
  
    
      SPELLS OF OLD

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        BENJAMIN MEDRANO

      

    

  


  
    
      Spells of Old by Benjamin Medrano

      

      © 2024 Benjamin Medrano. All rights reserved.

      

      Contact the author at BenjaminPMedrano@gmail.com

      Visit the author’s website at benjaminmedrano.com

      Sign up for the author’s mailing list at http://eepurl.com/cGPT-b

      

      Cover Art by Hoang Lap

      Editing by Natty Hat Services

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Joe. You make an excellent cleric!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      This is an edited, revised version of Spells of Old prepared in advance of a new audiobook recording of the Ancient Dreams trilogy. I’ve been looking forward to this for a long time, and I hope that readers, new and old, enjoy the story!

      In this story we follow Sistina’s rise to power, and many secrets begin coming into the open. It’s complicated, convoluted, and I enjoyed writing it immensely. I also found I’d forgotten more details than I’d expected in the years since I wrote it, so I enjoyed it as well! I was careful not to alter the story itself, though. I hope you enjoy Spells of Old!
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      Fate reached out and gently laid his hand on the tapestry. Before him were the tangled lives of mortals and immortals alike, woven into a breathtaking pattern that few others could even begin to understand. Only his own lady could truly comprehend the incredible depth of the tapestry which slowly wove itself before his eyes, and even Fate found the patterns beyond his comprehension at times.

      Each thread possessed its own purpose, no matter how short it may be. Some threads were those of infants stillborn, their threads cut short almost as soon as they’d begun but impacting their family’s futures despite that. Other mortal threads were long or short, as seemingly insignificant threads touched upon dozens of others. The threads of dragons, gods, and other beings of power were still longer, and touched on countless lives which they affected. Greater still were the threads of the primal gods, those which formed the edges of the tapestry, giving it form and solidity.

      He ignored all those. It was a single, seemingly insignificant, thread which he gently plucked. At Fate’s touch, the thread shone bright gold throughout the weave, and its Destiny thread appeared in his mind, causing Fate to shiver. He looked back through the thread; at the countless lives it had touched. He saw how the thread passed through the devastation of the Godsrage itself, into the ancient past of the world, and where magic had once touched the thread ever so gently and changed its path.

      “What troubles you?”

      The resonant voice spoke in Fate’s mind unexpectedly. Her voice was rich with power, echoing in Fate’s very bones.

      “She does, My Lady. I still find myself surprised you allowed that spell to be cast by their royals,” Fate replied, his voice soft as he looked on that thread. “They changed the very weave of Destiny.”

      “No, they did not,” the Timekeeper said calmly, her voice soft and serene as the primal deity who watched over Fate gazed on the weave.

      “How did those magi not change the weave? She was destined to die in that tomb, My Lady. It was her destiny,” Fate protested, touching the slight change to the weave, where a single repositioned rock had led a prospector into an ancient cavern.

      “Because Time is not written until it has happened, Fate,” the Timekeeper replied, and the word caused reality itself to ripple around Fate, as though the multiverse itself stood still in awe for an instant.

      “But—” Fate began after he recovered but was forestalled by his Lady.

      “We set up Time and Destiny, Fate. We watch over it and keep it from being damaged,” the Timekeeper said, her voice rippling time and causing the tapestry itself to still for a moment, but her tone was gentle. “Yet it is the privilege of all mortals to remake their destinies, should they have the power and ability to do so. For all that has occurred, she who is now Sistina did not have a hand in what was done. Now she is mortal, yet immortal, and her future is her own to shape. Let her go.”

      Fate paused for a moment, tempted to break the strand which stood out for a long moment. Finally, he bowed his head and let go of that unimaginably ancient thread, one which stretched past the point where it could possibly break on its own, then potentially stretching out even longer than his own. Fate finally replied, letting out a faint sigh. “As you say, My Lady.”
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        * * *

      

      Sistina watched the elves prepare to leave and let herself smile slightly. She’d demanded that those who were unwilling to serve her had to leave when Kelvanis’ siege ended. However, those who’d chosen to stay were the target of a decent amount of anger from those who were leaving.

      Not that many were choosing to stay. Of course, Phynis was staying, but Sistina had been uncertain if anyone would choose to do so. Desa had been obviously torn between her loyalty to Phynis and her oaths to Sifaren, and up until the previous night, Sistina hadn’t been sure which way the mage would choose. In the end, Phynis’ captain had chosen to stay with her after penning a letter to her queen. Along with Desa had come five other guards, Alissa, Evrial, Helia, Lisa, and Skylark. Of the guards, only Alissa and Skylark hadn’t been branded by Kelvanis, which made Sistina even more surprised the women had chosen to submit to something which wasn’t much different.

      Among the civilians, only a handful had chosen to stay. The two dozen guards under Lieutenant Vander were leaving, as were Farlon and most of the researchers. She was watching one of the few exceptions.

      “What do you mean, you’re staying? You’re going to end up magically chained, just like the people captured by Kelvanis!” Farlon exclaimed impatiently, gesturing sharply to the east in his anger, nearly striking an assistant with his emphatic gesture.

      “No. I will be living in Sistina’s dungeon and will continue my research in the library. I asked Sistina myself,” Zarenya Threadweaver said. The middle-aged dusk elf had a quiet dignity about her, and stood straight and firm before her taller, demanding colleague. “Ellis has chosen to stay and assist me. We’ll continue to perform our calling, and she’ll give us the freedom to do so.”

      “How do you know she’ll allow that? Once she binds you, you’ll have no choice but to obey her,” Farlon countered, scowling. “You’re risking both your freedom and his on a⁠—”

      “No. Sistina could have simply chosen to kill all of us. She could have never given us permission to come here, or she could have expelled us into the waiting arms of Kelvanis’ army after we lost her trust,” Zarenya said in calm denial. “Instead, she gave us time. I trust her, Farlon. I’m staying, and you aren’t changing my mind.”

      “You foolish, pigheaded… fine! Have it your way!” Farlon exclaimed, throwing his hands up in disgust as he stalked away, leaving the other researcher with a slight smile on her face.

      Sistina thought she liked the researcher. The woman was usually quiet, and this was the most that she’d heard from Zarenya in a single conversation since she’d come to the dungeon. In all honesty, Zarenya reminded Sistina of herself a little. The researcher’s assistant, Ellis, was a handsome, loyal young man who had more than a bit of a crush on his mentor, and Sistina had no idea how their relationship would develop. It really wasn’t her business, though, so she turned her attention to the other two from Sifaren who were staying.

      The last two were some of Phynis’ maids. Lady Maria Northbrook had been with Phynis when they’d been captured by Kelvanis, and she was a levelheaded, polite woman. Sistina thought she was good for Phynis, even if the former princess spent a lot of time avoiding Maria’s nagging regarding her appearance. Another surprise was that Jean Dailos had chosen to stay. Jean was a mousy, nervous maid who had come with the group on their most recent trip, and Sistina had expected her to leave. She didn’t object, but it was certainly a surprise.

      On the other hand, Sistina felt more than a little relief the others she’d rescued had chosen to stay with her. Ilmas, Lily, and Sina had become something of a reassuring presence in her caves, and without them she’d feel almost empty. She still wasn’t certain about the priestesses she’d rescued, but Amethyst, Diamond, Emerald, Opal, Ruby, Sapphire, and Topaz seemed to have no interest in leaving just yet. In fact, the priestesses seemed almost gleeful about being in the dungeon. From what Sistina could tell, their enthusiasm was more that they were free of Jared, the Kelvanis official she’d captured during his attack. At some point, she needed to properly interrogate him, but she intended to wait until he’d healed more.

      Sensing Phynis was close, Sistina opened her eyes and smiled at the elf. Phynis giggled, approaching to sit and lean into Sistina’s side with a soft sigh, closing her sky-blue eyes as they sat under Sistina’s tree.

      “I love you,” Phynis whispered, her voice almost inaudible even within the canopy of branches.

      The elf’s hair wasn’t coming in silver anymore, instead it was a metallic pink which surprised Sistina a little. When she’d brought Phynis back from the edge of the grave, Sistina had tried to make Phynis’ body as perfect as she could, back to what it should have been, but since Phynis usually dyed her hair pink, it was possible Sistina’s subconscious had adjusted her hair. She hoped it wouldn’t matter. Wrapping an arm around Phynis’, Sistina pulled her close as she closed her eyes, enjoying being with the former princess.

      “Treasure,” Sistina said softly, forming the word with care. It was easier to speak than it had been, but it still wasn’t something she was used to. She could effortlessly understand any language she’d heard so far, but putting her thoughts into words was almost an exercise in frustration.

      Phynis giggled, and Sistina smiled at the sound. Something about Phynis’ laugh felt off, though, and after a moment, Sistina opened her eyes and studied Phynis’ face. There were shadows there, a hint of sadness Sistina could barely see. It took her a moment of consideration, but finally she stroked a finger along Phynis’ cheek, and when she opened her eyes, she asked softly. “Sad. Why?”

      “I’m not sad,” Phynis refuted. At Sistina’s skeptical look, she flushed and looked down, shifting in place. Finally, after a few more moments, she sighed and shook her head. “Fine, I am sad. I’m sad because everyone is leaving and taking part of my past with them. I was a princess, Sistina, and I was more than that. I was crown princess, destined to rule Sifaren, and it was just… stolen from me. Kelvanis captured me, and a stupid brand was enough to take everything I’d trained for. My entire life, invalidated. I once dreamed of being a powerful hero or adventurer, but my duty got in the way. Now I’m over thirty years old, without a hint of training which would help you. It’s frustrating, and I’m sad because I was betrayed by my family, the people I should’ve been able to count on.”

      Sistina slowly considered what Phynis said, then nodded gently. Her thoughts were racing, and after a moment, they fastened on the city buried beneath the mountain around them, fragments of the ancient capital of Everium. As she considered the ruins, an idea crystallized in her mind.

      But for now, Sistina set it aside and tilted her head, opening the passage out of the mountain as the Sifaren group began leaving, and asked. “Teach? About Everium?”

      Phynis’ eyes brightened at the offer, and her frown vanished as she replied. “I’d love to learn about them, Sistina!”

      The smile made everything better, and Sistina smiled in return. Leaning forward to give Phynis a gentle kiss, Sistina resolved herself. Phynis didn’t deserve what had happened to her. So, if she couldn’t inherit her own kingdom, Sistina would just have to create a kingdom to replace it.
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      Ducking under the lumbering vine monster’s arm, Daniel put his weight behind his sword as he tried to cut the creature in half. The blade cut through several thick vines before slowing, then shuddered to a stop halfway through the monster’s torso. Cursing, Daniel almost instinctively let go of the hilt and rolled away as the creature’s gaping maw snapped downward at him, his heart racing as he bounced back to his feet.

      “Sloppy, Danny!” Darak called out lazily as the dwarf stood in the back next to Joseph, the two men watching the fight. “Those things are a damn sight slower than Penny is. You don’t have the strength or weapon to cut through it easily. You need to attack it where it’s weak, not right in the armor!”

      “You could help, you know!” Daniel retorted, weaving past the creature and grabbing his sword. Tearing it free with both hands, he fell back, keeping an eye out for any pitcher plants.

      “Hah! Nope, you need the experience. This is the first room, get used to it,” Darak replied with a laugh, prompting a soft chuckle from the cleric next to him. Daniel didn’t waste his breath, instead replying with a rude gesture as he darted away from the monster and checked on the others.

      Eileen and Sayla had teamed up against another of the big plant monsters, and he glanced over just in time to see Sayla’s dagger cut a critical joint in one of its legs, and it toppled over heavily. Eileen took the opportunity to take off one of its arms, and Daniel blinked in surprise, wondering how the blazes she’d managed that with a short sword. Meanwhile, Eric had just about dealt with the hanging plant which kept trying to grab him, his spear just barely giving him the reach to attack the massive, bulb-like core near the ceiling. What was it Darak had called it, a devouring bulb? He hated the things after what they’d done to Sina, but a crossbow wasn’t much use in the caves, where everything was close by. Reloading just took too long to be practical.

      “Look for thin spots,” Eileen called out, glancing at him. “Think of them as weak points in its armor! Most of the vines are there to keep you from cutting limbs off.”

      “Right. Thanks,” Daniel replied, focusing on his opponent again as he frowned.

      Thin spots, huh? Well, the joints were thinner, but the clumps forming them seemed thicker, too. Maybe just hit them several times? Taking a deep breath, he plunged back into the fight, mentally swearing about being in melee with a venomous bush.

      Like Darak had said, at least the monster was slower than Penelope. The woman moved like a striking serpent, and she didn’t hold back at all, so dodging the vine creature was almost second nature by comparison. Daniel focused on making relatively light, fast cuts, and saw a few breaks start appearing in the vines as he sidestepped the creature and shoved it away from him with a kick.

      Despite how strong the creature was, it was already off-balance when he kicked it. It toppled forward and tried to catch itself with one arm. Daniel grinned in delight as there was a cracking sound and that arm broke free, dropping it to the ground. Then he froze in surprise.

      The monster tried to catch itself again, but this time, the floor gave way below it. The creature fell into the pitcher plant with a loud splash, and Daniel gaped in astonishment.

      “Well, I suppose that’s one way to do it,” Joseph said after a moment, chuckling softly as Darak stared.
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        * * *

      

      “Right, then. Now to critique your work,” Joseph said mildly. It was about ten minutes later, and he was sitting on a rock. “Darak, you first.”

      “Whatever you say,” Darak grunted, frowning slightly at them. “First off, you shouldn’t have focused on the damned dangler, Eric. After the others trimmed its vines down to size, it had to move closer to be any sort of threat, and the thing moves slow as molasses. You left Danny to face one of the big lugs on his own, and at your skill level, those things are dangerous. He got damned lucky when he managed to throw it into a pitcher plant.”

      “To be honest, that wasn’t intentional,” Daniel admitted, shaking his head. “I just wanted to move it away from me. That was pure luck, though I might try using that strategy again.”

      “Fair enough. I just was remembering one of those things strangling Henry and didn’t want it to happen again,” Eric said after a moment, then let out a heavy sigh before continuing. “Sorry, Daniel.”

      “It’s fine, Eric. That’s why we’re here, to figure out what we’ve been doing wrong,” Daniel said, shaking his head. “I’m a little out of my element since I was more of a marksman.”

      “That brings me to the second part. Your weapon is shitty for your skill set, Daniel,” Darak said bluntly, gesturing at his longsword. “You’re lithe and quick. The only one of you lot who’s good for hitting something with brute force is Eric. I’d suggest he takes up an axe and shield, a flail, or even a glaive. I’d be a little leery about polearms because of how narrow tunnels can be, but so far, the dungeon’s been good about putting most monsters in open caverns. Danny, you should think about either making more precise attacks or possibly picking up some throwing axes. Use your marksmanship in a way which works in a dungeon.”

      “Hm. That makes sense, though I’d have to be able to afford it,” Daniel said thoughtfully, considering as he ran his fingers through his hair.

      “These are all things you need to consider in the future, not something which needs to be fixed now,” Joseph said kindly, looking at each of them in turn. “With your current skills and both a little practice and some form of healing, I think you could eventually clear the first floor of the dungeon. The problem is, this was only the first room, and you simply don’t have the stamina to keep it up without injuries.”

      There was a chorus of assent, and Daniel felt himself straightening, appreciating the praise. Then Eileen asked. “What about me and Sayla?”

      “The pair of you have good teamwork, unlike the ugly lugs over here,” Darak said, chuckling as he jerked a thumb in the direction of Daniel and Eric. “You work well together, but you’ve got some issues of your own. Sayla. You have too many flashy movements, which tire you out quickly. Eileen, you focus on your opponent too much. I saw you nearly step into a trap twice during the fight, and that would’ve sent everything downhill fast.”

      “In addition to that, except for Daniel, all of you were focusing on your own fights too much,” Joseph interjected, frowning at them. “You’re a team. You need to keep track of who needs help and to draw enemies into positions where your friends can hurt them. You need to keep track of where the traps are and use them like Daniel did. Survival comes first for the entire team. If you lose one ally, that allows the opponents to concentrate on the remainder of you and defeat you one by one.”

      “Alright,” Eric said, understanding dawning in his eyes, then he frowned. “That explains part of why we got beaten so badly our first time. Everyone was too focused on their own fights and ignored each other until it was too late.”

      “Most likely,” Darak agreed, shaking his head. “Now let’s move on to the rewards you’ve earned!”

      Stepping into one of the cave’s corners, the dwarf leaned over with a dagger and carefully removed a white flower with as much of the stem attached as possible. Holding it up, he asked. “Do any of you know what this is?”

      “Ah… no?” Daniel admitted, blinking. “It’s a flower.”

      The others at least had the wisdom to shake their heads, and Joseph suppressed a snort of laughter, grinning as Darak shook his head.

      “Ah, boy… you have a lot to learn. Of course it’s a damned flower! This, however, is violetroot. If you dug it up, its roots are bright purple,” the dwarven warrior chided, then frowned. “Don’t dig it up, though. You just need the flower and stem. Violetroot is the primary ingredient to high-class healing potions when properly dried and preserved. I’m not sure what the going rate for these is right now, but a single flower’s probably worth right around a silver. These aren’t a bad reward at all.”

      “Oh,” Sayla murmured, her eyes going wide. “How many flowers are there?”

      “A single plant generally has two to three flowers,” Joseph told them, looking at the plant in the corner. “This one appears to have two more, which is better than normal. You’re only going to have one problem.”

      “What’s that?” Eileen asked, moving to where she could examine the plant.

      Darak chuckled, handing her the flower and grinning. “Selling them. These aren’t nearly as useful if you don’t have an alchemist nearby, and I haven’t seen any in town.”

      “Oh,” Daniel said, his hopes for his finances going sour as he frowned. “Well, that sucks.”

      “Don’t worry, lad. When the Guild gets here, they’ll have alchemists with them. I guarantee it,” Darak said, dropping a hand heavily on Daniel’s shoulder as he gave a comforting smile. “And believe me, I don’t think they’ll take too much longer. Dungeons with good alchemy supplies are nowhere near common enough for the tastes of our alchemists.”

      “Ah, well that’s better than I’d hoped,” Daniel said, moving Darak’s hand, then massaging his shoulder. The dwarf tended to overdo it.

      “Are we going to continue or head back?” Sayla asked, stepping forward to carefully harvest the other flowers, handing them to Eileen one at a time.

      “I think going back would be best. You four need time to think about what you learned, and you’re tired,” Joseph replied after a moment’s thought. “Besides, the soldiers seem to be in a bit of a panic lately, and I’d rather not get too far from Penny and Nirath.”

      “I wonder what happened?” Sayla asked, standing up again as she frowned. “They’re definitely riled up.”

      “Wish I could tell you,” Daniel muttered, shaking his head. The disappearance of the Adjudicator didn’t bode well, and he was worried.
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        * * *

      

      Ellis looked down at the mark that Sistina had left around his left wrist and frowned, flexing his hand for a moment. The mark was faintly warm, but it looked like a simple black tattoo in the shape of roots or vines circling his wrist. He didn’t feel any different, though.

      “This isn’t quite what I was expecting. From what I’ve heard, the brands Kelvanis uses are quite painful when placed. I barely felt this,” Ellis finally said with a shake of his head.

      “Inefficient. Less constraints,” Sistina replied, tapping the mark on his wrist. “Simple.”

      “Huh. If you say so. I’m glad you let us stay, Sistina. From what was said, you were a bit upset after what Desa and the others did,” Ellis replied as his cheeks heated, embarrassed at how calm the beautiful dryad was when she touched him. “Having to leave would’ve been very unpleasant.”

      “Saying she was upset is like saying a desert is somewhat dry,” Phynis interjected, snorting softly.

      Ellis blushed again, looking around before stepping back by his mentor’s side. Save for the prisoners, everyone left in the caverns was gathered under Sistina’s tree, and Sistina had just finished marking all of them who hadn’t been branded. Zarenya, Desa, five of the princess’ guards, the princess herself and two of her maids, the seven jewel-hued priestesses of Medaea, and the three slaves who’d been living here were gathered. Compared to the numbers who’d been present only a day prior, there were barely any of them in the dungeon anymore. Sistina seemed somewhat happier, though, and she looked at Lily pointedly.

      “What?” Lily asked, looking startled as everyone focused on her.

      “Speak for,” Sistina said patiently.

      “Why me? I’m a glorified gardener, for crying out loud!” Lily protested, anxiously taking a step back.

      “Because you understand her better than anyone else here,” Ilmas said, obviously amused at his girlfriend’s protests. “You’ve been here the longest, and she sees you as her spokeswoman, until she can be bothered to speak for herself.”

      “Agreed,” Sistina said, smiling gently at Lily as the woman scowled at each of them in turn.

      “Fine. But I want to be clear I’m doing this under duress!” Lily said, sighing as she stepped in front of Sistina. Ellis noticed her eyeing the dryad suspiciously as she said. “Alright, I hope that you aren’t feeling as angry as last time.”

      “Calm,” Sistina assured her, then reached up to hold either side of Lily’s head for a long moment. Lily seemed to grow distant for a few seconds, then her eyes focused again as Sistina pulled away.

      “Hm. I see. Well, that definitely wasn’t as bad as last time,” Lily said, sounding much calmer. It made Ellis wonder just how bad ‘last time’ had been. Turning around to face everyone else, Lily took a deep breath before speaking. “So, Sistina wants me to communicate her overall desires and some of her short-term plans. Her first and only directive is that no one may betray her or any other resident of the dungeon, nor are you to significantly harm anything inside. It’s fairly simple and I think it makes sense, so I don’t think anyone will object.”

      Ellis nodded silently, while Desa asked. “What about the prisoners? We don’t have enough people to guard them easily.”

      “Ah, yes. Sistina indicated she’s going to imprison them in a separate cave with its own supplies for the time being, which will be guarded by a golem. It’ll be separated magically, though, so she won’t be able to monitor the room as easily,” Lily said, nodding at the captain. “That’s one of the near-term plans she had. Another is that she’s going to be setting some rules of the dungeon which she’ll post outside the entrance, and among them is going to be indications that dungeon servants are to be left unharmed. She apologizes for the term, but it’s the best one she came up with. Sistina also is going to make a small cave where we can offer adventurers supplies or minor services if we so desire. If anyone has requests for equipment or lodgings, you’re to come to me or Phynis and we’ll talk it over.”

      “Uh, why is she having you take care of things? We just asked her directly before,” Ellis asked hesitantly, feeling slightly nervous as everyone’s attention turned to him. “Also, what about me and Sage Zarenya?”

      “Both of you get to do what you’d like, though you’re going to have to do more of your own housekeeping now that the cooks and other servants left,” Lily told him directly, then hesitated and looked at Sistina, who nodded. “As for why, she’s decided to conserve mana as much as possible, save for finishing a handful of projects. The presence of those not linked to the dungeon drains Sistina’s mana reserves slightly, so it was actively harming her growth and power to have everyone here before. With us linked, we almost function as… roots, increasing her ability to absorb mana. She’s only populated a little over half the floors of her dungeon thus far, and the adventurers have been talking about others that’ll be arriving soon, so she needs to use as much power as she can for that.

      “Furthermore, we’re in the middle of the ruins of the old capital of Everium. There are other buildings Sistina wants to unearth and refurbish, and one has a distinct taint of necromancy she wishes to clear. Each task takes mana, and to fully refurbish the entirety of her domain might take up to a year of preparations,” Lily explained, then shrugged. “Even beyond that, there are certain other problems which came to her attention. Diamond? Sistina didn’t give me any information save that you’d explain.”

      Ellis blinked, opening his mouth for a moment, then shutting it again as he tried to process the full explanation. Diamond stepping forward distracted him, though, and the beautiful priestess in her white robe cleared her throat.

      “I’ll not go over the full depths of the issue, but what I feel I can tell you is quite bad enough. My fellow priestesses and I were captured by Kelvanis’ Enforcers from a hidden temple of Medaea in the south-eastern reaches of the Godsrage Mountains,” Diamond said, her voice clear and beautiful, and Ellis was almost captivated by it, but he shook himself free after a moment. “Unknown to almost anyone, the temple possesses a ley line node which links to another in Golden Vale. While it can only be used to teleport to Golden Vale from the temple, it has gone unused for several generations. Unfortunately, Adjudicator Jared of Kelvanis learned of it and had already given orders before we came here. The priestesses of the temple are sixty-eight in number, and all of them were branded and forced to pretend nothing was wrong in our absence.

      “Kelvanis intends to use the temple to teleport raiders into Yisara and kidnap the heirs of all the noble families during their annual gathering,” Ellis gasped in horror, hearing at least three other sharp intakes of breath from the others, while Desa swore softly, but Diamond kept going inexorably. “They intend to use the heirs to force the Queen of Yisara to set aside her crown and trade herself for them, since the nobles would likely view their heirs as more important than their queen. Furthermore, they intend to force a peace treaty between Kelvanis and Yisara afterward so that they can focus their forces on Sifaren.”

      “Dear gods above, preserve us all,” Desa murmured, then asked. “Why’re you telling us this? Do we have a chance to stop it?”

      “The military force for the raid was setting out shortly after we left Westgate. They will likely be moving slower, but with Sistina’s permission, my sister priestesses and I intend to go attempt to stop them, rescue our fellow priestesses, and warn Yisara,” Diamond said heavily, her smile exhausted. “If nothing else, we now have the power to challenge even the companies which were assigned to the raid. But if we’re too late, we’ll simply retrieve our fellow priestesses, sabotage the node, and return here. I pray it doesn’t come to that, but the timing will be close. But we’ll only go if we have Sistina’s permission to do so, considering the danger we might pose to her.”

      “Your lives. Your choice,” Sistina said simply, smiling sadly at them as she shrugged. “Careful.”

      “Thank you, Sistina,” Diamond said, giving a deep bow from the waist, and the other priestesses followed suit, somewhat to Ellis’ shock. “You gave us our lives back, and the chance to defend that which we believe in. We intend to leave once night falls, assuming we have sufficient supplies.”

      “I’ll help gather supplies for you,” Lily promised, then smiled wanly. “But on that… unpleasant note, that’s all that we had to discuss. Does anyone have any questions?”

      Some of the others did, but Ellis simply stood there, stunned. Then he realized something and softly asked Zarenya. “Um, I just thought of something, ma’am. This seems rather historic, so shouldn’t someone be writing down what’s been going on over the last few months?”

      “A good point, Ellis,” Zarenya replied mildly, turning her deep blue eyes to meet his, then smiled slightly. “Why don’t you get started?”

      “Ah… yes, ma’am,” Ellis replied, feeling slightly bewildered and out of his depth. His gaze happened to meet Ilmas’ across the circle from him, and the other man gave him a sympathetic smile.
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      A high-pitched, haunting sound echoed through the hills, causing Merric to jump. He turned to the north, peering over the border into the Alcast Republic as he asked. “What in the blazes was that?”

      “No freaking clue. Might be a dragon, but I’ve never heard one of ‘em either,” Joric replied absently, scanning the horizon.

      “I don’t think so… wait, what’s that there?” Merric asked, pointing at what looked like a white cloud of smoke coming toward them. It dissipated too quickly to be smoke, though, and there was a cloud of dust behind it.

      “Huh? I don—” Joric began but was interrupted by their commander.

      “Watch! What the hells was that?” Commander Calvin bellowed angrily as he stepped out of his office.

      Glancing back at the heavyset commander, Merric winced but snapped to attention. The commander had shown up as a replacement a few weeks ago, and from what the grapevine said, he’d been the lord of a fortress on the Sifaren front previously. Merric had no clue what he’d done to get exiled to a minor border fort, but he’d been in a foul temper ever since he’d arrived.

      “Not certain, sir!” Merric replied, gesturing. “I can see what looks like a dust trail and a white cloud which quickly vanishes in that direction, but I can’t tell what it is.”

      “What? What’re you talking about, you stupid… point it out to me!” Calvin fumed, stomping his way forward, his mustache drooping with every step.

      Merric swallowed his anger and replied respectfully. “Yes, sir. Right there.”

      The cloud was definitely closer at this point, and Merric realized it was approaching at an unsettling speed. Now that Merric examined it, there seemed to be three sources of the odd white mist. Each of them was following the road as well. The commander looked at it, frowning, then shook his head.

      “Well, I’ll be damned, it is there. What the hells is the damned thing?” Calvin asked, then waved off the others. “Oh, don’t bother answering. If I don’t know, there’s no way any of you know. I… wait, is that a wagon?”

      His exclamation cut through Merric’s irritation, and the soldier’s eyes went wide as a memory was triggered, one of a friend’s description after returning from a trip. Looking slightly closer, Merric thought he saw the outline of a wagon in the front, surrounded by dust and without any sign of horses or oxen.

      “Sir, the cloud reminds me of what a friend of mine described when he went on a trip up to Targavon. Could it be a steam wagon?” Merric asked, gesturing at the distant vehicle. “He said they produce steam which comes out of the top of the engines, and that seems to fit this.”

      “What? Why would a steam wagon come down here? That’s just… well, I’d say it was ridiculous, but I can’t think of what else that damned thing might be,” Calvin said, starting out in a dismissive tone, but it softened as he glared at the approaching vehicle. “Stone! Get a full squad out here! We’ve got company on its way, and it’s moving fast.”

      “Yessir,” Sergeant Stone rumbled, and quickly moved to muster a few more soldiers. There was only a platoon in the border post, with a second platoon on patrol at any one time, so they didn’t have many more men to begin with.

      As the soldiers mustered, the vehicle came closer, and Merric’s eyes widened still more. It looked like there were three steam wagons in total, and each of them was towing two more wagons behind them. Even worse, each of them was moving at almost the same speed as a horse at a full canter, which was ridiculous. He’d thought Ivan’s descriptions were tall tales, but these wagons seemed to have no issues traveling at insane speeds. Why, they had to be covering twenty miles every hour!

      The wagons trundled forward quickly enough that Merric was finally able see the lead wagon had a man sitting behind a set of levers, wearing tight-fitting leather clothing and gloves, as well as a leather cap and green-tinted goggles. The human was clean-shaven, and seemed to be grinning as his wagon, the wheels of which seemed to be moved by strange metal arms, came tearing down the road. As it drew closer, the wagon let out another of those loud, wail-like whistles and began slowing down.

      The approach also let them hear the faint chuffing sound coming from the machinery, and metal squealed as the massive wagon slowed to a stop in front of the border post. The wagon was a good twenty feet long, with most of the rear half taken up by a metal boiler and other machinery which was utterly incomprehensible to Merric, and each of the wagons hitched to it were well-built and almost as large as the first one.

      “Hello! Is this Kelvanis?” the man sitting in the driver’s seat asked as he pushed up his goggles, his voice deep and powerful. The skin near his blue eyes was cleaner than the rest of his face, giving him an oddly raccoon-like look.

      “Yes, it is. This is the Alcast Border Post, and I’m Lieutenant Calvin Mordin. May I ask who you are, and what your business is?” Calvin said as he stepped forward, not sounding surly for the first time since he’d arrived. He didn’t step too close to the wagon, though. Merric couldn’t blame him, as the wagon’s wheels were reinforced with metal and would likely snap bones like twigs.

      “Excellent! I’m Artificer Albert Windgale, a member of the Western Adventurer’s Guild. My companions and I are on our way to establish a branch near your new dungeon in Granite Point,” the man replied readily, smiling broadly. “I don’t suppose you could point me in that direction, could you?”

      “I see. Well, regulations state that you’re allowed entry into Kelvanis to reach the dungeon, Master Windgale,” Calvin replied after a moment, blinking in surprise. “I was unaware the new town had a name yet, but if you follow the signs which lead to Westgate, you can get precise directions from the guards there. It’s a bit far from us, so I don’t know the route you’d need to take.”

      “Well, I’m much obliged! My apologies for being abrupt, but we’ve got miles more to go today, Sir Mordin,” Albert replied with a smile and nod. “Have a good day!”

      Pulling down his goggles again, Albert adjusted them, then pulled a couple of levers. The wagon lurched, metal squealed, and the chuffing began again as the huge vehicle began to move once more. Using a pair of levers, the driver guided the wagon around their outpost and started accelerating. Each of the other two wagons followed him, their own drivers giving them a nod in turn as they passed by. Merric thought he saw passengers in the last wagon’s windows as it passed, startling him.

      “That… that was impressive,” Joric said at last, obviously shaken and stunned as the wagons pulled away from the outpost at absurd speeds.

      “Smartest thing you’ve said in ages,” Merric agreed, shaking his head. Turning to Calvin, he saluted again. “Orders, sir?”

      “As you were, Private. That was certainly interesting. It’ll also likely be the most interesting thing we see before winter hits,” Calvin said, shaking his head. “Suppose I should’ve ordered us to search his wagons, but I don’t think he would’ve stopped.”

      “No, sir, I don’t think he would’ve,” Merric agreed, prompting a chuckle from his superior, who patted his shoulder as he headed back to his office.

      Merric turned back to his post, occasionally glancing in the direction of the vanishing steam-powered wagons. They were certainly impressive feats of magic and engineering. He’d have to apologize to Ivan for doubting him.
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        * * *

      

      Albert adjusted the speed of his wagon, scowling at his control board as he muttered. “Stupid backwater roads. I can’t get above half speed.”

      He checked the compass again to make sure they were going in the right direction, ignoring the wagon’s bounce with practiced ease, pulling the levers to adjust their course down the road again.

      The roads might be utter garbage, but Albert had to admit the countryside was pretty enough, and there were signs that civilization was starting to crawl out this direction. It might be slow, but he imagined it would accelerate with a dungeon out here. Who would’ve thought a dungeon would appear in the middle of the old wastelands, anyway? This entire region had been so devastated that it’d been written off in the millennia following the Godsrage, and no one from the Adventuring Guild had even bothered to come through and properly map the region.

      That was the only real reason he’d bothered to stop to talk to the guards at the border, anyway. At the thought, he spotted a road junction, and he pulled on the lever to let out a whistle, warning the following wagons he was going to change speed as he slowed down.

      “Let’s see… Westgate, was it?” Albert muttered. But with the worst possible timing, a bug came flying out of nowhere and straight into his mouth, causing the artificer to splutter and spit in disgust.
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      “Are you sure you want to do this yourself, Sistina?” Phynis asked, looking particularly worried. “I wish I could come with you.”

      “Not safe,” Sistina said firmly, looking at the wooden board she’d been working on, then glanced up at Phynis and pointed at her. “Target.”

      “Ugh, you always bring that up,” Phynis said, letting out a heavy sigh, then frowned as she continued. “But I have to ask, Sistina… why even bother with the sign? Dungeons don’t normally do this sort of thing, do they?”

      “Two reasons,” Sistina replied, considering her response for a few seconds, then added. “Adventurers dangerous. Expect challenge. Expect reward. No challenge, reach here. No reward, try to kill. Must entertain. Second reason? Entertaining to watch. Interesting experiments. Fun.”

      “You… you find it fun to challenge adventurers without killing them,” Phynis stated, looking stunned. Sistina nodded, and Phynis shook her head in disbelief as she replied. “And now you’re going out where they can get to you?”

      Sistina smirked and nodded again as she said. “Interesting.”

      “Um, she doesn’t actually need her body, I’ll point out. Unlike the two of us,” Lily chimed in, reddening slightly as she spoke. “At least I’m not important enough that anyone will remember me after being missing for a full year.”

      “I suppose… but as long as you stay safe, that’s what’s important. Be careful,” Phynis said after a moment, stepping forward and wrapping her arms around Sistina.

      The dryad smiled and hugged her back gently, nodding as she murmured. “Yes.”

      Phynis broke down into giggles, unable to help her smile as she exclaimed. “You always say that! You know other words!”

      Sistina smiled more, gently leaning in to kiss the elf slowly and passionately. Breaking away from the warmth of her princess, Sistina smirked as she said, amusement dancing in her eyes. “Yes.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, do you know what the hell’s going on that’s causing the soldiers to be running around like this? They’re like ants after someone kicked the anthill,” Sayla said, gesturing at the patrol which had just hustled northward with her mug.

      “Yep,” Daniel replied, taking a pull from his mug as he settled back in his chair. He didn’t say anything else, holding the ale in his mouth to savor the taste for a moment before swallowing.

      “Are you going to tell us? Or will they not let you?” Eric asked a moment later, the big man smiling as he exchanged amused looks with Eileen.

      “Oh, right. Well, first, Adjudicator Falgrave went missing after punching a hole into the mountain to go after some elves from Sifaren, then a patrol found signs of a large group of elves who left posthaste about two days ago,” Daniel replied, shaking his head as he let out an annoyed sigh before continuing. “I was supposed to be back on duty, but that was before the Adjudicator disappeared. Now Lord Evansly is panicking about how the higher-ups will react, so me getting reinstated got put on hold. It’s a huge mess.”

      “Holy shit. Aren’t there only four Adjudicators in the entire country?” Eric asked, his eyes going huge. “One going missing would be bad, right?”

      “Five, actually. Adjudicator Falgrave was about the equivalent of a duke in other nations, and they gave him the western territories which were taken from Sifaren and Yisara,” Daniel replied, shrugging. “Difference is that the title isn’t inherited or anything like that. I know there’s the High Adjudicator in the capital who oversees them, then the Archon, so yeah, it’s a massive problem. I don’t even want to know what chaos is coming.”

      “Huh. I’d heard a few bits but didn’t know the lug who went missing was quite that important,” Darak interjected from the next table, shaking his head. “Hopefully it doesn’t impact us. I know the Guild won’t be amused if people try to stick their noses too far into our business.”

      “I don’t know about that, but—” Daniel began, only to be interrupted as Penelope stepped through the door.

      “Darak! Get your ass out here!” the rangy warrior called out, and it took Daniel a few moments to recognize the unusual look of surprise on her face. “Some people just came out of the dungeon, and no one saw them go inside to begin with!”

      “What? Why does it matter that no one saw them go inside?” Darak grumbled, but Daniel noticed that despite his word, the dwarf instantly began moving, nodding to the barmaid as he said. “I’ll settle up once I’m back inside. I’m not going anywhere, lass.”

      “Just get your sorry rear outside!” Penelope retorted as she left again.

      “I think I’ll take a look too,” Eileen said, speaking up as the dwarf headed for the door.

      “Anything that has Penelope in shock is worth checking out,” Eric agreed with a chuckle, rising to his feet.

      Daniel nodded, standing up and scattering a couple of coppers on the table, then gave the maid a nod before heading for the door in their wake.

      Stepping out into the crisp mountain air, Daniel took a deep breath and calmed himself before shaking his head. Sayla’s attention had been growing more pronounced over the last few days, which made him feel strange. On the one hand, it was somewhat flattering, as she was an attractive brunette with intense hazel eyes. On the other hand, Daniel found himself uncomfortable due to his memories of Sina. Her death had hit him incredibly hard, and the very idea of getting close to another woman only a few months later almost made Daniel sick to his stomach. Though he did have to admit the attention was pleasant.

      The thoughts of his discomfort vanished as he looked toward the dungeon entrance, though. A half-dozen steps to the right of the humble cave were a pair of women who Daniel had never seen before, and he almost swallowed his tongue at the sight of them.

      The woman on the left was half a foot shy of six feet in height, and had soft blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, exposing her long, slender ears and gold-tinged skin. The dawn elf was quite pretty, but she seemed to be focusing on what the other woman was doing, not giving him a chance to see her eyes. She was wearing soft, deep green clothing of a fine weave and cut, as well as fine boots, none of which looked like they’d seen the chaos of the dungeon. More puzzling to Daniel were the dozen planed boards she was holding. The elf was pretty enough that normally Daniel would stop to admire her, but the woman next to her was beyond words.

      On the right was a woman standing six feet tall, with hair like spun gold which fell almost to her knees in a glittering cascade. She looked like an elf with pale white skin which had a wood grain pattern to it, but she was far more curvaceous than any elf he’d seen before. The woman was wearing a flowing white top and skirt that fluttered in the breeze, leaving much of her midriff exposed, though she didn’t seem to notice the chill in the air. Her golden lips were pursed as she adjusted a pair of thick wooden posts which had been sunk upright into the ground. She was the most gorgeous woman Daniel had seen in his life, but there was something else about her which drew his attention. There was a sort of captivating presence to her, even though she was just standing there.

      “Shale and stone, what’s a dryad doing with that much mana?” Darak muttered, jolting Daniel out of his daze.

      Looking around the clearing, Daniel realized there was a huge gathering of people gawking at the two women, yet none of them had approached them. Not even the guards, who looked both enthralled and terrified for some reason. Standing nearby were Darak, Joseph, Nirath, and Penelope, as well as his own group.

      Clearing his throat, Daniel asked. “What do you mean, Darak? That’s a dryad?”

      “Not like any dryad I’ve ever seen before, Danny, but yeah,” the dwarf said with a nod, looking at him. “You feel that… presence about her? That aura of awe?”

      “Uh, yeah, I do,” Daniel replied after a moment, blinking several times. “It makes it hard to look away from her.”

      “That’s her mana,” Joseph almost whispered, shaking his head slowly. “I… I can’t tell how much there is.”

      “It’s beautiful,” Nirath said softly, her voice filled with dreamy wonder. Daniel was startled by the sight of her fully smiling for the first time since he’d met the reserved elf, her expression enraptured as she stared at the dryad. “A coruscating fountain of light, surrounding her like a cloak of stars.”

      “Uh, Nirath? Snap out of it, would you?” Penelope said nervously, looking concerned as she waved a hand in front of the elf. “You’re creeping me out.”

      “Why is how much mana she has a big deal?” Sayla asked softly, even as Nirath slowly blinked and turned her gaze to them, her smile broad.

      “Because it’s a measure of her power. I’m an adept-ranked magister, while Joseph is just barely at the rank of master,” the elf replied slowly, her tone making Daniel feel like she’d been drugged. “She is a grandmaster at a minimum. I’ve seen no more than four grandmasters in my life, and the power is… intoxicating.”

      “Only to crazy people like you who can feel mana too easily,” Darak muttered in response, shaking his head. “The question is where she came from, and what in the damn hells she thinks she’s doing.”

      “To me, it looks like she’s putting up a sign, Darak,” Eric drawled, smirking as the dwarf gave him a caustic glance.

      The dryad finally seemed satisfied with her posts, each standing about eight feet tall, and she took several boards from the elven woman. Reaching upward, Daniel watched in surprise as the ends of the board melted into the posts, securing the board as the dryad finished adjusting it. Letters were etched into the wood, which had also been painted black, though he couldn’t read them from this distance.

      “I can tell it’s a sign, you arse. I’m wondering what it’s all about,” Darak huffed, frowning.

      “Well, there’s one way to find out,” Daniel replied calmly, then he started walking toward the odd pair. He felt a strange sense of déjà vu, since this was the second time he’d approached an unusual group in this same clearing.

      “I suppose there’s something to be said for his guts,” Penelope whispered behind Daniel, and Daniel barely suppressed a smile in response. Neither of the women reacted as he approached, though the elf did glance in his direction, giving a glimpse of her sky-blue eyes.

      “Excuse me, but I have to ask… what’re you doing? I haven’t seen either of you in town before,” Daniel said. He’d stopped a good five feet away, as he almost felt like he’d suffocate if he moved closer.

      “Ah, Sistina wanted to put up the sign today, so we came out to get the job done,” the elf mumbled shyly, looking away from him.

      “While I suppose that’s an answer, that isn’t exactly what I meant,” Daniel replied, glancing at the top of the sign and frowning slightly. It said it was the Dungeon of Everium, which seemed odd. After a moment, he asked. “I meant to ask why you’re putting up a sign at all.”

      “Oh! We’re just putting up the rules for the dungeon, so everyone knows what they are before going inside,” the elf said, looking rather relieved and smiling as she handed another board to the dryad, who continued working calmly as she carefully adjusted each board to be flush with the previous one. At least the edges of the panels weren’t fusing together, reducing the eeriness somewhat.

      “But… no one can make rules for a dungeon,” Daniel protested, surprise causing his thoughts to hiccup.

      “Wrong. The dungeon can make rules. She just doesn’t like penalizing people without giving them fair warning. Thus, the rules,” the elf countered, then smiled. “I should know. I live there, after all!”

      Daniel’s eyes went wide in shock, and he stood there for a moment, hearing muttered curses from Darak. After a brief pause, he managed to ask. “Y-you live there? How? I’ve gone inside twice, and it’s incredibly deadly inside! How can you even survive?”

      “Complicated,” the dryad said, speaking at last as she took the final board and put it into place. Then she straightened and looked at him with leaf-green eyes.

      “Mmhm. Simplest way to put it is that I belong to the dungeon,” the elf told him, relaxing slightly as she looked at the dryad. “Done, Sistina?”

      “Yes,” the dryad replied, glancing around the clearing for a moment, her eyes lingering on the adventurers before she pointed at the board. “Rules. Important.”

      “But who—” one of the guards spoke up, only to have the dryad ignore him as she walked back toward the dungeon.

      “Sorry, she’s really difficult. Good luck, and follow the rules!” the elf replied, then scampered after the dryad, following her into the mouth of the cave as her footsteps echoed behind her.

      “What the hell? Darak, can people really live in dungeons like that?” Daniel asked, as not just the adventurers but at least another dozen onlookers moved forward.

      “Sort of. Joe? You’re better at this sort of thing,” Darak said, looking at the cleric.

      “Well, most people who ‘live’ in a dungeon are just surviving in a safe zone. Not all dungeons have them, and safe zones aren’t usually terribly pleasant. They’re often empty stone rooms with nothing useful to them,” Joseph began, shrugging. “Usually, it’s some merchant or smith who’s set up shop there and survives on supplies brought in by adventurers. It isn’t the safest, since getting in or out can be difficult, but a few make a lot of money off it. There’s another type, but it’s extraordinarily rare. That elven girl is probably the second type.”

      “Which is?” Daniel asked, glancing at the sign.

      “Essentially, they’re the representative of the dungeon. We call them Voices. Dungeons generally can’t speak, but a few learn to infuse a mortal with their power, who communicate their desires. You never touch someone like that. Not if you want to live when you go into the dungeon,” the cleric explained, frowning. “That’s part of why I wanted Darak out here. When those two came out, the guards tried to accost the elf, only to have the dryad brain one of them with a signpost before she got to work. I’m betting she’s a leader or major monster inside, and if so we’re in trouble.”

      “Actually, I think this could be even weirder, Joe. Read the damn sign,” Penelope interjected, nodding at the sign.

      “Hm?” Joseph murmured, blinking, then looked at the sign more closely. Considering the situation, Daniel followed his example.

      
        
        Dungeon of Everium

        Each floor of the dungeon will always be composed of between 10 and 15 chambers connected by tunnels. Only the first and last chambers of each floor can connect to other floors.

        Every 10th floor possesses an exit marked with a star which connects to a tunnel leading to the surface. All tunnels link together and possess heavily trapped doors to prevent floors from being bypassed on the way down. Should these doors be deliberately breached to skip floors, these exit tunnels will be removed.

        The first time an individual reaches the end of a floor, there will be a reward of 10 silver marks per floor cleared. To receive this reward, the individual must meaningfully contribute to clearing the floor. This reward changes to 10 gold crowns per floor at the 51st floor and will be replaced by further rewards at the 101st floor.

        Tunnels which have a shield sigil with three parallel claw marks across it are beast lairs. Entry is forbidden.

        Caves with a sigil of a tent are a safe zone, where monsters will not enter.

        Do not foul water sources. Do not deliberately destroy plants which are harmless. Do not uproot rare ingredients; take the useful parts and leave the rest of the plant to regrow. Violating any of these specific rules may cost the violator their rewards or turn monsters of the dungeon against the individual. This depends on the severity of the violation.

        Do not attempt to take machinery or forging equipment from the foundry. Basic gear, such as weapons, armor, and similar items, are free to be taken.

        Do not attempt to tunnel through the dungeon, and do not attempt to open additional entrances into the dungeon.

        Dungeon servants will sometimes be available to assist adventurers. These individuals are not to be harmed and will not be attacked by dungeon creatures. Services are negotiable depending on the individual.

        Rarely, the dungeon may choose to spare an individual and make an offer for them to serve the dungeon for a period not less than 1 year in exchange for their lives.

      

      

      There was a strange sound from nearby, and Daniel glanced over, only to freeze in shock at the sight of Darak’s eyes almost bugging out.

      “A… a hundred floors? What in the bowels of hell? That’s over a thousand chambers! A thousand!” Darak gasped, managing to get past his choking at last, and stared at Joseph. “How the hell are we supposed to clear something like that?”

      “I’ve no idea. This does tell me the dungeon hasn’t been increasing the difficulty as we go down by accident, that’s for certain,” Penelope said, her voice grim.

      “It’s also giving us an easy way out after we’ve gone fairly far inside, though,” Joseph countered, seeming much more sanguine about the sign than the others. “This is… interesting.”

      “Alright, what’s the big deal?” Eric finally asked before Daniel could, sounding impatient. “This seems really weird, yeah, but it doesn’t seem bad to me.”

      “Let’s step away from the crowd and discuss things there, why don’t we? This is a bit complicated,” Penelope suggested, and at their nods of agreement, she led the way back to the tavern.

      “So where to start? That’s a mess of a signboard, and changes everything we thought we knew about this dungeon,” Darak said, sitting down and running a hand over his beard.

      “The rewards,” Nirath said simply, finally beginning to return to normal as she shook her head. “Those were most unusual.”

      “How so? I mean, it’s a lot of money, but we only managed the first room, not even the first floor,” Eileen said. “Ten silver is enough to stay about a hundred days in a common room if you lived frugally, but that isn’t exactly incredible.”

      “What’s surprising is that it’s explicitly stated, Eileen,” Joseph answered, frowning at her. “Some dungeons give fairly consistent rewards in particular places, but I’ve never heard of one which gives a set reward for particular tasks.”

      “Untrue. The Great Labyrinth,” Nirath corrected gently.

      “A fair point,” Joseph acknowledged with a nod, but looked at the others seriously. “The Great Labyrinth is an incredible place, and it does occasionally give consistent rewards, but we don’t know much about them. We don’t qualify to go there yet, and it’s far away.”

      “If that wasn’t weird, there was the bit about dungeon servants, too. I’ve heard of dungeons which have a spokesperson of sorts, but never one with servants. Especially if they don’t get attacked,” Penelope chimed in, the warrior seeming to have calmed down. “And that it might occasionally let someone live if they serve it for a time? Never happened before. Ever.”

      “That’s… odd, I’ll admit, but it doesn’t seem that bad. I mean, those are only a few items on the list,” Daniel said after a few moments, musing and frowning. Did that mean Sina’s death was intentional? That somewhat roused his anger toward the dungeon again, though he wasn’t entirely certain what he could do.

      “No, no. You don’t understand, Danny,” Darak refuted, shaking his head. “The entire sign is beyond unusual. I’ve never heard of one being put up by the dungeon itself before! The size of the dungeon is ridiculous as well. When we first got here, we thought it would have twenty rooms, and maybe as many as forty if it was particularly big. Now we’re seeing indications that it has hundreds, Daniel. That changes everything.”

      “Wait, what? What about the dungeon you came from?” Daniel protested, looking between the adventurers. “You said you’d gone through another before, right?”

      “Yes, the Cerulean Dungeon,” Joseph agreed, nodding once. “It’s a water-themed dungeon which was discovered approximately ninety years ago.”

      “How many chambers or rooms does it have?” Eric asked, tapping the table slowly.

      “Sixty-three known, last we were there,” Nirath said precisely. “It’s layout rarely changes significantly as well. That this dungeon wasn’t discovered until it reached its current size is disconcerting.”

      “I need a drink,” Darak muttered, and raised his hand to flag down the waitress. “An ale, please.”

      “A pitcher for the table, actually? I think we all need a drink,” Joseph interjected.

      “Of course, right away,” the woman promised, then left them to their conversation.

      Daniel took a deep breath, his eyes meeting Sayla’s. She looked concerned, and after a moment he steadied himself and leaned forward. His voice was firm as he looked at Penelope and the others. “Okay. If we’re going to join the Adventuring Guild, I think this means we need to know more about dungeons.”

      “Fair enough,” Penelope replied with a chuckle, sitting back in her chair as she asked. “What do you want to know?”
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        * * *

      

      “So. A dryad and elf came out of the dungeon, and the guards tried to question the elf to see if she was a slave,” Lord Evansly said patiently, looking out the window of his office.

      “Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Tarys replied, still standing at attention.

      “What were they going to do to check, disrobe her?” he asked, turning to look at Tarys, and she winced at the scowl on his face.

      “They didn’t say what they were going to do, sir,” Tarys replied, feeling somewhat nervous. This hadn’t been a good month for anyone in Granite Point, except possibly the adventurers.

      “Then the dryad hit one of them over the head with a signpost, and they backed off?” her lord continued, his tone turning weary.

      “That’s what I was told, My Lord,” Tarys replied helplessly.

      Letting out a deep sigh, Evansly turned and sat, rubbing his eyes. After a moment, he spoke again. “Well, shit. Lieutenant, we have very specific orders regarding the dungeon. These came down from the Adjudicator, and from the Archon above him. Let the soldiers know that those who enter or leave the dungeon are to be left alone. Screwing around with the dungeon is completely off-limits. I know what orders you gave, so I trust you, Tarys. Just make sure they don’t bring down the Justicars on our heads, please?”

      “As you say, My Lord,” Tarys said, relief flooding through her as she saluted and bowed deeply. “I’ll make certain they’re aware of your orders.”

      “Good. Thank you, Tarys,” Evansly said, smiling slightly, though it didn’t dispel the lines of worry on his face. “This has been one hell of a month.”
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      Phynis froze, staring at the mug of water in her hands. Or, if she was being more accurate, she was staring at a broken mug now filled with ice. The slight pain where several splinters had pierced her skin woke her from her daze, and Phynis hissed as she set down the mug, trying to figure out what’d just happened.

      “Ow,” Phynis murmured as she began extracting the thin wooden fragments from her palm. Each was painful, but she couldn’t help replaying what she’d been doing before the mug exploded.

      Lily and Sistina had left to visit the town above them, and in their absence, Phynis had found herself feeling awfully lonely. It was so safe in the dungeon that her guards had found themselves occupied with other tasks, and the handful of people practically rattled around the cave system like pebbles in an empty warehouse.

      So she’d gone to sit under Sistina’s tree, thinking about what she wanted to do with her life. As she’d been thinking, she’d considered what would happen if anyone hurt Sistina, and icy anger had rushed through her. Through her, and out her hands, Phynis realized, looking down at her bleeding palms.

      “What just happened?” Phynis asked softly, and almost simultaneously, she heard rapid footsteps, as if someone was running.

      Sistina burst through the swaying fronds of her tree’s canopy, then paused for a moment as she looked at Phynis and slowly relaxed, letting out a breath of relief.

      “Sistina? Why did you…?” Phynis began, then paused, somewhat uncertain what to say.

      “You hurt. I sensed,” Sistina replied simply, pointing at Phynis’ midriff. “Worried.”

      “Oh! I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you could sense that,” Phynis said, blushing, then looked down at her hand. “I’m not sure what happened. I got really angry at the thought of people hurting you two, then the water turned to ice.”

      The dryad stepped closer and knelt next to Phynis, gently taking her hands. The dryad carefully touched each open wound, causing a green light to flare for a moment as cool energy flowed through Phynis’ hands, then the wounds closed. She continued removing the splinters gently and far more easily than Phynis could, healing each injury as she went. As Sistina did so, the sound of more footsteps reached Phynis before Lily came into sight, looking slightly winded.

      “What happened, Sistina? I’ve never seen you move that fast before,” Lily asked, wiping her brow with one hand.

      “I’m afraid I managed to hurt myself, and Sistina thought it might be something major,” Phynis explained, looking at the mug on the ground. “Somehow the water turned to ice, and I ended up with a bunch of splinters.”

      “Oh, that’s good. That it wasn’t major, not that you got hurt. How’d it happen?” Lily asked, stepping closer. Phynis grinned internally at the evidence Lily starting to feel comfortable treating her like a normal person.

      “Magic,” Sistina interjected calmly.

      “Well, I’d guessed it was magic. I just don’t know where it was from,” Phynis replied, trying to suppress a bit of impatience with Sistina’s response. How else would water turn into ice suddenly, anyway?

      “No,” Sistina said, raising her gaze to meet Phynis’, then reached out to gently touch the middle of Phynis’ chest. “Magic. Yours.”

      “What?” Lily yelped, her eyes widening. “I didn’t know you could use magic, Phynis!”

      “That’s because I can’t. I was so busy training to rule Sifaren that I never had time to learn,” Phynis replied slowly, blinking at Sistina. “How could I possibly use magic?”

      “You died,” Sistina said simply, shrugging as she looked at Phynis sorrowfully. “Healing difficult. Mana infused Phynis. Magic awoke.”

      “Wait, what do you mean I died?” Phynis asked, paling as concern tore through her. “Was this when I was shot?”

      Lily’s face turned slightly green, but Sistina nodded slightly, her voice gentle. “Momentary. Healed, restored. Was close.”

      “I… didn’t realize it was that… that close,” Lily murmured, her eyes wide with shock.

      “Neither did I,” Phynis replied, feeling slightly numb now. It took her a moment before she slowly asked. “And it awakened my magic?”

      “Yes. Strong magic,” Sistina said, accompanying it with a firm nod, then frowned. “Training needed.”

      “If I can freeze water by accident, I think you’re right,” Phynis replied, letting out a faint, nervous giggle. “Could you teach me?”

      Sistina shook her head firmly. “Bad teacher. Desa.”

      “That’s just because you can’t talk easily. You need practice, Sistina,” Phynis admonished, smiling as the last of her injuries were healed. “But I can talk to Desa about it.”

      “Words hard,” Sistina said firmly, shaking her head.

      “You keep saying that, but you’re getting better,” Lily interjected, grinning.

      Sistina sniffed almost dismissively, closing her eyes as she refrained from comment. Her reaction prompted both women to laugh.
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        * * *

      

      Sistina watched the two women leave, then closed her eyes and allowed herself to rest as she checked just how much damage her run had dealt to her body. The pain from Phynis had been so unexpected that she’d ignored all restraint in her rush to reach Phynis, uncertain what had happened. In her instinctive flight, she’d even forgotten she could’ve pulled out of her body to check on the princess, and Sistina’s body hadn’t been up to the strain.

      She looked fine on the surface, but internally was a different story. Muscles in her legs had torn, ligaments had nearly snapped, and some of the wooden ‘bones’ had impacted against one another badly, splintering in the process. It wouldn’t be too hard to simply heal, but if Sistina did so, it would take more mana than she wanted to use right now. What she had planned would take immense amounts of mana, and she didn’t dare expend it on minor luxuries. So instead, she used just enough to ensure the injuries would heal, then closed her eyes to let herself deal with the pain as it healed naturally.

      At least she didn’t have to stay in her body, unlike anyone else who was recovering from their injuries.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you alright, Adjudicator?” Private Derek asked, handing over a mug of water.

      “Please, just call me Jared,” Jared replied with a wince, taking the mug and sipping from it carefully. “We’re all prisoners, so there’s no need to stand on ceremony.”

      “Maybe so, sir, but you’re the only one who fought to the bitter end. I’m a bit ashamed I ran,” Derek replied guiltily, looking down at the ground. “Not that I got far.”

      A day earlier, Jared and the others had been moved to a new cave under the mountainside. It was a decently sized cavern, about eighty feet on a side and with small side caves which contained bedrolls and other supplies. The crystal on the ceiling shed light, granting the illusion of day and night, while a riot of edible plants and fruit trees surrounded the large spring in the center of the chamber. The elf who’d led the way had icily informed them it was their own responsibility to ensure they didn’t run out of food, then left them to their own devices.

      There were exactly twelve of them in the cave, all the survivors of Jared’s ill-fated attempt to recapture Princess Phynis Constella. Five of them had been swallowed by pit traps which had dropped them into pitcher plants, and from their explanations, it sounded like the plants had put those five to sleep. All the others had tried to run, only to end up surrendering to the elves. Everyone else, nearly thirty men and women, had died to the dusk elves’ arrows or to the enchanted fists of the golem.

      A golem which blocked the exit of the cavern they’d been moved to. Jared’s gaze drifted to the huge figure and shivered slightly. The golem was a blocky humanoid form, with its stone surface covered in a layer of what looked like glass. Etched into the golem’s surface were intricate runes that glowed with faint crimson light. Jared had seen the flames it could emit, and all the damage they’d dealt to the golem was gone now. It was the sight of the golem and the strangeness of the area they were in that told him they were in the dungeon, a thing he hadn’t thought was possible. How could anyone live in a dungeon?

      Shaking his head to clear the extraneous thoughts from his mind, Jared smiled at Derek again, his voice quiet. “I don’t blame you, Derek. I completely fucked this up. If I’d known we were invading the dungeon, I wouldn’t have tried. Instead, I got most of your company killed, and it was only right that I die fighting. If I hadn’t been offered the chance to surrender, I would’ve died too.”

      “How were you supposed to know, sir? Your ribs are cracked, your arm broken, and to my knowledge, everyone said the dungeon went downward, not west,” Derek said, looking worried. “I don’t think anybody here blames you.”

      “They should,” Jared replied with a sigh, settling back. “Still, we can’t do anything but wait. Once I’m mobile, I’ll see about helping out around the cave.”

      “As you wish, sir,” Derek replied respectfully.
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        * * *

      

      “You did what?” Desa asked incredulously, staring at Phynis with her mouth slightly agape.

      “I got upset due to some… dark thoughts, and the water froze so fast that the mug shattered in my hands,” Phynis replied, thrown off-guard by Desa’s reaction. She held up her hands as she continued. “Sistina healed my hands, so I’m fine, but she said I needed training and that she’d be a bad teacher.”

      “If you did that, I’m not surprised you need training. I’m just shocked because… for mana to react that violently to mere emotions it would take an enormous amount of power. More than I’ve encountered before, honestly,” Desa replied, setting her book down carefully. “I’ve heard of minor indications around particularly talented individuals, but nothing on the scale you’re describing.”

      “Uh, well, she said it was, in part, triggered when she healed me,” Phynis told Desa, deciding it would be better not to mention the fact she’d briefly died. That would just upset Desa, and the mage was uncertain how to act, now that she’d resigned her commission in Sifaren’s Royal Guard. Their relationship was on the mend, but… actually, that might have been part of why Sistina sent her to Desa.

      Considering the possibility, Phynis slowly grew certain that was the case. She’d seen Sistina share knowledge with Lily, and she suspected her own connection wasn’t any weaker than the gardener’s. It would be like Sistina to gently nudge them together to help them reconcile.

      “Considering how much mana I felt her gather to heal you, I suppose that makes sense. I couldn’t believe how much she used,” Desa said with a shake of her head as she sighed, then continued. “I never thought healing you would take so much mana.”

      “I didn’t realize. I felt something while I was unconscious, but it’s hazy, and I can’t really remember much. Mostly a pair of violet eyes,” Phynis mused softly, then focused on Desa. “The question is, will you help?”

      “Of course I’ll help!” Desa replied, looking surprised and almost betrayed by Phynis’ doubt, making Phynis feel somewhat guilty. “Take a seat. Let’s figure out just how much mana you have, then work from there.”

      “Thank you, Desa,” Phynis said softly, taking a seat across from Desa. The library was mostly quiet, and she cleared her throat before asking. “How do we check my mana?”

      “Hold out your hands and try to relax. I’m going to probe you and find the core of your mana. That’ll allow me to measure it,” Desa explained, clearing her throat as she added. “It will feel a little uncomfortable, I’m afraid. Try not to resist, but it might take a couple of attempts for you to succeed.”
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