rungs find the guild’s resources dedicated towards the successful.”

“Normal,” Asin chuffed. Her tail lashed out behind her lazily as she took another bite of the meat bun.

“Not to the extent they speak of,” Omrak said. “It seems that those who do not succeed gain very little resources.”

“What do you mean by succeed?” Daniel said.

“Ah, that is interesting. Each Adventuring team is given a set series of objectives they must complete. Often a certain number of resources that they must bring in, a value in gold or levels cleared. If a team fails, the resources provided are reduced, with more successful teams given bonuses which are taken away from the resources given to others,” Omrak said. “Each team competes with others in the same level.”

“Do they use the color stages of the guild then for each level?” Daniel said. To further differentiate between Advanced Adventurers, each Adventurer was color coded. They were considered yellow adventurers, having graduated from the bottom of the barrel of reds.

“Yes. So we’d be competing with other yellow-ranked Adventurers.” Omrak shook his head. “They say the competition is good for progress, but it forces their teams to focus almost exclusively on the Dungeons.”

“I like Dungeons,” Daniel pointed out. Quests, while fun and interesting, were often varied and significantly less financially rewarding than plain dungeon delving.

“Yes, but a man must have variety, Friend Daniel,” Omrak replied. He looked over at Asin’s meat bun before he continued. “Otherwise, everything tastes of the same three spices.”

“Eleven,” Asin said, incensed. She started growling in Beastkin, listing the spices out.

“Three or eleven, it’s hot!” Omrak said.

“Weak.”

“I am not weak,” Omrak said, flexing his chest muscles. Asin snorted in amusement.

Rather than let his friends fall back into an old argument, Daniel spoke up. “Right. Not the Burning Fields, then. I like more control. Any you do like?”

“The Bent Nail?”

“No.” Daniel shook his head. “Too small.”

“Ah, but they can be quite persuasive,” Omrak said.

“We know what kind of persuasion they used on you,” Daniel drawled. The female-majority guild had often joined the team for dinner, trying to convince Daniel to join the smaller guild by parading a variety of young, interested female Adventurers before him.

“Hah! I noticed you and Emanuel were quite close for a while,” Omrak said.

“Two weeks,” Daniel said. “We went out for two weeks.”

“Why did that fail?” Omrak said.

“We wanted different things,” Daniel said, crossing his arms.

Asin emitted a low inquisitive purr.

“She wanted to quit in a few years, be a merchant. Have kids,” Daniel muttered. “I wasn’t interested.”

“A heavy discussion, for such an early stage,” Omrak said.

“It was after they came back from the fourteenth floor,” Daniel replied.

The pair of Adventurers blinked and then nodded. Almost in unison, they recalled that night when the guild had stumbled in looking weary and injured. They had nearly lost half the team, and if not for the use of high-level healing potions, would have. As it was, the guild was now spending their time grinding the middle floors to earn enough income to purchase more potions of major healing.

“Ah. Yes. One does find oneself contemplating the frailness of one’s mortal life after such encounters. Certainty of the future is often sought. As well as confirmation of one’s survival,” Omrak said.

“We did the last part for sure,” Daniel said with a grin before he shrugged. “Anyway, they won’t work. Any other suggestions?”

Omrak fell silent for a time, before he ticked his fingers off as he spoke, having placed the slab of meat down. “The Green Robin are perhaps most well known for the even-handedness of their actions. Though, they are also known for their lack of drive compared to the Burning Fields. Or so it’s rumored. The Red Roses are well funded, well equipped, but have a high mortality rate. Their training is lacking, for all but their nobles. Still, many join for the connections and employment options after retirement.”

“Isn’t that true of any of the guilds? Like the Seven Stones?” Daniel said.

“That is true, but the nobles of the Red Roses hire their connections at a higher rate. It helps that they often run noble-exclusive Dungeons as well,” Omrak said.

Daniel could only grunt at that. The existence of such Dungeons—sold off by the royal family at a premium—were a matter of contention among the commoners, the Adventurers, and nobles. Among commoners, the concern that a breakout might happen when a noble family declined from the positions of power to clear the Dungeon was always a concern. For Adventurers, blocking off entire Dungeons was aggravating, forcing them to compete with other Adventurers for resources and leveling spots. As for the nobles, the ability to acquire such Dungeons gave them a new and risky resource, one that could generate significant returns. Many a family had reversed their declines from the sudden appearance of a permanent or temporary Dungeon on their lands.

“I’m not that worried about retirement,” Daniel said.

“I am,” Omrak said.

“Yes,” Asin added.

Daniel paused, looking between his friends before ducking his head in embarrassment. He forgot, sometimes, that not being healers, they did not have an easy fallback occupation. Especially when they would eventually retire as they grew older and slower, no longer able to take the risks as before. As he kept his head down, he grabbed his mug and sipped on the watered-down ale, tasting the hops within before he placed the drink down.

“Any others you’d suggest?” Daniel said.

“Well, there are a few larger guilds still. The White Scarves might not be as big but—”

“No,” Asin said.

“Really?” Omrak said. “They have been one of the friendliest, if not the largest.”

“To you,” Asin said.

Daniel nodded slowly. He knew little of the White Scarves himself, though now that he thought of it, he could not remember a single Beastkin member among their parties. While antagonistic views about Beastkin had reduced over the years, there was still a strong anti-Kin element in Brad, driven by the Beastkin’s different looks, their culture, and centuries-old conflict and enslavement. Even so, the Beastkin’s stronger senses meant that most guilds would accept them into their parties as scouts and trap finders. Not every party, of course, but enough that you could find one or two Beastkin scattered throughout the guilds.

That, of course, raised the question of why Beastkin would even deign to enter guilds that might discriminate against them, but that was a matter of power imbalance. As Asin had explained, sometimes, you just took what you could. It wasn’t as if they had much choice but to accept less-than-optimal deals.

“They’re a problem?” Daniel said. Asin just nodded, and he shrugged, mentally marking them off. He’d look into it further, but it was true that they had never approached him either. Which left . . .

“The Beaten Steel,” Omrak said. “Formed by the dwarf Willock Hammer. Though they’ve expanded to all the other races since their formation. They don’t have much presence in Silverstone. I think there is that single party working the dungeons right now.”

Daniel nodded. The guild mostly kept to the dungeons in the north, only sending parties out to other cities for the experience. They were highly insular, but had a large regional presence, thus allowing them to keep their presence as a second-tier large guild.

“Is that it?” Daniel said.

“Broken Chains.” Asin said.

Daniel frowned. “Who?” A moment later, it struck him. “Isn’t that the Beastkin guild?”

“Not just Kin,” Asin said.

“Bah! The rest are rejects and outcasts.” Omrak crossed his arms, shaking his head immediately. “They are not honorable company.”

Asin’s tail lashed out as she hissed and replied, “Not true.”

“Really?”

A nod. “Honorable.”

“But filled with rejects and outcasts.” Omrak pounced on the unspoken confirmation.

Asin could only shrug at that.

“They never asked,” Daniel said. “I don’t think they’re interested in me. Us.”

“Interested.” Asin pointed a finger at herself. “Asked.”

“You didn’t tell me?”

Asin shrugged. “Telling now.”

Daniel sighed but let it go. They were certainly an option, as one of the larger guilds. A tier-two guild if you would, not the biggest but in some ways, with just as much political power. In other ways, much less since there was no such thing as a Beastkin noble. But in terms of sheer volume of members, they certainly were larger than even the Burning Fields.

“Fine. So that’s six then.” Daniel paused, doing the count again in his head. “Any idea how we’d choose?”

“Ask.”

Omrak nodded in agreement to Asin’s short answer. At their suggestion, Daniel made a face at being forced to talk to the guilds again but eventually nodded. “Fine. I’ll see if we can set up appointments after our delve tomorrow.

“Now. About tomorrow’s delve . . .”

 

***

 

Early the next morning, the group stood before the glowing doorway that led to the entrance of the Aramis Dungeon. Unlike Porthos, with its moving walkways, Aramis was a more difficult Dungeon in theory for Adventurers. At the Yellow-level, they were barely allowed into the first section of the Dungeon.

“Ready?” Daniel asked his friends. Like himself, the group were fully equipped. In his case, that meant a breastplate with pauldrons and bracers and a banded metal skirt along with his round shield, enchanted hammer, and loaded crossbow. He, of course, had his pot-helm on, covering his head with a simple woolen cap within to reduce friction and increase padding.

“Always, Friend Daniel. To glory we go!” Omrak said, answering immediately. The Northerner wore a simple, open-faced helm as well over his—finally enchanted—hardened leather jerkin and plated bracers. The jerkin was so long that it swept past his hips and was belted tight over his body with a large—and also enchanted—leather belt with loops for his throwing hatchets. Over his back, Omrak had fastened the scabbard for his greatsword, though he held the five-foot implement easily in his hands.

Asin was the least armored of the group, eschewing a helmet for a small round cap that helped cover the back and top of her head but left her ears free, wearing a light leather jacket and her signature red cloak. Criss-crossing her chest were multiple throwing knives, with two longer daggers belted at her hips and enchanted lightning bracers on her arms. The only other equipment she wore was an enchanted necklace of protection which she had upgraded recently to provide her even more security. It was a subtle spell, allowing shots to slide off her body rather than a hard defense like Daniel’s shield.

All in all, the team had improved their overall equipment by dribs and drabs. Daniel had opted for simple, non-enchanted improvements for now, while Asin had gone the opposite direction and, rather than adding to her equipment, had instead focused on improving individual pieces. Still, Daniel could not help but reflect that compared to a couple of years ago, there was certainly a stark contrast.

In answer to Daniel’s question, Asin offered the Adventurer a brief nod and together the group strode in, moments before the guard who had been waiting for them barked at them to get moving. Daniel had to admit, he understood the guard’s impatience. Even if Aramis had multiple entrances, unlike most Dungeons, there was still a steady stream of Adventurers entering at this time of day.

Early morning sunlight gave way to the dim-blue lighting of Dungeon-illuminated walls. Carved walls and clean stone passages led off from the starting point which the team quickly vacated, moving confidently down one of the three hallways and clearing the way for other teams. Asin led the way, her head cocked to the side as she skipped past the marked traps that earlier teams had left behind, her nose twitching as she spotted the splash of blood where an unfortunate Adventurer missed a trap. However, the trap itself was gone, absorbed by the Dungeon for re-use somewhere deeper.

In short order, the team pulled away from the other teams and started slowing down, Asin leading the team unerringly away. In unexplored passages, she checked for traps, tossing the occasional weighted rock or rolling a sphere down the corridor in verification before moving forward.

Not long after they left the noise of traversed passages did they encounter their first monster. The creature that trundled forwards was big, though not gigantic. Seven feet tall, its limbs were covered with fur, a stark contrast to its bare, scaled chest and beaked, front-facing and predatory eyes. The Adventurers Guild had named the creatures, uninspiringly, Swift Apes.

Suiting its actions to its name, the moment the Ape spotted the trio it bounded forward. Eschewing the use of a weapon, the Ape instead swung its arm down at the leading Beastkin. Asin snarled, throwing herself into a backflip, bouncing away even as Daniel angled his body to the side to fire his crossbow.

Just as the healer was pulling the trigger, a flare of magic rose up around them as the Swift Ape triggered its own elemental ability. Earth exploded from the ground, showering the dodging Catkin with dirt and making Daniel flinch a little. Pulled off its mark, the bolt flew through the air and tore a chunk of meat off the Ape’s shoulder muscle, cauterizing the wound at the same time as Daniel’s Lesser Ring of Flame imbued his attack with fiery damage.

“Earth-bound! I hate Earth-bound Apes,” Omrak snarled as he rushed past Asin to meet the Ape. He swung his greatsword in a low, sweeping attack that the Ape blocked with its now earth-encrusted arms.

“You hate all elemental-bound apes,” Daniel snarked, even as he worked to pull the crossbow string back.  He grunted, his arm muscles straining as he nocked the string and then seated a crossbow bolt. In the corner of his eyes, he noted how Asin had thrown a couple of her knives, one of which now lodged in the Ape’s thigh.

“That’s. Because. They. Are. Annoying!” Each word was punctuated by a blow, blocked or thrown by the big Northerner. Yet, Omrak stayed light on his feet, quick to dodge aside when the Ape attempted another Earth Eruption attack.

As it reeled back, recovering from the expenditure of Mana and Stamina, Asin threw a knife, using Fan of Knives to split the attack. The multiplied knives dug into the creature, bolts of lightning racing across the monster’s body as her enchanted lightning bracers carried their damage over. A moment later, Daniel’s crossbow bolt impacted on the opposite shoulder, spinning the Ape around. The loud hiss of seared flesh and the screech of the monster told of the continued damage their enchantments lay upon it.

Injured, its body riddled with enchanted attacks, the Earth Swift Ape’s end was guaranteed. Omrak quickly made work of the injured creature, while Daniel renocked his crossbow and watched for additional danger and Asin snuck around to threaten its flank. Not that Omrak needed the help, but the added distraction made the fight even simpler.

“Good stone,” Omrak said, picking up the Mana stone that the disappearing body of the Swift Ape deposited. Without comment, he tossed the stone over to Asin who caught and stored the stone for the team. “Are they becoming simpler, or is it just me?”

“We’re learning,” Daniel said. “Also, the enchantments make a big difference.”

“True. I much prefer single or double opponents to the Imps,” Omrak said.

“Easier Daniel hit,” Asin said, grinning as she picked up and sheathed her knives.

“I’m getting better!” Daniel said. He didn’t bother looking for his bolts. The negative of the Lesser Flame enchantment was that it damaged his bolts, making them unable to be reused. As for the metal within them, it was not worth the cost and time to search for the bolts. Better to leave it to the scavengers or the Dungeon. “Come on. I’d like to get to the fifth floor this time.”

“The last time was not my fault!” Omrak said, though he followed after Asin once she returned to the front and scouted ahead. “Zarits swore that there was a hidden section on the third floor.”

“That neither the Guild nor the maps have ever indicated,” Daniel said. Not that he intended to rib the Northerner too much. After all, they had all agreed to go looking.

“Shhh!” Asin hissed at them as she bent over an unmarked trap, marking its location for others.

Grinning, the pair fell silent and focused. The first floor might not be much challenge, but it was better to be safe.


Chapter 4

“Twenty-four gold, eleven silver,” Omrak read out proudly after being passed the tally note from Asin. For a single day’s run, it was a good return, though they would have to spend some of it on consumables and fixing their equipment.

Asin nodded, pushing the pile of coins to each of the other two. She had no true fear about showing the coins here, in the Adventurers Guild’s inn. The amount they were handling was a decent haul, but nothing spectacular and certainly nothing that another Adventurer would chance being thrown out for. As for Pickpockets and common Thieves, the Adventurers Guild’s attendants were all on the lookout for them, leaving only the truly foolhardy to try their hand at stealing from Adventurers within the Guild itself.

Even so, her friends quickly picked up and stored the coins in their inventory, putting them away before anyone had a good chance to look them over. Asin nodded, grateful that they had the sense to do that. No need to tempt others more than necessary.

“Note.” Asin next handed Daniel a rolled-up slip of paper. When he unrolled it, she curiously peered over, only to see a list of names and times. She absently nodded to herself, having guessed that it would be replies to his earlier queries.

A familiar set of approaching footsteps made the Catkin turn her head, peering curiously as the Guildmistress of the Bent Nail trooped over, flanked by a pair of her teammates. Unlike her provocative evening clothing, Nicole was clad in full plate armor and bearing her weapons. Even from a few feet away, Asin could smell the lingering traces of blood and stink of fear and adrenaline on the party’s skin.

“Daniel, Asin, Omrak.” She greeted the trio by name, a smile splitting her face.

“Guildmistress Novak,” Omrak replied, turning slightly to smile at the young ladies. One sniffed, turning away from the Northerner whose smile slipped for a fraction of a second before returning. “Brandi. Adelle. A pleasure to see you this evening, as always.”

And evening it was, with the noise of returning workmen and Adventurers and the aroma of roasting meat for supper filtering in from the streets outside. Being late winter, even as far south as they were in Brad, the light had begun to dim as the sun set. Within though, Mana lamps kept the Adventurers Guild brightly lit. An easy cost to bear, when the Guild was the only official way to sell Mana stones.

The thought had Asin flicking open her inventory briefly peering at the few stones she’d kept to sell to her contacts. Of course, she would make sure the team received their share later, but cutting out the middleman increased their take by twenty to thirty percent. A good trade, if dangerous, since doing so was a fineable offence.

“—finally got our potions, so we’ll be delving deep tomorrow,” Nicole was saying, answering Daniel’s question. She took a seat beside him, sitting with a slight hitch in her movements as she finished lowering herself the last few inches.

“Problem?” Daniel said, frowning.

Asin let out a little chuff of amusement, her tail lashing behind her. Did he still not notice how some of these “friends” only showed up to speak with them when they were hurt? Nothing serious, of course, but just enough that a quick Healer’s Mark spell would fix it.

“I’m fine. Just a small pull,” Nicole said, waving her hand away. “I actually wanted to speak with you about something else.”

“Oh?” Daniel’s eye still lingered on her body before he wrenched it up, even as the rest of the table fell silent.

“I heard a rumor you were asking to meet with some guilds.”

“That’s right,” Daniel said, warily.

Asin picked up her cup, sipping at the mulled wine within. She preferred chabu, but they did not serve it here. Or when they did bring in a barrel, charged twice the going rate. Using the edge of the cup to hide her face, Asin cast her gaze around, spotting how a few nearby tables were now paying attention. She even saw a Goatkin the table over leering at them, its ears cocked in their direction.

Daniel always missed these things, more focused on what was in front of him than potential threats behind. He was too straightforward, too good. But he was a healer, and his Gift left him vulnerable. It was her job to keep him safe out here, just like it was his in the Dungeon.

“I’m a little hurt you didn’t invite us,” Nicole said, fluttering her eyes a little.

“Well, that, uhhh . . .”  Daniel paused.

Before he could make an offer or suggest that he forgot or squirreled out of it, Asin spoke up. “Small.”

“Pardon?” Nicole said, frowning a little.

“Guild small,” Asin repeated, offering a slight tilt of her head downwards and lowering her ears to show it was not personal. Of course, she wasn’t certain Nicole would understand the body language, but it was worth the shot. They did have a trio of Beastkin in their group, even if one was a Dogkin.

“Well, we’re not that small . . .” Nicole said.

Daniel shot a glance at Asin, one mixed between relief and disapproval at her being so blunt. But, his hand forced, he backed her up like he always did. “No, you’re not. But you’re not really a regional guild. Or national. And that’s what we need.”

“Oh.” Nicole paused, her gaze sweeping over Daniel as she considered her next words. Eventually, she smiled. “Well, I hope we can still rely on you for the occasional consultation?”

“Uhhh, I guess?” Daniel shrugged. “I think it’d depend on the guild.”

“Of course, of course,” Nicole replied immediately. She shifted slightly, wincing again. Daniel’s eyes drifted over, and Asin could not help but roll her eyes. Especially when he made the low-voiced offer and Nicole gladly accepted.

Not that Asin had much to object to, other than his good nature being taken advantage of. It was not as if Nicole did not return the favor at times, between hints and recommendations for the levels they went to as well as merchant and trader recs. Since both she and Omrak had already been healed and they would be calling it a night, Daniel’s Mana would regenerate by the time they entered the Dungeon the next day. If he didn’t heal her, he’d probably just go to the hospice and do some healing there before the night was over.

Still, Asin kept an ear out, watched as he cast the spell, watched how they talked to him. And eventually, listened as they got around to giving advice.

“Make sure to go down with them. You’ll want to see in-person how they train their teams, how they teach and deploy their people,” Nicole was saying. “It’s not enough to just, you know, be told what they do. You need to see it.”

“So, down into the Dungeons with them?” Daniel said.

Asin found herself nodding to their words, grateful for Nicole’s recommendations. She continued to list and point out things the party needed to know, questions to ask, playing advisor to the newbies now that they were certain that they weren’t going to pick their guild.

Sometimes, Asin had to admit, Daniel’s tendency to heal first and talk later worked out well.

 

***

 

The first to meet with them was Gadi, the vice-guildmaster of the Seven Stones. Unlike many others, Gadi himself rarely entered the Dungeon these days, being semi-retired. He had been what was termed a Sword-Mage, a multi-Class Adventurer who had attempted to specialize in both magic and his weapon.

Of course, because of the slow regeneration of Mana, every mage learned a few melee or ranged skills. But most did so only to protect themselves, and to offer some small level of support to their team. Ranged weaponry were the most common choices since it allowed the mage to stay safely back while adding another ranged attacker to the team’s arsenal.

Even so, ranged weaponry was less effective in many Dungeons. Cramped passages, tight corners, and shortened sightlines meant that ranged attacks were less useful in many levels. But not all. And realistically, most parties were happy to get any mage on their team, since their versatility and added magical damage could make the difference in clearing certain levels or failure.

Even so, few mages took it to the same extent as Gadi where they devoted significant portions of their time learning a melee weapon and added themselves to the frontline. Most mages were too studious; the rigors of magical enchantment and casting requiring long hours of book study and practice. Splitting time off to study weaponry as well resulted in the same problem that both Daniel and Gadi faced. Barring being a prodigy in both areas, at some point, one’s skill in one area of your study would lag. For Daniel, his melee combat skills lagged far behind his healing ability. For Gadi, his magic skills had fallen by the wayside as he studied the sword.

But at the higher-leveled Dungeons, those ranked Expert and above, specialists were of greater use. A single, powerful Mage could end a Boss fight before it began in earnest, saving lives. A strong expert swordsman could deal damage and cripple multiple monsters in a fight, dealing damage or holding their attention. Unfortunately, Sword-Mages could do a little of both, but neither well. And it was because of this that it was rumored that Gadi had failed, eventually being sidelined and forced to take an administrative post.

All this, Omrak related to Daniel as they walked over to the Seven Stones guildhall, waving his hands around in an expansive manner to punctuate his comments. “—and that’s why I think you should be careful yourself, Friend Daniel. For you are not spending time bettering your weapon skills. You lack even a powerful melee skill.”

“I have Perin’s Blow,” Daniel said. He hopped over a splotch of manure and landed on the rough-fitted cobblestone street, barely even noticing the waste. It would be picked up soon enough by the collectors or the street children, all intent on making a copper from the valuable fertilizer.

“Yes. And combined with your Find Weakness Skill, it can injure or end an already injured opponent. But compare that to Thundering Strike,” Omrak said.

Daniel grunted. “That’s a bit of a cheating skill though . . .”

“Nothing cheating about it,” Omrak said. “It is a powerful skill because I have gained much experience. It focuses my attack on a single point and adds the strength of the sky to it.”

“I did wonder why it’s not called Lightning Strike,” Daniel said.

“Another skill,” Asin piped up. “Fast.” She jabbed her hand out, miming the skill activation.

“Like Snake Strike?” Daniel said.

“Faster.”

“Huh.” Daniel shook his head. Sometimes, it seemed that Eris had gone for the simplistic in the naming of skills. But perhaps that was for the best. Too many Adventurers spent more time at the training pells than studying books. “But Asin is missing a sure-kill skill.”

In reply, Asin grinned at Daniel.

“Wait, you have one?”

A nod. Asin dodged sideways, getting out of the way of an older laundrywoman and her large bag that she was hauling to the river. That put her up against the whitewashed walls of the shop, getting an irate rebuke from the shopkeeper as he spotted the Beastkin. With practiced ease, the group ignored him as they kept walking.

“What?”

“I am curious too, Friend Asin.”

“Penetrator.”

“Huh?”

“Ah, a good passive skill. Not the same, but at higher levels.” Omrak paused, raised an eyebrow, and got a nod from Asin. “It begins to show its value. Especially if you combine that with your other skills like Bone Breaker. An interesting combination.”

“I don’t get it,” Daniel said, turning his head between the pair of melee fighters.

“Penetrator—or Penetration—is a skill that comes from the combination of perception, monster biology and weapon skills. Once you achieve sufficient levels, it is available for purchase,” Omrak said. “As a combined skill, it is hard to level, but it has the benefit of also being an on-going passive. All of Friend Asin’s attacks will dig deeper, do more damage. And at higher levels, it should penetrate deep within.

“It is a skill for precision fighters.”

Before Daniel could inquire further—especially on the part about monster biology—the trio arrived before the door to the Seven Stones Guild. The healer looked up, taking in the squat, two-story whitewashed building and could not help but compare it to the others beside it. They were in the richer part of town—thus the paved stones and recently whitewashed walls—and thus everything from the trim to the clay-fired tiling on the roof itself was well kept. Yet there were little signs of disrepair to Daniel’s eyes, little indications that while organisation might be rich—comparatively—they were not affluent.

“Well, are we to enter?” Omrak said, suddenly looking nervous. He tugged on his tunic, his best set of three and the one he wore most often when he went out on dates. It was a little thinner, a little tighter woven than his other rougher, much-patched wear he wore into the Dungeon.

Not that Daniel had anything to comment on Omrak’s clothing choices. He too wore his best outfit, but unlike Omrak, he had a wider range of clothing options to choose from. One of the advantages of being a healer in the hospice was that he often received small gifts. In this case, the shirt he wore was a hand-me-down from a grateful patient. It was much finer quality than Omrak’s own tunic, but his was about twenty years out of style.

“Yes,” Daniel said.

Of course, rather than barging in, he knocked on the door before shifting on his feet, taking a few seconds to clean his boots on the edge of the upraised lip of the door. Like most of the other buildings on the street, to get to the door, you had to ascend a few steps to reach it, offering the inside of the house a little protection from the constant rains and mud.

Asin, beside him, was already cleaning her own sandals. While she preferred walking barefoot whenever possible, the city streets were not on that list. If nothing else, the constant rumbling carts and deposits and the need to keep her feet clean on entering a residence meant footwear was a necessity.

As he was watching the Catkin, Daniel noticed the way her head tilted; her ears swiveled moments before he too heard the footsteps from within the guild hall. A moment later, the door creaked open to reveal Gadi himself, the short, five-foot human glaring up at the group.

“So, you finally chose to speak with me, did you? What happened? The Burning Fields turn you down?” he said, crossing his arms before himself. Dark blonde hair, nearly brown in the dim lighting shone, though from their angle, Daniel spotted the thinning center line.

“We have chosen to explore other options first,” Daniel said. “As you said, they’re a little large. And might not offer what we want.”

Gadi’s eyes narrowed for a second before he nodded, waving the group through the door. Once they were in and the door closed, Gadi led them to the sitting room on the door’s left. As they walked forward, Daniel could not help but notice the doors at the end of the hallway that led out to the training grounds.

The sitting room itself contained simple carpets and wall hangings, a cabinet filled with glassware and drinks, and a series of wooden lounging chairs. Gadi took the single seat, plopping himself down with force before he faced the group.

“So, you recall my offer, yes?” he declared beforehand, before continuing. “What else do you want?”

“Remind me,” Omrak called out. “I have forgotten what it was you offered us.”

“I offered the healer a salary, a silver for his healing services and double shares on any delve. As well as the usual benefits of being part of our guild—access to our merchant and alchemical resources and the guild library.”

“And us?” Asin asked, perched as she was on a chair.

Gadi glanced at the Beastkin before he turned away with a dismissive sneer and faced Daniel again. “I can take in your friends. They are unremarkable, but not useless. But we’ll want to add to your party. It is significantly under-strength.”

“I’d like to choose my members,” Daniel said.

“We’ll send who we have, but you have to take at least five down with you,” Gadi said. “We won’t let our investment die just because he didn’t take enough precautions.”

“That’s fine. But I won’t work with people who I don’t trust,” Daniel said.

“Of course,” Gadi said. “And as I said, your friends are adequate. Would you like to see your potential teammates now?”

“They’re here?” Daniel said, surprised.

“Mmm . . . we have some. The ones missing a team,” Gadi said. “And one other Advanced team, who are spending the day training. We institute a five-two regime.”

“Five-two?” Omrak said, frowning. The big Northerner was lounging in the room, having made the couch he had taken his own. The ostentatious display seemed to not make him unconscious at all, unlike Asin.

“Five days training, two days delving,” Gadi replied.

“Not the other way around?” Daniel said.

Daniel’s reply had Gadi bark a laugh, one that was closer to the bray of a mule than a human chuckle. Catching himself, he stared at Daniel before he snorted. “Who goes delving five days in a row?”

Asin let out a chuff of laughter, while Omrak frowned. When Gadi looked at the group, frowning, Daniel explained. “We do.”

“What? Why? How do you . . .” Gadi paused, then shook his head. “Of course. Healer. You overuse your skill on them, don’t you?”

“I keep the team well healed.”

“And subject their body to repeated healings,” Gadi said, shaking his head. “You should not.”

“Why?”

“Repeated magical healing can cause issues in the long-term. It’s a known issue with older Adventurers. Certain kinds of diseases that erupt, causing tumors and other issues,” Gadi said.

“Oh, that!” Daniel nodded. He knew about those issues. In fact, they treated cases like that in the hospice relatively regularly. Of course, Gadi was not correct in calling it a disease since it was not an external effect on the body but a problem within the body itself. Daniel could—and did—scan his friends and himself for the issue. It was a weird problem, one that could easily be fixed by his Gift for minimal cost when it first started showing up but was extremely expensive later on. It was one of the few things he refused to fix when presented to him, instead reverting to alchemical concoctions. Sometimes, those even worked.

“That.” Gadi’s eyes narrowed, and Daniel smiled brightly in turn. Soon enough, he’d learn the truth if he hadn’t already, but it was better to not speak of it just yet. “Well, so long as your friends and teammates understand the dangers.”

“I don’t heal everything,” Daniel said, nodding. “It’s good for the body to heal by itself at times. Magical healing just resets the body, instead of letting it grow.”

At least most kinds.

Healer’s Mark was more a regeneration spell, which just sped up the body’s own natural healing properties. It actually had less chance of causing issues, though for some reason, some individuals were more prone to damage than others. Interestingly, it had nothing to do with Constitution itself. Of course, there were true Healers who spent their time researching the why, but much of it was still speculative. Common theories ranged from Erlis’s will, to unseen diseases, to intrinsic issues within an individual’s body. That such problems were more common among inbred creatures led credence to the first and last theories.

And outside of the low-level spells like Healer’s Mark, there were more powerful healing spells like the Body’s Return and Regeneration as well as the priest’s blessings like Erlis’s Forgiveness that sidestepped issues like that entirely. Either by forcing the body to regenerate or that flooded the body with a purer form of Mana—or perhaps, a better controlled use of Mana; the priests were rather ambiguous about that point—that not only healed and regenerated but cleared the body of other issues.

“Good. It’s still dangerous to push like that,” Gadi said.

“People,” Asin said, butting in and tapping the table with a clawed finger.

Gadi frowned, eyeing the spot where Asin had tapped as if he was distrustful that she might have damaged it, before sighing. “Yes, yes. I’ll get them.” He paused. “Or we could join them.”

“Join?” Asin cocked her head to the side.

“On the training grounds.”

The enthusiastic nods from the group had Gadi smiling as he stood up and waved them to follow him. Daniel could not help but grin a little, anticipation rising. There was definitely something to be said about watching his potential allies at work.

And really, Omrak was not wrong. He did need to work on his skills.

 


Chapter 5

The training yard that Daniel had spotted at the back of the building was larger than he had expected. Contrary to his expectations, it actually took up the entirety of the neighbors’ yards too, making the entire thing at least two hundred feet wide and another sixty feet long. The Seven Stones had made good use of the additional space, splitting the area into a couple of fighting rings, a physical exercise section, a walled-off portion where a pair of Adventurers practiced their archery, and the largest area—a magical arena.

Large as the training yard was, it was crowded too with multiple members of the Seven Stones Guild working. The dueling rings were in use, with a small crowd of watchers armored up observing the combat. An older Adventurer limped between the two rings, calling out commentary as she moved. Even from here, Daniel could feel the subtle tug of her skill, as her Trainer’s Voice sped up skill improvement. In the main arena, a team moved through the rocky terrain, climbing up the boulders and edging along the pathways that had been created as they warily searched for their targets.

It was Asin, from the team’s vantage point, that spotted their opponents first. She pointed them out while speaking. “Kobolds.”

Daniel frowned as he stared at the group of long-limbed, thin creatures that were flooding out of a small opening in the ground. They hissed a little at the bright lights but jabbered to one another as they spread out from the entrance. Unlike the monsters they had fought, these Kobolds carried real weapons—short, bronze daggers—and wore stitched together hide.

“What . . . ?”

“We find it’s better for our trainees to fight real monsters once in a while,” Gadi said. “We purchase captured monsters and have them brought over.”

“Kobolds are real?” Daniel said.

“Native to Khash,” Gadi said.

Daniel frowned, staring as the group of Kobolds began sending out scouting parties. They communicated more than they had in the Dungeon, calling out to one another as they travelled forth. Since the arena itself was not too large, the adventuring team and the first of the scouting parties found each other soon enough.

“Are they . . . sapient?” Daniel said, hesitantly.

“As much as goblins are,” Gadi replied. “In fact, they are, in many ways, the Khash equivalent of our Goblins. Monstrous, constantly breeding and eating. Irrationally aggressive.” As he finished speaking, the Kobolds launched themselves at the better armed Adventurers with a screech, wielding their weapons with vigor if not much skill. “Utterly impossible to work with.”

“Still . . . to capture them . . .” Daniel frowned. It twigged at his conscience a little. Killing them was messy—especially these non-Dungeon versions, where their bodies lay on the ground rather than dispersing in motes of Mana—but understandable. Monsters were monsters. But trapping them for this . . .

“It’s good training.” Gadi eyed Daniel, the short vice-guildmaster’s lip thinning in consideration. “We don’t stint on our training budget.”

“I guess.” Daniel fell silent, watching as the adventuring team finished killing off the scout team and followed the tracks back to the main group. There, the Kobolds had regrouped into a large mass, waiting just outside of where the rocks converged with the goal of luring out the team and using their greater numbers. Unfortunately, their hesitation worked to their detriment as a young girl stepped out from behind the team, raising her hand and chanting a series of words before she released a swirling mass of air.

The spell struck the center of the Kobold group, just above the short creatures’ heads and exploded with a terrifying, ear-aching shriek. The Kobolds, with their larger ears and at the epicenter of the blast were lashed by the exploding wind and tossed aside by the exploding wall of sound.

“Sonic Ball,” Gadi said, rubbing at his ears. “Lady Nyssa is one of those we would have you meet. She is a powerful Mage but thus far has yet to click with any team.”

Into that disorganized mob, the rest of the team rushed in, even as the archer at the top of the rock outcropping loosed his arrows to target any Kobold still standing and attempting to organize their friends. The remainder of the battle was soon over, only for the team to turn around and shout at the Mage, hands waving and gesturing, though only muted words reached the group.

“Sound Barrier,” Gadi explained when Omrak asked. “We keep one active over the arena whenever Lady Nyssa is training.”

“They look unhappy with her,” Daniel said.

“Powerful. More powerful,” Asin said, then mimed the explosion with her hands. “Hurt ears.”

“Yes. It seems she leveled her spell again and did not inform her team,” Gadi said with a sigh. The only one, Daniel noted, who was not shouting at her but was watching the team below with an arrow nocked to his bow. “The archer of that group,” Gadi continued, “is part of the Lady’s group and her Loyal Bodyguard. He is also deaf.”

Daniel blinked, but nodded. That would explain why he seemed to be unaffected by the attack and was watching the entire thing as though he was ready to defend his “lady.”
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