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      With every day that passes, the Dark Overlord grows stronger.


      For Ordinal to be safe, he must be stopped. As Windfall's army grows, so does the hope that Jim will prevail.


      Jim's got other problems, though, including an inside-out demon, an elf plague, missing townspeople, and a lonely badger.


      With Jim gone, Fenris tries to hold down the fort, but he has an Assassin running free in Windfall and a prickly pair of royals to deal with.


      Does Ordinal really stand a chance against the ever growing darkness?
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Chapter 1: Puma Check

“Puma check,” I bellowed, cleaving a slime monster in half.  I continued marching forward.  Hansa limped back to cover the rear.  She had failed her last puma check and suffered greatly for it.
Badgelor growled.  In situations like this, he disliked being a shoulder-mounted turret.  However, his laser vision was just too useful for picking off stray monsters.  Besides, the girls needed his help.
The dungeon under the castle had led us to this final corridor, toward the dungeon boss.  I was less than impressed.  The area looked almost swamp-like and smelled fouler than a goblin’s crotch.  For the last twenty minutes, we’d been walking every direction but straight.  I knew we were still going toward the final boss of the dungeon, though.   “Why?” I groaned, as we hit another intersection.  
“I don’t know!  Charles built it,” grumbled Badgelor.
“Michael always said he was a bit crazy,” stated Shart, my demon.   
“Always forward,” yelled Fenris, who was covering the flanks.  “You are in the lead!  Scan for traps and push forward, no matter what.”  Another slime monster broke through the side of the passage, seeping into existence next to the Warden.  Cyber Warden, I corrected, as his shield shot out with mechanical precision.  The creature splattered into a snot bubble against the wall.  
“Trap,” I yelled, causing my three human companions to pause.  Ashe spotted it first, gesturing toward a small tile on the ground. 
“How were we supposed to see that?” she called back, as her canine guardians danced around the object, striking at more slime monsters.   
You weren’t, little one,'' replied GrrDane, as she tore into a slime. 
“She says you weren’t,” translated Badgelor, quite unhelpfully.  Ashe didn’t speak Warg or Badger. 
“She says you weren’t,” I informed Ashe. 
Suddenly, Kappa snapped at something.  GrrDane yowled, jerking back from a too close splash of acid.  Kappa tossed the errant slime to the ground, shredding it. 
“Remember, I am to cover your right side,” Kappa reminded Ashe.
“He says he will cover your ass,” Badgelor informed her.
I sighed.  This little game of telephone had long since lost any amusement.  “He says to remember he is covering your right side.”
Ashe stood back up and continued pressing forward, her daggers at the ready.  
Hansa grumbled, as the final adjustments were made to her new hand.  She lifted the metal appendage up and snapped the fingers together with a clang.  She practiced making a fist several times, grinned, and hugged Beakatrix around the waist.  The Progenitor rolled her head from side to side in friendly annoyance.
“No more sticking your hands into the mouths of statues,” stated the Progenitor.  
“Because they might bite down,” grumbled Hansa.  She had been unlucky with her first trap.  Hopefully, she had learned her lesson.  I instantly doubted that, though, as she ran straight over to the trap Ashe had marked and began dismantling it.  
“Are you sure your plan will work?” asked Fenris, scanning the area again.
“It's a great plan.  Zorlando loved it,” I responded. 
“Zorlando is almost as big a fanboy of yours as Lorraine,” Fenris replied uncomfortably.  He liked it better when I was just Jim, not the Mayor.  I supposed it made sense.  Hell, I didn’t like it much, either. 
“That’s on them,” I said, eager to change the subject.  “The book is almost completed for the new Adventurer’s Guild.  We just need a Guildmaster.”
“Have you had any luck with Toomen?” asked Fenris. 
I sighed.  To complete the Adventurer’s Guild, the town had to have a Guildmaster, as well as a few other minor things.  We had the license from the castle.  It had been generated automatically as soon as work was completed on the stronghold.  We also had the log book.  Almost.  The Enchanter, Hubert, also known as that annoying asshole from the caravan, was just finishing up with the magical document.  That meant all I needed was a Guildmaster who wasn’t me.  That meant Toomen.  He was the only one with any experience in the role, according to Badgelor.
“I believe he is out eating somewhere,” I answered uncomfortably.  The legendary hero was utterly uninterested in being the Guildmaster.  That made him a challenge that someone had to overcome.  I smiled at Fenris.  The Cyber Warden groaned in response.
“If Badgelor couldn't convince him to do it, I’m not sure why you think I’ll manage it,” stated Fenris. 
“I guess it may have to wait a bit,” I replied.  Fenris nodded. 
“I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” said Fenris, slapping his fist into his palm.  “You just have to ‘Jim it up’, so to speak.” 
“Please tell me the boss room is close,” I grumbled.  Fenris didn’t have much of a sense of humor.  Now that Hansa had gotten distracted, we had taken the rear guard.  The girls and the Wargs were trying to get their timing down.  
“I had forgotten that you were separated from us the last time we were here.  It seemed like you were always with us.  I suppose it was just all the times you were mentioned,” stated Fenris uncomfortably.  “Yes, we are close.”
He hadn’t said it, but I knew.  He was talking about all the times Jarra had mentioned me.  She had died very near this spot, and her death was my fault.  I tore my eyes forward, watching Ashe and Hansa.
“Jim!” yelled Shart.  There was a sudden scream behind me.  My demon scowled and popped off my shoulder.  My anti-magic field gave him a small area to work in, where the effects of Ordinal’s Mana didn’t bother his very exposed organs.  The magic-free zone also prevented him from latching onto my Mana Network.  It was a welcomed change from the little zit being magnetically clamped to me.  At least I didn’t have to worry about Julia recapturing him.  The Walker Orb was full.
Not that I had seen much of the princess.  Clearing the town of Walker debris had, apparently, become her full-time job.      
Shart used the magic-free space to pull his ear from the body of a bubbling slime.
“You’d figure they would eventually realize you are toxic,’ I said.
“They don’t even have a brain to realize anything with,” replied Shart, clamping back down on me.  “You can understand that, right?”  
Suddenly, a much larger slime appeared, causing both Wargs to leap away.  That left Ashe exposed.  The bulbous creature oozed toward her.  Suddenly, a small canister landed in the middle of the creature and exploded.  The slime was covered in bright blue chemicals that froze whatever they touched.  
Hansa threw a second bomb, causing the ice to catch fire, burning and freezing the slime.  
“Clear,” yelled Ashe.  Finally, we broke through into a small chamber.  
“Entrance?” I asked, strolling in last.  Fenris was examining Hansa’s new metal hand with an expression that was far too curious for my taste.  “Don’t you think a metal spine is enough?”
“I, um, yes,” stated the normally unflappable man.  
“It is common for newly made cyborgs to desire more metal parts.  Fight that urge,” squawked Beakatrix.  “Down it leads the path to madness.”  Everything she said was chirps and whistles, but Fenris and I understood her well enough.  
Fenris nodded, flexing his back.  The metal spine that had been grafted there glowed an ominous blue.  The metal attachment had been soldered into the base of his skull and ran all the way down his back, sitting on the remains of his original spine.  Several large metal pins had been stapled into his back, holding the whole thing in place.  
The fact that it granted him +80 Hit Points, 2 points of Strength, and a point of Stamina were just bonuses, considering he could walk again.  I almost wanted one.  However, the look of pain that occasionally flowed through Fenris’ body was enough to curtail my urges.  
Beakatrix flapped her wings slightly, generating enough of a breeze to cool everyone down.  “You will get used to the pain.”
Fenris nodded.  He didn’t have a choice.  Hansa did.  Unlike Fenris’ wound, her hand could be Regenerated in a day or two.  Fenris’ injury had been caused by the Dark Overlord and would never truly heal.  
As I walked over to the boss door, I cast Regenerate on everyone.  This was technically a starter dungeon, though, on Ordinal, you wouldn’t really consider going into a dungeon until you were around level 25.  Our motley crew stretched that norm pretty hard.  Aside from the three adventurers, which included the Progenitor, no one should even be down there.  
But there were reasons.  
“For science!” yelled Beakatrix.
I gestured toward the door, and Ashe began to pick the lock.  It was a dungeon lock, so it was almost designed to let you pick it.  After a few moments, there was a click.  Our party pushed forward to see the unholy terror that ruled the dungeon.
“Dragon,” yelled Ashe.  My eyes shot open.  I’d heard of Ordinal’s mighty dragons, but I had never seen one in the flesh.  I was disappointed.  The Day-Glo green creature in question was barely larger than a horse.
“You want the first shot?” I asked Badgelor.
“Do you have any idea of the number of times I’ve killed this thing?” stated Badgelor.
Ashe, Kappa, and GrrDane spread out, surrounding the creature.  Fenris began yelling battle orders.  
“It's not even a real dragon,” stated Shart.  When I looked at him, he continued.  “In most circumstances, dungeon-born monsters are different from real monsters.  Occasionally, you’ll get a powerful, intelligent creature, like a Lich, that can survive outside the dungeon.  However, most of the rum dumb stuff down here is simply animated Mana.”
“Interesting,” I thought, focusing my Counterspell skill on the dragon.
“Don’t bother,” said Badgelor.  “They are <system> critters.  They are so close to reality that your skill can’t tell the difference.”
“It would have been funny,” I thought, but my Counterspell skill had some pretty firm limits that I doubted I could surpass.  Then again, I had other options.  I considered accessing the console Shart had built in my mind.
“No, you won’t, Dum Dum.  Deleting a dungeon boss would be pretty obvious.  My companion would definitely notice you,” stated Shart.  
“Boring,” I muttered.  Ashe dodged the first rending swipe of claws, while Hansa and Beakatrix pelted the creature with ranged attacks.  Fenris had figured out the creature's battle pattern the first time he’d fought it.  Now, he was issuing instructions on how to take it apart.
Of course, there were complications.  Ashe was moving in for a strike, when, quite suddenly, she just keeled over, asleep.  
“Watch out for the sleeping breath,” yelled Fenris, rushing forward.  The dragon inhaled.  Fenris got to Ashe right before the creature breathed fire to encompass her.  His Warden perks kicked on, and the flames seemed to be absorbed by his shield.  A moment later, the awakened and upset Ashe jumped out from behind Fenris and again slashed at the dragon.
Meanwhile, the Wargs were tearing into the dragon’s flanks.  Kappa and GrrDane took turns getting ahold of one of the dragon’s rear legs and pulling the beast down.  Each time they did so, the dragon got back up.  However, it was getting slower.  
GrrDane was trying to leap onto the dragon’s back.  The creature glared at her, and the Warg’s skills abruptly stopped working.  Skills were deeply tied to how you did things.  Without her Balance skill, the huge Warg fell over.  
“Technically, StopSkill just prevents you from spending Stamina to power a skill,” stated Shart.  “You can still walk and stuff, but you can’t balance on a squirming dragon’s back.”
“Somehow, this looks familiar,” I stated, taking in the cave and the dragon.  “Shit, this is Dragon Warrior.”
“Yes, Swamp Cave,” said Badgelor.  “Charles said it was the first dungeon he ever fought in.  He modeled this one after that.”
“Slimes were a lower-level enemy.  There should have been ghosts and magicians,” I grumbled.
Badgelor shook his head.  “You want ghosts to protect a dungeon?  They don’t even have bodies.  You can just walk right through them.”
I shook my head.  Ordinal was weird, but I thought I was getting used to it.  I watched, as my maid and her kooky sister fought a large, green dragon with the help of two giant wolves.  What once was weird was turning pretty normal. 
“You got this!  I believe in you,” I yelled, as Ashe drove a dagger into the dragon’s eye.  The blade skittered off.  Meanwhile, Kappa once again yanked on its leg.  
“The dragon is very heavily armored,” I commented to Fenris.  He nodded.
“Aye, we had a heck of a time piercing that hide.  Sir Dalton had to use Felling Strike, but even that didn’t do much.  It was actually Jarra who came up with the winning move,” stated Fenris, carefully watching the fight.  
Then, GrrDane went for the other back leg and missed.  I winced.  “I think she missed her shot.”
“I think that was what she was aiming for,” replied Shart.
“Yank out the cloaca,” yelled Badgelor, suddenly standing on my shoulder.  GrrDane began to vigorously shake her head.  The dragon screamed.  Unfortunately for the beast, that was the moment Hansa tossed a bomb down its throat.  
There was a loud pop, and the dragon began to thrash.  One moment, it was a vicious beast, easily a threat to most of the party.  The next moment, it was so much badger food.  
“And what did we learn?” asked Fenris, using his best teacher voice. 
“That with the right equipment, anything is possible,” replied Hansa, flexing her metal hand.  
Nodding, Fenris walked to the back of the room and opened the door to the Dungeon Core.  The large, glowing, green gem shone brilliantly, illuminating the room with an unearthly light.
Ashe, Hansa, and the Wargs walked quickly toward the Core, followed closely by Beakatrix.  Fenris and I trailed behind at a more sedate pace.  Badgelor stayed back to devour the dragon’s corpse.  
The dungeon noobs were all watching the core in wonder.  I placed my hand on it, feeling power flash through me. 
●       All Health, Stamina, and Mana are restored.  You have already touched this Dungeon Core as:  Warrior, Rogue, Woodsman, Mage, and Sorcerer

●       Class List: You have the following unclaimed classes: Clerical, Great General, Swashbuckler.

●       You gain the following abilities: +1 Talent Point to all unclaimed classes.

●       You gain one perk for all first-tier classes.  +1 perk to Cleric. 

●       Dungeon Core is Rank 1: <tooltip> Rank One Dungeon Cores cannot grant perks to second tier classes.  Advance to a Rank Two Dungeon to gain perks for your second-tier classes. 

“What’s a Rank Two Dungeon?” I asked, assigning my perk to Wellspring of Healing.  It allowed me to continue to regenerate Mana while maintaining a healing spell, like Regeneration.  I would still be at a net negative Mana recovery, considering how many Regeneration talents I had, but it was something. 
“You would think everything is this easy, Dum Dum,” chuckled the demon.  “Eventually, you’ll get to the Second Rank Dungeons.  Then, you will start to see how the real world works.”
“Which is?” I growled.
“I guess you’ll just have to wait to find out,” sassed Shart.
“The higher rank dungeons are more dangerous but grant greater additional abilities,” explained Badgelor, trotting in.  He was dragging a huge dragon leg behind him.  “Specifically, if you get to a tougher dungeon, you’ll gain new abilities for your first-tier classes, if they are over level 30.  You also gain new abilities for your second-tier classes, if they are over level 15.”
“How many ranks are there?” I asked.  Shart looked miffed.
“Five,” answered Badgelor reflexively. 
“Ha, you mangy ball of fur!  There are si…” Shart trailed off, looking at Badgelor. My furry companion looked haunted.  He stared at Shart, and I saw something I had never considered possible.  Shart’s arrogant look burned away instantly.  “There are five tiers of dungeons on this plane of existence,” the demon said.
“And that’s it?” I asked.
“Any more than that would be suicidal,” said Shart.  I was considering asking a follow up question or two, but Badgelor had slumped down and looked so miserable that even I flinched away.  All he could do was lick at the dragon leg in despair.  I could always ask later, when it wasn’t quite so depressing.   
“You didn’t do anything to help,” frowned Hansa, as she plopped down and adjusted her new hand. 
“I could regenerate that,” I said, changing the subject and preparing the spell.
“My awesome metal hand?” gasped Hansa, yanking the limb away from me.  “It is my precious.”
“Then, I’m here for moral support,” I said walking over to GrrDane. 
“It is a pretty rock,” said GrrDane, as I approached.  “I do not see why you forced us to come with you.”
“Well, you have a problem,” I began, but, by then, Ashe had already placed her hand on the Core.  For a single moment, her entire body turned bright green.
 
●        <System Alert> A level 0 <error>, class not found, has touched the Dungeon Core.  Searching.  Assessing, <error> is equivalent to 23rd level.  Checking class list: Rogue, Warrior, Druid.  

●        Class Chosen: Rogue, Burning Knife of Truth.

Ashe shook her head and looked back at me.  “I was just in a room with three statues in it.  I had to pick one, and I picked Rogue.  I’m an adventurer.  I’m…I’m going to stab the shit out of you next time you sneak up on me.”
“Well, as long as you have a plan,” I said.  Kappa came and stood next to me, rolling his head to the side.
“Do you have a plan?” asked Kappa.
“I think he just brought us along as free labor,” stated GrrDane.  “We are just Wargs, barely worthy of the mighty Mayor’s notice.”
“The Mayor always thinks of others before himself.  I’m sure there is a reason he asked us here,” replied Kappa, frowning at the other Warg. 
I sighed.  “Just touch the Core.”
Kappa paused, glancing at me.  “We are monsters.  We are not supposed to touch Dungeon Cores.”
“If we touch a Dungeon Core, we will become its slave,” hissed GrrDane, taking a step back.    
“You are in a party.  I have it on good authority that nothing bad will happen to you,” I replied.  “It's a Mayor thing.”
Kappa hesitated.  GrrDane snorted and walked over, gently pressing her nose against the Core.  Instantly, she flashed the same green that Ashe had.  
●        <system alert> Monster has touched Dungeon Core.  Monster is Tier 1, raising to Tier 2 to assign as floor boss.  <Error> unable to claim Monster.  Monster is already in a party.  <error>

GrrDane shook her head.  She looked nearly the same.  She may have been a slight bit fluffier, but nothing drastic.  “What trickery is this?”
“Check your character sheet,” I said, as if that explained everything.
“That explains everything,” yipped GrrDane.  “I am a Tier 2 Warg now, a ‘True Warg’.  My barren debuff is gone.  I can have puppies!”
Kappa glanced at me for a moment, then jammed his nose right into the Core. He, likewise, became a Tier 2 Warg.  “I feel better,” he said finally.
“All of the strange pains are gone,” stated GrrDane.  “I think my eye has healed.”
“Let me just remove that patch for you,” I began, sliding it off.  I gasped and slid it right back on.  “Nope.”
“No eye,” stated GrrDane.
“No, and it looks infected,” I said, casting Treat Injury and Regenerate on her.  Maybe that would do it.  “In any case, now that you are both True Wargs, you should be able to either have puppies or put puppies into other Wargs.”
“That sounds impressive,” stated GrrDane, eying Kappa in a way that might be considered seductive.  “If two True Wargs mate, they should have stronger puppies.  I will have to figure out how to charm him with my feminine wiles.”
I paused at that.  “Okay, whatever floats your boat.”
GrrDane thought about it for a moment, before using the best pickup line in the world on Kappa.  “Hey, I think I have something on my back.  Could you check that out for me?”
“I didn’t know Kappa could run that fast,” stated Badgelor with a burp, as the two Wargs blasted out of the chamber.  Most of the dragon was gone.  Badgelor, like many others, was the type to eat his feelings. 
Beakatrix reached over and touched the Core next.
●       <System Alert> <Dungeon Core> Unknown class Engineer detected.  Downloading.  

“This seems underwhelming,” stated Beakatrix, selecting whatever options the Core had given her.  
“Were they better in your time?” I asked, genuinely curious.
“Yes, there isn’t even a Dungeon Point System now.  You just have to take whatever the Core is offering,” said Beakatrix.  “How very primitive.  Don’t you people custom build your dungeons?”
Hansa finally got her hand strapped back on correctly and came over to join us.  Reaching over, she touched the Core reverently.  She turned bright green, and I noticed the same number of system prompts indicating that she was now eligible for a character class.
●        Class Chosen: Engineer, Material Specialist.

“This is awesome!” screamed Hansa to my wide-eyed face.




Chapter 2: Unexpected Class

“I think that when Beakatrix touched the Core, it unlocked her class, Engineer,” stated Shart.  I examined the Core, running my hand over the smooth surface. 
“And she can just do that,” I grumbled, considering my options.  I could unlock classes once I met all the prerequisites, but I didn’t know what those prerequisites were for Engineer.  Improvised Tools was one skill.  So was Engineering.  However, there were undoubtedly other subskills that I was missing.  
Hansa was dancing around, totally enraptured.  She’d already made a few minor adjustments to her hand and was eyeballing her satchel full of explosives in a way I did not find comforting.
“What is a Material Specialist?” I asked Beakatrix.
“An Engineering specialty that focuses on getting the most out of the materials an object is constructed with,” stated Beakatrix offhandedly.  “She will be able to improve virtually anything she is handed, just by upgrading its component materials.  It's a conservative approach to Engineering.  I’m a BioEngineer.  We are far more cutting edge.”
“You make new toys, and she improves what’s already out there,” I said.
Beakatrix nodded.
“Are there multiple Engineering classes, just like there are multiple magical classes?” I questioned.
“When I was studying, Wizards were the only kind of magical class in existence.  That must have changed.  When I was at college, there were three branches of the Engineering class,” stated Beakatrix, “Engineer, Scientist, and Technician.”
“Would you happen to know all the requirements for those classes?” I asked, but, before the Progenitor could respond, I was ambushed.
Hansa grabbed me by the shoulders and yanked me down, bringing me face-to-face with her.  “This is amazing!” she shrieked.  “I just made an Improved Thingamabob!  It’s the best one yet!”
Then, she was gone, and I was holding a Thingamabob.  I was holding a glowing, pulsing, dangerous looking, orange Thingamabob.  I shoved it into my dimensional storage, next to all the other Thingamabobs Hansa had given me.  Presently, I had a small arsenal of the things, and my collection was ever growing.  I turned to face Beakatrix, but she was already airborne.  She was also glaring down at Hansa.  A loud boom echoed through the chamber.   
I turned to look at Fenris.  His blackened face stared back at me.  “We need to get her out of here before she kills someone.”
“Everybody out,” I yelled.
Ashe tossed Hansa something that looked suspiciously like an old-timey matchlock pistol.  Grabbing herself a pair of knives from the dungeon chest, Ashe loudly closed the lid.  I walked over and focused on the chest for a long moment.  Opening it, I saw what I thought I was looking for.  
“Is that it?” asked Fenris, as I picked up the twisted piece of metal.
“I believe so,” I said, bringing up my Engineering skill.  It told me that the small hunk of metal was a destroyed magical item.  “Shart?”
“Working on it,” stated the demon, as he continued massaging something.  “Okay, try the Scan skill now.”  I didn’t use Scan much.  There were rare occasions where it was helpful.  Usually, it only provided a ton of useless information on everyday items.  For that reason, I normally kept Scan off.  That might change, once I got properly into Enchanting, but that was for future Jim, the poor bastard. 
Even with my luck bonus, I wasn’t rocking a single percentage point to successfully see what the artifact had been.
“It's all numbers.  Try rerolling it,” said Shart, somehow loading my proverbial die for the next check.    
 
●        Destroyed Artifact: Crown of Windfall.  This artifact has been broken into parts. 

●        Quest: Reassemble the Crown of Windfall.  Find the three remaining fragments to reassemble the crown!

“Impressive,” I said, gripping the powerful, very broken piece in my hand. 
“Yes, low percentages don’t matter if you aren’t rolling anything,” said Shart. 
I tossed Fenris a shield from the chest and tied the crown fragment to a leather strap.  The magical chest began to descend into the floor.
“Well?” grumbled Badgelor.
“Jim just got the quest.  I’m trying to locate the three pieces now and boom,” grinned Shart, “Behold my greatness.  I have a solid track on two of the three fragments.”
“Only two?” I asked.
“Be patient, Dum Dum,” the demon replied.  “I’ll find the other one.  I just started looking.  You could be amazed that I already have an idea of where two-thirds of them are.”
“You’re right.  You are amazing,” I replied. 
“You know, for someone who relies on me so much, you sure don’t appreciate my efforts.  I don’t know why I constantly go out of my way for you,” the demon continued. 
“I appreciate you.  Of course, I do.  I couldn’t do this without you,” I said seriously.  “You know that.”
“Yes, I do.  You are a big, dumb idiot,” Shart stated. 
I pinched the bridge of my nose.  “So, where are they?” I asked.
“I won’t have an exact location until you Remort,’ stated Shart.  “I need access to the terminal in the tower.”  Badgelor chuckled, while I ground my teeth. 
“Great,” I muttered, walking toward the exit of the Dungeon Core room.  The door was already open, and I spent a good few moments staring through it.  Fenris appeared to be doing the same.  
Neither of us had been through that door after the fight with Grebthar.  We were right about where Sir Dalton and Jarra had been standing.  For a brief moment, I froze.  It was only a brief moment, though.  As Mayor, I had responsibilities.  
Walking through the open door, I passed by the spot and kept going.  All the adventurers in Windfall were waiting for us outside.  SueLeeta walked over and grabbed Fenris, dragging him toward her for a debriefing.  Hansa and Ashe were busily showing off for Sir Dalton, who looked prouder than I’d ever seen him.  That was saying something.  
“He’s even more proud of his girls than himself,” stated Badgelor, who was on my shoulder in his tiniest form.  
“Zorlando is going to be in for a rough time,” grinned Shart.  “He’s not the only adventurer in the relationship anymore.”
I frowned at that.  “I think he’ll adjust.”
“Oh?  Has he already been taking lessons from OttoSherman?” asked Badgelor.
I sighed, realizing that they meant rough time literally, not figuratively.  Ashe was leaping straight up into the air, while Hansa goaded her on.  Ashe was easily clearing two logs, as she adjusted to her new abilities.  Adventurers were action heroes. 
The duchess wasted no more time and walked straight over to me.  “Did you find it?”  I raised an eyebrow at her, and she visibly deflated. 
“It was right where it was supposed to be,” I replied, holding out the crown fragment.  All three members of the Falconian royal family made a sign in unison.  “That means I will have to follow the demon’s suggestion and depart this place shortly.”
“What about the kings?” asked the duke apprehensively.  
“They are no longer fighting.  Both sides have withdrawn,” I answered flatly.  That much was obvious from when I’d climbed onto the Western Gate Fortress and surveyed the field.  The amount of damage two level 60 adventurers could manage with Kingdom Tier weaponry was amazing.  
Narwal had been annihilated.  The ancient bridge that I’d learned the Engineering skill from had collapsed.  The entire countryside looked like a hurricane had wiped it out.  It wasn’t all bad, though.  They’d burned down the Fecking Puma Forest.  
Fecking pumas.
The queen glared at her cousins.  “I’ve held up my end of the bargain.  Now, he can get the crown.”
“You still have to answer for your actions,” stated the duchess.  Julia winced at that but attempted to appear stoic.  She had been a problem ever since she returned with me and now that she realized she screwed up she was desperate to fix the damage. 
“You stole family treasures and launched an attack on Windfall,” added the duke.  
“That is not your call,” retorted the queen.  “I throw myself upon the mercy of the Mayor.”
Suddenly, I was the center of attention again, as all four Falconians looked at me.  Their expressions ranged from curious, like Julia, to hopeful, like the queen.  The duke and duchess were both barely concealing their contempt.  I really did not want to get into this.  
“I believe Bird Law applies here,” stated the duke sternly.  Bird law was shorthand for the Falconian legal code.  It amounted to the High Nobility having precedence. 
“I believe I will pardon her,” I replied, glaring at the duke.  If they wanted to overstep my authority in my own town, they had another thing coming.  
“He is technically correct, the best kind of correct” stated Julia, using her Lawyering skill.  Her new knee-jerk instant support of me was obvious.  “The Mayor has powers of high justice in Windfall.”
“Yet, he lacks the crown,” goaded the duke, realizing where Julia’s loyalties now lay. 
“There is also trial by combat,” stated the queen.
“Fine, then,” huffed the Duke, stepping aside.  Two glowing, golden rods appeared in his hand.  “I believe you still fight in the old way.”
“Yes, uncle, but I would have to defer to the Mayor,” stated the queen.  The duke considered that for a brief moment, before nodding.
“Well, as he issued the challenge, I would be required to accept,” stated the duke pleasantly.  
“Hold up,” said Julia flatly, “Bird Law requires that duels be somewhat even.”
“And the poor Mayor cannot keep up with me,” grinned the duke.
“Actually, auntie, could you help uncle?  He’s making poor life choices again,” asked Julia plaintively.
The duke’s bravado dried up, as his cousin quietly whispered some words, and her eyes went wide.  She coughed loudly, “No, no, I think John Ross has this.”
“Wait, both of us at the same time,” said the Duke as he let his spell fade and began whispering his own spell.  “It says here he’s only a level 15 cleric.”
“Pool’s open, and the water's fine,” I said comfortably.  
“Obviously, Badgelor will be helping,” said the queen.
I looked over at the duke.  “I suppose.  I don’t really see why he would be necessary, though.”
“You are planning on taking on both of us by yourself?” questioned the duke in wonder.  Then, his brain switched back on. 
The duke considered his options and realized he didn’t have any good ones.  Even if he didn’t quite believe that I was the Mayor, he had spent time with Toomen.  That meant he was quite confident that Badgelor, whose towering reputation in Falcon could not be overstated, was really the actual Badgelor. 
War Badgers were so rare that Julia had been buttering up Badgelor even when she was confident, he was just a common War Badger pretending to be Badgelor.  Now that she knew he was the real Badgelor, her efforts to get on his good side had become oppressive.  Worse, every member of the Falconian royal family shared the same ideals.  Everyone wanted to be in Badgelor’s good graces, even if they weren’t confident in my role as the actual Mayor. 
That left the duke in an even more awkward position.  The duchess would almost certainly not fight with him against Badgelor and me.  If we fought and he somehow won, she’d be able to declare a duel of honor as the national pride of Falcon was challenged in the hurting of Badgelor.  She was very close to the same power level as him, and with him as depleted as he’d be if he managed an unlikely victory, she’d easily be able to mop up what was left.  That said, the far more likely outcome was that Badgelor or I would win.  If I won, he’d be my prisoner and I could banish him to some forgotten hellhole for as long as I liked.  Badgelor would just eat him.  With him out of the way, the Duchess’ influence would also start to weaken because I wouldn’t need to play them off against each other.    
The practical considerations flew through the Duke’s mind in a matter of moments, “Well, we are in Windfall, I’d hate to countermand the Mayor’s orders.”  
“Queen will be in service to Windfall as Captain-Admiral of our navy until the conflict with the Dark Overlord is over,” I told the Queen.  She nodded as I threw the title Captain-Admiral at her.  
“Back to the point at hand,” said Julia, visibly disappointed in the absence of me schooling her family.  “You have two of the Treasures of Rule.”
“I’d have four if your aunt and uncle would cooperate,” I growled.  That had been another point of contention.  
“Like I said before, Mister Mayor,” ground out the Duke.  “Even if I believe you are the Mayor reborn, that doesn’t mean I can just hand over a family artifact. You don’t even have the crown.  If you did, you’d just be able to deactivate the artifact and take it from me.  Without it, I’m afraid you’ll have to kill me to take the artifact.”
“That offer is still on the table,” I said.
The Duke tried to hold my eyes, he really did.  His Intimidate skill was actually higher than mine, but my Mental Resistance was so high that he literally could not intimidate me if he wanted to.  It would take an absolute master of one of the Mental Skills to bypass my Mental Resistance at this point.  As he felt his intimidation shatter against my Will, he finally stepped back.  
How times have changed.
“The real concern is the Dark Overlord getting the crown,” stated Badgelor.  “If he gets his slimy hands on it, there will be trouble.”
“Julia,” I said seriously, causing all three women to look at me.  “Seriously, all of you?”
“It's a common name,” stated Julia, the princess.  
“At least among the royal family,” replied Julia, the Queen of the Inner Sea.
“And it’s not like anyone is going to have the temerity to call their daughter Leia,” replied Julia, the duchess.  
I glanced at the duke.  He shrugged.  “Fine,” I continued, “Kevin thinks he can locate the crown if we go through the Demon Door.  I need to Remort anyway, so I’ll be leaving shortly.”
Julia, the princess, stepped up to me.  “The Mayor will be leaving Windfall!”
“That is the plan,” I replied uncomfortably. 
Being the mayor of Windfall had been fun, but being the Mayor of Windfall was creepy.  Whenever I did anything, everyone looked at me funny.  Plus, I was actually developing a few skills to higher levels, which was causing me to notice things that other people couldn’t.
“Fenris,” I announced, going to the party interface and removing everyone except Fenris, “You will be in charge while I’m gone.”
Julia nodded enthusiastically, glancing over at Fenris.  “He will be an excellent choice!”  
Fenris turned away from his conversation with Glorious Robert and nodded.  “I’ll keep watch over Windfall for you.  Any idea how long your plan will take to implement?”
“At least three days,” I smiled, walking over to Glorious Robert.  He stopped smiling and looked to the ground, ashamed.  “Any chance you’d reconsider?”
“No,” replied Glorious Robert.  “I’m just a simple captain.  I’m not cut out for being the captain of the Mayor.”  Twinkle frowned.  He had been trying to encourage the old fisherman but had obviously not been successful.  
I nodded.  Glorious Robert hadn’t taken the whole Mayor realization well.  I turned to Hansa.  “Well, are you interested?”
Hansa’s eyes grew impossibly wide, as a manic smile crossed her lips.  I instantly regretted even mentioning it.  “Alright!”  Andersen shook his head slightly at the conviction in her voice but said nothing.  Twinkle instantly removed himself from Glorious Robert’s presence and moved over to Hansa.  The little elf was all smiles.  
“Your first mission is to take Twinkle over to the LOOKOUT!” I exclaimed.  I’d been delaying that, but the Nosebleed should be able to get there and back in about a week.  I doubted anything else sailing could catch it.  
“Thanks, buddy,” grinned the elf.  His 1950’s radio announcer voice still sounded odd to me.  “What are you going to be doing?”
“I’m searching for the Crown of Windfall,” I announced, after checking on everyone nearby.  At the moment, I could trust everyone around me, Fenris most of all.  “When I Remort, the path to it should be revealed to me.”
“I Zorlando, will ensure the town is well defended in your absence,” said Zorlando.  Fenris smirked.  Lorraine and Nick both looked like they wanted to make similar proclamations, so I just smiled at them, and sent the three party invites. 
“Oh, so, this is goodbye,” stated SueLeeta.  I nodded, and she shrugged.  “I expected you to come back to town before heading out.”
“Windfall got weird,” I said uncomfortably.  When I went from the mayor of Windfall to the Mayor of Windfall, everyone started treating me differently.  The caravan from Falcon hadn’t helped at all, nor had the Progenitor.  Multiple high-ranking members of the Falconian royal family all vying for my attention had also compounded the problem.  Then, there had been the Kaiju-sized monster that everyone claimed I defeated solo when, in reality, it had been everyone working together.  
For example, while Beakatrix had been repairing the barrier, I’d been checking the town for dangers.  I actually found a threat in Blots’ house, right across the street from my own home.  I rushed over and searched the place, finally finding a hidden door.  Opening the door revealed a shaft which led into the ruins below Windfall. 
While I worked to seal it up, I spotted Voan.  The little girl was positively terrified of me now.  She’d run upstairs to hide in her room until she could persuade Blots to take her out on the town.  He hadn’t said anything to me, but I knew she’d wanted to get away from me. 
People were terrified to be around me, or they wanted to use me for something.  There was no in between.  No one even made fun of my name anymore.  That was the one part I wasn’t sure I would miss.
“Well, see you later, buddy,’ said Twinkle, as he escorted Hansa toward the dock to ready the Nosebleed.  
I looked at everyone and smiled.  “Yeah, see ya.”
Then, I walked back into the dungeon, toward the Demon Door, my trusty badger by my side.  Of course, Shart was also with me, and I had the fleeting thought that we must look like something out of a comic book.  




Chapter 3: The Demon Door Boogaloo

“I was expecting this to be easier,” I said.  I heard Shart grunting again.  
“Pull up on the left side,” he yelled, causing Ultimate Badgelor to growl back.
“I am pulling up on the left side.  It's a damn circle.  You are going to need to be more specific.” 
“There is supposed to be something there,” growled Shart.  The Demon Door was a piece of non-newtonian metal that seemed to occupy space on its own terms.  “Stupid Living Metal growing fake doors.”
It was also made of Living Metal, which could both self-heal and really annoy Shart. 
“Maybe it's on the other side,” offered Badgelor.  “If you were a high enough level, you’d know that.”
“Feck you!  I didn’t even want to be in the party, but Dum Dum got creative,” grumbled the demon, giving me the stink eye.  Literally, his eyes looked like Satan's asshole. 
The demon grew more frustrated, as the three of us grunted and groaned some more. 
“Can you explain again why I can’t just walk through the door?” I asked. 
“I’m trying to hack it!” screamed Shart.  “If I can cover your tracks, my partner won’t know you Remorted.  The less he knows, the better.  I’m doing this for you.  Now can you please try to get me the access panel?”
The badger rolled his eyes and spun with all his might, trying to reveal whatever Shart was looking for.
“The red zit is even polite,” chuckled Badgelor, spinning the ring around. 
“No, you dolt, it can’t be here!  We already checked here,” cursed the demon.  “Leave it to a mangy badger to miss the obvious.” 
While they were politely puzzling that out, I decided to check my character sheet.  
●        Level up: Cleric 15.  Select a Path.

As per usual, I had three Path options.  Option one was becoming the Chosen of Logan, the Badgerine.  It granted me access to improved versions of Regeneration, along with major body improvements.  My second option was Herald of Badgelor.  It granted a talent tree that would both improve Badgelor and make my connection with him stronger and more powerful.  My last option was Shadow Eater, which was a Clerical Path that focused on devouring the Shadow’s influence on the world.  
The Chosen of Logan was probably the best general option, which, of course, made it the worst practical one.  “More better” didn’t really equate to anything particularly useful for fighting Charles.  Either my Regeneration worked, or it didn’t.  Making it work faster didn’t fix the problems I was expecting when I next encountered him.
The Herald of Badgelor had some power to it.  I could use the Path to further augment my furry turd.  That, in turn, would make him a better companion for the upcoming battle with Charles.  Then again, he already had a well-laid-out build that he was sticking to.  It might be unnecessary for me to assist him further.
Shadow Eater was a Path that focused on surviving and destroying Shadow Mana.  It was a favorite of the Second-Tier enemy adventurers.  Maggie had been very fond of that particular magic.  Then again, Charles appeared to favor other magical types. Having the ability to strongly counter something he wasn’t focused on seemed mostly pointless.
I selected Herald of Badgelor, feeling the Path settle into me.  For a hot instant, Badgelor glowed purple.  I opened up my Path talent wheel and found a new ring of options.  However, a great number of them were already locked out.  
“Shit,” I muttered, as Badgelor grinned at me.
“Well, Herald, I hope you have a plan for all those abilities,” he chuckled.
“I can’t select anything,” I groaned.
“Nope, Paths share talents, but you cannot select identical talents.  I already got most of the beginner set,” grinned Badgelor.  “Don’t worry.  You just need to advance the Path.  Then, I’ll gain access to some better ones.”
Sighing, I brought up the qualifications for the next tier.
●        Badgelor and you must defeat a level 25 enemy together.

“That’s fine,” I grumbled, wondering if I should have taken Shadow Eater instead.  Looking back over at the Demon Door, I saw Shart.  He was slowly and methodically examining the ring for whatever it was he was looking for.
I saw it first.  My Perception skill was nearly at the Master Rank.  Finally. 
“There,” I said, pointing to a small glowing triangle that had been concealed by…thin air.  “It’s like a magnetic dust puzzle.  If you hold it at the right angle, the magic goobers inside all flow to one side.”
Shart glared at me.  “Goobers?  How the hell do you make up these terms? The magical particles are called dingles.  Please try not to sound so stupid.  Perhaps you can experiment by just keeping your mouth shut.”
“That’s just sad, Jim,” said Badgelor. 
“Sorry, are the dingles aligned?” I asked.
“Yes, finally.  If they hadn’t done it on their own, we would have needed to find some berries for the dingles,” grumbled the demon.
“Dingle berries?” I asked.  “Let me guess.  Charles came up with that term.”
“Yes, Dum Dum,” replied Shart.  “It's a highly technical term, typically used in magical calibration.  Do they use it back on Earth?”
“Yup, for exactly the same reason,” I said.
Shart beckoned me closer.  My anti-magic field didn’t extend very far, but Shart was able to keep mostly inside it.  The demon began clicking on the triangle in odd sequences.  Eventually, a small panel opened up, exposing what looked very much like a console.  
“Seriously?” I asked.
“What?  How did you think we programmed Demon Doors?” asked Shart, as he began to hen peck symbols on the ring.  “Consider yourself lucky I even bothered to learn how to hack these things.” 
“Stargate was more interesting,” I said after a minute.
“The one with Snake or the one with MacGyver?” asked Badgelor.
I eyeballed the badger.  Before I could make any inquiries, Shart yelled, “Got it!”  Suddenly, the entire door began to shimmer.
“So <Michael> can’t track us now?” I asked.
“Nope!  We can use the door, and no alerts will be sent,” stated Shart, plopping back onto my shoulder.  ”I can’t freaking wait to be right side out again.”
“No one can,” said Badgelor, holding his nose.  Shart frowned and looked at me.  I did my best to appear innocent.  Shart stank worse than his namesake and wouldn’t stay off my damn shoulder. 
“Well, I guess we’ll see the world in three days,” I said, stepping through.




Chapter 4: Mayoring

“Once you approve the next series of housing constructions, we can move onto industrial projects,” smiled Mar, causing Fenris to groan inwardly.  How did Jim put up with this?  He was only one day into the whole thing, and he already wanted to tear his hair out.
“That’s enough,” said a confident voice, as SueLeeta strolled into the office.  Mar looked at her but backed off.  Sir Dalton followed her in and shut the door, leaving the little man outside.
“Jim makes this look so easy,” groaned Fenris, standing up.  
“Didn’t Julia offer to help?” asked Sir Dalton cluelessly.  He glanced at the stand holding Jim’s older, leather armor.  The knight looked mournfully at the leather, for it was armor that no true warrior would wear.  Then, his face turned to shock, as he remembered SueLeeta was also wearing leather armor.  
“Which one?” grumbled the Cyber Warden.  “Most of the members of the Falconian royal family have repeatedly begged to help.  I’ve been offered bribes, subtly and non-subtly.  I’ve also been propositioned with a marriage to one of their younger daughters.”
SueLeeta frowned.  “They do realize you are already married, right?”
“Quite happily,” stated Fenris, glancing down at the picture of his family on Jim’s desk.  He’d brought it to remind himself why he put up with this nonsense.  He was a Warden, not some hero like Jim.  He should be out in the forest somewhere, protecting people from monsters.
“They have complete religious, as well as secular, power.  They could declare his marriage to AvaSophia null and remarry him in the eyes of Grebthar,” said Sir Dalton unhappily.  Falcon viewed itself as the most advanced culture on the continent, but he didn’t agree with their marriage customs. 
Fenris just shook his head and sighed.  “So, what brings you two here?”
“Check this out,” stated SueLeeta, grinning wickedly.  “I have a great idea.”
“I doubt that,” replied Fenris, who knew SueLeeta far better than anyone else did.  She had been getting him into trouble for years, and it was always with that same grin.
“I was talking to Toomen about the Kings’ War,” stated SueLeeta, plopping into a chair without invitation.  She didn’t really need one.  “I don’t remember if we talked about this, but, after the kings began the more vicious fighting, Sir Dalton pulled everyone back to Windfall.  The fighting went on for days, until it abruptly, and oddly, just stopped. 
“Did they retreat?” asked Fenris, genuinely curious.  He had followed Jim over to the Western Gate Fortress and seen the obvious signs of battle.  The pure and total destruction had horrified him.  In lower-level conflicts, you might see an occasional crater from a fireball or a few felled trees.    
However, the entire Fecking Puma Forest, which was a terrible, though appropriate, name, had been burned to the ground.  There was so much damage that it was hard to believe the earth would ever fully heal. 
“I went over the wall to check.  Both kings seemingly vanished right around the time that the Walker of Siers attacked,” stated SueLeeta, glancing over at Dalton’s rear end.  The knight was examining Jim’s knick knacks.  He picked up a Jim the Curious Puppy book and skimmed through it.  It had been Jarra’s.  Fenris loudly cleared his throat, and SueLeeta turned back innocently.  “So, I mentioned it to Toomen.”
“That poor chicken,” Dalton laughed, flipping through the book’s pages.
“Why mention it to Toomen?” asked Fenris.  “He hasn’t exactly lived up to his reputation yet.”
“That unpronounceable hammer is his,” stated Sir Dalton, rejoining the conversation.  
Fenris waited a long moment for Sir Dalton to finish his thought.  When no such finishing occurred, the Woodsman chastised himself for such an oversight.  Then, it hit him.  “Wait, Toomen is still attuned to the hammer?”
“Yes,” grinned SueLeeta, “And I checked.  Toomen can sense that it's going back to Fillydelphia.”
“If he is still attuned to it, can’t he just summon it to his hand?” asked Fenris.
“He can, but he has to be in range for that.  Right now, he is not even close.  Once he has the hammer, it will be an infinite source of lightning to him,” stated SueLeeta, sitting up and imitating Toomen.  “He was, like, for sure he could totally defeat the Dark Overlord with it.”
Fenris nodded, the words of sage wisdom filling him with confidence.  Recovering the hammer would go a long way in helping Jim and Grebthar defeat the Dark Overlord.  “How can I help?”
“I don’t suppose you’d come with us?” asked SueLeeta.
Fenris considered that.  WWBD?  What would Badgelor do?  He would help the Mayor, of course, but Jim had placed him in charge of Windfall.  That made the decision for him.  “I must stay here.”
SueLeeta pouted a bit.  When she first met Fenris, she had been just young enough that he still considered her a little sister, and she knew it.   “I figured as much.  Any help the city could muster would be useful.”
“We will have to make a party,” stated Sir Dalton.
“Of course, we will,” smiled SueLeeta.  She had always liked them dumb.  Sir Dalton was sort of a champion in that.  Fenris wondered how she was getting along with his daughters, when Ashe strolled in.  Her smile at seeing her father shattered upon seeing SueLeeta.  
“You could knock,” said Fenris, though he’d given up on that with Ashe.  She was far too used to slipping into rooms at her former job.  Fenris idly wondered if she would keep that up or hand it off to one of her sisters.  EveSophia was going to be crushed that her favorite maid and unofficial big sister would not be visiting quite so often.   
“Sorry, Fenris,” smiled Ashe.  That smile ensured that he couldn’t stay angry with her for long.  Ashe looked around and noticed the overwhelming silence.  “So, what were you all talking about?”
“It's none of your business,” began SueLeeta, before Dalton cut her off.
“We are going on a secret mission to recover Toomen’s hammer,” proclaimed Sir Dalton.
“There could be spies,” warned Fenris.
“Here?  I doubt it; our words are safe,” stated Sir Dalton.  SueLeeta exhaled loudly, as he continued.  “We need to gather a group of adventurers to travel north to recover it.”
“Can I come?” asked Ashe.
“Hardly, this is a task for adventurers,” stated the knight.  As the words left his mouth, he realized his little girl was an adventurer.  The look of concern on his face dimmed, as pride, his most powerful emotion, burned through it.  “However, you are an adventurer now.  It would be amazing to have you by my side!”
“No,” said SueLeeta, cutting him off.  Dalton turned, perplexed.  She continued, “She’s too low-level to be of much use.”
Ashe considered that for a moment, plotting her next angle of attack.  Fenris saw the possibility for things to quickly turn vicious.
“So,” asked the Warden, trying to get ahead of a fight, “Who were you planning on asking to go?”
“Toomen, obviously, and Sir Dalton,” stated SueLeeta.  “I have room for two more in the party.”
“Got it up to five?” asked Fenris.  For most people, the default party size limit was only four.  There were heroes, like Jim, who had seven slots in their party.  As a mere mortal, SueLeeta having five was fairly impressive. 
“Someone had to,” stated SueLeeta, glancing over at Sir Dalton.
The large man said nothing, which gave Fenris pause.  He would have expected Sir Dalton to leap to the forefront of any party where Jim wasn’t involved.  Then again, the old rumors might be true, at which point, Sir Dalton certainly wouldn’t want to lead another party on a critical mission.  Considering his daughters, Fenris couldn’t fully discount the rumors that still circled around the knight.               
“So, that leaves two slots,” stated Fenris.  “You’ll need a Healer, for certain.  Then, someone else.  A damage dealer, perhaps?”
“Well, we won’t be able to bring Glorious Robert,” said SueLeeta flatly.  The old Sailor had initially been interested, until they mentioned they were going after the unpronounceable hammer.  Glorious Robert was utterly disinterested in Mayor stuff like that.  
“Julia,” stated Ashe confidently, meaning the princess and Jim’s latest maid.  After that whole “decrying Jim in public'' thing, Julia was chugging vinegar, so to speak.  Ashe and her sisters were still fully on Team Julia.  “She’d totally be up for recovering a treasure.”
“Would she give it back?” asked Fenris.  The royal family was kind of particular about treasure.  
“She gave Jim the Orb.  I don’t think the hammer would be any different, especially if Jim has the crown,” replied Ashe.
“One slot left, then,” Fenris said.
“Maybe the pirate queen?” asked Ashe.
“I’m disinclined to ask any of the other royals if they want to participate.  I barely trust Julia, even if she is currently licking Jim’s boots,” said SueLeeta.  Fenris sighed.  He was hoping they might get rid of another one of them.  
“Zorlando?” offered Dalton.
Fenris shook his head.  “No, for several reasons.  First off, I’m loath to mention this, but I’m not as confident in our allies as I would like to be.  With me and Zorlando running the Army of Windfall, we can hold the town against anything Falcon is likely to do.  However, if he leaves, Lorraine becomes my second.  I’m not entirely confident in her, yet.”
“She is a huge Jim fangirl, though,” said Sir Dalton.  Fenris considered Dalton’s strangest skill to be that he could read young women like a book.  It was especially odd, because Sir Dalton was not a big fan of reading.  
“Still,” Fenris stated doubtfully.  
“And the other reason?” asked SueLeeta. 
Fenris smiled and shook his head, before glancing over at Dalton.  It wasn’t that Dalton couldn’t keep a secret; it was just that he forgot who his allies were.  SueLeeta was actually pretty confident that he wouldn’t accidentally slip, but Fenris was probably under orders. 
“Then, who?” asked SueLeeta.  Given who couldn’t or wouldn’t go, their options were dwindling.  The elf and Hansa had left shortly after Jim, though in a far less dramatic fashion.  Strange, Fenris thought that a Precursor warship was less impressive than a Demon Door.  His life had grown exceedingly peculiar since meeting Jim.  
“Beakatrix?” asked Sir Dalton, and SueLeeta almost dismissed it out of hand.
“She loves her children.  She’d never leave those eggs,” replied SueLeeta.  Jim had been quite forceful on that point.
“Unless they were well-protected,” offered Fenris, thinking for a moment.  “She is your best choice.  She did get the barrier up and running in just under five minutes.”  Sort of.  She’d gotten it working, started screaming about upgrades, and then shut it back down. 
“I have no idea what percussive maintenance is, but it sounds amazing,” said SueLeeta.  
“It certainly does,” said Fenris.  Literally.  “I’ll talk to her.  Maybe I can charm her into going.  If not, things will get complicated.”
Suddenly, there was a knock on the door, and Mar opened it without further preamble.  “Your 10 o’clock is here.”
Fenris nodded, and everyone began to depart.  Ashe dove between her father and SueLeeta, grabbing his arm.  She was maturing, Fenris thought.  She didn’t even stick her tongue out at SueLeeta this time.  
Just outside the mayor’s office, the massive orc spent a moment talking to Sir Dalton.  Then, as the humanoid stepped through the doorway, Fenris shook his hand and gestured toward an open seat.
The temporary mayor began, “I have a quest for a lawman in this town.  You are right on the top of my list.”




Chapter 5: The Chamber of Souls

“I’m back, bitches!” Shart roared.  The demon was, blissfully, right side out again.
“That massive, terrible smell is gone,” sighed Badgelor happily.  “Now, you just smell regular, demon bad again.”
“Feck off,” replied the demon, rearranging some fat in his midsection. 
“It’s nice to see you, again,” I said, “and not your organs.”
“Feck you, too, Dum Dum,” Shart responded.  “I am unbelievably happy right now, and you two twats aren’t going to take that from me.”
The demon took his seat and got to work.  “Ta-da!  We are in the clear,” stated Shart, bending down and clicking on the console.  Now that he was in his full, demonic form, the terminal barely managed to get over his knees. 
I nodded and waited for a few moments.  Shart looked down at me.  
“Anything else?” I asked, as Shart continued to type away on the console.  For a moment, the demon looked puzzled.  Slowly, comprehension dawned on him.  
“Nope, we are all good,” he said, finally pulling his hands away from the keyboards.  I saw a search operation running, just like he said he would be doing.  For a long, uncomfortable moment, we stared at each other.  The screen flickered, flashed red, and continued to search. 
“So, you changed your mind on overwriting my personality?” I asked.
Shart flinched.  “Yeah.  I don’t see how doing that would improve my chances.  Besides, if I wiped your mind now, I doubt Badgelor would still help you.”
“I wouldn’t,” stated the badger.  “I’ve already eaten the Prince of Jersey.  I wonder how you’d taste?”  Badgelor stared at the demon, licking his lips.
“Bad, and thanks for that.  I had to hire a replacement, all because you killed an immortal demon,” grumbled Shart, before continuing to me, “I never wanted to mind wipe you for the sake of mind wiping you.  Mind wiping a human means I’d have to drive, and that is no fun at all.  I wanted to defeat the Dark Overlord, and you were not what I’d call heroic.”
“And now?” I asked.
“I don’t think there is a person on Ordinal who’s more interested in killing the Dark Overlord than you.  The possible exception is Badgie over there,” stated Shart.  
“I’m going to let that pass, but you only get the one,” snarled the badger.
“So, that’s settled,” I said.  Shart nodded.  
Badgelor growled.  “Get a room.  Let's find out where the rest of that crown is located.”
“Working on it now,” began Shart.  “Don’t touch anything until I tell you to.”
“Like hell, I haven’t been here in nearly a millennia,” grumbled Badgelor, kicking me on the side.  In the tower, he was locked down to his normal size and was mounted on my shoulder.  “Work your menus.  Let the demon figure out where we’re going.”
●       Quest Completed, Take Shart through the Demon Door

“Hey, how about those quest rewards?” I asked Shart.
The demon paused and groaned.  “You never accepted the quest, remember?  You were too afraid to, thus leading back to the whole ‘not very heroic’ thing.”
Badgelor chuckled.  “I accepted it.  I did it as soon as I figured out you weren’t actually going to mindwipe Jim.”
“Seriously?” asked Shart.  “How long have you known?”
“I assumed you wouldn’t once Jim upgraded to his Tier Two body.  After that, it wouldn’t make any sense to wipe his mind,” Badgelor answered.
“Oh, so book five,” Shart said.
“What?” I asked.
“Hush, you noobiest noob of Noobtown,” the demon replied.  “Did you do that just to feck with me?” he asked the badger.
Badgelor grinned. 
“Okay, Badgelor clicked on it, so I get the rewards,” I said, choosing to be way more interested in rewards than whatever they were babbling about.
“Why would you do that?” screamed Shart at Badgelor.  “He thought I was going to betray you when you got here!”
“You know the reason,” the badger smirked.
“But you didn’t betray me, and I’d like to get my quest rewards now,” I said.
“Well, I’d like to meet a demoness who’s actually interested in my personality and not my all-powerful abilities,” snapped Shart.  “We don’t always get what we want!”
“It said the quest was completed,” I growled. “So, about those rewards?”
“Yeah, about that…” responded Shart uncomfortably.
“I’m about to be incredibly disappointed in you, aren’t I,” I replied.
Shart coughed.  “So, I assigned you a rare skill book as a reward.   At the time I first assigned the quest and its reward, it was something that would have been super useful…to me.”
●       You will receive the following quest rewards:  Skill Book: Fancy Footwork. This skill book will grant you the rare skill Fancy Footwork, which allows you to use Dodge or Footwork to avoid incoming Damage!

●       Magic Ring: You gain a magical ring that improves your defenses.  Note: Your current artifact, Ring of Protection, is significantly better than this ring.  Therefore, it will provide no bonuses.

●       Animal Companion: Dragonling.  You gain a dragon-based animal companion to assist you in your quests.

“Does it grant me a skill level if I read the damn book?” I ground out.
“No,” said Shart.  “Since you’ve already learned Fancy Footwork, it will actually act as a primer.”
This was worse than that one Christmas when everyone gave me sweaters.  I liked sweaters, but a man could only wear so many of them. 
“And the ring?” I continued.
“Your Ring of Protection is so much better that you couldn’t even put the quest ring on,” said Shart, deflating.  “The magical polarity of the Ring of Protection will cause it to just, sort of, pop off.”
“And the dragon companion?” I finished.
“Dragons are tasty,” answered Badgelor with a wicked grin.
“Hey, that was a gimme.  I got an error message about a dragonling sometime back, and Michael was too busy to handle it.  So, I just tagged it for a quest reward,” said Shart.  “You’d have done the little guy a favor.  I can’t pin down his location right now.”
“I have a location for it,” replied Badgelor, patting his stomach.  “I haven’t had a dragon in forever.”
Shart glanced over at Badgelor but said nothing.
“So, the rewards are garbage,” I grumbled, before realizing something.  “Though, you could hack them if you wanted to.”
Shart’s face contorted for a moment, before he broke out into a massive, toothy grin.  “I just might be able to do that, once I get to a demon door.” 
“Why not here?” I asked.
“I’d get tracked in a heartbeat.  The consoles on the Demon Doors are far more anonymous,” replied Shart.  “I doubt the <admins> even check their DD logs very often.”
“Fine, I’ll work on other things for now,” I said, “But we are coming back to this.”
●        Remort: You have Remorted twice.  You are now eligible for Tier Two classes!  <Error> you already have multiple Tier Two classes.  

I brushed that message and the following data strings aside.  As I watched, they all reopened but were again cleared from my screen far faster than I could have managed.  Shart flicked his tail at me, and I realized he was the one clearing the messages.  That was probably to keep <Michael> from seeing them.  
●        Select a Remort perk!

That was a bit more complicated.  The first Remort perk I’d chosen had given me my second identity, O’Really.  It had been a bust, mostly.  Having a perfect disguise in the <system> did have some uses, but I, under that moniker, had tried to change myself too much.  Now, I needed to be a bit more proactive.
“What was Charles’ most effective Remort perk?” I asked Badgelor.
“Upgrade Trait,” stated Badgelor, “but he didn’t start out with a Divine Tier trait like you did.”
I checked that.
●        Upgrade Trait: Your trait will expand one tier.  Your current trait, UnBound, is already Divine Tier.  You do not have access to Divine+ Tier traits.  

“Shart is there a Divine+ Tier for traits?” I asked.
“No,” came the flat response.  “Divine Tier is the strongest that the <system> can manage on Ordinal.  You can’t go higher than that without leaving this world.”
“So, just a number doesn’t apply?” I asked, causing the demon to pause.
“No, it doesn’t,” he said after a moment.  “Divine+ Tier would actually damage the <system> generated environments.  If someone had that, it could actually wreck the world.”
“Could any world handle it?” I questioned.
“No, you’d be stuck in a holding area, like Limbo, for eternity, because of the magical feedback or until an <admin> decided to correct the problem,” said Shart.
“And they would do that by?” I asked.
“Annihilating you,” replied the demon. 
So, gonna put a pin in that.
I checked for other Remort perks.  What worked for Charles might not work for me, because I wasn’t in the same place he had been.  I had multiple classes that I could level up simultaneously.  Doing that faster or better seemed to be the best angle for me.  
Once I narrowed it down, finding a choice became much easier.
●        Battle Experience Cap Removal: You are no longer limited to one level per <system> designated combat.  

●        Experience Booster: Your body more efficiently processes Experience Points.  You gain levels faster.

“Choices, choices,” I said, as I considered my options.  Leveling up faster had its advantages, but I already leveled up pretty quickly.  That really only left me with one choice, and that wasn’t much of a choice at all.  I kept searching through the menus, finally coming across something else tasty.
●        Skill List: You can see the entire skill tree.  All common skills will be listed. 

“That’s certainly an option,” I muttered.  Knowing every skill would be huge and would radically improve upon what I could do.  Furthermore, I could learn every common skill.  Pausing at that, I checked a few of my skills.
●        Fire Control: common skill, Expert ranked.  You gain improved control over the manipulation of magical fire.

●        Power Lift: rare skill, Journeyman ranked.  You improve the amount of mass you can directly lift with Stamina.  

That was the rub.  The common skills were just that, common.  They were neat on their own but not unduly impressive.  Basically, taking the Skill List Remort perk would allow me to see all the skills I was likely to earn anyway.  It also compounded my other problem, which was that I was very spread out in my skill selection.  I needed to focus on a few things and really get them up to a higher level.  Spreading myself out further was going to make that task even more challenging.  
Still, many of the rare skills required multiple uncommon skills to be unlocked.  Knowing them all would really help me unlock the really powerful, hidden skills.  
On the other hand, being able to gain multiple levels in a single combat, presuming the Experience was there, was majorly beneficial.  I tended to fight way outside my weight class already, and that meant I could earn some massive Experience gains.  
However, Experience Booster would make leveling my higher-level classes easier.  I hadn’t yet pushed up to level 30 in any class.  Doing so would unlock another tier of power in my Remorting process that I was supposed to have.
Ultimately, I chose Battle Experience Cap Removal.  It would allow me to level up my classes quicker, and I could always come back to get more Remort perks later.  In fact, before I could fight Charles on anything resembling even ground, I fully expected I would have to Remort several more times.
“Eureka!” yelled Shart, “I found it!  Well, I found parts of it.  I found something!”
“Where?” I asked, glancing toward the console.  A large map of Ordinal had appeared, and Shart was gesturing toward a mountain range.  The mountainous region was in the obvious shape of a very happy dragon.  
“Here,” stated Shart, pointing at the dragon’s…LOOK OUT.
“So, on the dragon?” I finally muttered.
“Yes, one piece is at Zentarim Academy, and another piece is in the Elf Lands,” stated Shart confidently.  
“So, the bait and the tackle?” I asked, staring at the dragon on the map.
“Which one is the bait, and which one is the tackle?” chuckled Badgelor.
“I don’t see why anyone is interested in either part,” groused Shart.  “I mean, not a tentacle or a barb to be seen.  What’s the use?”
“And no pincers,” I muttered.
“See, you do get it.  At the very least, it could have claws and a vicious bite,” stated Shart.  There was a very disturbing clicking sound from somewhere.
I glanced over at the various statues of me.  The Chamber of Souls was always full of statues, and those statues looked like me.  I had seen them all before.  The first one was me, dressed in armor for the Warrior.  There was me, dressed in robes for the Cleric.  Next was me, in a fluffy shoulder robe for the Sorcerer.  Then, me, holding a toolkit for an Engineer.
“Wait, those statues are new,” I said, walking over and examining the engineering statues.  They were different.  The outfits didn’t look like they quite fit on a human being.  They looked like penguin suits.  Additionally, the human anatomical positions on them were significantly off.  If I didn’t know any better, I’d say they weren’t supposed to represent humans at all.  
“Yeah, those recently got dragged out of storage,” stated Shart.  
“Birds?” I asked.
“Yup, it's not like you guys actually figured anything out on your own,” grumbled Shart.  
“The arms are way too long, and the legs are way too thin,” I said, examining the statue.  
“<Michael> must have just dumped a human skin onto the existing model.  Man, even for him, that’s lazy.  The automated <system> could have handled the job,” said Shart.  “I doubt he expected anyone to be eligible for the class anytime soon.”
I touched the Engineer, but nothing happened.  There was obviously not a training location set up on Ordinal for any of the three branches of engineering.  Maybe, if I got the Adventurer’s Guild finished, I could assign Beakatrix as a professor and could change that.
Of course, that assumes I could get her away from those eggs.
“What are my options?” I asked.
“Wizard,” replied Shart.  “Monk should also be a choice, but the elves aren’t allowing anyone that isn’t already an elf to take that class.”
“I’m an elf buddy.  That should count,” I grumbled, selecting Wizard.  
●        Remort upgrade process in place.

The second time around was much easier.  I set up all my other classes to be identical to how they were before.   Of course, there were a few variations.  Warrior didn’t have a Path last time around, but Weapon Master just worked normally.  It granted me access to all weapons.  That sounded more impressive than it was, because, without my deep Stamina pool, most of those abilities would be useless. 
My Rogue Explorer Path was, likewise, simple.  It actually slotted in with almost no fuss or muss.  Then again, that entire Path was built around exploration and dungeon survival. 
“Is the Explorer Path just normal?” I asked, causing Shart to raise an eyebrow at me.  “I mean, is it usually taken by Remorts?”
“Oh, yes,” replied Shart.  “There are a few Paths that were pretty obviously set up for Remorts to take.  The Explorer Path is generally useful to everyone.  Most Remorts pick Rogue for their second or third class.  That allows them to take Explorer and get every one of those talents in one package.”
“But you could get the same effects otherwise?” I asked.
“There are a few Wizard Paths that do better on the magical exploration side.  A few Druid Paths do better on the natural exploration side,” explained Shart.  “The Explorer Path is just the broad one that covers the most.”
My Mage Breaker Path also slotted in nicely, with my magical cores pre-configured for draining enemies.  That was going to be a minor adjustment, but one I had accepted with the Mana Absorption ability.  When I became a Wizard, that might be more of a challenge, but I’d have to manage it.
“All Done!” Shart proclaimed. 
“I don’t feel done,” I offered.
“I mean, I fixed your Font Draining ability, so it's not quite as wonky anymore,” said Shart.  “It's now linked properly to your Drain ability.  You will be able to drain things to increase your maximum level more easily.”
“Nice,” I grinned.  “What’s the downside?”
“Well, you are growing more powerful.  The number of things you can drain for max level increases is beginning to dwindle,” answered Shart.  “You’ll know when you touch them, but you’ve expanded beyond the limits of what most things can do.”
“Charles?” I asked.
“Maybe, but he’s going to fight you if you try.  It's not like you have a Drain Other skill or something,” said Shart. 
I, in fact, did have that skill.  When I’d acquired Drain Other, the <system> said I shouldn’t have it.  I’d learned how to manage my character sheet, though, and Drain Other was currently in with my ability to Skip, Fart on Cue, and Burp the Alphabet.  Hopefully, Shart wouldn’t go looking for it.  I expected him to react badly to that little oversight.  Besides, I only needed to use it one more time and on one more person. 
The only things that needed actual adjusting were my new Clerical class and my two Tier 2 classes.  I was positive they would be simple fixes.
●       You are granted Healing Prayer.  This perk grants you access to your basic Clerical magic in all future Remorts!

●       You are a Cleric of Logan.  You maintain access to his expanded domains, Regeneration and Heightened Senses, in all future Remorts!

●       You touched a Dungeon Core!  You chose the perk: Divine Smite.  You will have access to this domain for this Remort!

●       Herald of Badgelor Path ability:  Your Might of the Badgerine ability can be used on any servant of Logan.

●       Favored ability:  none.  You gain an additional perk! 

I didn’t get a favored ability, meaning that I’d been using enough clerical abilities that the <system> couldn’t decide what to grant me.  Instead, I got a perk.  I took Improved Treatment, which allowed me to use Stamina or Magic to heal my wounds.  One nice thing about Clerical magic was that it didn’t use cores nominally.  I could just use spells, without worrying about activating cores.
Remorting my Great General and Swashbuckler classes was downright disappointing.  I kept my Warleader bonuses and my Captain bonuses.  Both were highly useful skills for one-on-one combat, but that was about it. 
“What were you expecting?  You were granted the two Tier 2 classes that affect outside objects,” explained Shart.  “Those classes are mainly there for you to conquer the world or the seas.  They are not meant to improve your personal power.  At least, not at your level.”
Which was the rub.  I needed more time with either class to really accomplish anything with them.  Bouncing around between classes was screwing me over.  With five years in either class, I could have really built up my forces to an amazing level.  As it was, I’d had only a few days as the Swashbuckler and less than a week as a Great General. 
Nothing to be done for it.
“What happens now?” I asked. 
“You selected Wizard.  All of their basic cores are activated by default,” stated Badgelor.
“That’s great,” I muttered, glancing at the doorway.  “Shart, why isn’t the portal to the Wizard school opening up?”
“I’m trying to recompile the modifications I made in your noggin,” stated Shart. “It's strange.  It looks like someone was trying to patch my access.”
“Was <Michael> trying to stop us?” I wondered out loud.
“I can’t see why.  He might be paying attention to you, but, without me here, his workload is doubled,” stated Shart.  “He should be so busy he can’t scratch his own ass.  I’m guessing the automated <system> spotted my changes.  It is running really rough.  Everything I can see tells me that <Michael> is totally overwhelmed.”
“The Walker said <Michael> did something to Charles,” I mentioned uncomfortably.
“Well, <Michael> did summon Charles without my knowledge,” stated Shart.  “I always assumed it was to fight the Dark Overlord, but who knows.  Most likely, he just tried to exert too much influence over the mortal, leading to his mind fracturing.”
“Great,” I muttered.  “There’s no way for you to be totally sure, is there?”
“No, but I did finish the upgrades,” stated the demon.  “I can activate and deactivate your classes as soon as this updates.  Now, you should be able to fight Charles on as level a field as we can manage at this juncture.”
“Impressive,” I said, giving Shart some rope.
“Indeed, I remodulated your…” began the demon, rattling out something that very much sounded like a description of several lines of computer code in either Java or Python.  I wasn’t enough of a programmer to know which language.  I just assumed an actual programmer would think it was crap, and that their preferred language was better.  After several minutes of Shart babbling nonsense, I could tell he was winding down.  It had been like when my wife was talking about something she was particularly interested in, and that only hurt a little bit anymore. 
“Let's get out of here,” I said.
Shart stepped next to me, his massive foot causing the floor to quiver.  “I will have to shrink down to my lowest form to transfer with you.  This will be the first time I have traveled to the mortal plane of my own volition.”
“Thank you for the gift of your mortal plane cherry,” I stated seriously. 
Shart huffed so loudly that the room seemed to vibrate.  “I don’t know why I tell you anything.  It’s like, I try to open myself up and be vulnerable with you, and you always use it for your own sick humor.”
“You two make quite the couple,” Badgelor snarked. 
“If Dum Dum and I are a couple, what does that make you?” the demon asked.
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” the badger replied, blowing a raspberry at my demonic companion.
“Shart, activate my Mage Knight, adventurer, and Sorcerer classes as soon as I manifest.  Activate anything else you think would be useful.  Just leave room for the Wizard class to advance.”
“That’s going to be extremely uncomfortable,” warned Shart.
“Pain is an old friend,” I replied confidently.  “Let's show them just who the Mayor is.”
“Alright,” growled Badgelor, sounding years younger.  He leapt onto my shoulder.  “Let's go, Charles!”
Charles really fucked him up.
I stepped through the doorway, feeling myself being transported back to Ordinal.  I appeared in a large, open chamber.  A single, glowing blue orb floated in the center.  I noticed a problem right before Badgelor began to expand.  Before he could even make it out of his smallest form, a rather large explosion overtook us.




Chapter 6:  Fenris’ Working Day

Fenris nodded as the last petitioner left for the day.  The Woodsman found himself thankful for the thousandth time that Mar was there to assist him in this great effort.  Splitting his time between commanding the Army of Windfall and being its temporary mayor was exhausting.  Without capable subordinates, it would have been impossible.
Fenris opened the office door and stepped into the hallway.  At that exact moment, two heels struck the ground.  The guards were new.  Lorraine had subtly hinted that the commander of the Army of Windfall should have guards.  Part of Fenris rebelled against the idea.  He was a westerner, a provincial to these Falconians.  He was supposed to be capable of defending himself.  He was capable of defending himself.
However, Lorraine and Nick both had bodyguards, and, according to AvaSophia, he looked silly without them.  According to her, he looked especially silly, considering the Assassin was still on the loose in town.  The murderer was in hiding, but Fenris and his family were prime targets.  He supposed they needed increased security.
Acknowledging the Dandies, Fenris turned precisely and walked through the back door.  He felt his back becoming ramrod straight, and he abruptly stopped.  The metal pole running down his back was a constant reminder of his injury.  It did not hurt, per se, but he could always tell it was there.  The repair was like a sore tooth, and Fenris was constantly poking it.
●        Fenris: Cyber Warden, Level 38

●        HP: 540/540

●        Stamina: 640/640  

He was a Warden, no matter what the <system> said.  Fenris had grown up in the wild, and nothing would ever change that.  “The Dark Overlord will pay.”
The troops behind him both missed a half step but continued onward.  Fenris had to remind himself that, as their commander, he needed to keep better control over his mouth.  The world was about to break, and they didn’t need their commander spouting off nonsense.
Jim would never approve.  Fenris chastised himself for that.  Jim was the Mayor, and the Mayor didn’t need a lowly Warden thinking of him as just ‘Jim’.  The Mayor probably needed a better leader for his army, but the Mayor had given him the role.  Fenris would do his best to fulfill his duties.  
They reached their destination quickly, through a hidden passage Badgelor had mentioned to Jim.  It was, technically, outside the city, but it kept the location of Fenris’ family safe.  That was more important to Fenris than anything else.  The Warden popped into the cellar, pushed aside several deer carcasses, and walked up the stairs to the kitchen. 
There was a loud clucking from the backyard.  Fenris sighed.  He understood why Jim had wanted a chicken coop installed.  After all, with Dalton as a house guest, acquiring sufficient eggs was a challenge.  Why he called it his tool shed was beyond Fenris. 
“I’m glad you’re back,” said his love.  Despite his upgrades, she recognized the look on his face.  The short walk to reach his temporary home was nice, even if he didn’t necessarily feel like he deserved the generosity.  
The Mayor’s townhouse was splendid.  At the Mayor’s insistence, he was staying there with his wife and kids.  The Mayor insisted that he keep them all safe.  That was probably for some reason that only the Mayor knew.  
Fenris stepped over to his wife, and she gripped him fiercely.  He had never come as close to death as he had in the dungeon, and, even now, he felt the impact.  Still, as long as his soldiers could see him, Fenris remained ramrod straight.  The guards walked into the servants’ quarters to get cleaned up before dinner, leaving him and AvaSophia alone. 
His shoulders bowed as he gripped his wife.  There was an ancient adage that the old Woodsman who trained him often said.  “A sword that does not bend will break.”  Fenris had not realized what it meant at the time; now, that sage wisdom was the core to his being.  He had been gravely wounded and, in order to repair the wounds, mutilated.  He knew it was the only thing keeping him alive, but the metal framework on his back was too heavy for him alone.  AvaSophia steadily held him, trying to take some of the weight herself.  He let her.  For a few moments, there was peace in his world.
Then, JoeClarance slid down the banister and charged him.  Fenris was about to scold him but stopped himself.  The only other time Fenris had brought JoeClarance to the townhouse, the Mayor had explained that a banister not being slid down was no banister at all.  AvaSophia had bristled at that, but the Mayor had always rubbed her the wrong way.  Strangely, she seemed to have done a full one-eighty on the Mayor, even if she still didn’t care much for all the “Mayor” business.  
What surprised him was EveSophia.  The little girl leapt from the balcony and into his arms.  She landed partially on his shoulder and winced, the metal brace jamming into her.  However, she did not cry.  She was turning.  Fenris stole a glance at AvaSophia, who smiled softly back at him.  
She should be proud.  Few parents had more than one offspring qualify as an adventurer.  Then again, few households remained two adventurer households for very long.  Windfall was supposed to be ideal for young adventurers, though.  Fenris could hope.  
“The other house guest begs for a moment of your time,” stated AvaSophia politely, though she seemed to roll her eyes a bit.  Fenris nodded and walked toward the dining room.  The entire table was cluttered with an impossible mess of components.  
As the Woodsman walked in, he nodded to Margwal.  The oldest Dalton daughter ignored him in favor of glaring at Beakatrix.  The Progenitor’s huge eye rotated toward him.  “Good, Friend Fenris, you are here.”
Fenris was happy that his language ability worked on her.  He was able to tell what she was saying as well as he could understand Badgelor.  The Mayor, perhaps, had a slightly greater understanding of her language.  
“I am.  How may I help you?” replied Fenris, awaiting the next list of goods she would require.  
“My assistant will provide a list.  I wanted to tell you that I am making good progress,” stated the large bird.  
Fenris had always considered Hansa the overly enthusiastic one, Rose the bookworm, and Margwal the unflappable one.  Right now, she was flapped.  Margwal had a frantic look on her otherwise beautiful face, but she sent him the next quest request the moment she was asked.  
“How are you holding up?” Fenris asked the young woman, not even lowering his voice.  Beakatrix was too busy with whatever she was doing.  He’d learned that, if she wasn’t looking at you, you didn’t exist in her world.  
“She does not sleep,” hissed Margwal.  “Not only that, but I can only decipher about half of the quests she sends me.  Luckily, I can make out most of the science stuff.”  Margwal had volunteered for this and was greatly regretting it.  “I’m going to try to make a sleeping potion.  Do you have an apple?”
“That might be a bad idea,” said Fenris, turning to Beakatrix.  “You have been at this for days.  Perhaps, a bit of rest might be in order.”
“An Engineer does not need to rest,” squawked the Engineer.
***
“My maidservant does not deserve rest,” stated Beakatrix confidently.  These hoo-mans were just about on her last nerve.  To think, telling her to stop the project when it was just moments from completion!  Well, maybe not moments.  Hours from completion!
Assuming they actually got all the parts, it could be days.  She had already gathered up enough components to complete the full repair, but why stop there?  The patch job would hold for now.  As an Engineer, it was her duty to ensure that the barrier was improved!
It wasn’t like there was a need for a full, improved barrier right away.  However, there was nothing that could pull her away from an uncompleted task. 
Her organic, cyber creation looked at her for a moment.  He cleared his throat and said, “I have a task that needs to be completed.”  Beakatrix frowned.  The notion she would leave her current project was absurd, but the Woodsman wasn’t finished.  “I must warn you, though.  If you volunteer, you will have to leave your eggs for some time.”
***
Maggie glared at the Mayor’s house.  With the collar on, she couldn’t change her appearance.  That meant she was stuck using the Disguise skill with a limited pool of Stamina.  Julia had the key, so there was no easy way to conventionally remove the collar.  Of course, the Progenitor was known for unusual solutions.




Chapter 7: Remort Reprocessing

“And that’s how you deal with a Remort,” stated Vas, surveying the shattered remains of the desk.  He’d have to claim he had another accident.  Fortunately, he didn’t expect anyone to complain.
“You used a Tier 4 spell on a first-level adventurer?” asked Corpus, his eyes flickering toward the higher-level Wizard.
“It was a Remort,” replied Vas confidently.  “You don’t fool around.”
“Did anyone get Experience?” asked Myome, frowning.  She spoke the words to another spell.  They, in fact, had not. 
“Point, double tap is the rule,” replied Vas.  When you came up against the unspeakable horror of a Remort, you had to make sure it was good and dead.  
Myome adjusted her Wizard’s hat and held her blue orb aloft.  It was a Tier 5 spell, showing that she had taken the threat even more seriously than Vas had.  Then again, this was her first experience with a newly respawned Remort.     
As powerful as they might be later on, history taught that recently respawned Remorts had never required anything greater than a Tier 4 spell.  Vas checked the rest of the group, realizing that Corpus was looking more than a bit shaken by the experience.
“It's just a Remort,” stated Vas.  “It's not like I haven’t done this before.”
“But they are supposed to be legendary,” replied the younger adventurer.  Vas made a note to send Corpus to talk to the boss.  Unfortunately, considering everything else Corpus had done to set up for tonight, loose threads couldn’t be tolerated.  
“What are you expecting?  You think Grebthar and Badgelor are going to emerge from a portal to save the world?” asked Vas condescendingly.  “Remorts are nothing more than fools who forget their place.  They come here and get all bossy, just because they used to be someone.”
“I just don’t think it's right,” stated Corpus, sealing his fate.  
Great, now I have to deal with him, thought Vas.  That meant he was going to have to arrange another accident for another spellcaster.  Those were annoying, and Corpus’ family was well-connected.  
“Hey, there’s a War Badger over here,” yelled Endom, the other woman in the group.  She grated on Vas’ nerves like clockwork.  Corpus took the news about as well as his delicate constitution could muster.  He panicked like a little bitch.
“Oh, gods, it's the Mayor and Badgelor!  We killed the Mayor and Badgelor!” shrieked Corpus.  
“Shut up!  It's not Badgelor!  It’s just some other War Badger.  I think we still get bonuses for killing them.  I’ve never even seen one in person,” said Vas, trying to calm the idiot.  “Endom, what is this badger’s name?”
“Badgelor,” she replied flatly.  
“We killed Badgelor!” shrieked Corpus.
“Actually, he’s still alive,” stated Endom, stepping backward.  Vas couldn’t keep his eyes from opening a bit too wide.  That had been a higher-tier Fireball spell.  it should have killed anything short of the real Badgelor.
Corpus, of course, freaked out even more.  Vas wouldn’t have thought that was even possible, but Corpus was babbling like a fool.
“Myome, is the corpse of the Remort named Grebthar?” asked Vas, not even turning to face her.  He might need to deal with Corpus sooner rather than later.  If he did, he might also have to deal with Endom.  She, too, was from a powerful family.  
Fuck my life.
For a long moment, nothing happened.  Then, Myome’s spell stopped, and the smoky room lost its arcane glow.  Vas waited for her to respond.  She didn’t, and Corpus looked like he was about to die of fright.  Groaning, Vas turned around.  He was greeted to the sight of an unknown man.  Said unknown man was standing, completely unharmed, in the middle of the smoldering ruin of the explosion.
He appeared to be a very angry man.
“Well, sometimes you have to do things yourself,” stated Vas, bringing up his own spell.  
●        Spell Integrity check failed:  Your spell has been Counterspelled!  

“KNEEL!” bellowed the Remort.  


●        Command resistance check failed:  Kneel before the Herald of Badgelor!  





Chapter 8: Life at the Wizard’s Academy

I was at half of my very reduced pool of Hit Points, though they were rapidly refilling.  Thanks, overhealing pool.  The only reason I was alive was because Badgelor had leapt on the Fireball a moment before it had impacted.  I’d started draining the spell, because I was instinctively bringing up my anti-magic field. 
Badgelor had done the badger’s share of the work.  The pea-sized Fireball had smashed into him and exploded.  I was behind him, and my anti-magic field managed to drain the Damage down to a survivable point.  I was bald and had second and third degree burns, but I was still alive. 
“How much longer?” I mentally hissed to Shart.
“I’m working on it!  I threw up an illusion, but it's not going to hold.  For some reason, your classes aren’t coming up like they should,” stated Shart.  I knew I was little more than crispy flesh and burnt clothing, but they could only see a very angry, unharmed me. 
Just then, the Wizard in the lead tried to stand up.  I focused my Intimidate skill on him a second time and bellowed, “I said ‘Kneel!”
●        Intimidate check successful!  Target gains resistance bonus from multiple attempts on target.  Note: Due to Brass Lungs, all other targets within 30 logs are subject to effects of Intimidate.  All have failed.  One failed critically and will attempt to flee.  One has Super Critically failed.

“What the hell is a super critical failure?” I muttered to Shart.  I got my answer, just not from the demon.  Critical failure, it turned out, meant a state of pure panic.  The woman I’d initially Counterspelled had just failed, so she was kneeling.  That Vas character had also fallen to his knees.  Ednom had critically failed, and she’d lost control over her bladder.  She was scrambling backward, toward the door to the chamber.  Corpus had super critically failed, and that was a whole other badger. 
He was on the ground convulsing.  As I watched him, my Treatment skill informed me that he was in the process of having a rather serious heart attack.  Without magical assistance, he was unlikely to survive.  
Which meant he was dead, because I didn’t have enough magic left over to light a light bulb.  My Treatment skill required Stamina I didn’t have.  Any Mana I had was slated for Badgelor.  
 
●        Adventurer Corpus has died.  Calculating Experience Point reward for a non-combat-based kill.  You are level 1; Corpus was level 32.  Awarding 3200 base Experience for killing an adventurer with a non-combat skill.  Experience is increased by 5x due to level difference.  Experience Sharing with Party Members is active.  Note: Due to uncapping, you are no longer limited to one level per encounter.  Note: You are unable to advance beyond level 5 without picking a subclass. 

I got a bunch of Wizard perks and a subclass notification.  I started to activate menutime to assign them, but I realized I was slowing down to my own personal menutime, not Shart’s.  
“Why aren’t I using your menutime?” I grumbled.
“Because we aren’t bonded yet, you ninny,” replied the demon.  
Of course, I couldn’t catch a break.  Shart’s menutime speed was about two hundred to one, which would give me plenty of time to figure out what was going on.  My own menutime was pushing thirty to one, which was handy, but it wasn’t something I really trusted with immediate combat a strong possibility.  
Thankfully, my Mana finally climbed high enough to do something.  I cast Regenerate on Badgelor.  Other magic would have been better, but after the Remort I only had access to my Cleric of Logan and Herald of Badgelor spells.  However, past experience with the furry turd told me he was going to be out for a bit.  When Badgelor took too much Damage, he decided to take a little nap.  
I was level five and about to enter combat with multiple high-level wizards.  All I had was skills and luck.  This is going to be fun.  I couldn’t counter more than a few spells.  I couldn’t Dodge their spells without evasion.  I was on the short path to being slaughtered.  
“Shart, can you fix this?” I asked.
“I’m still working on the console.  I'm locked out,” answered the demon.  “All you have is your five levels of Wizard.”
“I need you to unlock something.  I still have my Path abilities, but nothing else seems to be working,” I spat through gritted teeth. 
“What does locked out mean to you, Dum Dum?” quizzed Shart.  “It looks like all the jury rigging I did before is coming back to haunt you.  Can’t you just ‘Jim’ something up?”
“I guess I’ll have to,” I replied, trying to come up with an alternative plan.
“You have Wizard perks,” stated Shart.  After a moment, he added, “Use your Wizard class abilities.”
●        You are a level 5 Wizard.  Please select your subclass.

●        <Error>: You have not selected your familiar yet.  Would you like to choose Badgelor?

Picking a subclass would take me seconds, assuming I just randomly selected something.  Even that amount of time could get me killed.  The familiar option was quicker, so I desperately selected “Yes.”  The selection was immediately rejected.
“You arse, a badger is not a fit familiar,” mumbled a groggy Badgelor.  “You need a magical creature for that.”
I paused.  “Shart?”
“I was going to save this for a surprise,” said the demon sadly, “But, if they want to play with the big dog…”
Big dog?
●        You have asked the demon ‘Shart’ to be your familiar.  

●        Calculating power level.  ‘Shart’ is classified as a Rank 0 demon.  You have a base 100% - 666% chance to control ‘Shart’.  Minimum 1% chance of success.  Failure to control your familiar will have dire consequences.  Would you like to try? <Yes/No>

I selected “Yes,” causing the <system> to consider for a moment.
●        <Admin note> Your funeral. 

●        Shart has voluntarily failed his resistance check.  Your familiar is now rank 0 demon ‘Shart’. 

“What’s a Rank 0 demon?” I asked.
“There are nine ranks of demonic familiars.  Rank 1 includes the little things, like imps.  From there, you can go all the way to Rank 5.  Those are the more powerful familiars, like succubi.  Beyond that, you could, theoretically, summon any other demon up to Bruce, the Prince of Jersey.  Not many people could manage that summoning, though.”
“And rank 0 means you aren’t even on the chart?” I asked.
“Woof,” replied Shart.
“Who the hell do you think you are?” growled Vas, the leader of the group.
“I am O’Really, BFF of Sir Dalton,” I replied, as Shart appeared on my shoulder.  He was still invisible and intangible.  Gone was the bloated form I was used to.  He looked way more cut than the last time I’d seen him.  Of course, he had looked like a water-logged corpse then.  
“The Sir Dalton?” gasped Mayome
“He’s level 5?” yelled Ednom.  “He’s already level 5?”  She looked over to Corpus’ still body and promptly scrambled toward the door.
“Let her go,” said Vas, coming back on balance.  “So, it looks like we have a level 5 Counterspell prodigy.  That explains how you lived so long.  Unfortunately for you, there are still two of us.  I don’t think you have enough power to override both our spells at once.”
As he spoke, both casters walked to opposite ends of me.  I knew from experience that beam spells would intercept each other, allowing either caster to push their power against the other.  The issue was that I was at the intersecting point.  No matter who won their little game, I was about to get torn apart.
“Woof,” said Shart.
Instead of remaining phased out, the demon materialized on my shoulder.  His demented imp form looked more than a bit terrifying.    Vas noticed instantly, aborting his previous spell for a spirit-based one.  I had a feeling it was designed to obliterate demons.  He didn’t get the chance to cast it.  Myome’s spell went off, and Shart dismissively waved his hand.  
 
●        Lightning Bolt: Target changed to Vas.  Critical hit!  Vas has taken 97 points of Lightning Damage.  Bounce!  The Lightning Bolt bounces to 1 additional target!

●        Lightning Bolt: Target:  Shart the Demon.  Shart casts Reflect.  Spell successful!  Redirecting bolt to: Vas.  Critical hit!  Vas has taken 81 points of Damage. Bounce! The Lightning Bolt bounces to 1 additional target!

●        You have learned about the Spell Rune:  Reflect.  You have 26% comprehension of Reflect.  Base 1% + 25% Mystical Lore.  

“Seven times?” I asked, once Vas had stopped screaming.
“Woof,” replied Shart, blowing off his ozone-covered hand.  Each time he’d reflected the spell, the Lightning Bolt had weakened.  Shart had managed to Reflect it seven times.  By the end, Vas was carbonized.    
Myome began casting a different spell.  While Shart was distracted by his own awesomeness, I was checking for dangers.  I certainly would not be able to go toe to toe with her, but I could still counter one of her spells.  
Her spell fizzled, and she brought her staff around.  Instantly, balls of ice and fire began raining down on us.  Those were item effects and much harder to Counterspell.  I erected a barrier, but, with my limited Mana, the odds of me deflecting many of them were hampered.  Shart solved that problem, shooting out his tongue like a frog and wrapping it around the woman’s staff.  One second, the rod was belching fire at us; the next, it was tucked away in Shart’s bottomless storage.  
I leapt to the side, as a massive desk smashed into the ground.  As it turned out, the other caster hadn’t fled the building.  Instead, she’d spent some time recovering her wits sufficiently to help her friends, belatedly though she may be.  Now, she was attempting some rather serious redecoration via telekinesis.  
“Any bigger spells?” I yelled, flipping through the air and landing next to the startled Endom.  She began lifting a bookshelf, causing hundreds of books to fall to the ground.  My sword materialized in my hand, as Shart made an arcane gesture.  A second later, he had a thingamabob.
I slashed at Endom three times, each slash running into a powerful blade ward that turned aside my attacks.  Shart tossed the thingamabob at the Wizard.  The explosive looked like it was covered in the pink goo that made up Shart’s innards.  That stuff somehow allowed it to attach to the otherwise frictionless magical barrier.  
●        Thingamabob:  44 points of Explosive Damage

Endom’s blade ward wasn’t set up to protect against explosives.  The fiery blast of shrapnel shredded her chest, coating the walls and ceiling in ruby red blood.  It didn’t do enough damage to kill her outright, but it was enough to knock her out of the fight for a while.
“How did that get through?” I asked.
“Seriously, Dum Dum?” chided Shart.  “Anyone could tell she was using a static Telekinetic barrier configured against bladed weapons.”
While I could see some variations on the spell using Mana Sight, my own skill was not nearly good enough to pick up that level of detail.  Big dog, indeed. 
I turned to check on the other caster and quickly saw a fairly concerning problem.  Situational awareness is critical in battle.  If you don’t pay attention, bad things happen.
Myome had used her free time well.  She had supercharged a Fireball, creating a glowing orb that was so bright it hurt to look at.  I attempted a Counterspell.  Unfortunately, she had fortified her spell integrity so much that I couldn’t quickly manage it.  I didn’t have time to so much as tug a strand out of that well-worked spell.  She lifted both hands to the heavens and prepared to fling the ball at me.
I had only enough time to see a large streak of fur, as Ultimate Badgelor whizzed past and chomped down on her head.  The Fireball destabilized and exploded, not at all bothering Badgelor.  Myome didn’t seem to care much, either, despite her exposed flesh evaporating.  I had a hunch her lack of interest was on account of Badgelor having already bitten her head off.  
Hit Points were useful.  They let you withstand a tremendous amount of general Damage.  However, critical injuries could defeat them, causing massively amplified effects to certain regions.  For example,
●        Badgelor made a sneak attack on Myome.  Base Damage:  45 points of Severing damage.  Badgelor’s ‘Feck Chuck, in particular!’ bite negates static magical defenses.  Severing Damage to the neck causes 10x Damage.  450 total Damage.  Myome’s neck is severed!  Myome’s head is swallowed!  

Just 45 points alone would have badly hurt the caster, especially if she’d lacked defenses against that kind of Damage.  At her neck, the attack was instantly fatal.
“So, who’s the cool familiar now?” grinned Shart.
Badgelor snorted.  “Where is the other one?” he yelled, running over to me and scanning the area for Endom.  
Shart sniffed loudly.  Then, he gestured at the bloody mess against one wall. “She ran out that way.”
“Ran out?” I asked.
“Well, she was blown through the wall that way,” corrected Shart.
Badgelor stuck his head out the hole.  “Wait, this is Hagerty Hall.  We are on the edge of the campus.”
“Shit,” grumped Shart, surveying the damage.  “This is the archeology building.”
“How do you know that?” I asked.
“We are on the edge of the Oval of Power.  That’s right next to many different halls of the school,” stated Shart.  “Plus, I can smell old stuff.”
“That means we are right in the middle of enemy territory with a level 5 target.  We need to get out of here,” stated Badgelor.
As if to punctuate that statement, a loud siren began to blare.  Several searchlights flooded the campus, one finding the smoking hole in the wall within moments.  I could already hear dozens of footsteps heading our way.
“What are our options?” I asked.  I heard a slurping sound from Shart.  He grinned at me and burped.
“I was planning on escaping,” stated Badgelor.
“There is a whole army of people headed this way,” I responded cautiously.
Badgelor grinned.




Chapter 9: Digging our way to Freedom

“I fecking hate this,” I tried to yell.  It came out as no more than a whisper, as stone chips would have gotten in my mouth had I opened it any wider.  Stone chips in the mouth sucked, as I had discovered a few minutes ago.
“Just think of me, you idiot,” grumbled Badgelor.  “Make sure you have a tight grip on my BACK.”
You nearly crush a badger’s testicles ONE time…
“How much further until we get out?” I thought, trying to forget the smothering darkness that surrounded us.  
“A few minutes,” replied Badgelor.  “You should probably level up your Wizard class, you dolt.”  
●        Level up Wizard 2 through 5.  You have gained three perks.  You have gained one stat bump.  

I started with the basics, assigning the bump to Willpower.  Then, I checked my perk selections.  As my earlier classes had been chosen to be broadly useful, I decided to focus on my Wizard class.  That meant I needed to figure out how to get the highest-ranked perk possible.  
It didn’t take me very long to find something tremendously useful.
●        Improved Familiar: Improves your familiar’s Mana pool (currently level x 20 Mana) to level x 30 Mana.  Familiar gains access to one skill.  You can summon or dismiss your familiar.  You can share line of sight with your familiar, as long as he is less than 20 logs away from you. 

●        Greater Familiar: Further improves your familiar’s Mana pool to level x 40 Mana.  Familiar can use your cores and any core bonuses while casting spells.  You can summon your familiar from Limbo.  Your shared sight extends over 1 league.

●        Perfect Familiar: Your familiar can now directly access your Mana pool to augment their own.  You can summon your familiar at all times.  Your shared sight expands to wherever your familiar is present. 

“Don’t you have your own Mana pool?” I asked.
“Of course, but, if I’m summoned as your familiar, that connection also has a Mana pool that I can tap into,” replied Shart.  “At least, I’m pretty sure I can.  I’ve never been a familiar before.  Frankly, I didn’t read up on it very much.  It seemed useless.  I never intended to lower myself into a position of familiar to a human.” 
“Basically, I could give you 200 points of free Mana,” I said.
“That would be tasty,” replied Shart.  “Until we become bonded again, I cannot replenish my personal Mana stores.”
“Should we rebond now?” I asked.  I didn’t want to tell Shart, but it felt kind of odd to not be bonded to the annoying little zit.
“Not this close to the Wizard’s college.  They would definitely notice and be able to track us,” stated Shart.  
“How much personal Mana do you have left?” I asked.
“I topped off while I was in the chamber.  However, I spent nearly 100 points dealing with that guy,” stated Shart, gesturing behind us.  “I have enough, just not as much as I’d like.”
Or, in Shart-ese, if you can’t see my stat, I’m not going to tell you.  
“So, you can’t replenish Mana without a bond?” I asked.
“I cannot.  Just being bonded to you only gives me a little bit.  You have to transfer Mana from your pool to me.  That allows me to top off my Mana pool.”
“Why is that?” I asked.  “You figure you would have a pretty high rate of Mana Regeneration.”
“It bleeds off,” stated Badgelor.  “Demons aren’t supposed to be up top.  He is constantly losing Mana because of it.”  I hadn’t ever thought about that.  When I was first bonded to Shart, I made a point to keep feeding him Mana.  Once I got that set up correctly, I tended to ignore it.  Now, thinking back on it, I realized I had never actually stopped feeding him Mana.  Whenever my Mana pool was full, Shart was being topped off.
“Are you going to be okay?” I asked.
“As your familiar, the effect is minimized below the point where I’m losing Mana,” said Shart grumpily.  “However, I’m not recovering any.  Every point of personal Mana I spend is one I’m not going to get back until we are bonded again.”
“Was this a problem while you were inside out?” I asked.
“Dum Dum, I was melting,” stated Shart.  “I had no Mana the entire time I was like that, and I was constantly taking Hit Point Damage.  You know that stuff that was dissolving your clothes?  It was my flesh disintegrating.”
Gross. 
Nodding, I activated all the familiar perks, giving Shart a pool of replenishable Mana to work with.  
“I’m going to pick a subclass now,” I announced.  
 
●        You must select a Wizard specialization.  Options include Biological Aeromancer, Plasma Control Specialist, and Mystical Arcanologist.

“Shart, my Wizard specialization seems to be of a higher order of power than my usual class upgrades,” I stated.
“You are an actual Remort now.  That comes with a host of higher-ranked skills.  Consequently, some of your options are improved,” replied Shart.  “The same thing would happen if you wandered down to the second tier Remort classes.  You would start off with the generic ones, but you’d also be getting some of the more specialized options.”
“Good to know,” I said, examining my options.  
There was absolutely no way in hell that I’d be choosing to double down on Biological Aeromancy.  That class was a total stinker.  Plasma Control Specialist looked like it had potential in terms of raw Damage output, but I didn’t want to react hastily.  Just to be sure, I checked on Mystical Arcanologist.
 
●        Mystical Arcanologist: Prerequisite: Arcane Lore.  Your understanding of the depths of magical theory is unparalleled.  You gain access to exclusive talents based on your Lore skill.

I had the highest, rarity version of the Lore skill, Mystical Lore.  That seemed like a no brainer.  I activated the class.  Gaining my new powers caused another level-up.  
●        Specialization selected, Mystical Arcanologist

●        You gain one rank each in Willpower and Spirit

●        You gain the talent: Improved Lore

●        Your skill in: Lore is increased by one level

●        Highest ranking Lore skill found: Mystical Lore.  Your Mystical Lore is now rank Journeyman.  Please select a perk!

Checking out my Hit Points, I realized I was up to 180, and my Mana was up to 135.  It didn’t matter much.  My Mage Breaker Path had permanently altered my Mana Regeneration.  These days, I was using Mana Absorption more than Mana Regeneration. Keeping my Counterspell active provided me with a steady stream of stolen Mana.    
“I always figured you for ‘one and done’ kind of guy,” smirked Badgelor.
Shart snorted.  “Based on what I’ve seen, I figure him for a ‘none and done’ kind of guy.”
“He isn’t exactly successful with the ladies, is he?  Or the gents,’ replied the badger. 
“Hush!  If you do it right, you only need to do it once,” I replied, thinking about casting.
●        Wizard spells learned: Mana Dart, Shield, Grease, Detect Magic.

●        You can select a primary school of magic.

My spells seemed to be the starter set for all Wizards.  They were a useful, if bland, complement of offensive and defensive works, with a bit of utility magic thrown in for good measure.  It seemed every single world had some variant of the basic grease spell.  The schools of magic were broad specializations for a general field and represented more of a focus than a limitation.  I glanced at a few.  
●        Summoning: The summoning of powerful creatures such as demons.

●        Evocation: The use of destructive energies to lay waste to your enemies.

Those looked pretty dull, but, as I scanned down the list, I saw the Remort power up flaring once again.
●        Essence: The art of imbuing Mana into the essence of a thing, changing it.

●        Portal: Interspatial magic focusing on extradimensional spaces and distance transportation.  

“Should I take Essence or Portal as my specialization?” I asked Shart.
“Holy shit, you unlocked those two?” asked the demon.  “Hmmm, I guess with Mystical Lore that makes sense.  There probably aren’t more than a handful of Essence specialists on Ordinal.  They would have taken it as an additional specialization perk at a higher level.”
“How many Portal Wizards are there?” I asked.
“None,” replied Shart.  “I mean, any distant travel requires you to use the Fast Lanes…” 
Shart stared at me.  Given that I’d just dealt with the Walker of Siers, there were quite possibly no magic users focusing on long-range teleportation.  Even if there were some, I knew the trick to avoiding the Walker’s minions.  
“The little shadow devils are drawn to Mana,” stated Badgelor.  “Anyone stupid enough to open up a portal would have a torrent of the wee beasties sprouting through his gateway.”
It had been incredibly difficult for Toomen and Julia to clear out Windfall, and both their Divine classes were nearly perfect for the job.  A school of Wizards, or arcane classes in general, would have been overwhelmed. 
That led to another problem.  Julia had ten levels on anyone in my team, and she wasn’t even the most powerful Falconian presently in Windfall.  On its face, that wasn’t an issue.  However, I didn’t totally trust any of the Falconians.  They were a little too power hungry for my taste, but I had a plan to deal with that.  It was just going slowly.  Fortunately, Great General still had a talent tree I had access to.  However, since I couldn’t activate the class, my options were limited. 
Initially, I thought the Great General class was entirely based on your army, but nothing on Ordinal was ever all in on one thing.  While the overwhelming bulk of the class was focused on your army, there was a section for Party Leadership.  I mined that for gold.  I’d spent several talent points expanding the size of my Party, as well as making it harder to disrupt.
People could still leave my party voluntarily, but, five Talents Points later, voluntarily was about the only way to do it.  Even if I got knocked unconscious, the rest of the party wouldn’t lose any passive benefits from me being there.  Making the party more difficult to break up was only the start, though. 
I’d added the commanders of my army into my party for a reason.  The Great General also had a talent which allowed me to grant powerful bonuses to my party. 
●       XP Share (Rank 1): Whenever you earn Experience Points, you reduce the total by 5% and allocate those Experience Points to all party members. 

When I could put more points into it, that was going to be enormously helpful.  I had flirted with doing so before I left Windfall, but, on Ordinal, spending talent points was permanent.  I didn’t know if my party was going to remain active after going through the Demon Door.  It had, though I couldn’t use party chat to communicate with anyone over long distances.
I could manage in other ways.
I wasn’t sure what range the XP Share talent worked at.  If it had been short-ranged, blowing through all my talent points would have been uniquely stupid.  In the end, they worked as advertised. 
Now, I just needed to figure out what specialization I should choose, Portal or Essence?
After the battle, Twinkle and I had made a quick hop into the Fast Lanes.  There, the damage Walker had done on his way out was revealed.  The universal fast travel system for Ordinal was in shambles.  It was also populated by Mana-starved creatures that were totally out of control.  In many ways, that was worse than before.  Without Walker to keep them in check, anarchy reigned.  Twinkle’s trick, a special herbal shampoo, had not worked to mask the scent of the elves when they were in the Fast Lanes.  Shart was positive they would die off quickly, because Shart considered a century or two to be quick.  That left me in an interesting position, as I knew the only trick that worked for traveling the Fast Lanes.
●        You have selected Portals as your specialization.  Note:  you are required to have a special dispensation from the dean of the Wizard’s college in order to use Portal Magic on campus. 

●        You have learned new spells and enchantments.  

“That’s a bit annoying,” I said, explaining the situation.
“It’s to be expected,” replied Shart.  “Don’t worry, though.  After we get the crown, we can bail.  The dean’s word only carries weight in the academy and the city.”
●       Herald of Badgelor: Rank up! You have defeated a Level 25 enemy!  Go defeat a group of them!

●       Herald of Badgelor: Rank up! You have defeated a group of level 25 enemies!  Call Badgelor to your side when you need him most!

I grinned, checking the talent points.  What I saw was enough to wipe the grin right off my face.  Each win awarded me three points.  Anything good cost five points, so I could only select one.  After the initial buffs, I’d had to specialize.  I ended up taking Heightened Magical Resistance, because Badgelor could never be too magically resistant. 
Leveling done, I checked out my new spells, only to find I didn’t have any.  Instead, I had lots of new information and spell runes that were not combined to form anything immediately useful.  Unlike other magical classes, Wizards, it seemed, had to develop their own spells.  That granted them tremendous versatility, as an experienced Wizard could literally throw together a new spell from known runes on the fly.  On the other hand, it meant that I didn’t really pick up anything new.  
Considering the fact that all my magical cores were activated, I supposed I didn’t really need anything new to be effective.  In fact, with my new Wizard’s knowledge, I figured out a few new tricks of my own.  
“Noodle!” I whispered, sending a miniature fireball flying into a rocky wall.  I used only the minimum amount of Mana, so it simply made a small puffing sound before hitting harmlessly.
“Lectrocution!” I whispered, sending a tiny green bolt of lightning into the wall.  It looked like a wee spark of electricity.
“Whoopie,” I whispered, gesturing to Badgelor.  The War Badger stopped digging and turned his head back at me.  He grinned, and I realized I’d made a terrible mistake.




Chapter 10: Clouds of Power

We were still choking when we stumbled out and onto the vast grounds of the academy.  “No, you need to explain to me again how going into the Chamber of Souls gives him gas!  That was like a fecking afterburner!”
“Stop yer complaining.  It got us out of there faster,” chuckled Badgelor. 
“When a companion enters into the magical space of the chamber, there is a distortion in the Mana configuration of his base elements,” groaned Shart.  His eyes were still watering.
“And it gives him gas?” I groaned.
“Well, it suspends his biological processes which causes-,” started Shart.
“I took Damage from that,” I growled, glaring at the badger.  His expression showed that butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth.
“I was being respectful and holding it in,” stated Badgelor.  “Not all of us are amused by fart jokes.”  I glared harder.  My eyebrows were gone.  Grumbling, I activated the hair growth part of my Treatment skill and regrew them.  Can’t walk around the school grounds looking weird. 
“You are immune to my magic,” I gagged.  I could still taste it.
“I’m immune to the damage and negative effects of your magic,” stated Badgelor.  “You can still heal me, so I’m obviously not immune to everything.”
Mystical Lore informed me of the technical explanation.  My Break Wind spell was closer in nature to a healing spell than anything else.  Virtually no one blocked a healing spell.  I was sure there was a way to abuse that knowledge, but I couldn’t think of one offhand.  I filed it away as something to ponder later. 
Looking around, I finally got to see the full glory and majesty of the stone dragon.  It was actually reasonably impressive.  The school was built on a raised portion of the dragon’s anatomy, giving you a good look down a particular part of the creature.  There were leagues and leagues of dragon tail that stretched all the way to the ocean.
I turned around and looked up, the sight one of obscene majesty.
I had initially thought it was nighttime, but it was not.  It was just afternoon, and we were to the east of the colossal phallus.  We were also east of the LOOKOUT!
“It blots out the sun,” I said finally. 
“That’s what the goddess said,” stated Shart.
I was dumbfounded.  It just went on forever.  Finally, I was able to utter, “Well, at least now I know how my wife felt.”
“She was into dragon pornography?” asked Badgelor, glancing over at Shart.  The demon shrugged.  
“I’m sure she was super impressed,” stated Shart.  “Do you want me to tell you the story of the dragon?”
“Does it involve the phrase, ‘I’ll be rock hard for you forever.’?” I asked.
“Moving on,” stated the demon.
“How has this thing stood for thousands of years?” I asked, trying to do some mental measurements.  “It’s like . . . twenty leagues tall.”
“Well, the dragon did use a wish on it,” stated Shart.
“Even a dragon wishing shouldn’t have done that,” I said, gesturing toward the impressiveness.  
“I didn’t know you were an expert on magical wishing dragons,” stated Badgelor.
“Like Falcor?” I boggled.
“I doubt he had a penis that big,” replied Shart, glancing over at Badgelor.  The badger shrugged.
“So, this is like a lung dragon, right?” I asked.  Badgelor kicked the stone twice.
“Yup.  It’s an older type.  I’m actually surprised you got the name right,” stated the wily badger.
“On Earth, it's a type of Chinese dragon.  I think lung means long, or something like that,” I stated.
Badgelor laughed.  “No, you ninny.  It's called a lung dragon because, when you hit them hard enough, their lungs pop out.”
“How do you know that?” I asked.
“He’s a War Badger.  They are the only natural predators of dragons,” stated Shart, withholding his usual sighing and eye rolling.  “Badgers hunted the lung dragon to near extinction, causing them to evolve into drakes.”
“Before you ask, drakes were shorter.  Their lungs were also reinforced.  You couldn’t just punt them out,” stated Badgelor knowingly.  “They also had sharper claws, much nastier in a fight.”
“They sound meaner,” I said, glancing over at Shart.
“And tastier.  Man, I could go for some dragon right now,” replied the War Badger.  “They are hard to find, though.  After they turned into drakes, we kept hunting them.  Then, the delicious buggers developed fire breath.”
“So, there was a stalemate in your war of extinction?” I asked.
“Nah, War Badgers are pretty much fireproof,” stated Shart.  “Try to keep up.”
“The species of steel-scaled, super predators was a light snack for you guys?” I asked.
“Until they finally developed wings,” stated Badgelor grumpily.  “That allowed them to get away more quickly.  Our only viable option was attacking them in their lairs.  That meant including their young in our fights.  Made for messy business.  I wouldn’t do it, but some of my kin did.  That’s when the dragons started taking on dragon protectors.”
“Like HarDragon? I asked.  He was the only person I’d ever seen kick Badgelor’s ass.
Badgelor frowned.  “Yes.  Those blighters showed up, and, suddenly, it wasn’t open season on dragons anymore.  By that point, there just were not enough dragons left.  It didn’t make much sense to keep hunting them.  Most of my people moved on to other game.”
“What would be game after a dragon?” I wondered.
“I ate a tarrasque once,” said Badgelor.  “It was kind of gamey.”
“I thought you could only kill one of those with a wish,” I stated.
“I wished I had more barbeque sauce,” replied the badger. 
I glanced over at Shart.  The demon wasn’t paying any attention to the conversation.  It was all old news to him, not worth messing over.  After considering the ramifications of the whole thing, I shook my head in disgust.  The idea of a species evolving that much due to Badgelor was difficult to wrap my head around.  Ordinal was weird.
“What’s the plan?” I asked Shart, as we continued walking away from the school.
“I’m still working on that,” replied the demon sadly.
“What’s wrong?” I questioned.
“We were right next to Professor Badgington’s office.  I would have liked to have seen it,” stated the demon. 
“You care that much about a professor?” I asked.  It boggled my mind a bit.  Shart was inherently dismissive towards humanity.
Shart frowned at me for a long moment, before hissing, “Yes.”
“Why?” I asked.
Shart looked down for a moment.  Unexpectedly, he exploded, “I’m his biggest fan.  He’s super cool.  He does so much stuff that just seems entirely impossible for a mere human.  I really want to meet him in person.”
“Couldn’t you, like, console over to him?” I asked.
“It's not the same,” growled the demon.  “I mean, sure, I’ve watched a few of his adventures, but the console is all numbers.  I could actually go into his office and talk to the guy.  He is the human on the planet that I respect the most.”
“I’m right here,” I stated flatly.
I said what I said,” replied the demon curtly. 
“If we keep going this way, we will get to Zentarim Town,” said Badgelor, changing the subject.  “The academy owns a faculty building there.  They primarily use it to store some random items, but Professor Badgington has a spare office there.  He spends more time in it than his academy office.”
“Really?” asked Shart excitedly, before visibly calming himself.  “I mean, I’ve heard that, but I never really tracked him when he wasn’t on his crazy adventures.”
“What was he looking for?” I asked, actually curious.  Shart’s typical attitude toward people was, at best, dismissive.  I couldn’t fathom him being a fanboy over any human. 
“All sorts of things!  He fought minions of the Dark Overlord, hunted for rare artifacts, and spent a great deal of time searching the world for his own reasons.”
“You couldn’t figure out what his reasons were?” I asked.
“He searched the world,” smiled Shart.  Then, he violently shook his head.  “I’m sure he was looking for something.  I just didn’t know what it was.”
“Don’t you have his log files?” I asked.  “You could check on everything about him.”
“I respect him, Dum Dum,” stated Shart.  “When you respect someone, you don’t peel through their character sheet.”
I was about to mention him going through my character sheet, but, recently, he had stopped doing it all willy-nilly.  The last time was when I asked him a specific question that I could have found the answer to.  Well, shit.
“If it’s possible, we’ll swing by his office,” I said, causing Shart to make a sound I’d never heard before.  It sounded like something akin to glee.
The town came into sight, the unique topography of the area allowing for a very good viewing range.  It looked smaller than Windfall, but, from my vantage point, I could clearly see several large structures.  They looked like outbuildings from a magical campus or, at the very least, someplace extremely pretentious.
“There is a lake?” I asked, gesturing toward a massive pool of water that the town abutted.  Given the geography, I wouldn’t have expected such a large body of water. 
“Ah, Sweat Lake,” replied Badgelor happily.  “The dragon was turned to stone, and all that water inside him had to go somewhere.  The lake formed at the lowest local point.”  I supposed a 150 league-long stone dragon would do some odd things to the local ecology.  
“To be clear, we are on the balls, and that’s Sweat Lake?” I asked.
“It's Ball Sweat Lake.  They go all-in on the ball puns here,” replied Shart.
“I’m in hell,” I replied, as we continued toward the town of Zentarim.




Chapter 11:  The road to adventure!

“Hurry up,” yelled SueLeeta, as Sniffer Nine ran ahead of her.  Beakatrix was already ranging far ahead of what SueLeeta could manage.  The Progenitor was scouting from the sky, her powered crossbow at the ready.  Fenris had said something so profoundly meaningful to her that she’d been persuaded, however mournfully, to leave her eggs.  
With the bird’s quick ascent, it had appeared to SueLeeta that the eggs had been left by their lonesome.  The Hunter had hurriedly covered her bases, asking OttoSherman to watch them.  Fortunately, he liked taking care of babies almost as much as he liked making them.  
Dalton and Toomen followed behind her, riding Sparkleberry.  Toomen was in his scrawniest, least desirable form.  He looked like he weighed ninety pounds soaking wet, and it was all SueLeeta could do not to sneer.  Apparently, staying in his chosen form without the hammer took too much energy.  That was just another reason to reclaim the thing.  SueLeeta would follow his ultimate form anywhere. 
The princess was at the rear, riding on a massive warg.  SueLeeta was still unsure how Julia had talked GrrDane into venturing outside of Windfall.  Somehow, Julia had convinced the Warg commander.  SueLeeta made a note to ask Kappa about it later.  GrrDane was always too prickly to really discuss things with and, like Fenris, the Hunter’s grasp on warg wasn’t great.  At least Fenris’ warg was far easier to understand than the accent of the alpha warg.
Kappa even spoke passable War Badger.  SueLeeta always mistook whatever Badgelor said as a bunch of swears and insults, which was nothing like the way the critter was supposed to talk.  Probably.     
“I see something,” said Beakatrix.  “I’m coming down.”
“I’ll make sure Julia is available,” groaned SueLeeta.  Beakatrix was a bird.  She shouldn’t be so bad at flying.  The Progenitor was even using a glider, an engineering tool that every one of SueLeeta’s soon to be stepdaughters was supremely interested in.  Beakatrix had simply crashed two of the last three times she’d tried to land.  On the other hand, the third landing was such a spectacular crash that it couldn’t be brought into the same company as the previous two, minor catastrophes.    
Seriously, who attempts a water landing at the top of a waterfall?  For some reason, the princess had been terrified of the fast-moving water.  SueLeeta reckoned she was probably too afraid to get her feet wet.   
It didn’t take long for the Hunter to spot what she assumed Beakatrix was talking about.  There was a massive crater surrounded by a collapsed forest.  The rocks had melted, and each tree the Hunter walked past looked like it had been cut with a Laser Shot perk.  
As soon as Dalton reigned in the horse, Toomen hopped down.  “Like, my hammer was totally used here, man.”
“Any idea which direction it went?” asked SueLeeta.  She started to look around for clues.   For some reason, whenever she was around Toomen, she felt like looking for clues.
Julia began praying, like a good little Zealot.  Dalton started a puma check, something everyone in close proximity to Jim quickly learned to do.  SueLeeta had been unconsciously doing them for weeks now.  She’d like to say Jim was paranoid, but the Mayor certainly had his reasons.  
“Ever since we fought the Dark Overlord, Jim has gotten even more twitchy,” stated Sir Dalton uncomfortably.
SueLeeta nodded.  “He was never entirely right in the head, but it's gotten worse.”
Dalton dismounted and moved so close that SueLeeta could feel the heat radiating from his chest.  “Is that why we left without him?  I know Jim can carry his weight.”
Glancing around, ensuring the others were a good distance away, SueLeeta nodded.  “I’m convinced that the second Jim sees the Dark Overlord, he’s going to charge in screaming.”
“And Toomen won’t,” said Dalton, glancing over at the scrawny man.  He was holding out a biscuit, trying to get GrrDane to follow him around and look for clues.
“Toomen is a legendary hero.  I’m confident he’ll at least follow some sort of  battle plan,” explained SueLeeta.
For a moment, Dalton remained silent.  He watched as GrrDane rolled her good eye toward said legendary hero.  The unstoppable force known as Toomen Masterbrook slipped on a root and fell flat on his face.  Then, Toomen stood up, holding a large, edible, mushroom.  GrrDane growled at the nonsense and turned away, even as he raised a portion of the mushroom toward her. 
“Jim is my BFF,” said Dalton.  “He has always surprised me when the situation is dire.  When we need him to, I’m positive he will ‘Jim’ up some solution.”
“Because he’s the Mayor?” asked SueLeeta, genuinely curious.
“Because he’s Jim,” said Sir Dalton.
Suddenly, Toomen straightened up, his eyes adopting a faraway look.  “Like, my hammer went northeast,” he stated, pointing.  That way led toward Filly.
“So did the sword,” stated Julia uncomfortably.  SueLeeta caught Dalton’s frown.  He was a southerner.  Southerners hated the royals’ ability to sense where the sword was.  Excalibur had been the chosen weapon of Julia the First.  As far as SueLeeta was concerned, the original was the only one of the family worth a damn. 
Julia the First had taken the shit pile that was the original Kingdom of Falcon from her delinquent mother and converted it into an actual kingdom.  Shortly after Grebthar the Destroyer had vanished, her domain had been capable of facing down great monsters.  Toomen had never said what happened to Grebthar, nor how the Dark Overlord had gotten locked into his own dungeon. 
SueLeeta had attempted to negotiate the information out of Toomen, going so far as to employ OttoSherman as a backup.  Sadly, in his scrawny, unappealing form, Toomen didn’t remember anything.  That’s what he’d claimed at any rate. 
“Beakatrix, did you see further damage to the northeast?” asked SueLeeta.
The Progenitor twisted her head slightly, responding in the negative.  “It looks clear.”  Beakatrix was barely intelligible.  Her “E”s had an annoying tendency to sound like “I”s.  She also tended to drop word suffixes like “-ed.”  In short, SueLeeta would rather listen to Julia speak in Royal Falconese than try to carefully decipher what the bird was saying. 
“The kings wouldn’t head toward Filly peacefully,” said SueLeeta.  Suddenly, Sniffer Nine, from his position just around a bank of hedges, began to bark wildly.  SueLeeta walked toward the summoned dog, glancing around as she did so.  All at once, she stopped dead in her tracks.  Closing her eyes, SueLeeta inhaled sharply.  Then, she called for Julia, who was praying fiercely. 
The princess joined SueLeeta and the dog.  “It's a body,” she gasped, her eyes going wide.
SueLeeta knelt.  She had been dealing with far too many bodies lately.  The Hunter let Sniffer Nine do his work, but she already recognized the alabaster armor.  It was the sacred armor of The King of the South. 
“This is TimSimons,” she stated, looking mournfully at Sir Dalton.  Julia gasped again. 
“Can you be sure?” asked Sir Dalton, coming to join the women.  TimSimons was his king.  He was also an old friend.  
The Hunter gestured toward the Kingdom Tier artifact that the man was still adorned with.  Why it had been left was anyone’s guess.
“Whoever killed him took the treasures towards Filly.  It must have been HarCharles,” stated Julia.  If one of the kings had both weapons, Falcon would be at risk. 
“SueLeeta,” growled GrrDane as she walked over from the other half of the crater.  “What is alabaster armor?”
“It is the sacred armor of the King of the South,” stated SueLeeta.
“Like what this man is wearing?” asked GrrDane.
“Like, man,” Toomen called from across the field, “I think I found a major clue.”
The group crossed the distance and stared at the ground.  Partially hidden under some brush was another body.  It, too, was wearing armor fashioned in the style of royals.  There were slight variations as to the kingdom its wearer represented, but there could be no doubt it was royal.
SueLeeta groaned.  “If that one is TimSimons,” she said, gesturing to the body they had already identified, “I think we can all guess who this is.”
“No, it can’t be,” muttered Julia.  After several minutes, she stood up and shook her head sadly.  “I spent the Mana on Commune with Corpses.  That is TimSimons, and this is HarCharles.”
“Both kings are dead,” marveled SueLeeta, staring hard at Julia.  “You should be happy.”
Julia raised an eyebrow.  “Why would I ever be happy about this?”
“Haven’t you wine drinkers been trying to kill the usurpers for the past 800 years?” asked SueLeeta.
”Not like this,” Julia ground out.  “Not only are they both dead, but all the weapons are missing.  This is so much worse!  Someone has two of the treasures.”
“The Dark Overlord,” said Toomen.
SueLeeta froze.  She had urgently hoped that they would be able to go out and simply reclaim the hammer.  The thought of fighting the Dark Overlord again was disquieting.  “Are you certain?”
“Like, I’d bet my hamburger on it, man,” stated Toomen.
SueLeeta was about to ask about the Dark Overlord but paused.  “Where the hell did you get a hamburger?  We are in the middle of the forest!”  Beakatrix twisted her head to the side.  A small, black and white device vanished inside her dimensional storage.    
For a long moment, everyone stood silently.  It was one thing to go and gather up the hammer.  It was another thing entirely to oppose the Dark Overlord while doing so.  SueLeeta quaked at the thought of fighting him again.  The first time hadn’t turned out so well.
Beakatrix collected both the bodies in her extradimensional storage bag.  Her mouth was surprisingly elastic.  Only the Progenitor and Julia had access to large storage spaces, and SueLeeta wasn’t stupid enough to even suggest Julia hold onto the bodies. 
It was strange.  Without her even realizing it, SueLeeta had fought in the war that ended the west as she knew it.  With so many adventurers dead, as well as the kings, the smaller towns were doomed.  Hundreds of years of human progress in pushing back monsters was going to be wiped out.  There was no one left to defend them, meaning it wasn’t even going to take very long for them to meet their fates.
Somehow, it didn’t make sense to her that a lowly Hunter from a small forest village should be forced to do all this.  After she’d earned her bow, she thought her life was going to be traveling throughout the world, fighting monsters.  She might even go on a few quests.  Having to fight the Dark Overlord and save the world had never figured into her plans.  Now that she was actually staring the evidence in the face, she felt cold. 
SueLeeta glanced over at Sir Dalton.  She admired his strength, but even that had been insufficient against the Dark Overlord.  The evil being’s ability to quell even the blessing of Grebthar had shaken Dalton to his core.  SueLeeta considered her options, trying to find the strength to continue after the hammer.  No words or actions came to her.  She needed Jim. 
Julia finally spoke.  “We knew the risks.  We must keep the hammer away from the Dark Overlord.”
SueLeeta stared at Julia for what seemed like an eternity. The princess had her ponytail wrapped around her head like a freaking tiara, just screaming to the world, “I’m a princess, and I’m ready to strike back.”  It worked.  SueLeeta felt her feet moving, following the princess toward Fillidelphia and the hammer.




Chapter 12: Zentarim, the City.  

Zentarim Town was everything I had expected it to be.  The city was walled off on all sides, even the one facing the slow-moving river to the south.  The buildings were all built from local wood that grew at the base of the LOOKOUT!
“You figure they would use more local stone,” I ventured, as we made our way to the main gate.  
“Magical rock doesn’t construct well,” stated Shart.  “It tends to have bad thermal properties.”
“He means it shrinks when it gets cold,” stated Badgelor.
Of course.
“I’m surprised it’s only a fifteen-minute walk to get here,” I continued, as we observed the gate.  There was a fairly regular amount of foot traffic, and the local guards seemed to be paying quite a bit of attention to anyone who went into the city.  That was going to be a problem.   
“There’s a magical academy, Dum Dum,” said Shart, as if that explained everything.
Badgelor sighed for my benefit.
“Wow, really,” said Shart, shaking his head.  “The students routinely blow stuff up and accidentally summon monsters.  No sane person wants to live directly on a magical campus.  The city is close enough to the school to walk, but far enough away to not be haphazardly destroyed by idiots.”
“Oh,” I began.  Colleges on earth might be able to summon drunken frat bros but not sharp-fanged monsters. 
“Shart, could you scout and make sure we aren’t being watched” asked Badgelor, as we drew ever closer to the gate.
“You seriously want me to do scouting for you?” asked the demon.
“Well, we are in the land of magical casters, big dog.  Besides, I asked politely,” stated Badgelor. 
Shart considered for a moment.  “Well, seeing as I’m the only one who could possibly do it, I suppose I’ll have to.  Woof.”  Shart went immaterial and started searching out the various arcane wards protecting the city.  The differences between being a bonded demon and being a familiar were striking.  I’d never been able to send him, as a bonded demon, so far away.  However, this new connection was much less intimate.  I could all but hear Shart’s thoughts when we were bonded.  As a familiar, the thoughts were there, but they were less distinct. 
Badgelor grunted and opened up his own small dimensional storage.  He stuck his paws in and began to pull stuff out.
“You have a dimensional storage?” I asked.
“A small one.  I keep important stuff in it,” replied the badger.  He plunged his head inside and continued to dig stuff out. 
“Isn’t sticking your head into one of those dangerous?” I asked.
“Only if it's been granted to you by a demon who doesn’t know as much about things as he claims,” stated Badgelor.  “Mine was made by the Walker of Siers.  It doesn’t have any of the weird bullshite that the wee beastie’s has.”
“So, you have an artifact?” I continued.
Badgelor sighed.  “Yes, I do.  I have several, actually.  I’ve been gathering up what I could for my final battle with Charles.  Remember, ‘Any day that ends in “Y”’?  Do you think I’m just going to run in with my willie hanging out, screaming a daft battle cry?”
At times, it was easy to forget that Badgelor was an emotionally damaged 800+ year-old war veteran.  Times like this, not so much. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be,” grinned Badgelor.  “You are an important part of my plan to eat Charles.  I’ve got something hidden in my office that should help us out.”  
I dropped that line of conversation, instead watching what he pulled out of the storage.  His office?    
“Is that a leather jacket?” I asked.
“It’s a ceremonial robe,” stated Badgelor, “and my hat.”  With that, he pulled out what appeared to be a very old, though durable, fedora and placed it on top of his head.
“Okay, you look like a badger wearing a fedora,” I said. 
“I’m using my Disguise skill to pass myself off as someone else on campus.  You are my companion.  As part of our bond, you can automatically see through the skill,” stated Badgelor, pulling a rock out of storage and placing it in his mouth.  He seemed to chew on it, before mentally telling me, “Magic rock tells people what they want to hear, provided I use it on them.”
“You have a secret identity as a magical academy professor?” I asked.  “Should I call you Hagrid or something?”
“I’m in charge of the archeology department,” grumbled Badgelor.
“You can’t be serious,” I said.  Badgelor stared at me as he zipped his leather jacket up and adjusted his hat.  At that moment, Shart reappeared on my shoulder.
“Good news, the local wards are easy enough to bypass,” Shart stated, before glancing over at Badgelor.  The demon let out a little gasp, and his jaw seriously dropped.  “PROFESSOR BADGINGTON!  I AM YOUR BIGGEST FAN!”
Badgelor grunted something back at Shart.
“Yes, sir,” replied the demon.  “I’m here with my um. . .master. . .O’Really.”  Shart ground out the last two words so badly it sounded like someone was dragging sandpaper through his throat. 
“You don’t have to say that,” I mentally replied to Shart.
“Can it!  You are embarrassing me in front of the wizard,” stated the demon. “Disloyal demons get banished.  You can resummon me, but it will mean less time with Filly.  We don’t want that.”
“Filly?” I asked.
“Fillidelphia Badgington!” exclaimed Shart.
“Also, I don’t think he’s a wizard,” I said, staring at my badger.
“He might be a Rogue class, I know, but it's safer to assume he’s a wizard,” fanboyed the demon.  He’d been serious.  He really hadn’t checked Badgington’s character sheet.  I was guessing that a bored demon liked surprises.  Then, I remembered Shart’s entire mindset was based on chaos.  Knowing the probable results of something he viewed as pure entertainment would ruin the fun.
Shart continued asking questions of Badgington, who would occasionally grunt out a response.  Each time Badgelor grunted, Shart would just about go nuts, which involved the demon digging his claws into my shoulder.  Without the Warrior class, Shart’s claws were most likely drawing blood.
“This is so cool,” sighed Shart. 
“Aren’t you afraid you are going to be disappointed?” I asked.
“How?  If anything, Filly, he said I could call him that, is even cooler than he was from the tower,” stated Shart. 
“So, Badgelor-” I began.
Shart actually paused and rotated his head in a full, three-hundred-and-sixty-degree circle.  It was horrible to witness.  “Yeah, where is he?  Did he scout ahead?”
“Maybe,” I stated shortly.
“One second,” replied Shart, concentrating.  “He’s fine.  I told him about Filly, and he sounds super jealous.”
“Wait, I didn’t hear that message,” I said, going through my mental channels.
“Of course, you didn’t.  I only sent it to Badgelor,” stated Shart.  “By the way, we were meaning to talk to you about that.  You always send messages on the group channel.  You can just send them to the companion the message pertains to.  Half the time, you are stupidly questioning one of us, and we are POLITELY only using the personal channel to respond.”
“There is a single channel mode?” I groaned.
“I told you,” said Badgelor.  The trick with mental voices was that it was like a phone call.  You couldn’t pinpoint exactly where the other person was.  Badgelor could have been hiding in the town or dressed as Indiana Jones and waddling literally five feet in front of me. 
Shart appeared to be experiencing some sort of facial tic.  He shook his head.  I listened to both of them mentally and realized that, when they were talking as a group, there was a slightly different tone to their voices than when either was having a one-on-one chat with me.  It was something I could emulate. 
“Better?” I thought back to Shart. 
“Thank goodness!  I didn’t want Badgelor to hear your back chatter,” said Shart.  “I don’t want him to be too jealous about my new besty, Filly.  I mean, a little jealous is fine, but not jealous enough that it affects his combat performance.”
“I think Badgelor will be fine,” I replied only to Shart.
“Excellent,” stated Shart, who then continued pestering Filly.  
“So, how are we going to get past the gate guard?” I asked, as Badgington waddled purposefully toward the gate on his back paws.  Shart kicked my neck, so I followed the standing badger.  As we got to the gate, a guard hailed us.  The man was wearing a helmet that Darth Vader could have worn.  The only difference was that this man’s was shinier.  His armor was lumpy in appearance, hidden behind a white cloak that he’d wrapped around his shoulders.  Glancing down, I spotted his two very fuzzy shoes, just visible on either side of the robe. 
My Dragon Scales perk was keeping me somewhat warm, as were the robes I’d gotten when I’d Remorted.  I could still feel the occasional blast of cold wind from down the belly of the dragon.  It wasn’t quite cold enough to merit an Endure Elements casting, but the sentry’s outfit seemed like overkill.  I was dressed for exposure to the current temperature.  He could button up and survive much colder weather. 
“It gets colder here at night,” informed Badgelor mentally. 
“Professor Badgington!” the guard hollered as he approached.  “As I live and breathe, did you finally get back from your latest sabbatical?”
Badgelor grunted something unintelligible, and the guard laughed.
“I expect so, sir.  I trust you found something worthwhile?” continued the guard.
Badgelor patted his side and nodded, grunting something else unintelligible.  I activated my Mystical Lore skill and tried to figure out what was being said.  I failed miserably.
“And who might this be?” asked the guard, and Badgelor grunted again.  The guard looked Shart and me up and down.  “O’Really?  Interesting.  Well, I’m not about to question any personal guest of the Professor Emeritus.  Of course, he isn’t officially retired.  He doesn’t show up very often, but, when he does, he shows up hard.”
I raised my eyebrows. 
“Don’t say what you’re thinking, Dum Dum,” cautioned Shart.  “It’s just an expression.”  Once sure that I was not about to say something, Shart went back to gushing.  “I am the personal guest of Professor Badgington.  Isn’t he the coolest?”  The guard nodded.  There was more than a bit of hero worship going on around here. 
We were promptly shooed straight into town.
“Fillydelphia Badgington?” I mentally asked Badgelor.
“I needed a larger-than-life persona to go on quests to gather artifacts,” explained the badger.  “I spent a number of years here.  I started out as the college mascot.  That gave me ample opportunities to snoop around.  Then, I convinced them I was Professor Badgington, a normal Wizard who got turned into a War Badger.”
“How were you able to stay in your War Form without being bonded to anyone?” I asked.
“Jim, I was in a magical college for decades,” replied Badgelor. 
Yeah, that checks out. 
“Where is the building the crown might be in?” I asked.
“The Hall of Antiquities,” stated Badgelor.  He continued slowly waddling toward the waterfront.  “I can probably tell you what room it's in and get the key.  However, before I do so, I need to get into my office.  On the off chance the crown isn’t there, I can find out where they moved it to on the Oval.”
“Would they have taken it off campus?” I asked.
“That’s highly doubtful.  The dean is an old friend of mine, and he’s protective of what’s his.  If he had known he had a crown fragment, he’d have kept it someplace secure,” said Badgelor.  “Remember, without Shart, all we’d know is that we had a fragment of a broken artifact.  We wouldn’t know that we had a piece of the crown.  The academy has lots of broken, unknown artifacts for research.”
We cut down several streets, finally entering onto Juice Lane, where the faculty lived.  Badgelor was glancing around surreptitiously as we moved.  I approved.  One should always be performing puma checks.  Thinking you were safe was how they got you.
“The hall we’re looking for is at the end of the street,” said Badgelor uncomfortably.  “If we hurry, we can make it.  They should have just finished cleaning the place, so the building will be empty.”
I was about to protest for a couple of reasons.  Badgelor’s waddle was not very fast, and I was unsure how speed was going to improve our situation.  His slow movements gave me time to look around.  I promptly noticed a slight crowd beginning to form around us. 
Some professors had nicer houses, but most lived in shared apartments with small gardens on the roofs.  It looked like I thought a magical street should look.  Even though it was still daylight out, magical, floating lamps provided illumination.  I glanced down the street and realized that the lighting was being used to highlight street names.  We were at the corner of Juice and Schweaty. 
“You have a lot of nerve coming back here,” stated a woman, storming out of one of the nearby apartments.  She was middle-aged but had a bearing about her of an old school marm.  As she approached, Badgelor shuffled back several paces while grunting.
“You really think that your honeyed words can save you now, Fillydelphia?” she spat. 
Badgelor continued grunting.  He was quickly becoming more animated, and a larger crowd began to gather.  After a few more grunts, the woman’s eyes seemed to melt.  She moved to embrace Badgelor.
“It’s been far too long, Filly,” she whispered.  Her volume was so low my Perception skill had trouble picking up her words.
“So, when he grunts?” I asked.
“That was poetry, you philistine,” replied Shart, wiping away a tear.  “We are going to have to get your ears checked, possibly at the same time as your brain.”
“Why are you still visible?” I questioned, as more people swarmed the professor.
“In this town, an invisible familiar is just asking for trouble,” stated Shart.  “I am muting my power signature significantly.  Hopefully, no one will realize who I am.”
“Because you are a demon?” I asked.
“Because I am THE demon,” hissed Shart.  “Elder demons are not summoned to be familiars.  Me being here brings up a lot of questions that you don’t want to answer.”
“You are just a massively powerful being pretending to be someone he’s not through the Disguise skill?” I questioned.
“I’m just suppressing my power level.  No one around here is paying too much attention to little old Shart,” grinned the demon, staring longingly at Professor Badgington.  Shart’s eyes narrowed as they turned to the professor’s ex-girlfriend. 
“If someone was using the Disguise skill on you, would you see through it?” I asked.
“It all depends on how good they were,” stated Shart, “And how convincing their Disguise was.”
“Let’s say it was an animal pretending to be a professor,” I offered as a suggestion.
“That would be pretty obvious, Dum Dum.  In the first place, someone would have to have a Divine ranked Disguise skill to pull that off.  They would also need all the perks to support it,” scoffed Shart.  “You’d have to be hundreds of years old to learn that skill.”
“Like Badgelor?” I asked.
“No, I’m pretty sure such a Disguise would fool him,” stated Shart.  “I guess people do call him a wily badger.  I have to admit, I haven’t actually looked at his stat sheet in a few centuries.  If Professor Badgington is using Disguise, Badgelor might be able to see through it, though I certainly would not be fooled.  Anyway, all of this is just pointless conjecture.  Filly would only Disguise himself if he were fighting the minions of the Dark Overlord.  That’s even more reason to watch him carefully!” 
I was done with the stupidity.  “Yup,” I replied.  “So, our current plan is to follow those people dragging Filly to that building?” I asked, following the protesting badger into a bar. 
“Show some respect!  You aren’t his friend.  You should call him Professor Badgington.  If you can’t manage that, at least stick to the more formal Fillydelphia,” stated Shart scornfully. 
The drinking establishment was a family place called Jewels of Knowledge, run by the Jewels.  They were a local family with an impeccable reputation.  The family Jewels were always on every Wizard’s mind after a long day of uncomfortably sitting in the academy.  That meant they saw quite a bit of action in the evening.  Tonight was no exception.
Professor Badgington was dragged to one corner of the room, where he was forced to give a lengthy explanation of his latest journey.  It sounded like pure grunt work to me, but what did I know? 
“Not a lot,” replied Shart to my mental, hypothetical question.
“What’s the local flavor?” I asked a well-dressed tavern worker who walked over to me.  I seriously doubted that whatever flavor it was would matter much.  Every single person in the bar was smoking a pipe.  The women preferred dainty ones with longer stems, while the men preferred stouter ones that seemed to shield their beards.  I had been in bowling alleys in my youth that were less smoke-filled than this. 
The waitress adjusted her pipe and grinned at me.  It was yet another instance of fantasy movies screwing me.  I expected the tavern wenches to be dressed in very revealing tavern outfits.  Instead, she was dressed in a plain black robe that was both too long and too flowy to be called a dress.  It had ruffles in all the right spots, leaving you guessing as to what she looked like underneath.  It wasn’t unflattering, but it also wasn’t designed to highlight her curves.  In short, it was just a normal outfit worn by a person doing a job.  Not at all like the movies. 
“We have a bunch of different varieties of yogurt,” she grinned, eyeing me and my familiar.  Shart gave her a fanged grin back.  She didn’t even acknowledge it. 
“I was hoping for something alcoholic,” I said. 
“You are from out of town,” the woman grinned sweetly.  Fortunately, she was cute enough to get away with saying something like that.  “We wouldn’t be serving yogurt slingers without alcoholic yogurt.  Most of it is concentrated in the head, though.”  I glanced at the kegs.  Sure enough, yogurt was being poured like beer, with foamy toppers being added to the glasses before being served.  
“Which foam is the most alcoholic?” I asked.
“The purple kind,” she replied. 
“Then, I’ll have the purple-headed yogurt slinger,” I said, feeling comfortable with that.  It sounded wholesome.  She returned momentarily with the yogurt.  It was like Greek yogurt in consistency, with a large head of purple foam on top.  Glancing around at the other patrons, it didn’t seem like there was a proper way to drink it.  Some were mixing the foam in, while some just slurped it all in one go.  The slurping people looked a bit silly, so I settled for simply sipping mine. 
Badgington had attracted a much larger crowd, and my table was starting to get lost in the crush.  Twice, someone jostled my purple-headed yogurt slinger, and I’d gotten so excited that I’d nearly caused an accident.  I didn’t want to make a mess all over someone, so I took my drink and moved to a quieter table near the back door. 
As I focused on my purple head, a woman moseyed over to me and sat down.  She was a cute, young woman with raven hair in a pixie cut.  She was wearing the same robe that everyone seemed to favor, but hers was cut lower.  The barest hint of cleavage was visible.  Given that almost no one in the bar was nearly that exposed, my yogurt slinger and I were curious. 
“So, you are the professor’s new project?” Fal asked, sitting down without an invitation.   I really hated the lack of introductions on Ordinal.  Proper introductions might have given me an opportunity to bail on what I was sure was going to be a rather unpleasant conversation.  The bar was becoming more crowded.  I was being rubbed on both sides, and there was a serious concern I’d splatter yogurt all over the young lady. 
“I suppose,” I replied, watching her and trying to keep my yogurt slinger protected. 
“Do you mind?” she asked.  I nodded, not really understanding what she was doing.  She bent over, took my straw in her mouth, and took a slurp of my yogurt.  I felt violated.  She smacked her lips and looked at me.  “I really love a good mouthful of yogurt.”
“So, what do you want to know about the professor?” I asked, easily reading the signs.  While it was rare for a woman on Ordinal to be demure about sex, no one went straight for your purpled-headed yogurt slinger without wanting something in return. 
“You are a clever one,” she smiled.  “The professor was gone for quite some time.  Where was he?”
“Windfall and Falcon, battling the minions of the Dark Overlord,” I replied.  Fal frowned. 
“If you aren’t going to be serious about this. . .” she began, standing up.  I didn’t make any move to stop her, and she paused.  Sitting back down, Fal said, “Professor Badgington is always out there punching minions of the Dark Overlord.  I want to hear the details!”
●        Deception skill active:  You are Amateur.  You aren’t very good at this.  Are you sure this is a wise idea?  Skill synergy:  Your familiar is increasing your rank in Deception by 5 ranks!

“Prince of Lies,” I grumbled to Shart, remembering one of his titles.  I would need to check the familiar bond to see what other benefits of Shart’s I possessed. 
‘What?  You meat bags are idiots.  Tell her you were on the Eastern Isles looking for artifacts,’ replied the demon.
So, I did.  The woman frowned.
“That’s boring!  Everybody does that.  Professor Badgington is supposed to be on wild adventures,” she grumbled, “Raiding lost arks, searching for temples of doom.  You know, going on a last crusade!”
“Maybe he was searching for a crystal skull?” I asked.
“That sounds like it would be less impressive,” she replied, frowning harder. 
“I started off with him fighting the minions of the Dark Overlord,” I began.  She frowned and stood up again.  As she rose, I noticed two other people watching her.  The duo exchanged glances with each other.  It was a man and an obviously pregnant woman.  They stood up in unison and started toward the front door. 
“Minions of the Dark Overlord?” I thought to Shart, glancing over at Badgelor.  It was obvious he was going to be there for a while. 
Shart nodded.  “Let’s go.”
I looked down sadly at my deflated purple-headed yogurt slinger.  It was used up, and the head was no longer visible over the rim of the glass.  I left it and snuck through the back door.  Somehow, it seemed like a waste of a good yogurt slinger, but I needed a clear head.  A man walking around with his purple-headed yogurt slinger out was going to attract the wrong kind of attention. 
Creeping around the side of the building, I quickly found the two ne'er-do-wells heading toward the Hall of Antiquities.  Glancing over at Shart, I began sneaking behind them, hoping their magic wouldn’t detect me.
“So, now you’ve seen both.  Are you still so sure?” asked the woman.  Her lisp was quite audible.
“I’m less sure than I was,” answered the man grudgingly.
“I love you, even with all your faults.  Seriously, thinking that Professor Badgington and Badgelor are the same person is a full-on conspiracy theory,” stated the woman.
Shart laughed.  “As if.”
“I mean, how else would the professor still be alive?  That story about him and the magical grail doesn’t make any sense,” stated the man.
“He fell into a vat full of electrical eels while holding the grail.  That is how he was changed into an immortal War Badger,” stated the woman.  “That grail, by the way, is why we’re here.  However, it is what the man accomplished that matters.”
“I still say he’s Badgelor in disguise,” said the man.  “The Mayor and Badgelor could have teleported over here to gather up some rare artifact.”
“Are you listening to yourself right now?” lisped the woman, glancing around.  “Do you honestly think that the Mayor is coming here tonight?  I mean, if you were going to pick one day to come visiting, this would be the worst possible day to choose.”
“Grebthar always goes to where the danger is greatest,” stated the man, searching the area.  Fortunately, he didn’t spot me. 
“What do you think they mean, ‘the worst possible day’?” I asked, tucking myself behind some rose bushes.
“Every day with you is the worst possible day, Dum Dum,” groaned Shart. 
“They seem intent on not being followed.  I hope they don’t spot us,” I said. 
“That’s going to be tricky for them,” stated Shart.  “With your new Path, as well as all your skills, it's unlikely they are going to see you.”
The main advantage of my UnBound trait was that, even after Remorting, I had access to the full range of my skills.  The downside was that everything, including Stealth, required me to expend Stamina.  The more stealthy I wanted to become, the more Stamina I had to use.  Unfortunately, my current Stamina pool was low.
●        Stealth: You are Advanced in this skill.  Expend up to 8 Stamina every 15 seconds to remain concealed.  Duration decreases if you are moving quickly and increases if you are standing still. 

In practical terms, Stealth didn’t render me invisible or anything.  It just made me much less noticeable to people who were looking for me.  The trick with Stealth was that someone wasn’t looking for you all the time.  The skill required you to figure out when you needed to use it and how much.  The whole process was obviously exhausting, made worse by the fact that I had a large, red blob with glowing red eyes sitting on my shoulder.
“Can you at least turn your eyes down?” I hissed, watching one of the two wizards look around again.
“I’d be blind,” hissed Shart, “And the big dog needs to see in order to bite.”
“I thought dogs worked with their sense of smell,” I growled, continuing to slink toward where the Wizards were.  The male Wizard turned and looked in my direction again.  Now that I could see his face, I could tell he looked sickly.
“He’s using skills to search the area,” said Shart uncomfortably.
“Why would a Wizard use skills instead of spells?” I asked, before realizing what that meant.  “He’s not a Wizard?”
“Neither is his companion.  I think she’s a Sorcerer,” stated Shart, as he continued staring at her.  “I’m not completely sure, though.  Her Mana Network is majorly blocked up.”
“She must be trying to hide it,” I said.  Everyone partially muted their Mana Network.  Leaving a Mana Network completely exposed spelled out exactly how strong you were.  A basic ability in Mana Control was to suppress the network to outside observers, making you appear much weaker than you actually were.  
“It looks different than that,” replied Shart, still working through the pattern.  His glowing eyes scoured every inch of the robed caster.
“They spotted us,” I said after a moment.
Shart hissed.  “I’m actually being very careful here.  I’m not even leaving a signature for them to follow.  She couldn’t have noticed anything.  Why do you think they spotted us?”
“Because the man is missing,” I replied, ducking down an alley and making a quick escape.
***
“I told you it wasss nothing,” hissed the woman, clutching her midsection uncomfortably.  Her partner nodded.
“Better safe than sorry, though,” replied the man.
She nodded slowly.  “I suppose.”
“I thought it was O’Really,” stated the man. 
“This is all his fault,” hissed the woman, her eyes glowing red for a moment.  Just as quickly, she quieted and calmed herself.  Being undead was not much fun.  “Let’s check, just in case.”




Chapter 13 Classroom Antics

“Did he track us?” muttered Shart, as I carefully looked around the corner. 
“I can’t tell where we are,” I mentally responded.  After I’d seen the two, I decided to beat a hasty retreat.  That had unfortunately led me down another alley.  Compounding the misfortune, we discovered all the doors were closed and locked.  I could pick my way into them, but that required time I didn’t have. 
Just as I was growing extremely desperate to duck out of sight, I saw some people walking into the building.  Quietly, I snuck in after them.  It was odd. 
“This looks like a Knight’s school,” commented Shart.
“A night school, for teaching after hours,” I replied.
“No, what?  That’s moronic.  Who cares when you are taught something,” muttered Shart.  “I said a Knight’s school.  You know, a place where a Knight teaches people how to become Warriors?”
“That's possible?” I asked. 
“How do you think people become Warriors?” Shart asked.
“I thought they were just born that way,” I replied.
“Well, some can be, but others have to be trained.  Not many are successful,” Shart responded. 
“And this isn’t done on the main campus because?” I asked.
“They aren’t wizards, Dum Dum,” said Shart.  “Zentarim Academy only allows adventurers on premises.  Remember how I said it was dangerous there?”
Monsters, again.  Zentarim Academy routinely summoned them for practice.  A non-adventurer would get torn apart before they even knew what was happening.  The American in me hated the second-class citizen aspect of Ordinal, but, in this case, it sadly made sense.  Even a low-level adventurer was far more likely to survive than a non-adventurer. 
“Good to know.  Time to make like a tree and get the feck out of here,” I stated, walking through the building.  Somewhere, there would be an exit to the main road.  I was sure of it.  There, we’d be able to hop onto a street full of witnesses, meaning we’d probably be safe.  At bare minimum, it would make escaping easier. 
While I surveyed the back door for our errant hunters, Shart searched the local area for danger.  Finding none, he spotted a hallway that could only have been something straight out of a community college. 
“Let's find the other way out,” I offered, walking briskly down the hallway.  Unfortunately, we weren’t alone.  Dozens of young students suddenly left one room and filed into the main hallway.  I unfortunately stood out due to my robes, which were <system> granted.   
Basically, I needed to blend in.  Fortunately, there was a gangly, red-headed student who appeared to be about my height.  Though his robe was slightly more worn than mine, he would have to do.  As I was figuring out how to abscond with his attire, he had the misfortune of walking right by an empty janitor’s closet. 
“Hey, what’s that over there?” I loudly announced, executing my master plan. 
●       Martial Arts: Judo Chop.  Expert Rank gives Judo Chop a 65% chance of knocking an unsuspecting target unconscious.

With my heightened speed and casual disregard for the poor student’s dignity, I had him stripped and tossed inside the closet before anyone glanced in my direction.  By then, I had already changed.  Several students looked puzzled, but none really wanted to bother me.  I was the poor kid, after all. 
“Crap, someone’s going to see me,” said the now invisible Shart.
“I doubt these students will,” I offered, slouching slightly and following the students.  Blending in was a time-honored art form, and, in a mass of people, even my name tag was obscured.  The problem was that, as an adventurer, I looked like an actual adult pretending to be a high school student.  That fact was further amplified by being surrounded by actual high school students. 
“There will be teachers,” grunted the demon.  “Wizards are best at detecting demons.  It's a virtual certainty that they can spot me, and they will know something’s up.”
“Turn into your chibi form,” I suggested.
“The Big Dog is not turning into that bloated nonsense.  I looked stupid,” complained Shart.
“Do something to look less threatening,” I exclaimed.  I felt Shart pull something out of his dimensional storage and drag it over his head. 
“Happy?” he muttered, adjusting his sweater.
“Where did you get a ‘Professor Badgington Is My Hero’ sweater?” I asked, horrified.
“At the gift shop in the bar,” said Shart.  “I also got a Badgington plushie!”
I really needed to make Badgelor plushies to sell at Windfall.  “Wait, how did you get money for that?”
“I used yours.  After all, I am your familiar,” replied Shart.
“And the plushie?” I asked.
“Look at it,” said Shart, holding out the stuffed animal.  “Badgelor is going to hate this.”
I sighed.  He would, in fact, hate it.  The stuffed animal was just a bit too cute for the badger’s taste.
“What is that?” yelled someone.  I turned to spy a teacher striding toward me angrily.  Students in my vicinity quickly slid into nearby classrooms, leaving me alone in the hallway with a slightly irate, older man.
“You are NOT allowed to have a familiar, even if you are trying to suck up by having it dressed like my hero, Professor Badgington,” stated the instructor.  He was an actual Wizard, with a proper robe and hat.  I sized him up, noting he was just about my size.
●       Martial Arts: Judo Chop.  Expert Rank gives Judo Chop a 65% chance of knocking an unsuspecting target unconscious.

Being a Martial Arts Expert gave all my hand-to-hand attacks slight buffs.  Usually, that meant just knocking people over.  However, I could also strike at pressure points, knocking people unconscious. It worked great on students. 
●       Chop Failed.

●       Target attitude toward you has dropped dangerously.

“Did you just strike me?” the teacher shrieked.
“Let me explain,” I offered, now unable to pull off a surprise attack.  That’s why I tried headbutting him next.
He flew backward into the same closet as the weasel-looking boy.  This time, he failed his Constitution check and passed out.  I followed him in and emerged a few seconds later.  I was wearing his robes and hat, and I was carrying his purely decorative staff. 
“Why even have a staff if it doesn’t work?” I hissed, stepping back into the hall.  I immediately heard another rapid approach of someone down the hallway. 
“Hide in a classroom,” ordered Shart.  I shut the door to the closet, and Shart welded it shut.  That should hold the unconscious teacher for a few extra minutes.  Then, we dove into the nearest classroom.
Finding no teacher, I strolled in like I owned the place.  The younger students all watched me, as I walked down the aisle between benches and stopped in front of the magical chalkboard.  My pursuer moved past the door. 
I was suddenly face to face with a room full of students.  There were tall students, short students, and everything in between.  There was also smart student, annoying student, and aggravating student, all rolled into one obnoxious know-it-all.  No one seemed to question me being there, though. 
This might just work, as long as I wasn’t. . .
***
“Betrayed,” grunted Fenris.
He had expected the queen to join the other side, of course.  At the end of the day, she was just another wine drinker.  They would always team up, if the opportunity presented itself.  Stormwind had obviously followed her.  The duke and duchess were, likewise, on her side.
But Lorraine?  She had been as solid as they come.  Now, she stared across the field at him like she didn’t even know him.  Her game face was passive and perfect.
“It is okay.  You have Zorlando,” stated Zorlando, stroking his mustache.  Ashe stood next to him, nodding.  She had far too much confidence in his ability to pull this off. 
It was surprising that Zorlando was even here, but apparently his trips to the castle needed to be spaced out more.  Jim had warned Fenris that might be the case, and the duration was increasing. 
“It could be worse, Fenris,” soothed Glorious Robert, surveying the field.  He was far less confident than his Basstown accent sounded, and Fenris knew it. 
Nick, loyal Nick, nodded.  “Fear not!  We shall still be victorious!” 
“Is the fake mayor ready to get his ass handed to him?” yelled the queen, striding to the center of the arena. 
The crowd roared.  Fenris sighed.  Despite the treason, the smack talk, and the bizarre rules, Fenris still loved the greatest game on all of Ordinal.
Grebthar Ball. 
Grebthar had invented the game as a method of training his adventurers without them killing each other, physically at least.  Part of the game was the smack talk, and, quite frankly, more than a few egos had been killed in the game’s history.
At times like these, Fenris really missed Sir Dalton.  The Knight never seemed bothered by any of the insults.  A less charitable man might have assumed the reason was that Dalton was so dense he didn’t register them.  The reality was slightly different.  He was just so egotistical that nothing ever managed to ruffle him.
“That man’s AC is impressive,” stated Glorious Robert.
“You can say that again.  Dalton has the highest Arrogance Coefficient I’ve ever seen,” thought Fenris, walking to the center of the arena.  The queen casually held the ball in one hand.  The round had not yet started, so she wasn’t able to use any active skills or Mana.  However, like most Falconians, she had the Ball Handling skill. 
Of course, so did Fenris, along with everyone else in the whole game. 
“Dang it, where is OttoSherman when you need him?” muttered Fenris.  No one in Windfall had the Ball Handling skill to his rank. 
Fenris sighed, spotting his wife and children in the stands.  There was no time for half measures.  He was here to play the game, and some smack talking was required.    He slammed both his fists on his hips and stood in a full Peter Pan pose.  The man was rumored to have been some sort of ancient figure from Grebthar’s homeland.  The crowd went wild.   
“Cock-a-doodle-doo, bitches!” bellowed Fenris.  It was the traditional phrase of Grebthar Ball, adding a certain amount of dignity to an otherwise feisty show.  “Check out deez nuts.  It looks like you are a bunch of. . .”
***
“Squirrels,” I said to the annoying girl.  “Professor Madup Squirrels.”
“That doesn’t sound like a real name,” replied Lerminey, the smart, annoying, aggravating student.  
“I get that all the time,” I replied, checking out the rest of the class.  Despite there being nearly thirty other students in the room, only one other pupil stood out.  That was unfortunate, because the reason I noticed him was the hideous scar on his face. Poor kid.
“Aren’t we supposed to be discussing Turning?” said Larold. 
I activated Mystical Lore.  “Turning, the process where a Professional person is turned into an adventurer?  What would you like to know?”
“How does it happen?” asked Lerminey.  She seemed to be a problem child.  I started to ask Shart about the process, but, as I thought about it, my Mystical Lore provided the information.  I still wasn’t comfortable with that.  However, at this point, New Jim wasn’t going to complain.
“The process of Turning begins when a Professional acquires a certain number of ranks in various skills that are directly attached to a class.  This is separate from those rare individuals who are born with class levels and Remorts.  There is also a physical component, as higher stats directly reduce the requirements.  A person with a higher Willpower needs fewer ranks in Mana Control to activate the class.”
“I was told that stats don’t matter.  You need to live your role, not Min Max,” stated Larold.
“Min Maxing, or optimizing your skills and stats, will absolutely increase your chance of gaining that Wizard class,” I replied, causing several of the students to look at each other.
“So, you are encouraging Min Maxing?” asked a student.
“Of course, if your purpose is to gain levels in Wizard,” I replied, checking my Mystical Lore.
“The school is big into playing your role, not rolling into your play,” cautioned Shart.
“So, they are Role Players, not Roll Players?” I questioned, realizing that, without being able to see the words, they sounded exactly the same.  That’s why I hated homonyms.  I was just glad I didn’t have to narrate this part. 
Cough. 
“They believe that, if you think like a Wizard, you will become a Wizard.  Stats are unimportant prior to the Turning,” said Shart. 
“Freaking role players,” I chuckled, turning to the class.  “You can play your role and Min Max at the same time.”
Several of the students looked flabbergasted at that pronouncement.  I got the impression it was time to move on.
“So other factors that increase your chances of become a Wizard include having Wizard parents, having Mentors with the Wizard class, touching a Dungeon Core-”
“That’s not true,” said Lerminey, who was annoying.  “It's an old wives’ tale.  You can’t really gain a class by touching a Dungeon Core.”
“The Mayor did it.  He helped two young women become adventurers,” I offered. 
“The Mayor isn’t real.  He’s just a myth, made up by those Neo-Grebtharian losers down in Falcon,” argued Lerminey. 
I was about to reply, but Larold piped up.  “My mother says that the Mayor existed, but his legend was vastly exaggerated.  I mean, who would remain sane Remorting over and over again?”
“Fine, you don’t have to believe me.  Moving on, you can also use a Force Point, if you have Mentor skill, to further the effect.”
“Further the effect?” asked Larold.
“Yes, each skill rank earned toward gaining your Wizard class increases your ability to become a Wizard.  For example, Lerminey is 85% of the way to becoming a Wizard, and Larold over there is 50%,” I continued.  Mystical Lore helpfully provided the numbers for me. 
Both students looked shocked.  They were, by far, the highest two in the class.
“My precious Dum Dum, you know that Mystical Lore is rare as hell, right?” informed Shart.  “Maybe five people on all of Ordinal have it, and they’d charge a fortune for the knowledge you just threw out without a care in the world.
“You can tell,” hissed Lerminey.
“I have a trait,” I sort of lied.  I mean, UnBound was a trait.  It kind of counted.  “You need more Mentoring and some physical work to maximize your skill gains,” I told her.
“What about me, Professor Squirrels?” asked Larold.
I checked him out.  His numbers were fine, but there was a big negative on him.  He was being affected by a curse and had some negative buff attached to his scar. 
I activated Cursebreaker and spotted the nexus of a somewhat powerful curse.  Compared to the one I’d dealt with for Toomen, Larold’s was child’s play.  As I tore apart the curse, a glowing crystal appeared, trying to defend it.  I snatched the fast-moving object from the air and crushed it into mystical powder.  The entire curse faded instantly. 
“Spirit Crystal,” stated Shart dismissively, as the boy’s mindspace cleared.  “Dump your whole soul into one of those, and you can use an essence link to travel between multiple bodies.  Then,  you live forever.”
“That’s stupid.  Why put that into the scar of a very mortal child?” I thought b. . “You could put it into a grain of sand, and no one would ever find it.”
“Lots of dark Wizards are morons,” replied Shart.  “Scars are great places to dump curses, but it's incredibly predictable.”
I used Treatment to heal the scar, and Larold’s progress jumped to 95%.  Still, his book learning numbers were low, and I told him so.
“What happened to my scar?” asked Larold.  His hand reached up and patted the now smooth skin. 
“I don’t think he’s a real teacher,” Lerminey said sourly.
I just wanted to reach out and. . .
***
“Slap that grin right off her face,” yelled Fenris, as Zorlando shoulder checked a member of the Falconian nobility.  The duke faceplanted onto the field.  Nick flung the ball to Fenris, as the wine drinkers reformed their line. 
Fenris slapped his palm onto the ball twice, getting a feel for it.  The orange, checkered, not quite round Grebthar Ball was unique.  Almost every skill or Mana effect worked on the ball.  It was equally a weapon, a magical focus, or something you could use to achieve either.  The only special factor was that it couldn’t actually Damage anyone.  That was another enchantment, perfected by Grebthar in the ancient days. 
“For the forest,” bellowed Fenris, leaping high in the air and slamming his shoulder into the ball.  It roared down the field, smashing into a golden barrier created by one of the defenders, probably a Julia.  The ball deflected, landing next to Lorraine.  She promptly kicked it over to Stormwind.  By that point, the druid had turned into a walrus.  He slapped the ball with his tail, sending it straight toward Glorious Robert, who was tending the goal. 
The Fisherman was the best choice for goalkeeper.  He had a Weapon Master perk to deflect the ball, causing it to bounce off the sports ball arena wall.  The strength of the construction meant that it left only a small crater. 
“Fenris, is it windy?  I think I felt a slight breeze,” bellowed the Basstowner.
The scoreboard lit up with a point for the smack talk.  That brought the score to Q to 12, meaning that the Mayor’s Own was losing, if only slightly.  Alternatively, they could have been winning.
What day is it?
Grebthar Ball’s rules were odd.  Depending on the day of the week, a Q might beat a 12.  Fenris had studied the great sport his entire life, but still found some of the particulars confusing. 
Suddenly, Fenris had the ball.  Ashe teleported next to him, having blown through most of her Stamina retrieving the ball from the back of the field.  Zorlando was by his side, and they ran the ball straight toward the duke.  The Cabernet Sauvignon team realigned itself. 
Fenris realized a problem as soon as they started moving.  “They’ve hidden their goal!”
“Of course, a hidden goal play!  They fear Zorlando,” stated Zorlando. 
“Worse Hearse, I call a Reverse,” yelled Fenris, who immediately turned around and flung the Grebthar Ball straight at Glorious Robert.  The large man dove for cover.  By reversing goals, points scored in their own goal counted for the Mayor’s Own. 
By then, the duchess had managed to get into position.  She pulled out a badminton racket to deflect the ball.  The queen then grabbed it and kicked the orange sphere straight at their now unhidden goal.  Ashe appeared overtop the ball and kicked it into the sidelines, where it struck a random Windfallian.
“Ashe is out!” yelled the duchess, as the citizen ran to the field with the ball. 
“Shit,” hissed Zorlando.  The game paused to get the ball back onto the field.  Ashe ran into the stands to sit where the man she’d beaned had been.  The young man ran over to the team.
“Here, Mister Temporary Mayor,” said Parry.
Fenris didn’t even need to ask if he was an adventurer.  He wasn’t.  He also wasn’t in the militia.  “You look familiar.”
“I work for MartinLuther,” stated Parry.
“He’s a crap scraper,” said Zorlando.  “He tried to be an artist and failed.”
“I see,” said Fenris.  Failed artists were a dime a dozen.  Most of them got terrible jobs when their dreams crashed down around them.  It took a real fool to fail at some jobs, though.  There was usually a way out, unless you were a complete. . .
***
“Dum Dum, I think your clever disguise is failing,” said Shart. 
“Um,” I thought and quickly found the Mentor skill.  After a quick read of the meta tags with the Admin skill, I focused and used a Force Point. 
●       You are teaching:  the class full of obnoxious rejects.  You have invoked a Force Point.  Which students would you like to raise progress on?  At your current rank, you can add up to 30% shared between the class.

I spread out enough progress, so Larold and Lerminey both gained the Wizard class.  Then, I distributed the rest of the points between the students.  It wasn’t a lot of help, since none of the others were even close.  Still, it was the best that I could do.
Lerminey collapsed to her knees.  Larold simply looked at me.
“What happened?” he asked.
“You’re a Wizard, Larold,” I replied, which was pretty much the only thing I could say. 




Chapter 14: The Break In

“That took longer than I would have liked,” I grumbled, abandoning the class and high tailing it to the hall.  Shart and I were fairly confident that whoever was chasing us had left the area. 
After I raised the two to Wizard, the class mobbed me.  I had to sneak out, and I had a bad feeling that there would be problems related to that in the future. 
“At least my Mentor skill is up to Expert,” I offered.
“That’s because it's the lowest rank in the Mentor skill that the <system> will allow you to use a Force Point on,” said Shart.  “You realize I have to file exception reports every time you “Jim” these things up?”
I coughed.   
“Obviously, they are trying to break into the hall,” I said to Shart, attempting to change the subject.  We were carefully skirting the edge of the building.  “I assume the place is well protected.”
“Of course,” responded the demon.  “All the windows and walls are warded.  It would take some serious effort to break in there.”
“How do the professors get in?” I asked.
“Arcane keys,” replied Shart.
“I have the Arcane Locksmith skill,” I ventured.
“With your heaping pile of Mana, that should be interesting,” stated Shart, as we reached the service entrance.  The entire building was a large rectangle, with main doors on both ends.  The sides, by contrast, were much less grandiose.  However, off one of the alleyways, there was a large service door for supply carts.  Unlike the rest of the building, the area we currently occupied was grungy and ill-maintained.  Exposed drainage pipes, heading to the sewer, showed in the retaining wall. 
●        Arcane Locksmith:  The lock is of Expert quality.  It will require 250 Mana to attempt to breach.

“That’s too much Mana, unless. . .you want to share?” I ventured hopefully to Shart.
“Hardly, that’s my Mana,” stated the demon.
“The fate of the world hangs in the balance, and you aren’t willing to give up any of your Mana?” I grumbled, glaring at the lock and running through my options.  I couldn’t pick it; I wasn’t skilled enough.  I couldn’t use Counterspell; Mystical Lore was telling me that, even if I managed to deactivate the lock, I would just end up tripping whatever alarm was on the building.  Furthermore, despite all my skills, I couldn’t just melt through a wall.  Could I?
“Don’t try it,” said Shart. 
“What?  I should be able to cast Plasma spells now,” I suggested, bringing up my menus.  Technically, I had used a Plasma spell on Charles.  It wasn’t something I considered a smashing success, but now I had a greater understanding of Plasma.  Besides, the required rune was listed on my list of known spells. 
●       Plasma Pulse Rune: You possess the Plasma Pulse Rune!  This rune needs to be powered via a Lightning Power Rune and a Fire Power Rune. 

I brought up the spell and examined it more closely.  I had runes of various stripes that I could attach to other runes, like puzzle pieces.  Of course, they were extremely complicated, three-dimensional puzzle pieces.  I could connect them in various methods, depending on the results I wanted.  In this case, I needed a Lightning Power Rune and a Fire Power Rune.  Those were base runes.  They functioned like plugs, attaching a spell rune to your core and enabling you to actually cast the spell.
“My Lightning Rune kind of sucks,” I finally sighed.  It was misshapen and only seemed to draw about 50% as much Mana as it should. 
“Gee, it's like you have a Biological aeromancy Core that is constantly screwing you over,” said Shart.  Grumbling, I brought up the power rune for my Biological Aeromancy Core and examined it.  If you squinted hard, it sort of looked like a Lightning Rune.
“Before you spend the hours you will undoubtedly need to get that working, you are aware that blowing a hole through the wall will trip the alarm, right, Dum Dum?” questioned Shart. 
“What other options are there?” I asked.
“Maybe check your teleportation spells, dumbass,” said Shart, throwing his hands in the air.  I supposed the less violent method was always an option.
●        Transportation spells: You know zero Transportation Runes.  You have 15 rune fragments. 

“How do you learn new Wizard spells?” I wondered out loud.  Audible stupidity was the easiest way to get Shart to chime in.
“You’ve come to the master, Dum Dum,” stated the demon.  He then stood eerily silent on my shoulder for about ten seconds.  Continuing, he said, “Each time you level up, you gain a number of rune fragments.  You can combine those fragments into runes that allow you to learn new spells.  You can use the runes in any combination that you’d like to cast spells.  You can use your rune fragments to make any rune, but you can also learn completed runes from any source.”
I nodded.  I already had a great number of runes from my other Arcane classes.  Better still, Mystical Lore seemed to allow me to modify those existing runes for other purposes.  That assumed I had enough time to make modifications.  Unfortunately, none of my existing runes were going to be able to help me get through the lock.
“Hoopie,” I said, causing the green pulse of the spell to impact against the magical field surrounding the door.
“You didn’t really think that would work, did you?” groaned Shart.
“No, I was watching how Counterspell affected the ward,” I replied, activating my Counterspell skill at the wall and probing the field that protected it.  I tried the spell again.  It puffed away when it entered the Counterspelled area. 
“Your practice with the town barrier sure was useful,” snarked Shart, watching me work.  For several seconds, I focused on a small spot until it opened.  Eventually, the pressure on the existing ward grew too great.  Sighing, I let the hole close. 
“About twenty seconds,” I said.  I relaxed as much as I could and brought up a list of runes that I could craft.  I focused on Transportation.
●        Transportation Runes:  You have enough fragments to construct the Gate, Portal, and Teleportation Runes. 

●        Gate Rune: Open a Gateway through the Fast Lanes.  Note:  any creature traveling through the Gateway will be subject to the whims of any beasts in the Fast Lanes.  Cost:  200 Mana, 12 fragments.

●        Portal Rune: Open a short-range portal that touches the Fast Lanes and reappears nearby.  Cost:  25 Mana, 7 fragments. 

●        Teleportation: You can teleport over vast distances.  Your body will temporarily be stored in the Fast Lanes while a connection is forged.  Cost:  300 Mana, 15 fragments.

“If the Walker was still in the Fast Lanes, I imagine most of these would end poorly,” I said, reviewing the runes. 
“You do know what hentai is, right?” asked Shart.
“Do I have to have line of sight on both sides of the Portal for it to work?” I asked.
“With your current rune allotment, yes,” answered the demon cautiously. 
“So, it's reasonable to say that the people warding the hall wouldn’t have built-in precautions to portal-based spells, right?  No one has used Portal-based spells in hundreds of years.” I hypothesized.
“That’s a decent point, but how are you planning on actually using a Portal?  You can’t exactly cast a spell into an area while you are using your Counterspell skill.”
I smiled.  “Remember that shared vision part of the Improved Familiar Bond?”
Five minutes later, Shart was swearing through our link.  “Every time I trust you, even for a moment, you pull this shit,” grumbled the demon.
“Don’t care.  Keep crawling,” I said, focusing my Counterspell skill on the pipe.  It bore a cute little demon-sized hole from where I’d forced Shart through.  I felt Shart wiggle his way past the barrier and into the Hall of Antiquities. 
“You are so lucky that everyone is with Professor Badgington right now,” grumbled Shart, pushing images of a dark, mucky tube back to me through the bond.  As he crawled through the filth, I could even feel the cold, mushy sides of the pipes.  “Badgelor should be the one doing this!  He likes crawling through offal!”
“Yawn,” I stated, “Keep crawling.  You’ll be out soon.”
“I have a detection spell active.  This tube doesn’t end until it reaches a toilet,” growled the demon.  He slowly sloshed through the pipe.  “Seriously, why am I always having to do the dirty work?  I'm the big dog, and I have to crawl through at least a dozen logs of muck-filled pipe.”
“Hey, Big Dog, why not just break the pipe now that you are inside?” I asked.
There was a pause.
“FECK.”
Shart exploded from the wall and splattered to the ground.  He quickly stood and violently shook off the filth that was covering him.  Then, he glared at the wall for a long moment.  “Well?”
I focused my Will and prepared to cast my first Portal spell.  Focusing on the wall, I extended my hand.  Gesturing in several intricate hand signs, I muttered, “Triumph.”  I felt Mana flow through my network.  It was different from my other spells.  Instead of a single core powering the spell, multiple cores engaged simultaneously. 
My Fire Core provided the power for the spell. My Water Core allowed the Portal to gain shape, and my Biological Aeromancy core provided the spark necessary to allow movement.  As all that power came together, a large, opaque, orange disk flickered into existence on the wall next to me. 
“That worked.  That actually worked,” marveled Shart.  “Silly human.”
“In any case, that was easy enough,” I thought, reaching my hand into the portal.  The aforementioned appendage smashed into the brick behind the hole.  “Did I do something wrong?”
“Obviously, you twit,” chuckled Shart.  “You only cast the entry portal.  Try casting Portal again on this side.”
“Oh.”  I needed to cast the portal spell twice to actually be able to move between them.  That meant casting the spell through an impatient Shart.  Reaching through the bond, I strengthened our link and began casting the spell.  Shart’s hands slowly moved through a facsimile of the spell. “Well, there’s an opportunity.”
Modifying the spell slightly, I had Shart raise his hands and slap himself on both cheeks.  The spell completed. 
“You will pay for that,” grumbled the demon.
Pushing my hand through the portal was an odd experience.  On my side, it was reasonably warm.  However, as my hand pushed through the mashed potato feel of the portal, there was a clear gap.  It was cold, and everything just felt wrong.  As if in slow motion, my hand shot out the other side.  Shart grabbed it and yanked hard. 
Thankfully, I still had the link rigged to see through his eyes.  Without it, I would have positively freaked out when his scaly hands grabbed me.  Considering his size, he pulled with surprising force.  I fell through the portal, landing in a puddle where the pipe had emptied.
“Enjoying that?” grinned the demon. 
Grumbling, I stood up and found the shards of pipe.  Within moments, I’d used my Crafting skill and Craftsman Needs No Tools perk to reassemble the pipe.  
“Well, that fixes that problem, but I’m still covered in shite,” griped Shart. 
“I mean, it’s kind of appropriate,” I chortled.  The demon glared at me.
“The big dog will not be covered in human excrement,” the demon ground out through gritted teeth.
“Are you saying it would be okay if it was not human excreme-” I tried to quip.  Shart decided otherwise.  “Ouch,” I groaned, rubbing my shin where the demon had kicked me. Activating my Salvage skill, I poked my finger on a particularly large clump of. . . stuff.  Instantly, all the material gathered up and fell down in a block. 
I got a prompt, but I ignored it.
“Great, a block of shit,” Shart groused, hiding the waste in our dimensional storage. 
“Where to next?” I wondered, as I checked on a far more interesting prompt.
●        Level up: You are now Wizard level 7!

“I just gained two levels?” I questioned.
“I’m surprised it wasn’t more.  You broke into one of the most secure facilities in Zentarim,” grouched the demon.  “Of course, they couldn’t have anticipated you’d have a demon familiar, a high Counterspell skill, and long-forbidden Portal Magic.  Otherwise, it surely would have been worth more XP.”
“Because it would have been harder?” I asked.
Shart nodded, and we began sneaking through the building. We had a moment, so I decided to use my points from leveling up.  Checking my options, I saw I had gained a perk and a Talent Point.  It didn’t take me long to find something to spend the perk on.
●        Improved Summoning:  You can rapidly summon your familiar or any other summonable companions by expending 100 Mana. 

I was going all-in on demon summoning.  Given that Shart was nearly 90% of my offensive power, it made sense.  I was used to being powerful on my own.  The sudden shift to being the third person on a three-man team was annoying.  Hopefully, Shart could fix my problem soon enough. 
Searching through Mystical Arcanologist’s talent tree was intriguing.  It was really a tree all about the lore of various uses for Mana.  I was certain there was something there that I could use to challenge Grebthar.  I just didn’t know what it might be.  I did see something that I knew I had to have.  For the humble price of one Talent Point, I selected it immediately. 
●        The Science of Counterspelling:  You are a true master of Counterspelling.  You gain bonuses to Counterspell effects.  You have a chance of learning any unknown runes as you Counterspell them. 

After I selected the talent, a small sub tree opened up behind it.  On it were talents which would further enhance the ability.  They all ranged in cost, from three to five Talent Points.  I glanced at the root of the tree and frowned.
“All the other talents in my Mystical Arcanologist tree just got more expensive,” I said. 
“They do that,” replied Shart.  “Your first talent in that tree is inexpensive, but each further tree you get into increases the cost substantially.”
There were always trade-offs on Ordinal. 
We had entered near the service entrance and, like any facility, all the day-to-day goods were coming through.  As we snuck quietly through the corridors, I used Mana Control.  I also tried to sniff out other sources of magic with Explorer’s Nose.  Shart was using some of his advanced magic for a similar effect. 
“Lots of food, some wine, lots of books,” I commented, as we crept through the area. 
“That leads to some interesting magic,” said Shart, pointing at a door.  Naturally, I headed straight for it.  As we opened the door, I saw that the quality of the furnishings changed drastically.  Finally, we stepped into the Hall proper.  The back area, like all back areas, was functional, though spartan.  The main hall was all woven carpets, ornate candelabras, and polished hardwood. Doorways lined both sides of the room.
“So, it's not a warehouse?” I grumbled, half-expecting a large, open area full of boxes.
“Sort of, but you would think of it as more like a museum,” stated Shart, as we began our search. 
“These are offices,” I said, looking at the nameplate for one of the doors.  It was located conveniently next to a large portrait of the man himself.  “Merlin Gandolfsworn,” it read, which was perhaps the most wizardly name I could think of.  The picture bore it out.  “Bit on the nose, don’t you think?”
“Merlin?  That’s a terrible Wizard's name,” replied Shart, as we walked down a hallway leading to more offices.  Shart had not retaken his position on my shoulder, so he was walking on his birdlike legs.  Even fully extended, he only came up to my waist.  However, he did look far more intimidating than before.  Of course, he looked like a big, red zit when he was on my shoulder.  I supposed almost anything he did differently would make him appear more frightening than that. 
Shart stopped and stared at an office.  I glanced at the nameplate next to the door.  This one read, “Carlos.”
“See something important?” I asked, inhaling deeply.  I didn’t catch anything noteworthy about the office.  I glanced at the professor’s official portrait.  It was just a man and a cat, though the animal was an actual house cat.  It was a very fluffy, huge chonker of a house cat.  I hadn’t seen any of those on Ordinal, just larger hunting cats. 
“Professor of Dungeoncrawlology,” I said, glancing at Shart.  “What the hell is that?”
“Who really knows what anything is in a modern liberal arts magical college,” grumbled Shart.  “They consider Demon Summoning bad words, simply because they are afraid some demons will get free and kill a bunch of people.”
“Gee, is there something in their history that might give them reason to fear that?” I asked, figuring there was a very specific reason. 
“Shut up,” hissed the demon, staring at the portrait.  “Who is this creature?  She is enchanting.”
“That’s a house cat,” I said.
“Hardly, it is just claws and teeth.  Five of its six ends are pointy,” stated Shart.  I could almost see the line of drool coming from the corner of his mouth.  “I’ve never seen anything so fluffy, so beautiful.”
“It's just a house cat,” I reiterated.
“What in the twenty-one counties of Jersey are you talking about?  It isn’t ‘just’ anything.  This is the ultimate form of existence,” stated Shart, looking at the cat longingly.  “It is perfection.”
“Dude, it’s a house cat,” I repeated.
“What exactly is a house cat?” asked Shart.
“It’s. . .it’s like a little puma,” I stammered.
“Do you fear these creatures?” the demon questioned.
“No,” I replied.  I couldn’t get over the wonder in Shart’s voice.
“If they are, as you say, little pumas, why aren’t you terrified of them?” Shart asked darkly, gesturing toward the painting.  “Is it because even you know you are looking at majesty, made of the most superb flesh imaginable?  An actual, perfect being?”
“Do you need a room?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.  Shart glared at me, so I moved on.  “Since you are so infatuated by it, could you maybe turn yourself into a cat or something?”
“It would feel redundant at this point.  That is the perfect being right there.  The very best in. . .something,” stated Shart. 
“I thought you were the best?” I questioned, backpaddling.  “You know, elder demon and all.”
“The best is subjective.  I’m sure I’d kick her ass,” stated Shart comfortably.  Then, he glanced at the cat again and appeared to grow less confident.  No, that wasn’t less confidence.  It was something way grosser. 
“Goddamn it, Shart,” I uttered.
●       <System> Alert: Stay in your lane!  Puma check!

That was weird.  The <system> alert sounded like a game show announcer.  Shart was glaring at me.  I didn’t know what to say, so I continued down the hallway.  Suddenly, I heard someone.  Thankful that my communication with Shart was all mental, I inched toward the sound.  After cutting down a single hallway, it grew quiet again. 
“Any idea where that noise came from?” I asked.
“Yes,” said Shart, bringing up a mental map.  There was a single, small office in the back corner of the building.  As we inched down our isolated hallway, we passed a set of stairs.  I was willing to bet the stairwell was where the noisemakers had come from. 
“Probably those two from earlier,” I ventured, slinking down the hallway.  As we edged stealthily closer, I noted that I was burning through Stamina. 
The door to the office was slightly ajar, and there was light leaking into the hallway.  It was just bright enough to illuminate the nameplate. 
“It's Professor Badgington’s office,” stated Shart reverently.  He was correct.  The plaque next to the door confirmed that.  There was no portrait, though.  I wondered if Disguise even worked through paintings.  “Those bastards are ransacking my best friend’s office!”  
“Well, that’s unfortunate,” I thought, deciding to go the easy route.  “Hey, Badgelor, someone is in your office.”
“The hell?” mentally replied the badger.  “You assholes left!  I’m stuck telling war stories, and you guys ditched me to break into my office.”
“Not us!  it was already broken into when we got here,” I replied.
“Stop them!  I have some valuable stuff in there.  Stuff that we need,” stated Badgelor. 
“I’m a level 7 Wizard.  How do you propose I go about that?” I questioned.
“Seven, already?” replied Badgelor, realizing my predicament.  “Crap, I’ll head over.  They won’t be able to get far.”
“I could summon you?” I offered.
“Through those wards?  I’d get melted,” argued the badger.  “Unless the place is burning to the ground, don’t try it.  Fire is the only way the wards will go down.”
“What are you on about?” asked Shart.  “They are ransacking my BFF’s office.  I’m going to cast something.”
“Won’t that further damage the office?” I asked.
“Ashes and fire,” hissed the demon, considering his options.
“Don’t worry about the office,” grumbled the badger.  “I’ll handle it.  I’m not even going to ask how you got into the building because ‘Jim.’  Cut back to the stairs, go up one flight, and find the hidden door.  You should be able to sniff that out.”
At level 7, that seemed more sensible than fighting those two thieves.  Though, I was more than a bit curious to see what Badgelor’s office looked like.  I backtracked slightly, reaching the stairs and beginning to climb.  Then, I noticed another pair of individuals coming up from the floor below us.
“I thought those two were in the office?” I hissed.
Shart had the good grace to look abashed.  “Well, I didn’t actually check name tags.  I was just so angry that someone was ransacking that office.  I didn’t divine who was really in there,” explained the demon sheepishly.  I rapidly snuck up the stairs to the next floor, expending enough Stamina to ensure they didn’t notice me. 
Su-Kar, who looked positively terrible, was walking up the stairs.  She appeared to be obviously pregnant, which, considering her general health, definitely made me question the conception process on Ordinal.  I didn’t even expect her to still be alive.  I really didn’t expect her companion to be alive, either, though he looked even worse than she did.
“Quiet,” hissed Phil.  “We can’t use magical stealth here.  I’ll take the lead.”
Su-Kar nodded, standing incredibly still.  Phil emerged from the stairwell and headed toward Professor Badgington’s office. 
“Should we warn her that there is already someone in the office?” I asked Shart.
“I mean, we could,” replied the demon, “But this will be much funnier.  It will also serve everyone right.”  There was that streak of chaos.  Shart lived for situations like this.  Shrugging my shoulders, I continued up the stairs.  I got all the way to the next floor before the first explosion sounded below me. 




Chapter 15: That belongs in a Museum

“Do you smell it?” asked Shart, as we continued down yet another hallway.  Honestly, they should have just called this building the Hallway Hall.  As another explosion sounded, the walls around us shook precariously.
“Not sure,” I inhaled more deeply.  The smell of burnt carpet and chlorine was already thick in my nostrils.  Using Explorer’s Nose was far more challenging than it needed to be. 
“I’m trying to do a magical map of the area, but I’m pretty sure the place is shielded,” said Shart.
“Just spot the empty space?” I asked.  The shielded area should be empty, obviously.
“No, Dum Dum,” replied Shart.  “When you shield a room in a building like this, you make the shield look like a false floor plan.  It might be a single room, or it might be divided up into several.  Plus, I don’t know which rooms on the map are actually accurate.  I’d need a visual inspection or a much more powerful spell to counteract the shielding.”
“Won’t they be able to detect that?” I asked, as the building shook again.  “I don’t want to get caught.”
“Good point,” said Shart.  He began flicking balls of fire into the walls.  “After all, we wouldn’t want them to blame this on us.”
I started slamming my fist onto the wall, using my Engineering skill to check for a hidden door.  Quite unexpectedly, the ground next to my feet began to swell.  I leapt clear, barely missing a long piece of wood that flew past me.  I might have missed it, but Shart sure didn’t.  The wooden projectile smashed into the demon, sending him sprawling. 
As I stood up, I heard someone yell behind me, “You!”
“Hello, Su-Kar,” I greeted, getting to my feet.
“What the hell?” came a second voice.
“Hi, Fal,” I said, stepping away from the two casters.  They were busy glaring at each other.
For a long moment, their eyes held the telltale flare of casting Divination Magic. 
“It looks like Professor Badgington’s lapdog caught wind of my plot,” stated Fal pompously.
“Of course.  Why is she here?” I asked, nodding to Su-kar.  I had no idea what was going on.
Su-Kar pulled back her hood, revealing her pale, badly damaged face.  She didn’t quite look alive, but she had tried her best.  “I’m here for the professor’s Chalice of Immortality.  I need it after what he did to me!”  She continued to glare daggers at Fal, but she pointed straight at me. 
“Su-Kar, you failed again, how unsurprising,” hissed Fal.  “You abandoned the boss.  She has a kill order out on you.”
“A bit late, don’t you think?” responded Su-Kar, bits of power flowing into her hands.  As the power illuminated her, the holes in her flesh became more obvious.  She was very clearly not alive anymore.   
“As usual, it looks like you do everything incompetently,” growled Fal.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll finish the job properly for you.”  As she spoke, power began flowing around her fists.  Both glowed in orange flames. 
Su-Kar extended her arm.  Bolts of lightning flashed between her hands.  All the lights on the entire floor flickered.  “You’ll find I’ve grown tremendously in power since the last time we fought.”
“Then let this be our final battle,” growled Fal, summoning a staff from her dimensional storage.  Su-Kar, likewise, did the same.  Unexpectedly, Fal pointed it at me. “But first. . .” 
“No one kills O’Really but me,” Su-kar wailed, gathering power for her own spell.  Fal’s eyes went wide at the amount of Mana being channeled.  She quickly began preparing her own spell.  Two massive beams of power smashed into each other, as both casters attempted to obliterate the other.
I grabbed Shart.  “So, I’m thinking maybe we bounce?”
“I like applesauce,” grinned the demon.  I wondered if his head had always been that flat.  My eyes widened, as I noticed a piece of wood sticking out the back of his head.  
“Good point, applesauce is delicious,” I replied, as I withdrew myself and my demon.  An anime-inspired beam duel between the two women was getting into full swing, much to the detriment of the building.  I continued smashing my fist into the side of the wall, letting my Engineering skill check the results.  Shart and I turned a corner, and I mercifully heard a thunk. 
“Thank goodness,” I muttered, sniffing around for some type of magical lock.  However, in a college full of wizards, the best defense was somehow an overly complicated, conventional lock.  I discovered it while moving a light fixture to the side. 
●        Lock: Master Quality.  This lock is unpickable by anyone who possesses less than Expert rank in Lockpicking.

I drew out my dagger and scratched it against Shart’s hand.  The demon flinched and growled at me.  “You are mean.”
“Sorry,” I replied genuinely.  “I needed some of your blood.”
Placing the dagger’s tip into the lock, I slammed my palm to the hilt twice, thoroughly jamming it in the mechanism.  Then, I activated the Treatment skill. 
●        Brain Damage:  A piece of wood has been lodged inside the demon’s skull.  His intelligence stat is reduced by 90%.

“Oh, my poor Dum Dum,” I said, reaching down.  I quickly and unceremoniously pulled the shard of wood from Shart’s skull.  The wound sealed up instantly.  Shart paused for a moment before growling, “Stupid, I should have gone immaterial.  Damn it, what happened to my hand?”
Well, that’s just what I didn’t need, a demon with a brain injury.
I gestured toward the now smoking lock.
“You are a big believer in property damage,” growled the demon, as something inside the lock snapped.  I gave the wooden frame a mighty push.  A door swung open, revealing a hidden chamber. 
The secret vault was not as well-stocked as one might have hoped.  There were a dozen or so empty cases, as well as a small bookshelf.  I grabbed the smallest of the books and skimmed through it, hoping to find something useful.
“Those are all advanced spellcasting books,” stated Shart, pointing to the thicker books.  “They would have runes and stuff in them.” 
“And this is the logbook that tells where all the stuff that should be in here went,” I replied, continuing through the book.  Shart shrugged.  While I read, the demon began dumping books into his dimensional storage.  Occasionally the room shook, as the battle between the women raged on.
A chunk of the ceiling fell.  I was going to have to pick up the pace a little, before the building collapsed around us.  Finally, I found the passage I was looking for.  “This room used to contain multiple artifact fragments, including a fragment of an incredibly powerful item.  Recently, most of the artifacts were handed out to faculty, but the most powerful piece was moved to the secure vault.”
“Think that’s the crown fragment?” asked Shart, as another series of explosions rocked the Hall.
“It's as good a place to start as any,” I replied, slamming the book shut and tossing it toward Shart.  The demon promptly ate it.  “I suppose we’d better leave.”
“This should be fun.  Hopefully, those idiots will stay focused on each other,” responded Shart.  We walked toward the vault’s door.  It was warm to the touch, which did not bode well. 
“There’s only one way out,” I grumbled.  The building shook with its loudest explosion yet.  Su-Kar exploded through the wall, then through the opposite wall.  Fal appeared in the doorway, still smoking from the magical duel.  Her perfect hair was singed, and she had several blast marks on her body.  She stepped menacingly from the fiery inferno of the hallway and into the vault. 
“You,” she growled, pointing her staff at me.  “This is all your fault!  Do you have any last words?”
“Professor Badgington, I choose you,” I replied.
“What?” asked the confused wizard.  A hefty paw smashed into the side of her head, sending her spinning away. 
“In the nick of time!” yelled Shart.  “Isn’t he great?”  I stepped through the door and into the hallway.  The carpets were all on fire, as were the walls, along with everything else.  I spotted a window at the end of the hallway and ran toward it.
“Um, Dum Dum,” began Shart.  By then, I was already leaping at the glass.
●        You have struck magical glass.  You take 42 points of Bludgeoning Damage.  Damage is reduced to 13 points.  It is undamaged.

“Ouch,” I muttered, sitting up. 
“That could have gone better,” said Shart.  We looked around for another exit.  The sounds of battle between Professor Badgington and whomever got in front of him were behind us now, so I picked another nearby staircase and started down. 
I only got down two steps before someone below me yelled, “You!”
Phil had looked better.  Now that I knew they were dead, it was pretty obvious.  The side of his face was crushed, and he had an odd gait about him.  He was limping a bit, and he occasionally stumbled, like a toddler.  Unfortunately, he still had his pair of hatchets.  He started walking up the stairs to meet me.
“I’m dead because of you,” he snarled.
“That was kind of the point,” I explained.  His eyes glowed red.   
“You left me like THIS!” He screamed, gesturing to his undead body.  “What do you have to say for yourself?”
“Professor Badgington, I choose you?” I offered, spending the remainder of my Mana. 
Phil snarled, swinging his hatches behind him.  He found nothing but air.  An instant later, Professor Badgington landed on him from above.  They smashed through the staircase and onto the floor below.  Then, that floor gave way, too, and they continued to fall.
“This is the greatest moment of my life!” screamed Shart. 
I hopped over the newly formed gap and headed toward the main entrance of the Hall.  I was really hoping that enough damage was being caused that no one would notice I was missing. 
“I expected us to have to fight more,” stated Shart, as we crept along.
“I’m like Ash Ketchum right now.  I’m a total glass cannon, relying on his monsters to do all the hard work.”
“Why haven’t you used the big dog, then?” complained Shart.
“I like applesauce,” I replied.
“What?  That stuff is terrible!” growled the demon.  “Who wants to eat mashed apples?  Anyway, I’m the big dog!  I should be doing all the damage.”
We turned the corner and walked straight into Fal, now accompanied by two other Wizards.  She was missing an arm and a half and was shouting, “Professor Badgington has gone crazy!  I only barely managed to get away.  He bit me!”
“I’m telling you, he’s just a War Badger who stands on his back legs,” howled a bespectacled Wizard named Teste.
“Not this crap again,” replied the third Wizard.  He spotted me and erected a barrier.  Gesturing, he asked, “Is this the guy helping Professor Badgington?”
“Yes,” hissed Fal, lifting up her partially missing arm and wincing. “You are in a lot of trouble.”
“I get that a lot,” I stated, as the other two Wizards examined me.  The one following Fal rolled his eyes dismissively and headed up the stairs. 
Shart was glancing around for Badgington to reappear, but I was out of Mana.  Regrettably, there was nothing nearby that I could quickly drain to refill my pool. I was also feeling very fragile. 
“He’s only level 7,” stated Teste, looking at me.  Then, he noticed Shart.  “He does have a demon, though.”
“You want to take him?” asked Fal. 
“Hey, you fight with me, you get to deal with the big dog,” I said, gesturing to Shart.  Teste looked at me.  My demon giggled.
“I’ve never met a worthwhile demon who would let himself be named Shart,” stated the Wizard.  He shrugged off his cloak and indicated a number of orbs at his waist.  He looked like some sort of demented Pokémon fanboy.
“He might be tricky,” warned Fal.  I reached into my pouch and pulled out the Walker Orb.  Both Wizards looked at me.  Teste chuckled heartily.
“His demon’s name is Shart, and he has a fake Walker Orb.  The only thing that could make this any more perfect is if his name is something stupid, like Jim,” stated Teste.  “Don’t worry.  I got this.”
“I don’t believe in you,” stated Shart.
Fal nodded and followed her Wizard friend up the staircase, leaving me with their summoner.  He stared at me for a moment, before gesturing with his head to the entryway.  “More room.”
Shrugging, I backed toward the main entryway.  The door was so very, very close.  I kept walking, but Teste didn’t possess unlimited patience.  Instead of casting a battle spell, he covered the doorway with a glowing blue orb.  “No escaping, sorry.”
I glanced over at Shart, who, for no apparent reason, was patiently waiting. 
“How much longer do I have to distract him?” I asked, making a show of deciding where to stand.
“Until what?” asked Shart.
“Until you blast him?” I replied hopefully. 
“He wants to duel,” grinned Shart.
“And we are going to trick him and kill him while he’s getting ready for that?” I desperately asked.
“Ahem,” said Teste, “Shall we begin?”
“If we are going to get into a spell duel, I should warn you that the only offensive Wizard’s spell I know is Mana Dart,” I said.  I settled on a spot about ten logs away from Teste and waited.  The Wizard scoffed, assuming his own position opposite me.
“That will hardly be necessary.  I think we can resolve this like gentlemen,” stated Teste.  “It's not often that you run into another demon summoner.  The Academy does so frown upon it.  However, it seems that Professor Badgington found you, and you do possess a big dog.  I’d like to see him bark.”
With that, Teste reached to his belt and touched one of his storage orbs.  Instantly, a large, wolf-like creature appeared between the two of us.  I reached for the Walker Orb, causing Teste to frown.  “You already have yours out, thank you.  Please send in the big dog.”
Shart strolled into the makeshift arena like a champion.  The little zit was making a big show of limbering up for the fight. 
“Do I call out orders to you or something?” I mentally asked Shart. 
“Yup, I’ll put a list of my powers in your vision,” replied the demon, limbering up.  It was uncomfortably obvious that he was enjoying himself. 
“Grebthar made summoners do pocket monster fights?” I groaned.
“To prove you are the very best, the best there ever was,” nodded Shart. 
“And you are sure this is not an incredibly terrible idea?” I ventured.
“Woof,” replied Shart. 
As we conversed, Teste grinned wickedly.  “Time’s up, Barkie.  Use Bite Attack!”
The massive wolf creature leapt and snapped at Shart, who reflexively brought his forearm up to block the attack.  The wolf bit in deeply and attempted to shake the limb for a second.  Then, he made an odd noise, which I attributed to the fact that his face was melting off.  He promptly collapsed. 
Teste’s eyes shot open.  He touched his orb, summoning the creature back into it.  “It seems you had a poison attack prepared.  No matter, I have others.  Lightning, I choose you!”
A beam flashed from his second orb, and a vomit-colored electric rat appeared before Shart.  There were electric rats in Windfall Valley, but they were pretty rare.  I considered them to be, at best, a minor annoyance.  Lightning was the largest electric rat I’d ever seen.  It rivaled Kappa in size.
“Must be evolved,” I said.
“I’d say mutated,” replied Shart, as we waited for an attack.  We waited some more, before Teste finally cleared his throat.
“Oh, it’s our turn,” I said.  Shart had helpfully provided me with a list of attack spells he could perform in a duel.  I selected one, more or less at random, from the instant kill list.  It was a long list.  “Shart, use Cancerous Tumor Explosion!”
“What?” questioned Teste.  
An instant later, the rat was on its side.  A lump, larger than a basketball, was growing out of its hip.  There were five more tumors, but none were of that size, at least not yet.  I thought the rat was making some odd squeaking sounds, but then I realized it was Teste.
“You gave my rat cancerous tumors,” he said, checking the rat’s condition page.
“Technically, I gave him exploding cancerous tumors,” I replied, wondering idly what that actually meant. My question was answered moments later, as the creature exploded in a fountain of gore.  Shart, being considerate, had shielded the explosions.  Every bit of blood and guts went Teste’s way, leaving me with the image of an entirely blood red face and two shocked, white eyes in the middle.
“Did I win?” I asked, beginning to inch toward the exit.
“No, you cheated,” growled Teste, attempting to clean his rat’s blood from his face.  All he succeeded in doing was smearing it around, covering his hands.  “No matter, I have other summons.  Let's see how your little Shart manages against an actual demon.”
Teste brought out his third summons.  A demoness with bright pink hair emerged from the sphere.  She looked over at me with a hint of lust in her eyes.  I felt Mental Magic bounce off my Mental Resistance skill.  Her succulent lips turned into a pout, as the succubus realized she wasn’t going to be able to seduce her way out of the situation.  She looked down at Shart.
“Nope,” she announced and vanished.
Teste, who had used a spell to clean some of the rat gunk off his face, went apoplectic.  He began violently shaking the orb.  “What do you mean ‘Nope’?  You are my summons, and you will fight who I choose!”
I made for the exit again, but Teste snarled, “I have another!”
Another demon, this time a four-armed incubus with massive. . .pecs, appeared.
“I thought an incubus was male,” I said uncomfortably.
“What?  No, Dum Dum, don’t be sexist.  That species doesn’t really have genders as you humans define them,” replied Shart. 
“But the succubus-” I began.
“Looks like what you think of as a female, because you are a freaky perv,” replied the demon.  “Incubus-type demons are just beefy, as in well-muscled.  It's a different form of sexual attraction.  You wouldn’t see a lithe incubus, or a well-muscled succubus.”
“So male succubi are what?” I asked.
“I believe the term is twink,” said Shart.
He started waving at the musclebound, Amazonian-like demon.  It glared at me, before glancing down at Shart.  The incubus’ look of absolute confidence dissolved.  Before it could do anything, Teste cast a command spell at it. 
“I order you to stay,” he ground out.  When enforced by the spell, his Will was absolute.  The light seemed to leave the incubus’ eyes, as it carefully watched Shart.
“Which spell?” I asked Shart.  He just shook his head.
“I got this,” he replied, looking at the other demon.  “Die.”
The incubus instantly reached its four arms to its head and twisted violently, shattering its own neck. 
“What spell was that?” gasped Teste.
As far as I could tell, Shart had done nothing more than speak.  Like, he just said the word “Die.”  It hadn’t been a command, more of a suggestion than anything else.  It wasn’t even a strong suggestion.  I shrugged. 
“I have more,” hissed Teste.  He touched a different orb, and another demon appeared.  This one looked like it had been created by someone with a meth addiction fucking a spider.  It was straight out of my nightmares.  As soon as she appeared, and she was obviously female, the demon’s eyes began to glow.  Mystical Lore informed me that Teste was casting a powerful Dominate Demon spell on his creature. 
“So, you just technically cast a spell.  I believe that means it’s my turn,” I stated.  Teste shakily nodded.  I considered for a moment and checked Shart’s list of attacks.  He had reduced it down to one spell. This won’t end well.
“Shart, use Destroy Contract,” I said, watching my demon.  He began to move his hands in a series of arcane gestures too quick for me to even follow.  The second he was finished, the demoness’ whole body started to glow.  The glow turned into a bright purple flash, and she dissolved away entirely. 
Teste stared at Shart.  Shart looked back at him impassively.  “Woof.”
“What is that thing?” asked Teste, stepping backward slightly.
“The big dog,” I replied, grinning.  Teste stared at me for a moment.  He nodded suddenly and pulled out his wand.  The next thing I knew, an ice crystal was headed straight at my head.  I used Fancy Footwork in an attempt to dodge, but, without my Explorer class, I lacked the Evasion perk that allowed me to properly dodge spells.  Luckily, I was still fast.  The crystal only grazed my face.
Spitting out a mouthful of blood, I glanced at the wall.  My nose was dangling from it, having been speared by the ice crystal.  I wanted to say that was cheating, but my mouth had already refilled with blood.  “Shart, save me,” I gurgled. 
“I’m still in dual mode.  You have to give me a command,” stated the demon. 
As Teste brought his wand up again, I activated menutime and reviewed Shart’s spells.  I decided on one listed as lethal to humans.  I managed to spit out all the blood in my mouth and quickly gave the order.
“Shart, use Blinding Light?”
Teste looked curious.  “That’s a first-tier spell?”
Teste’s eyes began to glow.  They started out dimly, giving Teste a moment to shoot another blast of ice at me.  Then, they grew brighter, and Teste began to scream.  The Wizard was waving his hands at his face, as the light continued to brighten.  Then, the light got so bright that I was having trouble seeing.  It was like looking at a noonday sun.  Shart held that light intensity for nearly a full minute.  Finally, the spell ended.
●        Your familiar has defeated: Teste, level 29 Summoner.  You gain 29,000 Experience Points!

●        You have gained 3 levels!  You are a level 10 Wizard!

“What did you just do?” I asked.
“I cast a light spell in his eyes,” said Shart.  “Most casters don’t bother to directly shield themselves from light spells.  It’s really hard for regular casters to get the spells bright enough to matter.  Because they are normally not very powerful, they are easy to simply Counterspell.” 
“And your light spell is very bright and very difficult to Counterspell?” I asked, grabbing my nose off the wall and jamming it back into place.  Activating Treatment, I spent the 100 points of Stamina necessary to reattach it.  A bloody snot bubble shot out, landing on Teste’s face. 
“He was able to reduce it by 40%.  That’s impressive for a mere mortal,” stated Shart. 
“It could get worse?” I asked, flipping Teste over and grabbing his wand.  The man’s eyes had popped.  The glowing, aqueous humor that had made up the fluid inside his eyes had splattered, burning whatever it came into contact with.  The visage of an eyeless, bloody, eye fluid mess of a face was enough to gag me. 
“Beyond a certain point, light starts doing Radiant Damage,” stated Shart confidently.  I grabbed Teste’s remaining, unused summoning orb, and we headed straight for any exit we could find.  This time, we were uninterrupted.  In moments, we had escaped the burning Hall of Antiquities. 




Chapter 16: The Escape

Once we were safely outside, I summoned Professor Badgington, also known as Badgelor, back.  He was already in his travel size, and he quickly hopped onto my shoulder.  His fur was singed from the battle, but he was otherwise fine.  He explained, using the connection between only him and myself, that he had managed to end the male caster by bashing his brains in on the Chalice of Immortality.  Fal had been intercepted by Su-Kar again, and Badgelor wasn’t sure where they had ended up.
“Because you didn’t let me finish the job,” grumbled the badger mentally, slurping the contents of the chalice.  “I had her, but you summoned me away to deal with the undead blighter.”
“You should have seen him,” gushed Shart.  “Professor Badgington was amazing!  I can’t believe I was really there, watching him battle.  It was everything I ever dreamed of!  You know, we are besties now.”  Badgelor rolled his eyes and continued drinking.  “It’s just too bad that you were slinking around, being useless.  You totally missed it.”
“Why did you bring that?” I asked, indicating the cup.
“Why did he steal that, you mean?” grumped Shart, recognizing the chalice. 
“Because they wanted it,” stated Badgelor.  “If the bad guys want something, you should probably take it first.”
“At least that’s sound reasoning,” replied Shart.  Suddenly, the demon brightened.  “Besides, that means Filly is going to come back for it.”
“Filly?” I asked.
“Fillidelpha Badgington,” said Shart.  “His real friends call him Filly.” 
“What about the crown?” Badgelor asked.
“The book we found says it was placed in a vault on campus,” I answered, remembering the passage. 
“Probably the secret vaults.  There are several different ones in the library, which is also where the dean’s office is,” stated Badgelor.  “If I had to hide a powerful item that the Dark Overlord’s minions wanted, that’s where I’d put it.  The trick will be sneaking in.”
“Have you done it before?” I asked.
“Of course, I have.  Everyone needs to get Badger’s Night gifts,” stated Badgelor.  “Let's just say I personally delivered gifts to the dean for several years, but it got really tough toward the end.  Over the years, that building has gathered a truly impressive number of wards and spells against intruders.”
We continued down a side street.  A large wagon raced by us.  A dalmatian, howling like a siren, rode on the wagon’s front seat.
“I think we’re being followed,” said Shart uncomfortably.
“I know.  There are two of them,” I replied, moving briskly. 
“Should we kill them?” asked Badgelor hopefully.     
“We need to get out of here quickly and quietly.  You going full-on murder boner won’t help,” I warned, cutting down another side street.  “Do you know why Fal was in your office?”
“To kill the professor,” stated Badgelor gruffly.  He sank his claws into my back.  I flinched, lacking the perks I usually had to ignore the action.  The claws retracted after a moment.  “Sorry, minions of the Dark Overlord are always trying to kill Professor Badgington.  He’s a world-famous adventurer and archeologist.”
“He really is Indiana Jones,’ I grumbled.
“Who the feck is that?” asked Shart, glancing between Badgelor and me. 
“Maybe,” replied the badger.  We scurried between two nearby buildings, entering the city proper.  The crowd was thick enough that tracking me would be challenging.  “I think we are outside of their net now.”
Shart grunted.  I felt the magical tether they had placed on me snap. 
●                    You have learned the rune: Magical Tracker.  You have a 4% understanding of the rune. 

I spared a moment to look at the rune.  It was an oddly shaped thing, reminding me of the squashed ear of a bloodhound.  Unlike my other magical runes, it didn’t seem detailed enough to use.  As I focused Mystical Lore, it began to clear up.  I gained an additional percentage point of understanding.
“What's the minimum understanding of a rune to cast a spell?” I asked.
“1%,” replied Shart. 
“What’s the minimum to do it safely?” I clarified.
“Oh, like 15-20% for utility spells.  Combat spells are usually around 30%,” stated Shart.  He liked to give literal answers, even when those answers were suicidal. 
“They must be targeting the faculty,” stated Badgelor.  “There have been several unexplained disappearances.  The Dark Overlord’s minions are going after anyone they think would support you.  I think Badgington appearing all of a sudden threw off their plans.”
“Why now?” I asked.
“This all didn’t happen in a single day.  If I had to guess, I’d say the Sphinx is moving against you,” said Badgelor.
“The Sphinx is a myth,” grumbled Shart. 
“The mystical creature that tells riddles?” I asked.
Badgelor glared at Shart, and the demon nodded.  Badgelor continued, “The Sphinx is the boss of a massive organization.  They are trying to set the stage for the rebirth of the Dark Overlord.”
“People claim the Sphinx is the boss of a massive organization,” stated Shart, causing Badgelor to roll his eyes.  “Look, if such a person really existed, I’d see it in the tower.  Do you have any idea how hard it would be to hide something like that from me?”
“No,” I said uncomfortably.
“It would be close to impossible.  I’m nearly all-powerful in that tower.  No mere mortal could avoid my gaze,” said Shart.
“What about Michael?” I asked.
“He’d be just as likely to see them as I would,” grumbled Shart.  “He’s almost as great as I am.”
“I mean, what if Michael was hiding the Sphinx?” I asked.  Shart turned his head, staring at me with wide, wondrous eyes.  “The Walker of Siers talked about him,” I commented.
“Michael would never do that,” said Shart.  “He's my partner.  He could never betray me like that.  All we are allowed to do is keep Ordinal moving along.”
“Okay, let’s pretend for a moment that he would.  Could Michael hide someone like the Sphinx from you?  Is it within his power?”  asked Badgelor pointedly.
“Of course, but he wouldn’t.  You guys don’t understand.  We have a very intimate bond.  He wouldn’t betray me like that,” argued Shart uncomfortably.
“So, you and him?” I questioned, genuinely curious.
“For the love of the admins, we are Elder Demons!  Not everything in the damn world revolves around naughty bits,” growled the demon.
“Seriously, Jim, you humans are far too fascinated with your undercarriages,” added Badgelor. 
“Very simply, Michael wouldn’t betray me.  It's not in the cards.  Besides, what would an Elder Demon hope to gain.  It's not like we can somehow magically become admins,” stated Shart.  “We are bound to them.”
“So, there is no way?  None at all?” I asked.
Shart was quiet for a moment.  “I suppose, if you could somehow convince an admin to give you their powers, but there is literally no way to do that.  They’re admins!  They can’t be tricked or bribed.  At least, I’ve never heard of it happening.  Feck, I’m not even sure it's possible for the admins to give away power.”
“Okay, Badgelor, why do you think the Sphinx is real?” I asked.
“There are too many things in motion,” grumbled the badger.  “Obviously, I didn’t spend all my time in Windfall.  There are things like that spawn shifter that caused you to respawn in an out of the way place to die.”
“That was just a bug.  Michael would have caught it before Dum Dum died,” stated Shart defensively.
“Few too many bugs lately,” said Badgelor, causing Shart to flinch.  Ostensibly, Shart’s job was to correct bugs in the <system>.  I’d personally encountered several unfixed bugs in my travels. 
“Where would the Sphinx be located?” I asked.  We hopped over a fence and continued moving toward the center of town.  The crowds were thicker, meaning I could blend in much more easily. 
“I’d say somewhere in Falcon, but I thoroughly checked there,” stated Badgelor.  “Heck, there was a non-zero chance the Sphinx would be operating somewhere out of Windfall Valley, but I never detected her there.”
“No, not Windfall Valley,” said Shart.  “Maybe Filly?”
Badgelor shook his head.  “That was the first place I checked, after I clawed my way out of Jersey.  The city was mostly destroyed, and the fortress was deserted.”
“Fortress?” I asked.
“Charles had a Fortress of Loneliness.  It was where he staged himself between battles with the Dark Overlord,” replied Shart.
“Seclusion, not Loneliness,” corrected Badgelor.  “He hid it away from Windfall, so he could be alone.  Unfortunately for him, as time progressed, more and more people moved to the surrounding area.  Eventually, a proper city sprung up around it.”
“That’s rough,” I said, and I actually meant it.  I imagined trying to find some small shred of privacy was difficult for the Mayor, too. 
“In any case, I fecking hate the place,” said Badgelor.  “The whole town is terrible, from the stupid bell to their terrible cheese stakes.”
“Cheesesteaks?  Cheesesteaks, the food?” I asked.
“No, stakes made of cheese.  They had an issue with a lactose intolerant vampire infestation,” replied Badgelor. 
“Of course, they did,” I sighed. 
Badgelor just shook his head.  “I don’t know where the Sphinx is, but I’m certain she’s out there somewhere.”
***
“Are all preparations in place?” inquired a commanding voice.
“Yes, boss,” stated Bour, one of the two higher-level Wizards on campus that had been co-opted for the operation.  He stood with a slight hunch, and his robes needed to be washed badly. 
“Did you find Vas anywhere?” she asked after another long moment. 
“We found his body.  It looks like there was a Remorting.  The Remort took down the whole team before fleeing.”
The Sphinx stood impassively for a moment, as her plans realigned.  She felt alone with only one copy of herself, but the dean was actively searching for her.  Each additional copy she spawned would only increase the chances of discovery.  The advantage of her current configuration was that, with no other copies nearby, she felt like herself, despite half her mind being hundreds of miles away. 
Of course, a Remort would happen at the worst possible moment.  When else would it occur?  Her organization had spent the past 800 years dealing with any pesky Remorts right as they respawned, when those fools were at their weakest.  Occasionally, they had initially failed, but no Remort had survived more than thirty seconds in the past three centuries.  Then, this one had respawned.  The only survivor of the battle was so mentally addled as to be useless.  At least for now. 
The Sphinx had ways of making people talk, but that was for later.  She carefully adjusted her robe, which would allow her to blend in.  Only when her hand was entirely out of sight did she clench it into a fist.  This had to go perfectly.  Grebthar would be paying rapt attention to whatever she did.
“The dean is still in his office,” she said consideringly.  “We will have to wait for Fal and the town team to get back before we advance.”  She hated slowing the timetable, but, with Vas dead, attacking the dean was going to be more complicated.  Despite being technically retired for decades, he was still a powerful Wizard.  They were going straight into his lair.  There wasn’t much of a riddle as to what would happen as soon as they entered, and the Sphinx didn’t like the answer one bit. 
Bour looked over the town.  “Looks like she already started.”
The Sphinx inhaled sharply, as she saw the Hall of Antiquities burning, along with any hope of this being a surprise attack.
“Oh, feck me,” she grumbled.  “We’ll start in seventeen.”




Chapter 17: Attack on the Academy

“That only took twenty minutes,” I stated, as we got back to the academy grounds.  With the massive fire burning in the town, walking back had been surprisingly easy.  Badgelor’s tunnel had already collapsed, but, as I looked at it, I realized I was wrong.
“It's not collapsed; it's healed over,” I said.
“Yes, the magical rock heals.  How do you think the dragon has stood here at attention for thousands of years?” asked Shart.
“Viagra,” I replied.
“I hate you so much, Dum Dum,” growled Shart.
“So, do we dig back in or sneak over the wall?” I asked.  The local wall was only five logs tall, well under my jumping height.  Shart examined the wall for a moment.
“There should be a Divination spell on the wall, to protect it against people doing just that,” answered Shart.  He continued searching.  “There is a patch here where the ward has been removed.”
Badgelor hopped down and started sniffing at the ground near the patch.  “I’d say at least five people, packing weapons, went through.  They aren’t local Wizards.  They crossed the barrier about ten minutes ago.  Lots more people crossed before that.”
Not wanting to be left out, I hopped over as well and began looking around.  The grounds of the campus were built in the shape of a large oval.  Once you crossed the wall, there was a series of buildings that held all the academy functions.  The center, however, was wide open. 
I snuck toward the closest building.  I didn’t make it very far before I found a body in the bushes.  I guessed it was a student, based on the age.  “So, killing all the witnesses and dumping their bodies in the bushes?”
“That’s why Grebthar always kept the castle grounds barren.  There were no easy places to hide evidence,” said Badgelor, looking troubled.  The victim wasn’t quite young enough to trigger his spinal reflex to protect kids, but it was close. 
“Keep moving,” I ordered, creeping toward one of the more well-lit buildings.  It was totally unguarded.  I spotted blood on the stairs with my Perception.  Searching the area, I noticed that not every building was illuminated.  All the ones that were seemed to be guarded, except for this one and the one next to it.
“They are the furthest from the library,” said Shart, gesturing toward the massive building that was the focal point of the academy. 
“The dean is there.  It should be the most well-protected,” stated Badgelor. 
Shart slapped my side and pointed.  I watched as a string of silent Assassins slithered around the next building.  There were perhaps a half-dozen Wizards guarding it, and none of them mattered.  Within seconds, the Assassins had killed them all.  By the time I’d crept closer, they were cleaning up the bodies. 
“How are they not noticing this at the library?” I asked, glancing back and spotting several guards on the empty buildings we’d just passed.  “Illusion?”
“Good ones, too,” nodded Shart.  “They won’t hold up very long, but anyone going out to investigate will be slaughtered.  Their armor is all magically neutral, as well.  The detection wards the academy is using are mostly pointless.”
There were only two buildings left between the library and us.  Whatever numerical advantage the Wizards had was going to be totally undone by the time we reached it.  I continued shadowing the Assassins.  They grew closer to the next building, where they began breaking into smaller groups.  Then, they moved to singles, as they moved into position to slaughter the next group of Wizards in close quarters.
“Looks to be mostly Rogue subtypes,” I commented, glancing at the ground.  Another body had been stashed near where we’d hidden.  I’d noticed the Assassins tended to steer clear of their own dumping sites. 
By that point, Badgelor was steaming.  We stumbled across two additional bodies, both younger than the first student victim had been.  The badger was about to lose his shit.  “We can’t let them do this again,” he growled.
“What do you suggest we do?” grumbled Shart.  “I suppose we could dispel the illusion, but that would take a while.  They’d find me while I did it.”
“We could try reactivating one of your classes, I think I fixed the code,” said Shart.
“Think you fixed it or know you fixed it,” I asked. 
“You should test by reactivating Sorcerer,” hissed Badgelor.
“Good idea,” said Shart.
“Wait,” I hurriedly whispered, right before a sudden wash of pain blasted over me.  I fell to the ground, nauseated and disoriented.  Without Warrior and Iron Will, the pain of going through the reactivation process was incredibly intense.  I could handle it, but I couldn’t even use Badger’s Rage to Mitigate it in the least. 
“Great, I’m four levels higher.  That should be incredibly helpful against them,” I ground out.
“It gives you more power,” said Badgelor, preparing to charge.
“I already had everything I needed, right here,” I said, touching my heart.
“The Walker’s Orb is in your side pocket,” replied Shart.
I pulled out a useless rock from my chest pocket. 
“He’s gone daft,” grumbled Badgelor, as he began eying targets.  He was about to run out and immediately get everyone all up in our business.  I placed my hand on his back.
“Haven’t you ever played a stealth game?” I asked, watching the Assassins move into position.
“No, is that like Hide from Badgelor?” asked Badgelor. 
“Seriously, they even name kids' games after you?” I questioned, before shaking it off.  “No, in stealth games, once you can get everything rolling, you can usually assassinate all the targets pretty easily.  It requires careful planning, timing, and execution.  However, if something even relatively minor screws up and alerts the targets, you suddenly have a big problem.”
“So?” asked the incredulous badger.
Picking my target, I tossed the rock.  Throwing was governed by my Sports skill, but I used my Power Lift ability to really put some umph behind it.  However, at the end of the day, it was still a small rock.  When it hit the blade of an Assassin’s dagger, all it did was make a very loud ringing sound.
Of course, it made that distinct sound right next to a group of very paranoid Wizards. 
●        Assassin Four takes 148 Ice Damage and is frozen!

●        Assassin Two takes 122 Fire Damage and is on fire!

●        Assassin Seven takes 97 Electric Damage and is stunned!

●        Wizard Three has suffered a Sneak Attack for 99 points of Damage and is poisoned!

“If you get caught on the way in, you tend to be entirely out of position,” I stated, as the entire building erupted into a mass melee.  Wizards blasted in all directions, while Rogues, suddenly deprived of their stealth, were caught in the fire, lightning, and, in one case, Bio-Lightning.
“Hey, it’s the other person who specializes in Biological Aeromancy,” said Shart excitedly, pointing to a nearby Wizard.  She was blasting away with abandon, a happy grin on her face.  “You don’t have to feel like so much of a freak now.”
Of course, at that moment, the Wizard took a dagger to the back and went down.  “Jim, we need to save her!” said Badgelor, his claws digging into my back.  We didn’t.  We needed to leave her and cut back to the main hall, where the artifact was. 
But that’s something O’Really would have done, and he was a massive asshole. 
“Badgelor, do your thing!” I ordered, moving toward the target.  The badger hopped down, enlarged, and charged.   
I activated Flash Steps, which, thankfully, was skill based.  I appeared behind the Assassin, who was moving in for the kill on the poor Biological Aeromancy specialist.  She struggled to move, bringing up a feeble barrier.  The Assassin easily skirted around it.  Of course, with all that attention being placed on the Wizard, the Assassin never noticed me.
●        Sneak Attack:  Assassin Five takes 26 points of Damage. Damage is doubled due to Sneak Attack.

As a level 10 Remorted Wizard with a secondary class of Sorcerer, I didn’t have much upper body strength.  The Assassin spun around and backhanded me.  I went down with surprising ease, thus confirming my earlier decision to steer clear of the battle.  The Assassin took one menacing step toward me before promptly getting his lights punched out by Professor Badgington.
●        Level up!  You have gained 2 levels in Wizard and 1 level in Sorcerer.

●        Please select a Path in Sorcerer! 

●        Herald of Badgelor: Badgelor has saved you when you needed him the most!  Now, you must save Badgelor!  You gain five Talent Points.  Please select new talents!

‘Finally, something useful,’ I thought.  Disappointingly, a glance through the list of available talents showed that it was pretty sparse.  Somehow, Badgelor already had the effects of many of the talents.  What was left wasn’t that great.  I selected Words of Encouragement and dumped all five points into it, buying two ranks of the talent. 
●        Words of Encouragement:  By encouraging Badgelor verbally, you grant him a 10% buff per rank to all offensive abilities. 

Searching through the Sorcerer Paths, I saw one called Dragon Knight.  I quickly bypassed it, mostly out of concern that Badgelor would eat me.  It didn’t take me long to find what I was looking for. 
●        Eldritch Guardian:  This Path specializes in magical defense, protecting yourself and others from the effects of magic. 

I was becoming slightly concerned that every Path I took was angling toward magical defense, but, by the same token, my ultimate target was a god.  Plus, the talents were good.  I selected one that granted me an improved version of the Dragon Scales perk.  That did two things.  First, it freed up a Remort perk for when I Remorted.  Secondly, it gave me some additional defense, which, at the moment, my frail body badly needed. 
For my Wizard perk, I chose:
●        Three Portal Generation: You can generate a Blue, Red, and Green Portal, allowing transmission between up to three points. 

I finished up in <menutime> and watched Professor Badgington kneel by the caster. 
“Professor Badgington,” gasped a weak voice.  “I knew you’d come.”  The Biological Aeromancer smiled deliriously at Badgelor.  I could see her Hit Points dropping by the second.  The Assassin had hit something vital. 
Badgelor lifted her head.  He grunted at her.
“Liar,” she wheezed.  “They are minions of the Dark Overlord.  They demanded the dean give them something.  They said they would burn the school to the ground if he didn’t.  The old Wizard told them to stuff it.”  She coughed, sending blood flying onto the badger.
Professor Badgington looked stricken.
“Just get them.  For me?” she whispered, placing her forehead against Badgelor’s broad arm.  Then, she went still.  
Done with the melodramatic scene, I cast Regenerate on her.  Her vitals stabilized, and she shooed Badgelor toward the library.  “Do you even know her?” I asked, once the badger was sure the Wizard was no longer on death’s door.
“I think she was a first-year student when I gave lectures here a few years ago,” replied Professor Badgington, shrinking back down. 
I glanced back at the Wizard.  She was frantically feeling around her body, marveling at her lack of wounds.  She must have been in her late sixties.  “It was a whirlwind romance,” continued the badger, removing his professor clothes. 
“Lucky girl,” grinned Shart. 
“Wait, what?” I asked, as we continued sneaking.  Badgelor hopped back onto my shoulder. 
“Where the hell did Professor Badgington go?” yelled Shart. 
I was beyond over that nonsense, so I grabbed the professor’s hat and placed it on Badgelor.
“Oh, thank goodness!  You seem a bit smaller than I remember,” stated Shart. 
I pulled the hat off.
“Badgelor, you just missed Professor Badgington!” shouted the demon.
My brain spasmed.  Badgelor chuckled.  “Charles called it the Clark Kent effect.  The mind cannot accept that Clark Kent is Superman, even if he takes off the glasses in front of you.”
“No, you just have a perk,” I replied after a moment.  “I’m assuming it’s a doozy, considering it can fool an Elder Demon.”
“Indubitably,” grinned the badger.  Shart was still looking around for his hero. 
“Where the hell is he?” asked Shart.  The demon was completely flustered. 
We slipped through the gathered crowd of Wizards heading out to find the Assassins.  With both sides fully occupied with killing, we found it very easy to bypass everyone and make it all the way to the library. 
Unfortunately, it was still guarded. 
“Got any more rocks?” asked Badgelor.   
I looked at the entrance and sniffed twice.  “Nope.  What I do have is a better idea.”




Chapter 18: The Library

“How in the twenty-one counties of Jersey did you know that one window wasn’t warded?” boggled Shart, as we crept into the facility.  I had found the only window on the entire first floor of the building that wasn’t quadruple shielded in magical wards.
“Piles of pipe ash,” I replied, checking down a hallway.  Shart blinked several times, so I elaborated.  “They aren’t allowed to smoke in the library, but many do so anyway.  They need a convenient place to dump the evidence, so they broke the protections on one of the windows.”  It had been simple to jimmy the window open and use my Portal Magic to sneak through the small opening.  The window itself would have been a challenge for Badgelor alone.  However, as long as I could see him, I could use my Portal Magic on him. 
That got us onto the first floor, and that was where things stopped being easy.  Unfortunately, several Wizards and some of the students were hunkered down in the library, trying to protect themselves.  That meant I was forced to sneak slowly through the building, avoiding detection.
The stairways were all protected.  Everything past the third floor appeared to be impregnable by both man and beast, but not by badger.  The wily critter knew how to sneak, and sneaking was much easier in his smallest form.  Badgelor was back to his smallest size and sitting on my shoulder. 
“I know a secret way,” said Badgelor. 
“Good, because I was out of ideas,” I replied, examining the staircase.  Anyone short of a Master of Stealth was going to be spotted on the broad, well-lit approach. 
Instead of walking up the death trap, Badgelor guided me to a small, hidden panel made of ancient wood.  The badger smirked and delicately slid it open with his claws.  I glanced up at an old dumbwaiter shaft that disappeared into cobwebs past the second floor. 
“This is Badger’s Night all over again,” I grumbled. 
“I could burn away the webs,” offered Shart.
“That would probably start a real fire,” I argued, looking at the quantity of webs. 
“You are both wimps.  I’ll go first,” stated Badgelor, hopping into the shaft.  “This should take us right up to the dean’s office.”
I had a lot of skills.  I, in fact, had a Climbing skill that was of great use in Windfall, or in trees, or on mountains.  It was less useful in a mostly sheer tube containing a pair of the sharpest rails I’d ever seen.  I still had enough perks to grab the rails without tearing my fingers off, but gripping it was far different than climbing it. 
So, as Badgelor scurried up the shaft, and Shart kind of floated above me, I began the slow process of wedging myself into the tiny dumbwaiter hole.  From there, I slowly edged my way up, inch by inch. 
“You are embarrassing yourself,” Shart informed me, after the first five minutes had passed. 
“Shut up,” I grunted.  Sweat streamed down my face, as my Stamina continued to dip.  The stat shifts were, by far, the most annoying part of the Remort process.  Four days ago, I would have been able to manage the task without any trouble.  Now, I was nearly giving myself a heart attack just from slowly and methodically crawling up into darkness. 
“Have you figured out how to unlock my Warrior class yet?” I spat out.
“No, I’m still working on that,” Shart answered.  “It looks like there are some integration issues between the Remort process and your Unbound trait.  The <system> is having trouble processing it all, and I can’t exactly throw in a trouble ticket to the <admins>.”
“So, I’m stuck with just Wizard and Sorcerer until you figure your shit out,” I grunted.  I hadn’t taken any physical buffs in either of those classes.  My thought process had been “Why would I?”  Now, I knew why.   
“Is there a spider climb spell or something?” I griped.
“Of course, but you don’t know it,” replied Shart. 
“Do you?” I growled, knowing that, if Shart actually did know something, he wouldn’t bother to inform me until I was nearly dead.
“Technically, but, as your familiar, I’m blocked from casting it.  Know why?  It’s because you don’t know it,” said the stupid, useless demon.
“What about those other spells?” I gasped.
“You know Light.  You also have Reflect, but it is for personal use.  It follows different rules,” said Shart.  He casually looked up the shaft and then back down at me. 
“How much further?” I groaned.
“Well, you’ve made it about five logs.  There are about twenty more to go, so. . .” considered the demon.  “I figure you’ll fall to your death before you get up there.”
“Is this where you tell me I should have let you follow Badgelor, so I could use our bond to make a portal?” I sighed.
“Or ask him to borrow his climbing amulet.  He doesn’t really need it here,” said Shart.  “This climb is a series of poor life choices for you.”
“I could have easily managed this a few days ago,” I grumbled.  That was the kicker.  Mentally, I was a guy from Earth.  Having my body radically changed multiple times was difficult to process.  The last time I had to do something requiring physicality, I was built like a superhero.  Now, I possessed the build of an academic.
The closest I could come to explaining it would be if you came home one day and suddenly couldn’t even climb the stairs anymore.  You could easily do it the last time you were home, but now stairs were an ordeal.  You never think about something that easy, and now I was screwed.  I mentally vowed not to repeat the screw up, but, at the moment, I was in no place to fix it.  Exhausted, I looked up at Shart. 
Shart cackled and flew up the shaft.  “Fine, we can portal you up.  I’ll get into position.”  I wedged myself into place and exhaled, trying to stay calm.  I could feel my muscles begin to knot up. 
Things had been simpler before I’d found out about the Dark Overlord.  I had been content to just live in the world and not try to change everything.  I sometimes wondered why I was doing all this.  I could have just safely stayed in Windfall and spent time with Jarra.  Jarra would. . .
Grunting, I pushed myself up, toward the exit.  I was going to kill that bastard.  I was going to rip out his heart, decapitate him, and destroy everything he loved.  I would break that son of a bitch and leave his broken corpse before Badgelor, who would promptly eat him.
●        <System Alert>: Luck Activated!

I was so angry that I didn’t notice the panel on the fourth floor.  When I pushed against it with my full weight, it gave way explosively.  Thankfully, most of my legs went with it, and I was able to wedge myself inside the opening.  Now, falling back down the chute was an impossibility.  After several grunting moments, I managed to slide out of the shaft and into a dark room.
I held up my hand.  Casting my Light spell caused my middle finger to glow brightly.  The room I was in was slightly dusty, like the kind of room that only gets cleaned every few weeks.  Bronze plaques, gleaming from the glow of my spell, lined the walls.  There were two doors, both firmly shut.  I could tell at a glance that they were locked.  They also weren’t opened very frequently, given the dust gathered on the floor.  Their unused state would give me additional time to flee, on the off chance that someone tried to enter.  A large dais stood in the middle of the room, looking ethereal in my glow.  The whole area looked incredibly classy, built with purpose.  Furthermore, there was enough magic laced into the plaques that my magical smelling ability was going haywire. 
I spotted one of the nearby lightning contraptions that the magical academy favored.  I carefully examined it.
●        Orb of Light, unattuned.  Anyone can temporarily attune this orb and place up to five points of Mana in it.  Each point of Mana will keep the room lit for four hours.  

That didn’t seem smart, given that I was trying to be sneaky.  I glanced back at the panel I had destroyed.  Due to my escape from the dumbwaiter shaft, the panel was ruined.  Using my crafting perks, I was able to repair it fairly well.  You couldn’t even tell it had been damaged, unless you knew exactly where to look.  I put it back into its place by the dumbwaiter shaft and took a moment to rest.
I was nearly at a Stamina crash, and my current form made Stamina recovery a slower process than I was used to.  Sighing, I leaned against the wall and scanned the nearby plaques. The light reflected more clearly off one plate than any of the others.  This particular plaque, I noticed, was shinier.  It had been wiped clean of any small amount of dust.  I leaned toward it and saw an engraving of a person’s face, a face that I recognized immediately.
“Bashara,” I hissed, looking at her image.  The scar on her cheek was clearly visible.  I assumed she’d graduated from the academy.  In the distant past, she was just another student, before turning into whatever she had become.
That was the point that annoyed me most.  I had misread her badly, figuring her to be a con woman.  I’d believed she was someone not to be trusted, certainly, and a general mischief maker.  I hadn’t figured that she was actually working for an enemy of mine and planned on killing me. 
The problem was that, when she wasn’t being evil or trying to manipulate me, she seemed like a broken little girl.  She’d appeared as someone that just needed a little help.  Maybe that was part of the act?  I didn’t know for certain, and she was gone now.  Grebthar had killed her, just like he killed Jarra. 
“I’m sorry I couldn’t help you,” I said finally, not wishing to speak ill of the dead. 
“Did you know her?” asked a young, brown-haired woman.  Her steady, brown eyes bore into mine. 
●        Mental Fortitude check: Successful.  You are not startled.

I kept calm, barely.  I could feel my skills engaging.  When they did, I could also feel how successful they were.  My Mental Fortitude was nearly impossible to break, but I’d felt the beginnings of a crack just then.
“Yes,” I answered calmly.  The woman considered me for a moment, and I could see the wheels turning in her mind.  Her body started to move.  That little part of me that screamed when a puma was nearby commenced its wailing.  “I met her in Narwal a few weeks back.” 
She paused.  “Oh, you’ve seen her recently?”
“Yes, very recently,” I replied. 
Smiling, the woman, whose name tag was obscured, stepped toward me.  “That is most interesting.  I was corresponding with her, but she has recently stopped responding to my inquiries.”  As I studied her, I started to catch what my Perception was throwing at me.  She was too confident for a teenager, especially considering I was a stranger and the academy was under attack.  I could tell just by looking that the woman had been in battle before, probably more than me.  She had a hardness in her eyes that only came from fighting experience.  She also had daggers on her and would use them, if need be, which made no sense for a Wizard.  I concluded that I was trapped with an apex predator, masquerading as a normal student
“O’Really?” the woman asked.  Her nametag read Mara.  “Are you an easterner?”
“I left my bat in my dimensional storage,” I quipped. 
She smiled broadly.  “Baseball is such a lovely game!  My husband is quite fond of it.”  She was getting closer, inching toward me.  Suddenly, the building shook and the ceiling split open.
“JIM,” screamed Shart.  “Hey, where are you?  I lost track of you for a minute.”
“I'm in a room full of plaques,” I answered.
“That room?” grumbled Badgelor.  “Why?  It’s just the stupid Hall of Remembrance.  This wee shite has me sneaking up on some more Assassins.”
“Feck ‘em up,” I ordered.
“But Dum Dum. . .” started Shart, but Badgelor didn’t need any more permission.  Mara was entirely too close, and I was running out of room to back away.  Analyzing her face, I noticed her confident expression had faded.  It had been replaced by something darker and more thoughtful.  She looked to be calculating a very difficult problem. 
“Dum Dum,” hissed the demon, “We were trying to be stealthy.  Now, we aren’t.  I can’t find Badgelor, and Professor Badgington is running rampant on several Assassins.”
“Man, that must be embarrassing,” I chastised.  “Imagine having your hero here, and you holding back like a weak little puppy.”
“I’m no fecking puppy.  I’m the big dog,” said Shart.  “Woof!”
***
The Sphinx eyed the student for another long moment.  Level 12 was a bit low for faculty, so he must be researching something.  He actually had enough defenses up that he would notice if she tried to peel through them.  Regardless, her Level Sense perk was accurate.  It placed him so far underneath her that she decided to play. 
Level Sense was one of her least useful perks.  After all, at her level, everyone was weaker than her.  If only it had some capacity to detect Remorts, it might have been more useful.  Alas, despite centuries of checking, that simply wasn’t an option.  Damn Kevin, protecting the Remorts from people like her. 
Not that he was very successful.
She had other means of detecting Remorts.  However, with the dean hovering above her, she couldn’t afford to waste the resources.  She also couldn’t risk being spotted.  That’s why she was in this shielded room, after all.  It was sad, but, even if this fool was the Remort, he couldn’t objectively do anything right now.  That meant she could deal with him later.
He was glancing around furtively, but he appeared to just be twitchy.  She loved the oblivious ones that didn’t realize she could skin them alive.  Then again, this one seemed extra twitchy.  He was probably unused to being around an attractive woman.  Her Praying Mantis perk should be working wonders on his mental processes, but it seemed to be having issues penetrating his mental defenses.  That just meant she needed to be more direct with him.  In earlier times, she might have even arranged for a more intimate encounter.  By “intimate encounter”, the Sphinx meant torture.  Always. 
Grebthar knew she needed a good torture session.  So far, everything had gone wrong.  One group of her Assassins had been detected, leading the entire academy in a pitched battle with her forces.  Her losses were going to be tremendous, and she still had the dean to deal with.  Fal would certainly be of no use.  She had returned missing an arm.
“Professor Badgington is here,” shouted one of her minions in the seemingly endless cavalcade of misery.  “And he has a demon!”
“That demon just killed Bour,” yelled another minion.
“How?  Tell me now,” the Sphinx ordered, as yet another problem emerged.  Events had always conspired to keep her and the legendary professor away from each other.  Today would be the day she killed her old nemesis.  That alone would make the whole battle worthwhile. 
“Only an elder demon could be that powerful,” someone moaned.
“Its name is Shart,” yelled another.
“Then it's not an elder demon,” hissed the Sphinx, as she considered her options.  That was all three of her primary agents in the operation dead or incapacitated.  With the dean and Professor Badgington in the building, she was going to have to actually work at this.  That meant no more playtime. 
“O’Really, this place is unsafe.  Stay here,” she Commanded, feeling the skill kick in.  Finally, something had gone right.
She paused for an instant.  A somehow familiar scent reached her nostrils, but she didn’t have time to dwell on it.  The Sphinx rushed to one of the doors, the lock already picked.  She exited the room, leaving the poor, confused man in place.  He might know where her Bashara was.  That merited a good torture session, if nothing else.




Chapter 19: I’m not staying in this room

“Well, I obviously need to leave this room,” I said to no one.  I went over to the panel concealing the dumbwaiter shaft but decided against it.  Obviously, I had come that way, so they would be expecting me.  Obviously, I needed to pick a door, but both doors were obviously locked.  Obviously, I needed to pick one of those locks, but, equally obviously, I shouldn’t be using magic in the area.  I’d obviously have to find an improvised lockpick to escape. 
As I dropped to the floor to look, my brain kicked back on.  I didn’t need any of that stuff.  Groaning, I turned back to the panel.  I started to smack it with my fist to open it back up, but then I realized what an obviously terrible idea that was.
“Feck, she landed a word of Command on me,” I groaned.  I considered and rapidly discounted all the various ways to leave the room.  Honestly, it was kind of impressive how quickly my mind came up with reasons to simply do nothing.  At the same time, I was spinning my wheels and getting nowhere toward my plan to escape. 
I activated Mental Resistance, but it didn’t recognize that anything had happened.  That was how a successful Mental Magic skill check manifested.  I thought about asking Shart but came to the conclusion that he was already far too busy.  I realized how stupid that was, but then I remembered the lockpick. 
Even knowing I was under a mental influence didn’t let me bypass the mental influence.  I considered lighting a fire but quickly ruled that out as a possibility.  Even if the room was burning, I’d still stay in it.  There had to be a way to bypass this mental block.
When in doubt, cheat.
I went into my mindspace and looked at the console Shart had installed there.  The hyper-advanced piece of equipment reminded me of what an old science fiction writer thought a computer would look like in the future.  I took control of it, searching for myself.  Instead of finding me, I was hit with a barrage of events.  It was far too much for me to reasonably process, and my skill with the terminal was vastly less than Shart’s.   
As I activated menutime and tried to parse the unbelievable amount of information, I heard an audible crack.  Opening my eyes, I looked at the ceiling and saw that the fissure had been repaired.  The room must have had some sort of repair enhancement on it.
Switching my attention back to the console, I discovered that the amount of displayed data had dwindled massively.  I was now the only thing listed.  I thought back to when Shart had screamed my name and realized that, for some reason, the Hall of Remembrance must be isolated magically. 
With only one person to review, I was able to find my problem quickly.
●        <System>  Effect: <MC> Jim is under the effects of the Command skill.  Active Command suspended due to effect: Magical Seal.  Remaining Duration: 33 minutes. 

In the future, I’d have to check what “MC” meant.  Presently, I was hopeful.  The fact that the Command was suspended because the room was blocking the Sphinx meant that, if I tried hard enough, I could probably break it.  In simplest terms, an active skill would be like pulling someone behind you with a lasso.  While you were pulling, it was harder to slip out of and you’d be aware that the person was struggling.  A suspended skill was more like tying someone up and then leaving the room. 
I idly wondered how I’d use Mental Resistance.  It only took me a moment to realize that all I needed to do was the obvious thing.  I focused on opening the panel.  I didn’t get any alerts, so I checked the console again. 
●        <System> Mental Resistance check failed:  8% chance of successfully breaking Command.  <roll> 37

It was like that time with Bashara all over again.  My normal messages didn’t tell me anything about failed Mental Resistance checks.  Because I had a console, I could check the hidden messages that the system could see but I typically couldn’t.  The annoying bit was that I was certain there was a way to push this data to my character sheet, making it relatively simple to see.  Unfortunately, I didn’t know how to do that. 
Problems for later.  I need to get out of here.
Using the same approach twice wouldn’t allow me a second chance to break the Command.  My mind had already rationalized that method of escape.  I just needed to get creative with new approaches to escaping.  I thought about opening the door, picking the lock, kicking the panel, crawling underneath the door, and searching for secret exits.  When I reached the point of seriously considering running through the wall like a cartoon character, I felt something click.
Suddenly, the compulsion to stay in the room vanished.  At the same time, I slammed into the wall with as much force as an anemic 12th level Wizard could muster.  The plaques shook slightly. 
●        Mental Resistance check Successful: You have resisted a Grand Master ranked Command. 

●        Mental Resistance has increased in rank.  You are a Master!  You have gained a new perk!

That was an easy choice.  I found a perk called Constant Vigilance and selected it.  It gave me a passive check to break any mental effect placed upon me.  Every moment I was mentally ensnared, I would automatically fight it. 
Scanning through the console for anything else interesting, I noticed that my Luck attribute had come into play when I’d entered the room.  Luck was overrated; I’d popped into the room with a hardened killer.  There was nothing lucky about this room.
This magically sealed, self-repairing room.
I looked around, examining the plaques.  There were thousands of them decorating the walls.  Each one was identically dusty, except for a handful that seemed randomly chosen for cleaning.  There were six that gleamed, having been wiped recently.  I’d already clearly examined one, so I walked over to another dustless plaque.  Amazingly, it, too, was Bashara.  I glanced at the year.  It was from decades earlier than the previous plaque.  The next three plaques also showed different versions of Bashara.  The main difference was in the location of the facial scar.  It seemed to be changing places over time.  However, in each case, the plaque was obviously Bashara.  She had apparently been attending the academy over the course of hundreds of years. 
The final plaque I reached was much older.  The Wizard etched into it looked rather uninteresting, except for the large, hairy ball he was holding over his head.  I looked up and realized that this section was reserved for honorees in whatever passed for the Zentarim athletic department.  The school motto, ‘Disciplinia in Magica’, was embroidered onto a wall hanging, along with a patently ridiculous fight song.  I went back to studying the plaque.  It was kind of like looking at a picture of your grandfather.  He had those bits and pieces that just looked old-fashioned.  Touching the plaque, I found that it opened up like a little door, exposing a small, magical sigil.
It was an arcane lock.  I could manage that.




Chapter 20: The Fire

The library was burning, as was the academy.  The Sphinx felt a bit sorry about that.  The school had always been Bashara’s favorite place.  Oh well, she could afford to have it repaired.  Later.  She had lured the target from his sanctum, and now was the time to finish him.
Dean Ithaca Cambridge Kalamazoo stood before her, his robes flapping in the breeze.  They were on the roof of his precious library.  The Sphinx remembered him as a lowly assistant dean.  That had been the last time she’d dropped Bashara off at school.  Perhaps it was the time before that?  Bashara had gone to school so many times. Everything tended to blend together.   
A bolt of plasma whipped too close to her head.  She Dodged, trying to remember.  All she could really recall was that he wasn’t very impressive back then.  He was slightly more so now, with the Plasma Magic.
“Leave this place.  I shall not ask again,” he declared, slamming down the butt of his staff and summoning a massive dragon made of tiles.  If he only knew how unimpressive she found dragons.
She flung her first dagger, which severed the line of Mana that formed the spell.  Then, she materialized behind him, holding her other dagger high.  As she moved to strike, his back turned into a rigid shell of ice, deflecting her. 
Vanishing, the Sphinx appeared right where she had started the battle; the whole exchange took less time than a beat of a hummingbird’s wings.  The only difference was that the poor dean was out a few of his better spells.  She hated cutting through prepared Wizards, but you had to bleed them.  That was, unless you had Wizards of your very own.  It was the whole reason she had decided to bring them. 
Of course, like everything else tonight, something had gone wrong.  They were busy fighting through the last of the dean’s supporters on the way to meet with her on the roof.  They were so painfully close.  The Sphinx considered making another run at the dean but stopped.  Something very odd had appeared in her peripheral vision.
A strange hat, the kind that Grebthar used to wear, spun lazily out the door.  A hand reached out, grabbed the hat, and placed it on top of an emerging head.  Then, he stepped fully onto the roof.  A tall man, with a chiseled chin and deep blue eyes, was staring at her. 
“Fillidelphia Badgington,” the Sphinx hissed.  “We meet at last.”  Decades of the world-renowned archeologist ruining her plans had led to this.  Everything was falling into place.  All of the issues had been his fault, and she was going to kill him. 
“I thought I smelled hot garbage that not even the Dark Overlord could love,” calmly stated the professor.  He stood tall, the moon at his back.  The Sphinx glared at him.  That hurt.  Her love loved her unconditionally, of course. 
The rumors had to be true.  He was an immortal.  Too much of him was covered by his long coat for her to say with absolute certainty, though.  He was also caked in more than a little blood, but she was absolutely certain it wasn’t his.  Growling, the Sphinx realized that her Wizards were not coming to her aid.  She was going to have to call on her other helpers.  
“Filly, thank goodness,” groaned the dean.  The Sphinx grinned.  It seemed her first spread of daggers hadn’t missed after all.  “We can get her together.”
Fillidelphia Badgington shook his head and held out a hand.  “No, I’ve always wanted a crack at this one.  I’ll do this alone.”
Her Sense Level perk told her that he was level 12, exactly like that stupid Wizard she’d run into before.  That meant the legendary professor had some sort of ability that defeated one of her most reliable perks.  Given his reputation, she assumed it was an artifact of some sort.  No matter. 
She had her daggers, and he appeared to be ready to fight her with his fists.  The Sphinx had heard of the legendary punches of the professor, but it was doubtful he’d even be able to touch her.  He would have to be far more powerful than he looked to even get close. 
Her Evasion perk triggered, and she had to expend over 200 Stamina to Dodge a spell, along with another 25 points to Dodge a follow-up spell.  She thought the dean had cast the follow-up spell, but she spotted a small demon who had been hiding the whole time.  It was showing as Rank 0, which wasn’t even a real rank.  Given the power she sensed coming off it, the thing must have been Rank 8 or higher. 
Then, something happened to the Sphinx that hadn’t happened in well over a hundred years.  She turned her head to see a massive fist coming straight at her.  With her double Evasion Dodge, she was tapped out.  The clenched fist slammed into her face, sending her flying backward across the roof.
“Well, isn't that a thing?” she thought, rolling back to her feet.  She reached up and gingerly felt her jaw.  Spitting out a tooth, the Sphinx realized she was going to have to take this more seriously than she had been.  She drank the potion she had been saving, as Professor Badgington charged.  Suddenly, the Sphinx exploded into five separate shapes. 
●        Multi Form Body Technique Activated: Advanced perk.  All talents enabled.  Copy Body is spread into up to six additional forms.  Six of Six forms currently active.  Body One is Level 59.  Body 2 – 5 are Level 57.  Copy One is at 50% of base Stamina.  Copies Two through Five are at 10% of Base Stamina.  Total Stamina doubled over all copies.

Number Two’s consciousness realigned, and she felt normal.  Her copied forms were substantially more advanced than any other clone user she had ever encountered. That made hers the best possible clones on Ordinal.  Each clone carried a portion of her soul with it.  While there was some overlap, this arrangement allowed the Sphinx to handle almost any problem. 
With Number One still safely tucked away in Filly, being the fine, upstanding lady she pretended to be, there was no threat of actually dying.  The five copies of the Sphinx located on the rooftop grinned, and they started choosing targets.  Her talents let her split her consciousness between all five bodies, allowing her to make snap decisions.  Number Three, having materialized with one of her demon banishing daggers, rushed toward the demon.  Number Four ran toward the professor, leaving her and the remaining copies to deal with the dean. 
Considering she had already ingested her full litany of potions, she knew the dean would have difficulty getting a spell locked onto her.  When Number Three banished the demon, she could send that copy over to aid in the fight with the good professor.  It would be a delicious irony to finally take out that constant thorn in her side. 
“Badgington had been almost as annoying a threat as Badgelor himself,”
the Sphinx thought.  She regretted that Badgelor had died long ago.  She’d never have the joy of watching the life fade from his stupid eyes.  She had dealt with the remainder of her badger problem centuries ago, keeping only a handful of small exceptions for her use.
Instantly, her plan hit a snag.  Badgington actually managed to hit Number Four, sending her spinning off the side of the roof.  Number Four caught the edge, but that gave the world-trotting professor time to block an attack meant for the dean.  That freed the dean up, and he blasted one of the other copies with a barrage of lightning.
Lost in the hive mind, the pain of the attack was minor.  Due to the last potion she’d ingested, even the shock didn’t fully set in.  She had a talent that spread the effects of potions and buffs out to each of her copies.  That left her copies free to dart in to attack, the professor and dean fighting off all three admirably.
That left the demon exposed.  Number Three was moving toward the little bastard.   She had already pulled out a single-use dagger that would banish the creature to Limbo.  If the demon was as powerful as she thought it was, its master could summon him back.  That would take time, however, and would leave her with five free copies to kill off the others. 
●        Hellfire: Copy Three has taken 88 points of Hellfire Damage.  Copy integrity is down 12%.

Worst day ever.  She had talents to prevent her copies from just breaking apart, but those talents didn’t work against everything.  Hellfire was extremely damaging to copies infused with Shadow Mana.  Multiple hits on her copy would cause it to unravel, even without running out of Hit Points.  The Sphinx couldn’t wait around.
●        Shadow Step: Stealth skill.  You can teleport between various Shadows by expending Stamina.

The sensation of Shadow Stepping was uncomfortable to her, muted as it was.  Her body mashed itself into a single thread and then exploded from a shadow behind the demon.  The wretched creature somehow predicted her movement and already had a spell up behind it.  Thankfully, it was a lightning spell.  Her potion granted her 90% electrical resistance for the next 82 seconds. 
She drove the banishing dagger straight into the beast’s breast.  As pain tore through its body, the demon’s eyes flared.  Then, it grabbed her hand and yelled “HASTE!”  An instant later, its form vanished, as it went back to limbo. 
Did it mean to bribe me with a buff spell?
Number Three was honestly puzzled.  Her potion offered no resistance against beneficial buff spells.  The notion of a demon casting one at her was so odd that the Sphinx hadn’t even considered it a possibility. 
Shifting her attention to the other fight, she saw that Number Four had climbed back over the ledge and rushed to assist the other copies.  The quartet, working in tandem, were finally enough to temporarily overwhelm the two idiots.  The badly injured dean used an explosive spell to drive them away for the moment, but only a moment.
The Sphinx further analyzed Number Four.  Professor Badgington had managed to greatly harm her.  She could always make more copies, but actually losing one in combat was unheard of in this age.  Getting Number Three into the battle would allow her to finish it before losing one became a concern.
Number Three took one step and nearly went flying off the rooftop.  It was only the Sphinx’s superhuman speed that allowed her to snag the edge and prevent her copy from plunging to her death. 
Something was wrong with the Haste spell.
●        Haste:  This Haste spell has been modified.  Your base physical speed has been increased by 2000%.  Your base mental speed is set to normal.  Duration 666 minutes. 

It took her a moment to realize what that meant.  Normally, Haste would have increased her mental faculties at the same time as her speed.  With Haste only affecting her physically, she could literally not control herself.  Each step moved her leg twenty times faster than normal, but her brain was still processing at its normal speed.  One moment, her leg was where it was supposed to be; the next, it had just magically extended in front of her. 
However, it got worse.  Each movement was uncoordinated, due to the speed increase.  Her balance was so badly off she couldn’t possibly swing at anyone.  She had no expectation of hitting what she was aiming for.  The copy was worthless. Still worse, she dare not destabilize the copy further.  If the buff was split over her remaining copies, she would be completely unable to fight. 
In order to clear the buff, she’d have to merge down to her Prime form.  She hadn’t realized they would bring their A game like this.  The Sphinx hadn’t even realized they had an A game.  Her Assassins had taken far heavier losses than her worst-case projections, and no one had even seen the professor in years.  Why, of all the days for him to reappear, did he have to choose this one? 
That was for later, though.  Shifting back toward the target and his bodyguard, she was surprised to find them moving.  The damage to the roof had destroyed their defensive point.  They were braving the open area, which allowed her remaining copies to hit them from all sides.  So far, the duo was holding, but she only needed a single lucky attack to deal with the dean.  After that, she could take her time peeling apart the professor.  Given the rumors, the knowledge he possessed would be worth all the trouble, and she did have those torture pods back in the lair. 
Suddenly, pain flared, as Number Four died.  Sifting through the memories, she found the moment Four had taken a powerful blow to the face and had moved to separate herself from the dean, only to take a shot of Plasma to the chest.  The dean had paid for that, taking another cut.  Still, that was the first copy she had lost in centuries.  She was starting to regret leaving Number One in the capital, especially with the fool off at war. 
Charles might need me, though.
Despite his wounds, the dean was still following Professor Badgington.  What are they doing?  The exit had collapsed, and a jump from this height would either kill them or put them in range of the rest of her Assassins.  The only thing over there was Number Three.
Badger shit, how did he figure that out?
“Damn you, Professor Badgington,” growled the Sphinx. 




Chapter 21: Fragments of Time

I worked the lock carefully, using a rune I had built up to slowly open the arcane mechanism.  It was a bit like an operation or one of those particularly hard carnival games.  I had to get the rune into the arcane lock while avoiding anything except for the deactivation rune at the back. 
My Arcane Lockpick Rune was a squirmy little thing.  It didn’t help that the entire mechanism quivered magically, meaning I had to be particularly careful to avoid touching anything.  Of course, I was operating thirty-five times faster than regular speed, due to my <menutime> skill.  It wasn’t nearly as challenging as it could have been. 
The room shook, and I barely managed to avoid a massive mistake.  The explosions were not helping.
“JIM!” Shart screamed.  I jerked my hand back.  The flicker of magical energy flowed down it and straight through my Mana Network.
“What?” I hissed back.  “Why do you keep yelling my name all of a sudden?  What’s gotten into you?”
“Sorry.  I will no longer attempt to show you any form of companionship.  Now, I have been banished back to Limbo.  Resummon me, you massive twatwaffle,” ordered Shart.
“I’ll resummon you in a moment.  I think I found the fragment,” I said, working my rune back into the lock.
“On the fourth floor?” asked Shart.
“Yes, in the room with all the plaques. I’m trying to pick the lock now,” I said.
“The key is under the bowl of the dais,” yelled Badgelor mentally.  “Get the fragment and run.”
“I’m not leaving you,” I said confidently.
“No shite.  You are going to summon me when I give you the word,” stated the badger.  “Shart, he can still summon me if I have a human shoved inside my dimensional storage, right?”
“What?  I mean, I guess,” replied the confused demon. 
“I don’t even want to know the hows and whys of you shoving an actual person inside your storage,” I added, walking over to the dais and looking at the bowl in the middle.  Lifting it, I didn't find a key, only five small rocks meant to hold the bowl slightly above its pedestal.  I was about to check with Badgelor, when the building shook again.  The rock in the middle moved slightly.  Picking it up, I realized the key was disguised as the same type of rock as the others.
“Clever,” I said, walking back to the plaque.
“Summon me!” yelled Shart.
I checked the summoning ritual to bring Shart from Limbo.  It still cost 100 Mana.  Considering my options, I began to summon my demon.  If there was some sort of guardian protecting the fragment, I didn’t want to face it alone.
The ritual took thirty full seconds to complete.  When I was finished, Shart’s body began to form out of pure Mana.  The skeleton formed first, followed by muscle and flesh.  Finally, his skin formed, bony protrusions and all.  The demon snarled.
“Who dares to summon <Kevin> to this plane of existence?” bellowed the imp-sized demon.
“Seriously?” I asked, taking the key and opening the lock.
“Oh, it's you, Dum Dum,” stated Shart, hopping back on my shoulder.  “You are going to love it when I say this.  Limbo is Weird.”
Snorting, I pulled out a small box and opened it.  Inside, wrapped in velvet, was a single piece of black metal.  It reminded me of the spike on Sauron’s crown.  “This looks mean.”
“Pretty standard back in the day,” said Shart, looking around. 
I opened my dimensional storage and dropped the fragment in.  It fell straight through the portal and clattered to the ground.
“You can’t store artifacts in dimensional storage,” said Shart.  When I groaned, he continued.  “They are too powerful.  They fill the storage up with excess power, causing them to pop.  Then, the <admins> have to get involved to clean it up.  The ones in charge eventually banned storing artifacts, because it's not like they should ever have to do actual work.”
“Shart,” I said, horrified.
“What?  It’s probably just the Limbo talking.  We should get out of here, though,” said the demon.
I didn’t fancy another trip through the dumbwaiter, so I considered my other options.  I examined one of the two doorways leaving the room.  It was locked, of course, but I still had the Lockpicking skill.  It was augmented by my Arcane Locksmith skill.  Between the two, I’d have the door open in a jiffy, assuming it wasn’t master ranked.
●        Lock: Master Rank, you have a 1% chance to pick the lock.

“Shart, any ideas?” I ventured.
“It’s a triple lock, designed to defeat most conventional door opening spells by having three separate locking mechanisms,” stated the demon.  “A conventional door opening spell can only manage two simultaneously.  I can’t magic it open.”  I fiddled with the mechanism for a moment, but what Shart said was true.  If you didn’t open all three locks at the same time, they individually snapped back in place. 
“So, we can’t beat the lock,” I grumbled, examining the door.  Who makes a door that is locked on both sides? The only mechanisms even exposed were the hinges, which were each fused together, forming a single piece.  There was no way to easily pull the pin out.  The door was undefeatable.
“What about the other one?” asked Shart, pointing to the second door.
That lock was also Master level and also totally undefeatable.  However, someone had left it unlocked.  “See, sometimes I do get lucky,” I said, opening the door.  A gaunt man’s hand reached for the now open handle.  Instantly, the smell caught me, and I slammed the door shut.
***
Phil slammed his foot in the doorway loudly enough that Su-Kar jumped.  “What the hell are you doing?  We have to be quiet here!”
“O’Really is in that room,” whispered the wight. 
Su-Kar popped her neck.  It was not an easy task, considering how unattached it was becoming.  She handed Phil the lich.  “Hold my Phylactery!”  Summoning up a powerful blast of Shadow Magic, she dumped it into the wooden door.  The entryway aged centuries in mere seconds.  The door was stoutly enough made that just aging it hundreds of years wasn’t enough to destroy it outright.  However, it was enough to cause it to nearly fall off its hinges. 
Phil finished swallowing the lich, his belly expanding like he’d drunk an entire barrel of ale.  Then, he kicked the door in, causing it to fly through the room and shatter on a dais.  He charged in with both axes, glaring around at nothing. 
Su-Kar pressed her robe down over her now taut tummy and scanned the room with magic.  “The whole room is shielded, but the chalice isn’t here.” 
“Neither is he,” growled Phil, his eyes glowing red.  He flung his hatchet against the back wall, where it got stuck inside a panel. 
“Temper,” admonished Su-Kar, as Phil strolled over.  He glared at her for an instant, before his expression softened.  “We need to catch him,” she continued.  “Remember, first we find him. . .”
“. . .Then we perform unspeakable tortures upon him.  His screams shall echo throughout history,” smiled Phil.  He loved that deranged banshee.  Still, he believed his rage was well-placed here.  As he pulled his ax from the wall, a hidden panel came with it.  The action exposed a shaft, running straight up and down.  His keen ears picked up the grunting noises of someone moving rapidly.  He grinned maliciously and pulled out a small jar of carnivorous weevils.  These were no ordinary weevils, though.  These had developed a particular taste for the moist flesh lining the inside of the urethra. 
Su-Kar smiled.  Phil stuck his arm inside the shaft and dropped the jar.  It only fell a story or two, before the distinct cracking of glass reached their ears.  Then, it was just a matter of waiting.  After a long moment, Phil stuck his head in the shaft and looked down. O’Really wasn’t there. 
Just then, a small fragment of wood bounced off the back of his head.  Phil looked up to see the scrawny O’Really, kicking at a panel on the fifth floor.  Phil scowled and began to enter the shaft.   A demon abruptly appeared on top of O’Really’s head and fired a Hellfire Bolt directly at his face.
●        Hellfire Bolt: You have suffered 86 points of Fire Damage.  As a wight, you are immune to Shadow Damage.  You suffer 25% Fire Damage.  You have suffered 21 points of Damage.

Grumbling, Phil pulled his head out of the shaft.  Twenty-one points of Fire Damage was nothing to sneeze at.  He jerked, as liquid flesh from the left side of his face dripped onto the floor.  He supposed it was a good thing that his face already looked like melted garbage nowadays.  He didn’t have to care about new injuries.  As he reached his hand back into the shaft, he spotted something unnatural on the sides. 
“Grease,” grumbled the wight, climbing in.  “You idiots realize that’s the oldest spell in the book?”  Grease was a spell that covered a surface with slippery grease and clung there, until the spell expired.  It was annoying and flammable.  Phil briefly considered lighting it on fire, but he decided against it.  He was in the shaft, as well, and grease fires were uncomfortable.  The stupid demon was waving his hands around, trying to cast another spell. 
Phil had to hurry.  As a former Woodsman, he had the perfect tool.  He pulled out a grappling hook and made ready to toss it up, toward the idiots.  It would snag on O’Really, and Phil could pull him through the grease.  Then, maybe, Phil would light him on fire. 
The demon finished casting his spell.  “Increased Viscosity!”
“Did he just say the actual effect of his spell?” asked Su-Kar, poking her head inside the shaft.  Normally, spells had some weird command word to make them work.  Phil wasn’t bright, but he knew that much. 
“What does viscosity mean?” he asked, right as the effects of the spell dawned on him.  The grease began rapidly sloshing down the shaft.  In only a second, he was covered from head to toe.  It would have been all over for Phil, had it not been for the grappling hook.  He managed to toss the hook to Su-Kar, who clamped it onto the wall with alacrity.  Due to her quick actions, Phil only dropped about two stories.
The whip snap of the rope slammed him into the side of the shaft.  Someone had remodeled, removing the existence of that floor’s panel.  As a result, Phil slammed hard into the solid wall of the shaft.  With an audible crack, his hip hit a small protrusion, wrenching a groan from the wight.  No matter.  He’d broken too many bones to care anymore.  Glancing up, he watched O’Really remove the panel of the fifth floor and disappear.  The Grease spell ended, and the substance vanished.
Scratching his leg, Phil grumbled and began climbing up the rope, still ready to chase down O’Really.  His broken leg wouldn’t be a bother, even if it was itchy.  Su-Kar’s Shadow Magic would restore his bones quickly enough.  Then, he would be whole and no longer itchy.  Scratching his groin, Phil idly wondered what he’d done to deserve this.  All he was trying to do was torture and kill O’Really.  Now, he had disappointed Su-Kar. 
As he neared the fourth floor, a hand stuck out, grabbing his wrist and pulling him the rest of the way up.  “Damn that O’Really,” Su-Kar hissed, burying her head in his chest.  “Are you alright?”
“Yes,” hissed Phil, hating the way he sounded.  The transformation to an undead was taxing, but the fact that he sounded like a talking corpse was enough to break him. Su-Kar was examining his leg with her Shadow Sight, checking for permanent damage.  Suddenly, she gasped. 
“What is that on your crotch?” she asked.
Phil rolled his remaining eye.  That part of his anatomy hadn’t survived the change at all.  He now compared it to a baby’s pinky finger that had been severed and left to dry in the sun.  Glancing down, he saw the area covered in a mass of crawling black insects.  Weevils, to be exact.  
“Damn you, O’Really!”




Chapter 22: Rooftop Engagement

“Feck!” I screamed, rushing through the small kitchenette and into a room full of very dead Wizards and Assassins.  It looked like there had been a massive battle, followed by a monster smashing many bodies into the furniture.
“Professor Badgington is a fierce warrior,” stated Shart proudly, as we continued.
Turning the corner, we entered a second hallway.  It was, likewise, full of corpses.  “Professor Badgington did all this?”  Many of the bodies were covered in wounds I didn’t recognize. 
“To be fair, it is more accurate to say he helped,” replied Shart, pointing at a still moving form and blasting it.  “They were already well at this before we got here.”
Then, I spotted a scar that ran down the entire hallway.  I recognized that kind of damage.  Someone had fired a Plasma Bolt and followed it up with conventional magic.  Plasma was the highest tier of magic on Ordinal.  Most conventional magical defenses couldn’t handle it.
Clearly.
“Is there a way out?” I growled, searching the walls.  There had to be a window or something that would get me out of the wretched place.  There were plenty of windows on the upper floor.  Unfortunately, all the windows were magically sealed.  “You’d figure that one of these spells would have blown a hole in something.”
“We could always go to the roof,” suggested Shart.
One staircase later, I found myself looking out over an abyss.  The way leading to the roof had exploded, for lack of a better term.  Pieces of wet wood were everywhere.  A light rain was falling, which somehow fit the scene perfectly.  I was balancing precariously on a piece of wood that jutted from the wall.  I was also trying to gauge the distance I’d need to jump to reach the next safe place.  Suddenly, the remains of the door were torn open, and a familiar looking woman appeared before me.
Number Three moved at a blur, attempting to get behind the door and hidden from the outside.  I could hear Badgelor screaming nearby.  Whatever was going on must have been good.  “Could you, like, attack her?” I asked Shart.
“That didn’t work out so well last time.  As soon as I cast a spell at her, she'll know I’m back,” replied the demon.  “Wait a second.”
Shart made some quick gestures.  The half stair the woman was balanced on glowed a faint green in my Arcane vision.  The board beneath her feet didn't so much snap as it did disintegrate, causing the woman to reach toward the wall.  She seemed to use Aerial Control or something.  When she did, she went face first into the wall, hitting hard enough to knock plaster free before she fell into the darkness below. 
“That works, I guess,” I said, hopping and landing on the ledge with the door.  Regaining my balance, I pushed the door open and was greeted to the sight of the former majestic library rooftop, now destroyed and burning.  
Badgelor was standing between a woman, who could only be the Sphinx, and the most stereotypical looking Wizard I’d ever seen in my life.  If it wasn’t for the fact that he was covered in blood and on his knees, he would have looked like a powerful warrior.  As it was, he looked like the end of one.
“Professor Badgington, it seems our little dance is over,” stated three copies of the Sphinx in unison.  They began to spread out.  Badgelor grunted something and adopted a boxing pose.
The Sphinx glared at him.  “I am my own master!”
Badgelor grunted again, and her eyes flared.
“Wow,” stated Shart, “She’s going to need some healroot for that burn.”
“You can tell what he’s saying?” I asked.
“He’s speaking perfect Ordinalese,” stated Shart. 
“Your Mental Resistance is blocking my magical rock.  Try lowering the skill against me specifically,” stated Badgelor.  Sadly, very sadly, I knew what he meant.  I selected “Badgelor” in the skill menu and dropped my Mental Resistance from maximum, its usual amount, to about 50%.
“Your wife has already moved on,” stated Badgelor.  “She did it the moment you died.  She doesn’t need you anymore.”  I inhaled sharply.  The fuck?
“You haven't been the greatest example to your sons.  You could have done better, but you were too busy working,” continued Badgelor.  What.  The.  Fuck?
“Your daughter should be using you as the best example of a man.  Instead, she’s using her best friend’s father.  He is a better man than you,” added Badgelor.  WHAT THE ACTUALLY FUCK!
“Dum Dum, what is pissing you off so much?” hissed Shart.
“Professor Badgington is being really mean to me,” I answered.
“My, my, don’t you think you’re special.  He doesn’t even know you’re here,” groaned Shart.
“You raging loon, you have it on the wrong setting,” grumbled the badger.  “You are getting the emotional pulse of what I’m sending HER.  Adjust the wavelength.”
Again, sadly, very sadly. . .
Suddenly, everything snapped, and I heard the conversation as Badgelor intended. 
“You claim that, but you always seem to be doing the Dark Overlord’s bidding,” stated Professor Badgington.  “The crown belongs in a museum!”
“This is a museum,” hissed the Sphinx.
“And you aren’t a member,” shouted the professor, surging forward.  He dodged a knife blow and smashed one of the copies in the face with his fist. 
“He’s boxing them?” I asked.
“Of course!  Professor Badgington has a mean right hook,” exclaimed Shart. 
“Wouldn’t you be more effective fighting like a badger?” I muttered, as Professor Badgington backhanded one Sphinx and headbutted the next. 
“You’d think that,” thought Badgelor to me, as he continued dancing between the copies, dodging and striking.  He had a ton of Hit Points, but multiple copies were slowly whittling him down.  I quickly understood his strategy, as I noticed the dean’s fingers flicking around.  Badgelor was a distraction.  He just needed to tank Sphinx for a little while longer. 
Unfortunately for the dean, the Sphinx had already come to that conclusion.  One of her clones was wandering close to where the wounded Wizard waited warily. 
Why?
“I have to do something,” I muttered, trying to establish a plan to help Badgelor.  I had a handful of lower-level spells, as well as my portal magic.  Those didn’t seem all that useful against the Sphinx.
“Could I open a portal at the bottom of the ocean or something?  You know, blast her with a hose?” I asked.
“Could a skilled Wizard do that?  Sure.  Could a Dum Dum?” asked Shart.  “No.  You only know the basic spells, like Open Portal, Grease, and Heat Metal.  By the way, she’s resistant to Heat Metal.  Don’t even waste your time.”
“What do we have in the bag?” I asked, checking my dimensional storage.
●       Magical Staff of Fireballs:  This staff can be empowered to cast a powerful Fireball spell.  Base Damage:  9-63, Mana:  80/100.  Durability: 19/20.

●       Thingamabobs:  Small explosive devices, varying Damage.  Quantity: 37.

Obviously, there was more inside the storage.  After all, Shart was a bit of a magpie.  I didn’t need to search anymore, though.  I had a plan.
“I do not like that look,” stated Shart, watching me pull out all the thingamabobs.  I studied them carefully with my Engineering skill. 
“Go immaterial and attach these to every joist you can find,” I responded. 
“Okay,” said Shart, “First off, don’t order me around.  Second off, what the feck is a joist?”  I pointed to one of the exposed parts of the roof, and the demon nodded.
“It will be. . .chaotic.  I promise,” I grinned.  Shart growled, vanishing into the least damaged section of the roof. 
“How do you want me to mount these?  I can’t exactly hammer them into the beams,” said the demon. 
“You must know a spell for that,” I replied. 
“My incomparable knowledge of magic is being squandered,” grumbled Shart.  Still, he got about his business, leaving me with a moment to prepare for phase two. 
Badgelor was still fighting with the Sphinx, giving him a serious run for his money.  The older Wizard backing him up was having an even rougher time.  Whatever magical protections he was using were inadequate for the foe he faced. 
“How are you holding up?” I asked Badgelor, as I noticed his health drop again. 
“Bad, three clones are too much,” stated the badger.  “Any chance you could draw one of them off?”
“Working on it.  We’re going to need a little bit,” I replied, beginning the first casting of a Portal. “Until then, you got this!  I believe in you!”
“You are going to pay for that,” grumbled Badgelor. 
“Maybe not,” I said, smiling. 
●       Herald of Badgelor buff activated:  Badgelor gains +20% in all offensive powers for the next 5 minutes. 

Badgelor grinned and charged again, while I verified that Shart had moved on to phase three.




Chapter 23: Attack of the Clones

It was a fun challenge to carve through both the dean and Professor Badgington at the same time.  If she’d had all six copies there, the fight would have been over already.  Presently, she had only three left.  That was fine with her.  Fights that ended too quickly seldom granted any Skill Points.  At her level, a few points a year was all she could normally acquire. 
Suddenly, a Fireball whizzed toward two of her copies, coming from the direction of the eastern roof.  The Sphinx easily Dodged the attack, of course, but that left her with less Stamina for killing her targets. She considered just leaving the newly appeared Wizard alone, but a Fireball detonated.  Consequently, she missed a strike against the dean, and the decision was out of her hands.
Number Five backflipped to the edge of the western roof and leapt, closing the distance between the new Wizard and herself.  The female Wizard was hidden, sort of, behind a large fragment of the roof.  It provided her minimal cover.  Five flung two daggers at her.  Disappointingly, both seemed to miss. 
An instant later, Five landed in a roll and spent a meager amount of Stamina to close.  The caster shot more Fireballs at her. As she drew near, the Sphinx directed her copy to spend more precious Stamina to activate her Shadow Strike talent.  Number Five appeared behind the woman and drove a Mana Spike, along with a regular dagger, straight into her back. 
If you hit in the correct place, a Mana Spike was a fun toy that disrupted a target’s Mana Network.  Overall, it did less Damage than a dagger, but, if you were fighting a caster, Mana Damage was much worse.  It primarily prevented your opponent from using their magic for a few precious seconds, allowing you to gut them.  That’s why the Sphinx had the dagger. 
As the Mana Spike drove home, the Sphinx became aware of something strange.  What should have been a strike to the target’s Earth Core somehow missed.  It didn’t appear that the target even had an Earth Core.  The dagger, likewise, caused a tremendous amount of Sneak Attack Damage, but her Black Widow perk didn’t kick in.  That would have further increased the Damage against humans.  The Sphinx banished both weapons to her dimensional sheath for later review.  After tonight, even her equipment was suspect. 
That wasn’t to say that the Wizard didn’t die, but the results were atypical.  The Sphinx had found that, tonight, everything unusual was terrible.  She was not disappointed.  As soon as her target perished, her Trap Sense went off.
“Brass ones,” she thought, realizing that the Wizard had set herself up as bait for a lethal trap.  Unfortunately for the sacrificial lamb, the Sphinx was the apex of the Rogue class.  While other adventurers aimed for becoming Remorts, she had, instead, chosen to remain a Rogue for her entire adventuring career. 
While that might have seemed ill-advised, especially with powerhouses like Grebthar or Toomen Masterbrook Remorting time and time again, the reality was far less clear.  She had quested to earn her third-tier, immortal body.  She had ground her way through dozens of Master-ranked skills.  She possessed perks and abilities well over the cap of what a normal 60th level Rogue could even consider. 
For example, when an unexpected trap suddenly triggered around her, her Perfect Trap Evasion kicked on.  Without even needing to spend a Force Point, she was able to effortlessly Dodge not only the debris from the massive explosion, but also the actual blast wave.  While it was somewhat draining on her Stamina pool, it was nothing compared to what happened to the felled wizard’s body. 
The Sphinx could survive a blast like that.  It was just uncomfortable.   
All she needed to do was land gracefully.  Then, she could head over to the western wing to help finish off her targets. 
That was when she noticed her first problem.  The massive explosion had torn apart the entire eastern rooftop and lit it ablaze.  It looked like someone had been casting Grease on every single support beam.  The fire below was a raging inferno that would probably gut the entire facility. 
The Sphinx’s immediate problem was that, while she could double or triple jump to gain distance, she needed a place to land.  There was nowhere to do so safely on the entire rooftop. 
Spotting her best option, she attempted to land on a burning beam.  She could easily handle the Damage of a small fire.  It was just a shame that every Hit Point she lost was another missed opportunity when fighting her actual targets. 
●       Shart Grease:  This dark, brown grease is both sticky and highly flammable.  When you think sticky gunk, think Shart!  Warning, slippery when hot!

She fucking slipped.  Of all the indignities of the night, actually slipping on a Grease spell was the one she wasn’t going to be able to live down.  Flipping twice, she landed in the inferno.  Both her boots began burning badly enough to start taking Durability Damage. 
For the briefest of moments, she considered the unthinkable, recalling her copies.  She quickly shut down that idea.  Recalling them would also mean summoning Number One back from Fillydelphia.  Doing that would raise too many questions.  There was currently a council meeting being held about HarCharles.  Just leaving would cause her political problems, even if it would end the massive distraction that the blowhards on the city council were unknowingly engaged in.
The Sphinx hadn’t actually been challenged in so long that she’d forgotten what it was like.  Fighting versus the academy, even with Badgington, was well within her capabilities.  Likewise, she could easily handle the entire council whining about her dead husband.  She even missed her easily manipulatable dufus of a husband, not that he was any sort of a replacement for Charles.  What was screwing her was the combination of an intricate political battle at home and her grinding match against the academy occurring simultaneously. 
All of those thoughts ran through her brain in an instant, and she was ready to reenter the battle.  The explosion had been a signal for her targets to throw out all the stops.  Both of her remaining copies were being pressed hard.  The Sphinx leapt up, again using too much precious Stamina.  She was preparing to clear the entire inferno, when she felt something wrap around her foot.
●       You have been struck by a Binding Attack.

She instantly corrected, using more Stamina and her Double Jump ability to radically change her trajectory.  For a teasing moment, it worked, before her foot snapped taut.  Growling, she activated her Triple Jump ability, despite the Stamina loss, and switched angles again.  She only moved a tiny bit, before the binding went taut again.  This time, it snapped, causing her to flip end over end off the side of the roof.




Chapter 24: I know what I’m doing!

“So, your plan was to get her to send me to Limbo again?” asked Shart indignantly, as I nursed my skull.  “I mean, I enjoyed the floor show.  Watching you get yanked up to the ceiling hard enough to dent it with your skull all three times was hilarious.”
“Shut it,” I groaned.
“I mean, do they not have physics on earth?  Do you think she can daintily jump fifty logs?  She’s a Stamina-based build,” explained Shart, as I tried to clear the cobwebs.  I had placed a Portal on the edge of the roof, pointing toward the sky.  The exit portal was then placed on the ceiling of an empty room. 
When I’d seen her jump toward the disguised Shart, I knew I’d placed it in the correct general area.  Then, the copy had killed him and been caught in my trap.  I had managed to whip the Sphinx by the ankle, preventing her from returning to the main fight.  What I failed to consider was the amount of power she had in her jump.  She yanked me a full four logs, straight up into the roof.  Luckily, I had placed the Portal next to a chandelier.  It was the only thing that prevented me from being dragged out.
Then, she’d done it a second time, just as strongly.  The chandelier tore free.  Fortunately for me, my Luck had activated on the third pull, and my skull had gotten wedged in the ceiling.   That prevented her from dragging me out. 
“I think I broke something,” I muttered, casting Regenerate on myself.  That had to buy Badgelor a small amount of time. 
●       Fancy Footwork Activated: You have Dodged one attack from Number Five.  Cost:  58 Stamina.

Dodging was not something you thought about.  One moment, I was standing still.  The next, I was just a hair to the left, and my cheek was bleeding. 
“Oh, you have the Dodge skill,” stated Number Five, glaring at me through the portal.  Then, she recognized me, and my situation grew worse.  “O’Really?  Interesting, very interesting.  You aren’t in the library where I left you.”
“Yeah, I frequently disappoint the women in my life,” I responded. 
“You know, I have a report about you.  You are supposed to be dead,” she continued.
“Sorry,” I offered, as she flung another dagger.  The first dagger had been intended for a Wizard with magical defenses.  The second dagger was for a Rogue who believed Dodging was effective. 
●       Your right foot has suffered 39 points of Piercing Damage.  It is pinned. 

I both inwardly and outwardly screamed.  The dagger was similar to a stiletto, lined with barbs for added agony.  She had yet another dagger, and, with my foot pinned, I couldn’t Dodge.  For whatever reason, she hesitated
Activating my Counterspell skill, I blasted a Portal, just as she made up her mind to throw her weapon.  My skill activated first, as there was no physical component to it.  The Portal snapped shut, just before the dagger slammed into my left shoulder blade.  It hit with a force great enough to hammer me all the way to the ground, where the dagger stuck. 
The Sphinx hadn’t fared much better.  The Portal had snapped shut while her throwing hand was still extended.  The Portal’s ring was closing around the appendage.  She was shaking her arm violently, attempting to free herself.  A moment later, she managed to pull her hand through.  The tips of several of her fingers stayed with me. 
“She can track you with those daggers,” yelled Shart through my addled mind.  I reached over and grabbed the hilt of the dagger in my shoulder.  Then, I activated Power Lift, ripping it from my body in a single, bloody heave.  “And deactivated!” Shart shouted triumphantly.
I vomited a little.  “Wait, deactivated by me removing it or. . .”
“What?  No, I deactivated the tracers for you.  They are barbed.  You are going to do some serious damage if you. . .” began Shart.  “You’ve already done it, haven’t you?  I mean, yes, Dum Dum, you’ll need to tear them out.  Otherwise what you’ve done will have been incredibly painful and pointless.”
I looked at the removed dagger.  There were bone fragments on it.  I cast Regenerate and yanked out the dagger in my foot.  Then, I hobbled away. 




Chapter 25: The Library of Doom

“Ithaca, now!” yelled Professor Badgington, finally getting his mitts on one of the copies.  It was over in an instant.  The ball of Plasma blew through her chest, causing Number Six to destabilize and vanish. 
“Filly, are you alright?” asked Dean Ithaca Cambridge Kalamazoo, as he analyzed the scorch marks covering his old friend's prized leather jacket.  Thankfully, the hat remained unharmed.  Filly just wouldn’t look right without it.
“I’m fine, K-Zoo,” replied the old archeologist.  “It's not the years.  It's all the leagues.”  
Filly stood up, small holes in his jacket revealing a truly overgrown chest.  “Perhaps the rumors about him being half War Badger are actually true,” thought Ithaca. 
“One more,” stated Filly, charging at the remaining copy.  She darted back, trying to stay out of reach of the professor’s powerful fists.  It was a failing strategy, as Ithaca was also a master of ranged combat.  Better still, from the Wizard’s perspective, was that Filly was damn near fully resistant to magic.  His friend’s armor enabled the dean of Zentarim Academy to cast spells without needing to be overly cautious around him.
Ithaca’s rear-facing ward went off, right before the fifth copy reappeared.  She attempted to drive a Mana Spike into his back, but the weapon was deflected off his ward.  The ward promptly collapsed.  Ithaca expected her to try again, but no dagger stab came.  He cast a Fire Blast at her, causing her to vanish into darkness.  The last visage the dean had was of a hand, clearly missing several fingers.
***
The Sphinx was beyond annoyed.  She only had three copies left.  Number Five was so badly damaged that it was next to useless.  Number Three was bouncing her head off a wall somewhere on the third floor of the burning library.  The Sphinx had given up on understanding how that had transpired.  Only Number Two was still mostly unscathed.  It was the one she was holding out hope for.  Even focusing on the Haste-spelled copy was challenging.  The time dilation caused her to lose focus on the other two copies, making their attacks sloppy.
If the copy that had gone after that stray female Wizard hadn’t been so damaged, she would have ended the fight already.  Then, all at once, it went straight downhill.  The Haste-spelled copy had been spotted by several Wizards in a fire brigade.  Number Three attempted to Stealth away, but the heightened speed of Haste caused her to run headfirst into a nearby wall.  The Wizards had an easy time blowing that copy to bits.
That caused the Haste effect to be spread between both her remaining copies.  Her Dodging grew extra sloppy against the dean’s relentless assaults.  One second, Number Five was doing a perfect series of flips and flinging daggers; the next, it was a charred skeleton blowing away with the breeze. 
With only one copy left, she had to hold out hope.  If she could have applied her full attention to that copy, the Haste effect would have been merely difficult to deal with.  Instead, it was overwhelming.  Part of her needed to remain focused on the Duke of North Hollow, babbling on about tax incentives.  Normally, spreading her attention out wasn’t a problematic task.  Very few issues required much of her consideration. 
Yet, if this copy was killed, she would find her mind forcefully recombined with the primary copy in Fillydelphia.  She would still have to return to the academy, but she would have far fewer resources, and the stink of failure on her.
Slipping through the shadows, she slashed at Professor Badgington.  He wasn’t quick enough to keep up with her, and the Sphinx idly wondered if she could just kill the dean and call it quits.  After all, he was the primary target.  Perhaps she was getting too greedy in trying to kill everyone.
Her mind made up, she skipped past Professor Badgington and his powerful right hook.  She Teleported, Dashed, and Flicker Stepped toward the old man with purpose.  Several wards detonated, but she danced around them.  A Cage of Force appeared around her.  She slipped through, unhindered. 
The Sphinx was through his close-up defenses.  She struck with both her daggers, driving them straight into a Plasma barrier. 
●       You have suffered 32 points of Damage.  Your weapon has suffered 90 points of Durability Damage.  Weapon is destroyed.

Screaming, she jumped out of range to examine her wounds.  Both hands were covered in Plasma burns, and she’d lost two good daggers.  The dean hadn’t fared much better.  Her strikes had pierced his barrier and actually caused the Plasma bubble to touch him.  The results were fairly predictable. 
The Sphinx still had most of nine fingers attached.  She flicked out her hands, causing two new daggers to appear.  It was time to finish this stupidity.  As she prepared, she took a moment to glance over at Professor Badgington.  Her breath caught in her throat. 
It looked like he was consuming a potion.  Far worse for her was the kind of potion. 
●       Alchemy perk: Quick Peek has identified a potion!  Professor Badgington is drinking a Haste potion.  Potion rank is Divine.

Each potion had a rank, of course.  The higher-ranked potions tended to be so rare as to be insane.  She didn’t even possess Divine-tier Alchemy skills.  The material cost was enough that it could beggar someone with even her vast wealth.  That assumed the ingredients could even be found to be purchased. 
A Divine-tier Haste potion would be enough to equally match her current augmented speed.  Badgington rushed toward her far faster than before, swinging his meaty fists so quickly that she could hear the popping of air as his hairy arms tore through it. 
She wouldn’t be able to kill the dean.  She couldn’t even get close to him again.  As she Dodged out of the way, a lightning lasso caught her by the arm.  Badgington drove a punch into her gut so forcefully that she could feel organs pop.  The Sphinx bounced three times, landing in a pile of bricks.  Badgington leapt high into the air, intending on bringing both his fists down on her chest. 
It was past time, and she’d have to deal with the fallout in Filly later.
“Recall,” she hissed.
***
“Feck,” yelled Badgelor, as he scanned around for his target.  She was nowhere to be seen. 
“Did she teleport away?” asked Ithaca, his eyes glowing blue.  He’d managed to drink a Mana potion and was preparing to consume another. 
“Beats the alternative,” replied Professor Badgington, as he continued to scan the rooftop.  She’d used the Recall skill, so she might have gone back to wherever her spare copy was.  He doubted it.  The Sphinx didn’t back off like that.  “Ithaca, bring up a different ward.”
It was already too late.  The dean of Zentarim Academy had a dagger sticking from his mouth, driven there through the back of his skull.  There were four Mana Spikes sticking into various points of his body, as if to demonstrate how contemptibly easy it was for her to manage it. 
“You’ve been a lot of trouble,” came a voice from everywhere. 
Not trusting his eyes, Badgelor sniffed deeply.  He recognized the scent, swinging back and to his left with his Haste-infused speed.  His fist passed harmlessly through the face of the Sphinx, even as she drove a knife into his chest and vanished.  Cursing, he grabbed a Health potion.  It vanished as soon as he’d taken it out of his storage. 
“Surely, you didn’t think that was going to work?” taunted the voice, as she continued to circle him at blinding speed. 
Badgelor did not.  Instead, he thought to Jim, “I need you to get me out of here.”
The static he got in response was less than comforting.  He would have to keep trying.
“I’m a hopeful sort of dude,” replied the badger, “And stop calling me Shirley.”
***
I shook myself awake and looked through the hole in my foot.  Damn it.  Getting away had been my highest priority.  In retrospect, I should have spent a bit more time figuring out how to remove the barbed daggers from my body. 
My Mana had barely recovered at all, and my Stamina was lagging.  However, neither was the critical issue. 
●       Injury: Mana Network.  Your body has suffered a 22 point injury to your Meridian. 

“Freaking chakra,” I groaned, placing my hand on my shoulder and focusing on that specific injury.  My sum knowledge of my Meridian was that it was part of my Mana Network.  I’d suffered several wounds in that general region, but the injury to my Meridian was inhibiting me from recovering Mana quickly.  That was a massive problem. 
I started to cast Regenerate, but the feedback blew into me so hard I nearly passed out again.  “Clever,” I moaned.  Old Jim would have wondered what the hell was going on and asked Shart.  I had been on Ordinal long enough to know the problem, though.  I was trying to heal a breach in my Mana Network with Mana from my own network.  That caused a feedback loop.
Your Mana Network was attached to your physical body at several key points, most notably the base of the spine.  The spine was not the only major attachment point, though.  Apparently, another vulnerable point was located somewhere in the meat of my shoulder.   
Clutching the offending area, I instead activated my Treatment skill and paid the Stamina cost.
Instantly, my arm felt better, and I was able to gather my wits. 
“Shart, I’m going to resummon you,” I said, preparing the spell.  Immediately, It failed.
“There are way too many wards in that part of the building.  You aren’t going to be able to summon anyone or anything,” stated the demon.  Just then, I noticed Badgelor’s health dropping. 
“Where is Badgelor?” I asked, the same wards making it difficult to detect where anything was in the building. 
“I have no idea.  I haven’t seen him in ages.  I’ve been watching Professor Badgington.  He is fighting with the Sphinx,” stated Shart.  “He’s doing well, but I don’t think even Filly can fight his way out of this one.”
“I’ll go help him,” I replied.
“No, you aren’t nearly at a high enough level to fight that.  She already killed the old Wizard,” argued Shart.  “Seriously, I had no idea how powerful Professor Badgington actually is.  He’s almost grabbed the Sphinx at least three times!”
“Can you use the logs to figure out who the Sphinx is?” I asked hopefully.
“That’s another weird thing,” replied Shart.  “Her file is not working right.”
“What do you mean?  You don’t have access?” I questioned.
“No, and I’m not even trying to do high-level checks.  At bare minimum, I should be able to see her basic stats.  I can’t,” explained Shart uncomfortably.  “You need to get out of that building and summon me.  I’ll be of more help there.”
I would get out of the building and summon someone, but Shart wasn’t my first choice. 
I was on the fifth story of a large, burning library.  Smoke was everywhere, to the point that it was actually a bigger concern to me than the fire.  Say what you will, but being in a large, burning structure did wonders to focus you on the important things in life, like not being in a large, burning structure. 
Pushing open a stairwell door, I started walking down and away from the fire.  I also made the rookie mistake of wondering how the situation could possibly get any worse.
“Stop,” yelled an authoritative voice.
As the smoke thinned, I spotted three Wizards with staves on the stairs below me.  All three were glaring up at me as if they were sure I’d started the fire.  I had, but I wasn’t stupid enough to admit that.
“Quick, the dean and Professor Badgington are fighting upstairs!” I yelled.  Sometimes bluffing worked.
The first Wizard even started to move, before the middle Wizard held out a hand.  “Wait a second, how do we know you aren't one of the Assassins?”
“Because I’m not an Assassin,” I replied.
“That’s just what an Assassin would say,” stated the inquisitive Wizard.
“Just ask him a question that only a student would know,” suggested the third Wizard.
“Good idea,” replied the middle Wizard.  “Alright, student, what is the name of our Sports Ball team?”
I considered that for an instant.  “The Hairy Nuts?”
The Wizards frowned at that.
“The Dragon’s Hairy Nuts,” I elaborated.
“Okay,” nodded the first Wizard, as he again tried to move upstairs.
“Everyone knows our Sports Ball team,” said the prying middle prick.  “Only a student would know the fight song.”
Why was singing a prerequisite for my survival?
I cleared my throat.
In old Zentarim, there’s a team
Whose name that you must shout.
Seventeen Wizards, wise, I’m told
For whom you should LOOKOUT!
And when that broom goes o’er,
Our spells will search for lore.
For we shall know victory once more,
And we do it all for Badgelor!
 
All three Wizards stared at me for a long moment.  “Yep, he’s a student,” the middle one affirmed.  The other two Wizards nodded.  “Rooftop, you said?
I guess he really WAS the mascot.
***
Badgelor grunted, as his Health dropped yet again.  The Sphinx was fecking with him.  As far as he was concerned, toying with her prey was her worst damn quality from a laundry list of terrible qualities.
Pulling out another healing potion, Badgelor watched it vanish as soon as he brought it to hand. 
The Sphinx sat comfortably a dozen logs away, looking at the bottle.  “Made with love?  Who signs their potion bottles?”  She popped the cork and sniffed.  “I detect a hint of strawberries.  She must have liked you.”  The Sphinx poured the potion out, not even bothering to sample it. 
“I borrowed it from a friend,” grunted Professor Badgington. 
“Maybe I’ll hunt your friend down and kill her,” grinned the Sphinx.
“A bit late for that,” growled the professor, charging the support beam the Sphinx was sitting on.  It looked pretty stout; a normal human would have simply bounced off it.  It was actually stout enough that even a mid-level adventurer wouldn’t have been able to do much to damage it.  Badgelor could, though.  As his paw connected to the wooden frame, it shattered into flinders. 
●       You have suffered 35 points of Damage.  Injury mitigated.

Not that she’d been there when it mattered.  She was faster than he remembered, though the Sphinx had always been quick.  Luckily for the badger, she was also predictable.
As she cut around for the next attack, Badgelor was already moving.  For the briefest moment, he felt his paw touch human flesh.  Her dagger was already digging into his back, but, for that singular moment, she couldn’t activate her Dodge skill. Badgelor activated Powerful Blow.
●       Sphinx has been struck for 192 points of Crushing Damage!

As she slammed into the ground, she bounced, flipped twice, and landed with her left arm hanging uselessly at her side.  With an audible crack, the bones healed, and her arm was restored.  “You should have aimed for the head.”
“No one wants to touch your disgusting face, sweetheart,” spat Professor Badgington.
Her perfect features slipped into a scowl.  “You really seem to know how to strike a nerve.  My congratulations to you for your earlier insult.  Only a few people in this world have motivated me to the level of violence I’m about to inflict upon you.  Just for your own personal information, you are wrong.”
“Why is that?” replied Professor Badgington.
“Because my Charles doesn’t love anyone more than he loves me!” she screamed, her body vanishing into a blur. 
***
I was torn between running upstairs to look for an opening and going downstairs to leave the way we had come.  Neither was that attractive an option, but Badgelor didn’t have the Health for me to dawdle on making a decision.  I didn’t have the Hit Points to jump from the roof, so going down seemed like the only realistic choice. 
Two flights of stairs later, I thought I was past the hard part.  Suddenly, a pair of skeletal hands shot out, attempting to grab me.
●        Fancy Footwork: Successful!

I Dodged past them but doing so forced me out of the stairwell.  Su-Kar was in the hallway, waiting for me.  She was already halfway through chanting a spell.  I Counterspelled it, but she was used to that trick.  She had spent the time to properly form her spell.  A circle of lightning rushed out, snapping around my wrist and tethering it to the floor.
Pulling away caused a nasty shock to electrify my arm, not that Damage stopped me.  I Dodged again, as much as I could with one wrist pinned.  I imagined I looked kind of like a fish flopping around on the ground.  A hatchet flew past my head, but I was able to snatch it from the air.  I flung it right back at Su-Kar.
She aborted her next spell and used a ribbon of air to swat the ax away.  Phil charged toward me much faster than I’d seen him move before.  Then, the tether on my wrist broke.  My Counterspell was successful, and I learned a new spell. 
●        You cast Lightning Tether on Phil:  Spell Miscast!  Tether point selected: Su-Kar.  Your mastery of this spell is 3%.

Miscast is a bit of a. . .misnomer.  The spell worked, mostly.  It attached itself to Phil and Su-Kar tethering them together.  If either of them willingly moved too far from the other, both of them took Damage.  The minor problem was that it also attached them to me. 
●        Your mastery of Lightning Tether has increased to 9%!  You have learned the rune for targeting self and secondary targets.  

Lightning Tether ultimately was a very simple spell, so learning it hadn’t been a problem.  The additional functions were nice, but I couldn’t analyze them now.  Phil was still coming. 
Phil took a step toward me, lightning flashing down his body.  As electricity hit me, I grunted.  Even through all my defensive abilities, including the Ring of Protection, the electricity still burned through my Hit Points.  As he neared me, I saw Phil’s body smoking.  The Damage he had done to himself was far greater than the Damage done to me.  However, him having a far greater number of Hit Points than me equaled the playing field.  
“Hurts, doesn’t it?” grinned the wight.  “Good.  I want you to scream for me before you die.”
He took another step toward me, and someone screamed.  It just wasn’t me.  Lightning flickered off Su-Kar, causing deep burns all over her body.  She had been trying to Counterspell the tether, but, when Phil started walking, the tether was activated and lightning broke her concentration.
She also had more Hit Points than I did.  However, she was taking a ton of Damage.  She wouldn’t survive his march to me. 
Phil stood unnaturally still, watching me through eyes filled with hate.
“So, how are you guys doing?” I offered good-naturedly.
“I’ve come to kill you,” hissed the wight.
Nodding, I continued, “And you, Su-Kar?  How are you?”  She began to retry her Counterspell skill, so I shuffled my feet.  Phil grunted, and she collapsed. 
“This is your fault!” growled Phil.
“In my defense, you were trying to kill me first,” I said, trying to think of an escape plan.  The Lightning Tether was eating up too much of my Mana.  The chances of the spell ending with both Phil and Su-kar alive were slightly higher than zero, though, looking at Su-Kar, I imagined Phil would be the lone survivor.  I assumed he would be very pissed off, which would end badly for me.  I was going to have to run and hope for the best.  Unfortunately, when I tried to deactivate the spell, nothing happened.  Normally, I could stop a spell whenever I wanted.  I just had to pay the feedback toll.  With this spell, I was screwed. 
“You failed your caster check.  The spell will only stop when either you run out of Mana or one of them gets out of range,” explained Shart.   
Phil had realized the limitation and brought out his longbow.  I looked him in the eye, “Are you sure you want to try that?”
He released a Powerful Shot at near point blank-range.  I snapped my hand around the arrow’s shaft and felt it pressing toward my chest.  I activated Power Lift and applied that tremendous strength directly against the force of the shot.  Doing so caused me to slide backward several logs.  Lightning flared around me. 
I was more than a bit crispy.  Phil was electrocuted so badly, his follow up shot flew wide.  Su-Kar was left a steaming pile on the ground, unable to even move. 
“I don’t think she’s going to survive another shot,” I commented.  My entire back felt like I’d torn the flesh from my bones.  The wight glanced over his shoulder.  He shook his head slowly and glared at me.
“Just stop your spell and go,” hissed Phil, his eyes glowing red.  
“I don’t trust that you won’t try to kill me once I end the spell,” I replied.
“Trust that if you kill her, I will kill you,” growled the undead.  “Slowly.”
I quickly checked Badgelor’s Health.  It was still dropping.  I needed to go.  “All right, I trust you.  You seem like a reasonable chap.”  I focused my Will, forming another Portal Rune and gesturing at his feet.
“Aperture,” I said.  The green Portal opened up, sending Phil to the fiery inferno at the top of the roof.  The Lightning Tether couldn’t function through the Portal.  The spell stopped, and I Counterspelled the Portal.  It snapped shut, leaving Phil stranded on the roof.  “Damn, I was kind of hoping to catch his foot in that,” I thought.  This time, I took less Feedback Damage.  I glanced at my prompts.
●        You have learned the subskill for Mana Control, Feedback Resistance.  You are an Amateur.  You hit yourself on the head a few too many times as a child, didn’t you?   

Skills on Ordinal were annoying.  Some skills had subskills that all leveled up at the same time as the skills did.  They merged into groups, like my Mental Resistant skill.  Other skills, like Crafting, synergized together, giving me a more powerful whole.  Others, like Mana Control and Rituals, worked more independently.  Everything that fell under them worked entirely on their own.
And similarly named.
“Ashes and Fire, are you whining about the Rituals skill again?” grumbled Shart, as I turned and ran from the still twitching Su-Kar.  I would have loved to toss a massive blast of power at her, finishing off the evil caster once and for all.  However, even in her weakened state, I doubted I could manage it with magic.  If she somehow recovered, I was definitely in her one-shot kill range. 
Then again, I had other options.   Casting Portal again, I sent Su-kar to Phil and cut the Portal.  If I was lucky, the fire would kill them both. 
I cut down a hallway, searching for another stairwell.  Hell, I would have settled for an open window.  I was a couple of floors lower, so I was pretty sure I could survive a fall now.  This floor was mostly abandoned, thankfully, which allowed me to dash down hallways unencumbered.  
“It's just, I have a Rituals skill for complicated spells.  I also have a Rituals spell for group casting.  Why are they both named the same?” I growled, leaping over a desk.  Turning a corner, I spotted a bank of windows.  I went back and grabbed the desk.
“On Ordinal, they are different words.  However, your massively inferior mind changes everything to your native Earth language.” explained Shart.  “Maybe you don’t have an equivalent Earth word for one of them.  At any rate, something was lost in translation, making both Ordinal words the same in your brain.  Frankly, I’m amazed this hasn’t been a bigger issue.  Given your love of repetitive words, I’m astounded by the vocabulary of Earth. 
I finished dragging the desk to the end of the hallway, grabbed it with both hands, and lifted the oaken monster.  “Are you implying that we are primitive on Earth?”  I flung the desk, which smashed to smithereens against the window. 
“You don’t have magic.  Of course, you are primitive,” stated Shart.
I walked over to the window.  The heavy desk had managed a mighty scrape against the wall’s Durability.  “Oh, feck me,” I muttered.  I flipped the first latch I’d seen on any of those windows, causing it to open right up.  “Earth is not primitive.  We have indoor plumbing.  Well, some of Earth does, anyway.”
Falling two stories should have seemed like more of a hassle.  I landed in a roll and came to my feet instantly.  Next, I headed away from the library as quickly as I could manage.  My depleted Mana would need to replenish a bit.  Then, I’d be able to summon Badgelor.
***
The Sphinx was finally enjoying herself.  Getting to kill Professor Badgington was cathartic, especially given the other failures of the night.  She only had a dozen or so people that she truly loathed with all her being, and the professor had been on her top ten list for the past few centuries.
No one would ever again hold the top spot.  Her most despised, lowest of the low, wasn’t something she had to fret over.
As she whittled away his Health, the professor began to slow.  He was surprisingly robust, having thousands of Effective Hit Points.  That was a rarity these days.  At her level, Effective Hit Point pools became the more common language, rather than actual Hit Points.  After all, a Plasma Blast to the chest or a Void Beam to the head was typically enough to kill even very high-level adventurers.  What did Hit Points matter?
Effective Hit Points, or EHPs, were what concerned her.  Her average strike with daggers against a non-surprised opponent did around 40 points of Penetrating and 42 points of Severing Damage.  Given that she did all her Damage as the highest physical Damage type, that generally meant that anyone lower than level 40 lost a limb and bled out not long after she launched an attack. 
Damage from her daggers started as Piercing, but her skill was so high that it upgraded to Penetrating Damage.  She also took perks to cause half her Damage to turn into Severing, the upgraded version of Slashing Damage. 
There was an argument to be made for just using lots of one of the highest Damage types.  The Sphinx didn’t agree.  Occasionally, you’d run into someone highly resistant to one type of Damage, and you needed to be ready to deal with them.  In reality, most opponents just didn’t have enough resistance to deal with many points of a variety of higher-type Damage.  When she struck such an opponent, they could use Mitigate or certain perks to downgrade her Damage back to their more mundane types.  However, it was expensive in either Stamina or Mana.   
Professor Badgington was converting her Damage types all the way down to basic Damage, the least effective way of killing someone.  Furthermore, he was doing so at virtually no cost, causing her to have to kill him through straight Hit Point Damage.  Instead of a lucky critical dropping the idiot, she was having to shave through all his Hit Points.  That wasn’t the only issue, though.
After he downgraded all her Damage to the basic type, he then ignored a large amount of it.  She was doing a little over 22 points of actual Damage per strike.  She’d tried poisons, but they had been utterly ineffective.  If only she hadn’t left her vial of Elder Demon’s Blood Poison at the lair, believing the precious resource to be unnecessary to her night’s endeavor. 
She was now convinced that the female caster she’d slain right before the trap tripped was actually a demon.  She just didn’t know its power level.  Without refinement, demon’s blood would probably just give the professor a rash.  Darting in, the Sphinx slashed the professor’s back again, ripping another bloody, gaping wound.  Finally, his Hit Points dropped below 30%. 
Then, the professor pulled out another object from his dimensional storage.  He  had a seemingly endless supply of crappy Healing potions.  He’d stubbornly been pulling out potions with regularity, and the Sphinx realized he might have a perk or talent to increase their effectiveness.  She activated Quick Steal and Shadow Step just long enough to snatch the newly revealed potion.
Except it wasn’t a potion.  It was some sort of. . .
What the hell is a Thingamabob?
●        Unstable Thingamabob, Improved:  When this thing goes off, it will take off an arm!  Damage: 80-160 Severing, Detonation time variable: .05 seconds to .01 seconds. 

Anyone else would have lost their arm.  However, the Sphinx didn’t get to where she was by not learning every skill she could.  She activated her Throwing perk, Instant Toss, and flung the object away.
It was her first significant mistake in the battle.
Somehow, Professor Badgington had crossed the eight logs between them.  While she had been throwing the Thingamabob, he had taken advantage of her inattentiveness.  The professor’s bear-like hand came down to wrap around her neck.  Because she’d just activated a skill, she couldn't activate her Escape Artist skill quickly enough to preemptively break his grip.  He was fast. 
The professor whipped her over his head like a ragdoll and slammed her body into the rooftop.  She landed hard enough to shatter even some of the heaviest structural supports.
●        You have taken 208 points of Damage.  138 points of Bludgeoning Damage and 70 points of Crushing Damage.  Perk I wish I had no Bones activated.  All impact Damage is downgraded.  You suffer 84 points of Damage.

Quite unexpectedly, she found herself staring into glowing, purple eyes.  One of her recurring nightmares reared its ugly head.  The professor had laser vision, just like that fucking badger.  For the barest of instants, she wondered if what he’d said was true? 
Then, she was Dodging.  It was a challenge, considering the limited range she had to work.  Fortunately, it bought her the moment she needed to activate one of her Ultimate skills. 
●        Perfect Escape: Divine-tier Escape Artist ability.  By using a Force Point, you can escape any situation.

Suddenly, she just wasn’t there.  She was behind the professor, who looked larger than she remembered, and aiming for his back.  She was done with the whole fight, with the whole accursed, terrible night.  Charles had frequently told her to stop hoarding equipment, calling it a Skyrim problem.  She didn’t like to waste resources when objectives could be won without them, but it was time. 
She pulled out two Man-Slaying daggers.  They would kill just about anything, but they did their best work against humans.  Each one was worth the price of a fortress castle, making it unfortunate that they shattered after one use. Oh, well. She’d  have more made before the Mayor arrived.  Not that it mattered.  Charles would deal with the Mayor. 
The first dagger struck deep.
●        Critical Backstab: You have caused 666 points of Damage, critical effect unknown.  Target’s Damage log is concealed.

Somehow, he was still alive.  She angled the second dagger toward the base of his broad, hairy neck, preparing to deliver another strike.  She never got the chance.  The professor seemingly vanished into thin air.  She slammed into the ground, her precious dagger impaling a well-worn fedora. 
The Sphinx stood up, letting the misty rain fall over her face.  He’d gotten away.  The professor had some sort of near-death teleporter escape plan, which was about the stupidest thing she’d ever heard.  Going into the Fast Lanes while prepared and healthy was suicidal.  Going in injured would have been a slow way to a painful death.  At least she would have been quick with his end.
It was like her life, always failing when it came to the Dark Overlord.  Charles’ plan was stupid, but she loved him and would see it through.  She’d come this far; it wouldn’t be much further. 
The Sphinx chuckled.  She was finally alone with him.  All the possible threats to her love were dead.  Professor Badgington was a possible loose end, but she wasn’t overly concerned with that.  After all, he was badly injured.  It was unlikely that he would accomplish much of anything before the whole plan was completed.  Plus, she still had one Man Slaying dagger left.
She glanced critically at the blade, still spearing the professor’s hat.  It looked like something Charles would have approved of, so she decided to keep it.  When she returned to her lair, she could mount it on the wall as a trophy.  Then, she caught the scent.  It was an old, familiar one.  She was positive she recognized it from somewhere. 
There were rumors about the professor, but the one she considered most likely was the simplest one.  He’d fallen into a vat of electrical eels while holding a War Badger.  Such tales were commonplace.  Normally, the tales ended with the person dying.  Occasionally, a person would survive and gain new perks and abilities.  That would certainly account for his hairy face and back.  However, there was another rumor.  In retrospect, he had been extremely badger-like.  He even smelled like one.
She smelled the hat again, and the horrible realization clicked.  He didn’t smell like some random War Badger.  He smelled like a very specific War Badger.
Badgelor!  She had Badgelor in her hands, and he’d escaped her.  Again. 
Badgelor was alive.  He was alive, and he had been right there.  He was alive, and she could have killed him.  She had, once again, failed. 
That somehow wasn’t the worst part, though.  The worst was that Badgelor was alive, and Charles hadn’t told her. 
“Charles does not love you more than he loves me,” she hissed, remembering what “Professor Badgington” had said.  Despite all her control, she felt a lone tear escape her right eye.  She couldn’t handle both this and being unable to locate Bashara. 
She sighed and furiously scrunched up her eyes.  That was enough of that thinking.  Bringing up her menus, she allowed a small smile to grace her lips.  The Sphinx had achieved her objective of killing the dean and decimating the school.  She considered trying to find the secret artifact piece that, according to her sources, the dean had been hiding.  She decided against it.  Odds were its location had died with the dean.  Either he’d had it in his dimensional storage, which meant, upon his death, that the artifact had returned to a dungeon somewhere, or it was in the library, which was going to burn to the ground. 
In either case, the artifact fragment had been a pretext.  She didn’t actually need it.  The dean had taken possession of that crown fragment years ago.  Had she really wanted it, she would have retrieved it then.  She knew where all the important crown fragments were.  More importantly, she knew where they weren’t. 
The Sphinx had a crown fragment hidden in her lair.  That, coupled with one simply being missing from the world, meant that putting it back together was impossible.  Achieving anything with the two remaining pieces seemed unlikely.  She considered going to get the other nearby fragment but paused.  The elves hadn’t given it to her before, and she was in no mood to murder enough of them to get it now.  Besides, there was no way they were going to give it up.  Not as long as their problem persisted. 
Content, she got back to business. 
O’Really was here, and he knew something about Bashara.  Several of her fragments had spoken to him, but the dominant ones had perished before she’d had a chance to process the information.  When her copies died violently, the jumbled mass of her soul didn’t integrate properly, and he wasn’t where she expected him to be.  That meant she needed to track down a level 12 Wizard. 
Checking, it seemed as if she didn’t have any decent trackers in her remaining forces.  She’d have to actually track down the Wizard herself.  The Sphinx sighed.  She couldn’t possibly be this unlucky all the time.  She needed to get back to the capital as quickly as possible.  She would have to deal with the fallout of her disappearance.  Even if she went all out, it was still a journey of several days overland.  Adding in a few days to track down a Wizard meant the repercussions of her actions in Filly would be overwhelming. 
Then, she heard a pin drop.
An instant later, she was standing before a wight, whose arms she quickly severed.  Wights were known for their nasty grips.  It was best to deal with that issue before you analyzed the situation.  This one had been desperately trying to sneak away from her.  Somehow, it looked familiar.  Then, it dawned on her. 
“Phil, I’d heard you died,” she said, smiling.  Her honeyed words immediately began to override his will.  “Anyone you’d like to betray today?”
Surprisingly, the wight held out for several long seconds.  Eventually, her Command overpowered him. 
“So very unlucky,” she thought, as she stuffed Su-Kar and Phil into her dimensional storage.   




Chapter 26: To the Tower

“I still say you should have summoned me back first,” growled Shart, as I continued hoofing it away from the academy.  We were heading to the LOOKOUT!  Given the topography of the area, I could use the burning library as a beacon for quite some time.
The aftermath of the battle was rough.  As we escaped, we saw dozens of Wizards and Assassins scattered about the Oval.  There were trees uprooted and massive craters everywhere.  Over half the buildings were at least partially destroyed, with the remaining buildings damaged in some way or another.  Small fires continued to burn across the landscape, though none as large as the library’s.  Given the bodies littered across the campus, I’d be surprised if more than a quarter of the faculty had survived. 
“Well, I guess Badgelor was right,” stated Shart begrudgingly.  “The Sphinx is real.”
“You’re just saying that because he’s delirious,” I said, feeling the badger stir slightly at hearing his name.  He was going to live, but he’d been very badly injured. 
“Hmm, you are observant,” stated Shart.  We continued moving. 
●       Herald of Badgelor: Rank Up!  You saved Badgelor when he needed you the most!  Use both your talents to achieve a mission.  You gain 5 Talent Points.

Looking at my quest prompt to recover the Crown of Windfall, I tried to see what missions were available.  Mission, in this context, meant a stage of the quest.  Quests were dynamic on Ordinal.  Depending on how picky the <system> was going to be, missions could either be very easy or very challenging. 
I used the Talent Points to buff Badgelor’s base Damage.  Badgington needed to maintain a mean right hook. 
We continued in silence for a while.  The spectacle of a twenty-league tall tower really hit home.  I’d been to New York once and to Chicago many times.  I thought I’d seen big things erected toward the sky.  I hadn’t.  The LOOKOUT! was mythical at close range.  It was simply so large as to be impossible. 
Then, I realized what I was looking at, what I was staring at, in awe.  
“How many Assassins do you think were killed?” I asked, as we moved into a wrinkle in the rocks.
“Enough that I don’t see her being able to pull off another operation like that,” stated Shart.  “That was the largest concentration of high-level adventurers I’ve seen outside the major nations.  There is an ancient name for such a grouping of people.”
“Raid group,” I said, taking a moment to catch my breath and perform a much-needed puma check. 
“Correct.  Is that another Earth term?” asked Shart.
“Of course,” I replied, “Very primitive.”  I pulled out both crown fragments and examined them.  They were octahedrons, like an eight-sided die.  However, they were very long in the middle.  Each piece measured about three inches long and about an inch wide. 
I could see the runes engraved on both of them.  They seemed to be made to synergize with each other, making no individual piece useful by itself.  With two, I could see where parts of runes were inscribed on each fragment, but none of them were whole yet.  For example, I saw both halves of the letter “M” from the English alphabet.  It was a fact that was thoroughly useless on Ordinal. 
●        Mystical Lore check, successful!  You have found the enchanting rune, Advanced Binding.  This rune allows you to bind multiple magical objects to a control device.  Rune Incomplete:  You are missing the linking runes to specify which devices are connected to it. 

Looking down at the Ring of Protection, I performed a quick examination and found the maker mark.  It wasn’t hard to trace the connections at that point to find where the partial runes were on my original fragment. 
“Incredibly useful and pointless all at once,” stated Shart.  When I raised an eyebrow, he elaborated.  “Placement is just as important as the linking rune.  If you don’t know where to put the linking rune on the crown fragment, you won’t be able to use it.”
“Even if I knew the runes, if I didn’t know the placement, they wouldn’t be useful,” I said. 
Next, I found the linking runes on the Walker Orb.  I considered just scratching them out, but, as I continued examining the enchantment, I realized a problem.  “If I blot out the rune, it would actually stop the artifact from working at all.”
“Yes, you’ll notice that the linking runes are placed like a fuse in the middle of the enchantment,” stated Shart.  “You pull it, and the entire enchantment will be depowered temporarily.”
“Temporarily?” I asked.
Shart gestured toward a far more complicated rune.  Then, he flicked his fingers, causing the rune to rotate and elongate in my vision.  “This is a Rune of Restoration.  It will cause the object in question to eventually restore itself to its original condition.”
“Surprised there wasn’t one of those on the crown,” I remarked.
“There was.  The dragon ate it,” stated Shart.
“Badgelor let a dragon get away with attacking the crown?” I questioned.
“Charles, stop it,” moaned Badgelor.  “I told you I’m not worth it.”
“Badgelor, what happened to the crown?” I asked firmly, and the small badger trembled.
“You can’t give away the crown.  You need it against the Dark Overlord,” moaned Badgelor.  “All my fault.  It’s all my fault,” Badgelor curled hard into my shoulder.  I was certain he was drawing blood.
“What are the other properties of the crown?” I asked.
“It controls and empowers the other Treasures of Rule,” said Shart.  “With it, you can make them stronger or turn them off, more or less.  It had some incidental powers, too.”
I ran through the story as I understood it and realized something.  “Was one of the powers Mental Resistance?”
After a very long moment, Shart replied, “Yes.”  He seemed to be considered something.   “Oh, feck it.  Charles and Badgelor were going to fight the Dark Overlord when they lost the crown.”
“Oh, God,” I hissed, easily realizing what must have happened.  “They went down to hell.  Some monster was going to kill Badgelor, so Charles gave up the crown to keep him alive.  He figured he could take on the Dark Overlord without it.  Then, the Dark Overlord overpowered Charles’ mind.”
“Hell?” asked Shart.
“Jersey,” I replied.
“Oh,” muttered the demon, considering everything.  “That actually tracks.  Charles and Badgelor went down to Jersey to fetch the Divine Shard that made him into a godling.  Godlings are supposed to render you immune to mental manipulations, but it looks like the Dark Overlord managed to control his mind first.  When he returned, without Badgelor, he acted good for a few months.”
“Then, Grebthar the Destroyer?” I asked, remembering the original title I was to have been given.
“Yeah, he went nuts and started destroying everything.  He got all the way into Windfall before Toomen stopped him,” stated Shart.  I’d asked Toomen about that, but he’d been very tight-lipped about the whole experience. 
“I thought Toomen told the Ruler of Falcon about the victory?” I asked.
“He didn’t fight alone.  Toomen brought many of Grebthar’s old companions with him.  He was hoping to talk some sense into him.  It didn’t go well, and Toomen was the only survivor.  Julia the First was heading to the area with reinforcements when Toomen intercepted her.  He informed her that Grebthar had been dealt with.  Toomen went back to Windfall, and the new Queen of Falcon went back to her people with the terrible news,” stated Shart, sighing.  “And yes, by then, Grebthar was already a major religious figure.”
“You’d figure the queen would have tried to stop that,” I commented.
“After Grebthar vanished, there was a series of civil wars in Falcon.  She died in a coup,” explained Shart.  “The new queen, also Julia, went all in on deifying Grebthar and making him their central religious figure.  She actually stopped the worship of all other gods.  By the time of her death of natural causes, Grebthar was the central religion of Falcon, and no one really knew what had happened to him.”
“But he destroyed everything,” I said.
“Some Falconians think there was a purpose to his actions.  Others think the stories about Grebthar the Destroyer were exaggerations.  When Julia the First was propping up Grebthar, she spent a lot of time rehabilitating his image with the masses.  Part of the reason the northern and southern kingdoms came into being was that a lot of people didn’t buy into it.” 
I considered all that Shart had said.  I’d never really asked about that chunk of the backstory before.  Now that I knew it, not a lot had changed.  I still really wanted to kill Charles, but I did feel slightly bad about it.  He’d already lost himself to the Dark Overlord.
“So, the next fragment is at the top?” I asked.
“Yup,” replied the demon, “And I don’t envy you.”
“Why?” I asked, spotting a fortress nestled in a very sensitive spot.
“One word, ‘Stairs’,” Shart answered. 
“I thought those were ridges,” I stated uncomfortably.
“Nope.” 
“That will take days to climb,” I muttered.
“Usually longer,” responded the demon.  I swore I could hear a smirk in his voice. 
“Bring it,” I growled and marched toward the entrance. 




Chapter 27: Outskirts of Fillydelphia

Julia groaned, as SueLeeta pointed toward the road uncomfortably.  “That way.”
It had been days on the road, in conditions far worse than when Julia was with Jim.  Their journey had been mostly cross-country, searching for whoever had the hammer.  The list of possible candidates was short and terrifying. 
Off the top of her head, the princess could only think of the legendary Sphinx, whose actual existence was hotly debated by the royal family, a dragon, such as MegaDevastator, or the Dark Overlord himself.  Of the three, in some dark horrible nightmare, the third option was the most likely.  Mainly because Julia fervently hoped the other two just weren’t real. 
Hope in one hand, shit in another, and see which one is filled first, she recalled.  Her maternal grandma, Jules, had told her that when she was a child.  It stuck.  A princess must not let sappy romanticism overtake what must be done.   
Julia refocused, glancing back at Toomen and Beakatrix.  For a variety of reasons, neither was an ideal traveling companion.  
Toomen was still in his scrawny form.  He claimed he had a perk for powering himself up, so, hopefully, he’d be useful at the critical moment.  The main problem with him was that he constantly wandered off in search of something.  If a side quest presented itself, Toomen vanished.  He could resolve most issues in half an hour or less, but he’d gone on seven such adventures over the past few days. 
The situation had improved once SueLeeta generated a large dog to accompany him.  The dog at least attempted to keep him out of trouble.  She wished Badgelor was there.  A scruffy man who was constantly either getting into trouble or looking for food just didn’t seem right without a War Badger. 
Of course, the biggest issue was Beakatrix.  She was a Progenitor.  Everyone instantly recognized her.  When a legendary being came in for a landing, it tended to attract a crowd.  Beakatrix’s were especially memorable.  Furthermore, the progenitor possessed zero understanding of decorum.  Anyone who asked her what was going on was likely to get an earful on the Mayor, Toomen, and, in one case, the very presence of Princess Julia.
The profound respect she had for that ancient species was the only reason she hadn’t throttled the arrogant crow. 
“How much further?” Julia asked Sir Dalton.  He was from the southern kingdom but had made several journeys to Fillydelphia over the past decade.  Aside from his tremendous reputation as a great Knight, he had also been on the jousting circuit, though he claimed that was just because he needed the money for his gaggle of daughters. 
Julia missed them.  When she defeated the Dark Overlord, possibly with the Mayor’s help, she was going to recruit several of Dalton’s daughters to act as ladies in waiting.  Ashe, in particular, could be a great asset.  Having a knife wielder around would be supremely helpful at parties. 
“My rear end says half a day of riding,” stated Sir Dalton confidently. 
Sadly, Julia had learned to trust that rear end.   SueLeeta virtually worshiped the thing.  Dalton’s rear end really knew how long it was going to be in a saddle.
“Where is the hammer moving?” cawed Beakatrix.  
“They may be taking the hammer to the palace,” stated Sir Dalton confidently.  Every statement from Sir Dalton was made confidently, even the ones he made using nothing but conjecture.
“Toomen, are we close enough to sense the hammer yet?” asked Julia.
“Like, no, man,” stated Toomen, holding his hand up to the sky and searching for his mighty hammer.  “I smell some really groovy stir fry being cooked nearby.”
“Focus,” hissed Julia, just about out of patience with the Master Paladin.  “We need to find the hammer.  Can you track it at all?”
“Like, it's in the city, man,” stated Toomen crestfallen.  He was hungry, of course.
“Fine, we’ll move closer to the city and camp out.  When morning comes, we’ll head in with the regular traffic.  Hopefully, everything will work out fine.  Beakatrix can stay in the woods and, if necessary, fly in to help us,” stated SueLeeta.
Beakatrix cocked her head, the Progenitor equivalent of an eye roll. 
“In the meantime,” said Julia, causing Toomen to look at her hopefully, “We could eat.”
“Zoinkies, that’d be swell!”




Chapter 28:  The Power of Stairs

“I hate stairs,” I wheezed.  “I fecking hate them and the horrible people who invented them.”  It turned out that Portals, on their own, were short-range.  For a long-range Portal, I needed an access point close to the desired destination. 
Stepping off the final stair, I dropped to my knees, ready to kiss the flat ground.  Then, I remembered what the flat ground was and contented myself with flopping onto my back and groaning. 
“It could always be worse,” stated Shart, strolling up next to me and yawning.  I tilted my head back, only to see the single most majestic forest I’d ever seen in my life.  It was like someone had taken an exceptional painting of a fantasy forest and then done their best to outdo it. 
My exhaustion faded.  I stood back up, poking Badgelor in his side.
“You are missing something impressive,” I said, checking the badger’s Health again. According to his status, he had recovered.  I still couldn't get him to wake up, though.  “We are sure he’s okay, right?”
“Let me check,” said Shart, vanishing.  I felt him walking through my mindspace and sighed.  Sometime during our ascent up the stairs, we’d reactivated the demonic bond.  It was quite anticlimactic.  Still firm in my mind was the memory of the awesome ritual required to rebond Shart, the Elder Demon, whose power was enough to shake the world.
“Dum Dum, we are out of range of the college,” the demon had stated.
“So, Bond?” I’d replied.
“I guess.” 
●       You have been rebonded to the Demon, Shart.  He is also your familiar.  You gain Demonic Regeneration. 

That had been it.  Very anticlimactic indeed. 
“Are you still on about that?  Were you expecting more the second time around?” asked Shart, as he started working the console.  I’d recently discovered that, if Shart was actually in my mindspace when I started remembering things, those memories would play out like a movie.  I’d never seen it, because I tended to only go into mindspace with a work attitude.  Now that I knew I could, the temptation to just sit there and watch movies of my wife and kids was strong.
Perhaps I would, after I killed poor Charles. 
Knowing that the Dark Overlord had overwritten Charles’ mind just like Shart had intended on overwriting mine was depressing.  It did serve to show Shart that, had he attempted it, the rewrite would have likely failed spectacularly.  That was about it, though.  I wondered if I could even bring Charles’ mind experience up with Badgelor?
Speaking of which. . .
“He’s not getting any worse,” said Shart.  “I still don’t understand how he got so badly banged up while Professor Badgington was fighting the Sphinx.“
“Seriously?” I asked.
“What?” replied Shart.  “I wonder where the professor went after the fight.”
“You don’t see a resemblance between Badgelor and a certain professor?” I asked.
“No?  should I have?” asked Shart.
“What would Badgelor look like in a hat?” I asked.
“Ridiculous,” replied Shart, going back to his work. 
I followed an overgrown trail toward the center of the elven forest, looking at the rows of perfect trees.  The entire journey had actually been beneficial.  I’d finally gotten to Expert in Hiking and taken the Extended Journey perk. 
●        Extended Journey:  When traveling on a journey of more than one day while using the Hiking skill for at least six hours, you don’t need to eat.  You can sustain yourself from ambient Mana as you travel.  You gain Tireless Stamina. 

Of course, not starving to death was always useful, but the real benefits were harder to find.  I hadn’t even considered the perk initially.  That changed when Shart mentioned that I tended to use the Hiking skill whenever I walked anywhere.  I didn’t realize that not using it was an option.  He further explained that I was a Dum Dum.  Using Hiking was more Stamina-intensive than simply walking, leading most adventurers to not use it all the time.  However, if I continued to always use the skill whenever I walked, I would never need to eat. 
Due to the way exhaustion set in on Ordinal, that bonus was particularly helpful.  Constantly draining your Stamina pool would eventually earn you the Exhausted condition, which had a variety of levels from tired to dead.  With my new Tireless Stamina perk, things got feisty. 
Stamina didn’t have an Overhealing pool.  What it did have was perhaps more useful.  Tireless Stamina existed as the top 10% of my Stamina pool, and only using that portion didn’t deplete my Stamina.  I hadn’t quite realized what that meant until Shart kindly explained it to me. 
“You can’t be this stupid all the time, Dum Dum!” explained Shart.  “It means you can use your Hiking skill constantly without ever getting exhausted, assuming your Stamina pool is large enough.  You could literally march for days before you collapse, because you still need sleep eventually.” 
Quick experimentation showed me that, as long as I only went into the Tireless Stamina pool in a tick, my Stamina didn’t deplete at all.  If I went over that amount, my Stamina acted entirely normally, meaning that many of my bigger attacks would instantly push me back into the regular pool.  That said, I could literally swing my sword all day without ever depleting any of my Stamina. 
Knowing that, I’d made it up the LOOKOUT! in three days, instead of the probable week it would have taken me otherwise.  I would have finished faster, except my current Stamina pool was only 340.  I couldn’t do anything crazy, like sprint at top speed up a hill, but I was still pretty damn quick.  I could probably run to Filly in four days or so, assuming I stuck to the main roads.
And that assumed my Stamina pool didn’t grow larger. 
While that made my journey easier, there was still another major issue.  Shart hadn’t been able to figure out why he couldn’t activate my other classes.
“I must have coded it wrong,” groaned Shart, as we continued walking through the woods.
“So, what do we need to do?” I asked.
“I can activate any class that is a lower level than your current main class, Wizard,” said Shart. 
“That’s not ideal.  All the classes I want to activate are higher than my current level,” I replied.  I wanted to activate adventurer, Warrior, and Mage.  I had Paths for all three, but I was missing the critical building blocks to make those Paths truly effective.  You were supposed to be deep into the Path by the time you Remorted, and I’d barely scratched the proverbial surface on any of them.  I did use Talent Points to buy Hit Point, Stamina, and Mana boosts when I could afford them.  Doing so boosted those pools accordingly.  
My Wizard class was reasonably useful, and I figured out a few more runes on the way up. 
However, my estimations of the chances of a Wizard winning a fight against the God of Magic were low.
“The elves are masters of the Primal Arts,” said Shart.  “They should be able to teach you how to be a Monk.  Then, you can just use violence to solve all your problems.”
“Well, that’s something.  What about the Druid or Barbarian class?” I asked.
“You need to have a sacred tree to become a Druid.  You normally get that when you take the class in the tower,” answered Shart.  “As for Barbarian, you need to complete a naming ritual.  It's doubtful you can get anyone here to perform it.”
“That leaves learning the Monk class the old-fashioned way,” I said. 
“Yup,” replied Shart. 
We left the overgrown path and emerged onto a well-tended area.  A large stone ring stood in the center.  The ring looked positively arcane in nature, and Mystical Lore tagged it as a Magical Portal almost instantly. 
“Heh, those fools should thank you for fixing the Fast Lanes.  They should be able to use that old thing now,” said Shart.
My eyebrow twitched.  “Fresh tracks.”
“Pumas? Where?” Shart actually shrieked, looking through my eyes.  He studied the fresh tracks that led from the magical teleporting device to the center of the forest. 
“Those aren’t puma tracks.  They are, um, well, who really knows what those might be?” lied the demon uncomfortably. 
“When you directed me to use the stairs, did you know there was another way up?” I asked, following the tracks to a large stone wall.  As I approached, I could feel the arcane power that was practically seeping from it. 
“I didn’t check.  Until very recently, no one could use Portals safely,” answered Shart uncomfortably.
I stood in front of the Portal and tried to decipher the runes on it.  I didn’t get very far before I felt a stirring on my shoulder.  “Oh, you found the teleporter, good,” groaned Badgelor. 
Suddenly, the stones began to quiver.  I stepped back, as a bluish green Portal flashed into existence.  Two elves emerged.  They both appeared somewhat similar to Twinkle.  They looked to be between the ages of eleven and thirteen, and they both had a great head of hair.  Upon further inspection, though, I realized only one of them had great hair.  The other’s hair was far less healthy looking. 
In fact, it was a really elaborate combover.  The hair itself appeared dull and brittle.
“Hello,” I waved, as they finally spotted me.
The balding elf dropped into a martial arts stance.  The other elf pointed her hands down, causing the roots at my feet to begin binding my legs.
“I’m friendly,” I continued, as the balding elf’s fists began to burn.  If the situation wasn’t resolved soon, I was actually going to have to aggressively defend myself.  “I’m with Twinkle.  I’m an elf buddy!” 
Both stopped, their magic abating.  They stared hard at me.
“Oh, you are an elf buddy?”  asked the balding elf, whose name was Row Row.  “Well, aren’t you the very best elf buddy?  Coming up here all on your own!”
“I think he may be lost,” said the other elf, whose name was Itsy.  She was speaking in Elven.  “Twinkle came back just yesterday.”
“We should take him to the shelter,” responded Row Row in Elven, before speaking to me in Ordinalese.  “Would you like that?  Would you like to go to the shelter, elf buddy?”
'Something's wrong here,’ I thought to Shart. 
“What do you mean?” asked the demon.
“They are talking to me weird,” I said.  “It’s like I’m a baby or something.”  I had started speaking to them in Ordinalese, but I could speak Elven.  I just wasn’t sure if it was a good idea.  They always spoke to each other in their native language, probably assuming that I couldn’t understand them. 
“They are elves.  I wouldn’t put it past them.  After all, they are the right kind of racist,” said Shart. 
“What do you mean ‘The right kind of racist’?” I grumbled.
“They hate humans,” answered the snickering demon. 
Itsy came over and took my hand.  She began leading me down the pathway.  “We have food.”
I rolled my eyes.  I wasn’t so undiplomatic as to refuse food, but she sounded so damn condescending.  I was about to make an issue of it.
“He probably wants something to drink,'' said Row Row.  I frowned.  If they offered me milk, I was going to be upset.  “Do you like wine, elf buddy?  We have lots of wine.”
“I could go for some wine.”




Chapter 29: The Buddy House

I was dumped into a shelter by the two elves.  They promptly left, telling me they would find Twinkle.  The shelter was actually pretty nice.  A small garden surrounded the immaculately kept building.  The sounds of a waterfall came from somewhere far in the distance.  I spotted a couch in a common area and plopped down, ready to enjoy my fresh mug of wine. 
Seemingly from nowhere, I was thoroughly glomped.  I’d just barely had time to recognize the specific pitter-patter of the feet.  It was the only thing that saved Hansa from injury.
“Jim, thank Grebthar you’re here,” she exclaimed. 
“Did you come with Twinkle?” I asked.
“Yes,’ she pouted, “But I’m not an elf buddy.  I have to stay here until he’s done, or I decide I want to leave the LOOKOUT!  I decided to stay for a day or two.  Andersen is preparing the ship for the return trip.”
“I’m surprised that you actually left the ship,” I responded.
“I wanted to see the elf lands.  Now that I have, I want to go back,” she said grumpily.  The normally chipper Hansa’s eyes were slightly red.  Somewhere deep inside me, fury burned.  Those pricks had made Hansa cry.  I wondered why she hadn’t just left.  I puzzled over it for a few seconds.  
“You and Andersen got into a fight about you leaving the ship.  You don’t want to go back too early, because he’ll know he was right,” I stated.  I had a wife and a daughter.  I’d like to believe I had learned something about women from them. 
Hansa frowned, then nodded. 
“Aren’t you worried about my ship?” I asked.
She rolled her eyes and produced a more advanced long-range thingamadoo.  “Follow me.” 
We walked through a door and onto a balcony.  Inexplicably, everything was all uphill.  Despite the fact we were in a forest, we had the most spectacular view imaginable.  We were twenty leagues, or sixty miles, in the air.  On Earth, space started at the sixty-two-mile mark.  Thankfully, on Ordinal, the rules were different.  Air pressure worked differently.  There was still plenty of breathable air, regardless of how high up we were.
“It's all the plants,” said Shart.  “If those trees were to die off, this entire place would be uninhabitable in mere hours.  They are all carefully grown in a very organized pattern.  It keeps the Life Energy flowing up here.”
Ordinal was different.  There really wasn’t air as I thought of it.  You actually absorbed Life Energy through breathing.  Plants naturally gave off such energy, so just being in a large group of the correct kind of plants was enough to keep someone alive. 
I scanned the area and realized Shart was right.  It wasn’t a forest in the traditional way I thought of forests.  It was a carefully maintained, concealed garden, designed to look like a forest.  The natural appearance was an illusion, like nearly everything else with the elves. 
You could literally see my boat, twenty leagues straight down.  The LOOKOUT! had a river flowing next to it.  Where that river met the ocean, a small town had been built up.  The Nosebleed was there, a tiny metal ship awash in a sea of wooden boats. 
I moved my attention higher, to the spectacular view of the night sky.
Hansa peered at where I was looking.  “The sky is really pretty here.”  The entire black canvas was absolutely awash with stars.  With Master Perception, I could see everything.  It was so unlike Earth, where my faulty vision prohibited me from seeing all but the brightest of stars.  I fingered the Ring of Protection absentmindedly, as I heard footsteps drawing close behind me. 
“Jim!” yelled a 1920’s radio announcer.
“Here, Twinkle,” I replied, continuing to marvel at the night sky.  Turning, I faced the direction of Windfall.  The continent really did look like a donut with a bite taken out of the side. 
Twinkle ran in and launched himself at me for a glomp.  I held out one hand to block him, but the elf slipped around it.  He grabbed me and pinned my other arm to my side.
“I missed you,” he said happily, nuzzling my chest.  His hair was in much better shape than the last time I’d seen him.  He’d apparently had some time to get it highlighted.  The small bald spots were mostly hidden inside his mane. 
“You can see Windfall from here,” I said, looking into the distance.  We walked around the balcony to get a better look.
“Yes, the views here are spectacular,” agreed Twinkle. 
I spotted several large cities relatively close to Windfall, all past the Eastern Gate Fortress.  You could also see the damage around Narwal.  What surprised me was the relative lack of a population outside Falcon.  There were cities and towns all over that secure area.  Past Windfall Valley, the population grew thin. 
Even being so far up, I was amazed at the clarity.  It was so perfect.  Then, I realized something.
“There’s an enchantment,” I sighed.  I wasn’t just using Perception for such a magnificent landscape.  The entire balcony had been enchanted to give the best possible view.  If I concentrated, I could even see the faint outline of trees that the enchantment allowed you to see through. 
Everything here is so artificial.
“Of course,” grinned Twinkle.  “If you are lucky, sometimes you can even see the edge.”
“The edge?” I chuckled, looking around at the large, very flat expanse of ground beneath me.  Extremely flat.  Obviously flat.  Impossibly flat. 
“It's flat,” I said, annoyed. 
“Don’t tell me,” uttered Twinkle, shaking his head. “You are a round Ordinaler.  Just look around!  Obviously, the planet is flat.  If it was a ball, you’d fall off the bottom.”
A few short weeks ago, I would have blown up over this type of argument.  I would have declared that Ordinal was weird when comparing it to Earth.  Doing so was pointless.  I was forever stuck on Ordinal, stuck in this strange, flat, bullshit place where nothing made sense.  I was never even going to find out if the Outfit’s sequel was going to be greenlit. 
Exhaling loudly, I peeled the elf off my person.  “I see you made it here before me,” I said, changing the subject.
“Of course, Engineer Hansa is an excellent captain!” grinned the elf, smiling at her.  Hansa blushed, her red complexion showing a few freckles on her cheeks.  They made her even cuter.
“But you left her out here?” I asked.
“Well, humans aren’t traditionally allowed into the elven lands,” explained Twinkle.  Before I could say something biting, he stuck out his hand.  “I already bestowed my elf buddy status onto you.  I can’t do it again.  At least, not so soon.”
“Why?” I asked.
“The current king is not a big fan of buddies.  He only allows us one at a time,” replied the elf.  “I can probably do another one in eighty years or so!”
“By then, we’ll be dead,” I stated.
“Well, she will be, Mister Mayor,” grinned the elf.  “I have it on good authority that the Mayors of Windfall live practically forever.”
Hansa stuck her tongue out at Twinkle.  He had the good grace to look hurt.
“What happens if I raise a big stink and refuse to go into the elven lands without her?” I questioned.
“The king will happily revoke your buddy status.  I could show you the hospitality of the buddy house, but you’d be banned from the city forever,” stated Twinkle.  “Actually, the king is in charge of hospitality, too.  I doubt you’d get any more wine, once he decided you weren’t allowed in.  Heck, I can’t even bring you in until my meeting with him later this evening.”
“Great, how long will that take?” I asked.
“Hours, most likely.  By tomorrow morning, a few elves will come to bring you in.  Also, policy recommends my sweet little Hansa leave when they formally allow Jim in,” stated Twinkle.  Hansa rolled her eyes and grumbled.
“I didn’t want to see your stupid elf city anyway,” she groused.
“I can tell.  You certainly wouldn’t want to hear the best singing in the world,” stated Twinkle, who was still a bit of a prick. 
“If I wanted to hear the best singing in the world, I’d just get my sisters together for a concert,” smiled Hansa wickedly.  Twinkle’s perfect smile cracked against her adorable grin, as a sliver of doubt entered his mind.  In the past, I’d invited him to listen to the girls singing.   He had declined, going so far as to leave the area. 
Then again, he’d been on a boat with her.  There was no way Hansa could have gone the whole voyage without singing something.  I eyed her.
“Sloppy duets with Andersen,” she said.  “He’s cute, but he’s kind of pitchy.  I didn’t want to overshadow him.”  She really did like him.  It wasn’t like her to hold back on her vocals.  Then again, she did enjoy singing in groups for fun.  Not everything had to be a power ballad.     
“We are sure the crown fragment is in the elf kingdom?” I checked with Shart, while Twinkle seemed to be having a short-term existential crisis. 
“Positive, and sneaking into the kingdom will be tricky,” replied the demon. 
“I’ll be happy to come in.  As it just so happens, I have a mission for Hansa,” I told Hansa, who looked at me curiously.  “It’s a serious mission that I can only entrust to my captain.  A quest from the Mayor himself.”
Hansa bucked up at that.  Everyone bucked up at the mention of quests.  Quests earned Experience Points.  “Of course, I don’t have time for singing and dancing with silly elves,” Hansa informed the elf.  “I have a mission for the Mayor.”
Twinkle frowned, before stating carefully, “There is nothing silly about singing and dancing.  I’m sure you wouldn’t want to embarrass anyone.”  Hansa frowned but didn’t retort.  Unlike some elves, she wasn’t necessarily a petty person.  She believed in getting revenge properly. 
“Anyway, I brought food!” continued the elf, showing us back into the buddy house.  Several delicious smelling bowls of porridge were waiting, along with a platter of steaming bread.  As we neared the table, I saw small, chopped pieces of meat floating in the bowls of thick pottage.  I considered being rude, as I didn’t really need to eat anymore.  However, it smelled so good I had to try some.  Hansa’s portion appeared slightly smaller, but hers had several assorted vegetables I didn’t recognize.  I thought they made her food smell even better.  
“There is plenty of wine to last the night.  I’ll be back to get you tomorrow,” stated Twinkle.  He smiled and waved as he left, “Bye, buddy!”
“They seem weird,” said Hansa.  I was about to say something in agreement but changed my mind. 
“I’m hoping it's just a cultural thing,” I replied, sitting down to eat.  Hansa plopped down opposite me and started eating her own bowl of food.  My mind strayed to my sleeping badger.  I was growing increasingly concerned for him.  He really must be feeling awful to miss a meal. 
“Thanks for trying to make me sound important,” she said after an uncomfortable moment.
“About what?” I asked, pouring another mug of wine.
“About a special urgent Mayor quest,” she replied, fiddling with a piece of meat.  I was pretty sure it wasn’t pork, but I had no idea what it might have been.  Something was making it taste like hot dogs, though.  My Mystical Lore helpfully provided Meat Mellon, meaning the dish was fully vegetarian.  Well, so was the wine. 
I glanced at her wickedly.  “I do have an urgent quest, Engineer Hansa.”
She looked at me concerned.
“I had learned enough rune fragments to learn another magical spell.  I chose the spell of Gateways.  However, the spell only works if I have the rune where I want to open the gate to.  I need a way for me to get to Windfall as quickly as possible,” I said.
“That doesn’t sound like you need an Engineer,” she replied uncomfortably. 
“You don’t know how big the rune is,” I replied.




Chapter 30: That’s a Big Rune

“Spring loaded, very impressive,” I stated the following morning.  I had explained what I needed and promptly passed out from my earlier efforts.  Hansa, on the other hand, had spent most of the night building a framework, on which I would place my Gateway Rune.  Consequently, I hadn’t gotten much sleep.  That girl had to sing while she worked. 
I finished tracing the spell’s rune on the expanded framework, now the size of a double door.  Hansa grabbed a lever on the side, compressing the entire folding gateway down to the size of a laptop case.   
“Let's see if this works,” I said, trying to cast the spell.  This was, by far, the most complicated spell I’d tried to cast. 
“It’s a shame Badgelor is still asleep and missing this,” stated Shart.  “Dum Dum and complicated magic don’t mix.”
“Thanks for the vote of support,” I sighed.
“I believe in you,” Hansa said.  “You got this.”
Shart pointed at her.  “No.  Just no.” 
Hansa scrunched up her nose and giggled.  It was a good thing she was comfortable around the demon.
I turned my attention back to the task at hand.  Unlike Sorcery or. . .” Magery”, I guessed, Wizards actually used multiple cores when powering their spells, in a controlled fashion, no less.  When a Sorcerer cast a spell, they invariably used a single core to achieve an effect.  Their spells tended to be direct applications, like a fireball or a lightning bolt.  Wizards could use multiple cores, which allowed their spells to be much more subtle.
For example, the Gateway spell had two parts.  The Gateway, which was self-explanatory, and the Anchor, which was the location the Gateway targeted.  I was using all four of my elemental cores, as well as my Spirit and Essence cores. 
The elemental cores allowed the spell to work.  The Essence core caused a connection between the locations.  My Spirit core actually caused the Portal to open in such a manner as to allow something to travel through it. 
As for the framework, the Anchor could technically be written on paper and transported that way, but the power of the spell essentially rendered it a one-use object.  Additionally, it took a while to actually write down the rune.  By writing it on Hansa’s flexible metal framework, I was hoping that I’d be able to use it multiple times to arrive in Windfall. 
I cast the spell and immediately got a prompt. 
●        Gateway Failure: Your rune is too badly malformed to create a Gateway.

“I can still see the rune.  It just doesn’t work,” I stated.
Hansa looked confused.  “I’m sorry?”
“Pull the lever, Kronk!” I yelled.  Hansa looked at me like I was crazy.  “That means pull the lever, Hansa.”
“Then why not just say that?” she groaned, pulling the lever.  The contraption began to twist around, with a series of locks unlocking one at a time.  After each click, it moved to the next lock.  Finally, seven symbols shone brightly against the backdrop of the machine.
“Did you ever watch Stargate?” I asked.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” groaned Hansa. 
“But the symbols?” I gestured.
“Cat, dog, moose, badger, woodchuck, snake, and a unicorn,” said Hansa.  “Aren’t they pretty?”
The frame expanded rapidly, filling the double doorway of the workroom.  I gestured toward the opposite doorway and cast the Gateway spell again. 
●        Gateway Successful: You have one available Anchor, Portable Gateway.  Would you like to connect? <Yes/No>

I selected “Yes” and watched both ends of the Gateway shimmer brightly for a moment.  Then, they resolved into a perfect pair of passages.   
“Exactly how is this supposed to work?” Hansa asked. 
I picked up a wrench and threw it through the Gateway.  It passed through successfully and flew out the Anchor end of the Portal.  There, it clattered onto the ground. 
“Cool,” said Hansa, attempting to stick her hand into the Gateway. 
I snatched her arm and pulled her back.  “Didn’t you learn anything?”
“I was going to use my metal hand,” she replied, wiggling her free, quite real, hand at me. 
“You still could have lost your hand,” I replied.
She rolled her eyes and pulled another hand from her Engineer’s toolkit, promptly flipping me off with the spare appendage.  I dropped the subject.  I was man enough to realize when I’d lost.  Then again, we did need to test if living things could pass through the Portal and remain living things.
Glancing at my hand, I said goodbye to the first knuckle of my pinky finger and stuck it into the Gateway.  It didn’t come out the other side.
“There’s a gap,” stated Shart.  “This isn’t tight like your Portal.  There is about an inch or so where the Gateway makes the connection.”
“Thanks, mister demon,” said Hansa.
I pulled my hand back and considered my options.  Suddenly, I noticed Hansa swinging her wrench at my hand.  I quickly pulled my hand away, narrowly avoiding her strike.  Looking at the appendage, I saw a large, black leech attached to my fingertip.  It had already caused my hand to begin withering. 
Hansa didn’t miss the second time, smacking the Shadow Slug off my hand and into the wall.  The bug hit and flopped down, half crushed and twitching.  Shart grabbed the critter and ate it before Ordinal’s ambient Life Energy had time to disintegrate it. 
“Those things are tasty,” smiled the demon.
“Yuck,” said Hansa.  I had to agree with her.
“It looks like various Shadow creatures are locking into the transition buffer in your Gateway Magic,” stated Shart.  That was a known issue with a known solution. 
I activated Treatment and restored my hand, causing Hansa’s eyes to bulge.  She had grown more used to flashy Magical Healing.  The fact that I could do the same, to a lesser degree, with Stamina was new to her.  I considered that.  Aside from Julia and a few random townsfolk, my rare Treatment skill was pretty much unknown.  To a typical person on Ordinal, it was a rare skill that they had probably never encountered before.  To me, it was just another ability. 
“Great,” I said, bringing up the Gateway Rune.  The rune was assembled by piecing together fragments of other runes into a specific shape.  With my Mystical Lore skill, I was able to pick apart the rune, finding the Lightning Runes that made up the object.  As a Wizard, I, for the first time, had access to an Air core.  Sort of. 
I actually had a Power Rune that allowed my Mana Network to convert Mana from my Biological Aeromancy core directly into Air Mana.  Air Mana, in turn, could be used to power Lightning Runes.  It was functionally the same, but the cost was different, making it inherently inefficient.  Using the Aeromancy Core increased the cost of the Lightning Rune by 50%.  Activating the spell upped the cost of the total spell from 200 Mana to 250 Mana. 
I mentally erased the Lightning Rune and fit in my BioLightning Rune instead.  The process sounded much simpler than it turned out to be.  I had to isolate all the various component runes of BioLightning and pull off every single one that wasn’t directly involved in generating Lightning.  Next, I had to morph the rune into a different shape that could fit into the spot in the Gateway spell.
It was like getting a new machine mod in Factorio and having to shove it into the existing production matrix without moving the original pieces of equipment.  To put it mildly, it was aggravating.  The bits and pieces of the rune didn’t want to fit together properly.  However, due to my newly enhanced, demonically powered menutime, I was able to do an hour’s worth of work in under thirty seconds.
Unfortunately, it took several subjective hours. 
“Ashe is my oldest sister; she likes birds and mice.  Rose is actually younger; she’s mature, but a real daddy’s girl,” babbled Hansa in a sing-song voice. 
“That’s nice,” said Shart.
“We like to sit around and sing every evening after dinner.  I could sing you another song, mister demon,” offered Hansa, still not quite using her talking voice. 
“That’s nice,” said Shart. 
“My sister with the longest hair is really into puns,” said Hansa.
“That’s nice,” said Shart. 
“Do you want to hear more about my younger sisters?” asked Hansa.
“DUM DUM, are you done yet?” screamed Shart.
As I completed the rune, I nodded.  “Just finished.”
“You’ve been at this for ten real minutes.  Hansa got bored after thirty seconds,” grumbled the demon.  “I’ve learned more about Dalton’s daughters than I ever wanted to know.”
“Anything interesting?” I asked.
“Every one of them, except Rose, has had a crush on you at some point,” stated Shart. 
“That's nice,” I thought, considering the implications. 
“Don’t get too excited.  They are all over you now,” continued Shart.  “Most of them have real boyfriends, because they want a functional man.”
“Damn it,” I thought.  That rumor was getting old.
With my new and improved Gateway Rune, I cast the spell again.  It flickered and popped into existence with a nice greenish hue.  Hansa stepped away, going to the exact center of the room and picking up Shart.  When it became obvious that she was using him as a shield, the demon began to complain.  
“Moment of truth,” I said, grabbing an apple and tossing it through the Gateway.  No way I was testing it with my hand again.  The apple flew into the Gateway and out the Anchor.  I snatched it up and inspected it.  Placing my thumbs against the stem, I broke it in half, examining the meat of the fruit.  It seemed okay, so I took a bite.  It tasted exactly like an apple. 
I drew a deep breath and summoned my bravery.  Then, I stepped through the Gateway.  It only took a moment before I popped out of the Anchor’s framework contraption.  Better still, there was only a minimal amount of disorientation.  “It works,” I said triumphantly.  To be on the safe side, I had converted all my Mana to Biological Aeromancy Mana.  That appeared to be an unnecessary action.  Hansa looked at me skeptically. 
“It should be safe,” I said.  That was good enough for her.  Hansa ran through the Gateway at full speed, popping out the other side.  Then, she ran back through again.  She stumbled several times, as the transition did leave you slightly discombobulated.  Overall, she didn’t have any real issues. 
There were also no more slugs.  Those bugs were what I was mainly concerned about.  I stepped halfway through the Gateway and looked back.  I could see the other half of my body as I moved my head in and out of the Gateway.  After a few more seconds, I could feel the Portal starting to weaken, and my body was forced out the Anchor side. 
When the Gateway naturally collapsed, you were gently pushed out one side or the other. 
I gripped the lever and decided to test what would happen if the frame collapsed while the Gateway was active.  It didn’t move.  Even pushing the platform that the Anchor was attached to did nothing.  While the Gateway was active, it was unmovable. 
“It's going to be impossible to break while the rune is active,” stated Shart.  I nodded.  That seemed to be the way of things. 
Finally, the Gateway dimmed and faded.  Several moments later, the entire contraption snapped into its laptop size again.  I’d left the lever in the retract position.  Hansa stared at the Gateway in awe. 
“That was amazing,” she said.
“It wasn’t that tricky,” I replied, surprised that no one else had thought of using Life Magic to make Gateways work.
“Against mindless shadow spawn, sure,” said Shart.  “If the Walker was still around, you might as well scream ‘Please kill me!’ at the top of your lungs while covering yourself in steak sauce.”
Well, maybe not so smart.
“Hansa, I need you to get your contraption back to Windfall as soon as possible.  Give it only to Fenris.  Keep it with you until you can hand it to him personally.  I’m entrusting you with this.  It is critically important,” I said. 
Her eyes went unfocused.  It was the expression I’d come to recognize as someone reading a prompt.  She whistled.  “I see that you do.”
“Wow, being generous with the XP, aren’t we?” commented Shart. 
“We don’t have any more time.  We have guests,” I smiled.  Hansa’s expression went neutral, and she shoved the portable Anchor into her engineering bag.  As she banished the bag into her storage, three elves entered the buddy house.
“Hansa, your status as a temporary guest buddy has been revoked,” stated the first elf, named Baa Baa.
“That’s okay.  I’m done with this stupid place anyway,” she replied coldly, heading for the exit.  The elves looked taken aback.  Two of them rapidly fell into step behind the redhead, escorting her to the Portal to town. 
The remaining elf, my good friend Row Row, looked annoyed.  “I have brought you your bangle,” he stated, handing me a small, metal cuff.  It had a jangling chain attached to the end, where a little star ornament hung. 
I quickly scanned the cuff.  Besides a locator spell, which I could deal with, there didn’t appear to be anything wrong with the singular bracelet.  I took it and snapped it on. 
Row Row seemed to be mollified.  “Okay, buddy, let's be a good buddy and go see Twinkle.”
Elves better just be weird.




Chapter 31: Row Row Row my fist, right into your face

I did not like Row Row.  His attitude went well beyond patronizing, but I was a guest.  I was attempting to stay civil.  By the time we’d crossed through the hedges, I was ready to rip his balding little head off. 
“Why is the number eighteen flashing through your mind so vividly?” asked Shart, who’d parked himself in his favorite bar in my mind.  Technically, it was a memory of my favorite bar, but that was just splitting hairs.
“He’s counting bald spots on Row Row,” stated Badgelor grumpily.  The badger was fully conscious now, but he had taken a great deal of internal damage.  Having him on my shoulder was like wearing a heavy cape.
“I only see seven, maybe eight,” said Shart.
“Someone got their Perception skill up to Master,” grinned Badgelor.  “I’m so proud of him.”
“What the hell?  Already?” asked Shart.  “You haven’t been on Ordinal that long.  You would have needed to use the skill constantly since. . .oh, the Fecking Puma Forest.”
“Wait, are there pumas?” I asked.
All three of us performed a quick puma check.  You could NEVER be too sure.
“All clear,” said Shart, and I forced myself to relax. 
“You are a twitchy one, aren’t you, buddy?” mocked Row Row.  I really didn’t like him.  If his voice had sounded just the tiniest bit less nasally, I could have dealt with it…probably.  Unfortunately, he sounded like another radio announcer, just like everyone else around me.  I said nothing to the elf. 
After several more minutes of walking in silence, I considered something. 
“Why are you not healed yet?” I asked, again casting Regenerate on Badgelor.
“The Sphinx has a bunch of perks designed to make healing from injuries she inflicts challenging,” grumbled Badgelor.  “A Dagger of Slaying, even one not slotted for your species, still does a lot of Damage if it hits.  If I were human, even a Tier 2 or Tier 3 human, I’d probably be dead.”
I made a mental note to NOT get stabbed by a Dagger of Human Slaying, if at all possible. 
Activating Treatment, I delved into Badgelor.  Then, Regeneration kicked on.  Regeneration used Mana, while Treatment used Stamina, allowing me to operate both simultaneously.  Badgelor was down more than 50% of his ample supply of Hit Points.  Injuries would cause your maximum Hit Point pool to be reduced, but I could detect no evidence of injuries.  Still, I knew something wasn’t right with him. 
I pressed on.  My Treatment skill was up to Advanced, so I continued to expend Stamina in diagnostic mode for nearly a minute.  Eventually, something popped up.
●        Perforated Spleen: Max HP - 10%.  Badgelor has suffered Organ Damage.  This injury requires 19,227 points of healing to recover.

Groaning, I targeted the badger’s spleen with Treatment and began the recovery process.  With the skill level, along with my new Tireless Stamina pool, I could heal 30 Hit Points of injury per tick.  Regeneration was helping, but I could only target one effect toward an injury at a time.  I decided to leave it on general recovery. 
“Hidden Injury,” stated Shart suddenly.  “She has a perk that allows injuries to not display in the target's logs.  It makes recovering from those injuries much harder.  There is a timer, though.  You should see a few more injuries pop up pretty soon.”
“Does that prevent Badgelor’s natural healing from working on them?” I asked.
“When it's hidden from your logs, your body doesn’t even know it's hurt,” explained Badgelor.  “Your body can only heal up to your maximum Hit Points, even if that maximum has been reduced.  Obviously, I can feel that I’m hurt.  I just couldn’t do anything about it until my body realizes it.” 
“Well, she was a Master Assassin,” I sighed.
“It’s a bit more complicated than that,” replied Shart.  “Those specific injuries require specialized tools to Treat or are magically resistant to Healing.  That typically forces the wounded individual to be incapacitated for weeks or months while they recover.”
“But I’m Healing Badgelor now,” I said.
“You have Craftsman Needs No Tools, Dum Dum,” stated Shart.  “At times like these, it's your most useful perk.  It means you don’t need the specialized equipment to Treat the injury.”
It really did mean that.  I was pushing 30 points of Healing per second into Badgelor’s spleen.  My Treatment assumed I was using some sort of equipment to facilitate that, and that equipment would have its own quality rating.  Apparently, Craftsman Needs No Tools used my skill rank as the base rank for the tool.  It was like I was using Advanced Treatment with an Advanced, specialized tool.  Instead of just 30 Hit Points per tick, I was actually pushing 90.  As I further increased the skill, it was going to get even better. 
One day, I might even be able to completely heal Fenris. 
“Here we are,” stated Row Row, as we approached a treehouse.  Elves had apparently gone all in on the derpy tree houses that every fantasy painter had decided they must live in.  They were thin, multistory affairs that stretched up the entire length of some very impressive trees.  Using Mystical Lore, I learned that Druidic Magic was required to keep the poor trees alive.  Otherwise, the weight of the house would cripple and kill it over time.
The worst example was the massive tree in the center of town.  It was holding the weight of what amounted to a full-sized castle.  If someone got the wise idea to attack the large tree the castle was attached to, the entire palace would fall.  There was simply no way to properly defend itself.
Of course, in order to attack the castle, you’d need to bring an army to the top of the LOOKOUT! 
Around each treehouse was a broad garden in place of a lawn.  These gardens were separated by small, white picket fences.  The housing was just as artificial as the rest of the environment.  The gardens were full of various herbs and other necessary medicinal plants.  However, even with all the elven magic, the forest up there was just as bereft of magical herbs as anywhere else on Ordinal, except Windfall Valley.  I didn’t see a scrap of healroot, but there was a variety of less useful herbs around every house.   
One minor variation was that a handful of elven homes had a smaller cottage sitting behind their actual homes.  As we walked past one, a middle-aged woman wearing a very nice sweater stepped out, walked over to the fence, and waved at me.  Row Row frowned, and she backed up a pace.  As Row Row continued to frown, she walked back into her cottage. 
“Dude,” I said.
“That elf buddy needs to mind her manners,” stated Row Row, as we turned a corner and walked toward a newly constructed cottage.  Twinkle, along with several other elves, busily added the finishing touches to the roof.  
“Is this the one?” asked Diamond in the Sky, walking over to me.  She stuck out her hand.  “Shake?”
I gripped her hand and pumped it up and down once.  She grinned. 
“Yes, this is Jim.  He’s a curious puppy,” stated Twinkle, gesturing toward my nametag and title. 
“And you are Twinkle’s sister,” I responded confidently. 
“He is very clever,” she said to Twinkle.  I realized she was speaking in elvish, but my Lore skill automatically translated.  I was going to have to keep that capability to myself. 
“Too clever, he speaks perfect elvish as well,” stated Twinkle, eyeing me.  The other elves all glanced at each other before analyzing me more critically.   
“Yes,” I replied.  “I speak perfect elvish.  Your ‘brother’ has said a great number of things about you.”  Well, I’d meant to say that.  Elvish didn’t have a word for brother.  It had a word for a relative that I’d substituted by default.  Scanning through their language quickly, I saw they didn’t have a lot of gender specific terms you’d use to address people. 
I knew that was partially because everyone could see each other’s names automatically.  You could always use a person's name, even if you were normally forgetful.  The other reason was more obvious.  Elves simply didn’t fixate on gender overmuch. 
It was hard to isolate, but I supposed the best comparison in Earth terms was if someone was wearing a yellow shirt.  You might specifically address the fact that they were wearing a yellow shirt, but you wouldn’t ever attach that to their core identity.  It was odd to me from a cultural perspective, but I could accept it to some degree.  
For example, Diamond in the Sky was a female elf.  However, even using Lore, I was only catching tiny clues as to what her gender was.  Most of them involved her hair.  Hers was braided in a fashion that screamed, “I am woman, hear me roar!”  However, with her standing directly adjacent to Twinkle, they looked more like twins than simply siblings.  The fact that they were both wearing nearly identical white robes really drove home the sameness. 
Twinkle had changed from the well-fitting, though utterly unimaginative, sailor clothing back into what I assumed were traditional elven robes.  His clothing was similar to what I’d seen him wearing in Union.  The outfit was all white and baggy around the chest and hips.  It was about the most unisex garment I’d ever seen.  His hair had a series of golden jewels clipped into it, alluding to animal tails. 
Diamond in the Sky was dressed virtually identically, including the clipped on jewels of only slightly different colors.  Furthermore, the color of the gemstones seemed like a personal preference rather than a cultural one. 
With Lore, I could also see the difference in their hair patterns.  Twinkle’s was braided differently, with more singularly large braids.  His clipped on jewelry all had points leading to a single line.  Diamond’s hair, on the other hand, featured thinner braids.  Consequently, there were many more of them.  Her jewelry was clipped so that they formed a star on her right side, with two tails added on. 
“Hey, Dum Dum, they don’t care,” said Shart, as I started to overthink things.  “They care about their genders as much as you care about your earlobes being attached or detached.”
“Well, it's great to be here,” I offered, as the conversation began to lull.
“We are so happy that you brought all that healroot,” smiled Diamond in the Sky.  “Twinkle said that there was a great deal of healroot in Windfall.”
“If you are ever in need again, we’d be happy to have guests,” I replied.
“Am I to understand you are the most powerful human there?” asked Row Row, butting in. 
“Yes,” I replied.  Row Row smirked.  His hand flashed toward me at superhuman speed.
●        Fancy Footwork: Successful, you have Dodged an attack from Row Row, the Elven Monk.  Estimated Damage = 10 points.  You suffer 0. 

I stared at the fist that I had narrowly Dodged.  “Oh, I was interested in some Monk training.  Are you to be my trainer?”
Row Row yanked his hand back and glared over at Twinkle.  “You promised your buddy Monk training?”
“I suggested it might be possible.  After all, he did give me all that healroot,” explained Twinkle.
“And some of us need it worse than others,” smiled Diamond, running her fingers over the top of her perfect hair. “If you are so offended by the human’s gift of healing, perhaps you should not partake?” 
Row Row twitched visibly and stepped back.  In the hair focused elven culture, running your fingers through your hair was a grave insult, implying the other elf had terrible hair.  Directed toward Row Row, it was a statement too entirely accurate to comb over.  He held his nose higher, not to be pompous but to conceal his hairline.  He had a visible widow's peak up front and a massive bald spot in the rear.  “I would be happy to train him.  He’s a, um, Wizard, though.  What could he possibly learn?”  He meant human.  Everyone knew he meant human. 
“When aren’t those Wizards trying to learn something new?” asked Twinkle. 
“Have him at the sparring yard in two hours.  I will train him personally.  If he doesn’t show, I will assume he has changed his mind,” stated Row Row, stomping off. 
Once he was gone, Twinkle turned to me.  “You have a unique way of pissing people off.”
“Is it a skill?” asked Diamond.
“No, it's a gift,” muttered Badgelor.
“Oh, your buddy has a companion!  How adorable,” exclaimed Diamond, and the cold feeling in the pit of my gut got worse.  “It’s a War Badger, too.  I haven’t seen one of those in centuries.”
Badgelor inhaled sharply, only to exhale and nuzzle back into my shoulder.  Twinkle looked pained.  I raised an eyebrow, and the elf visibly shifted to a more upbeat expression.
“Well, let me show you to your new cottage.  I had to rush to pick one up at the store,” smiled Twinkle, as he opened the gate and let me into his garden.  His was just as cookie cutter as any of the other gardens.  I could tell he had replanted everything that had previously been where my new cottage stood.
The shifting of ambient Mana when the gate closed was just enough that my enhanced senses caught it.  I moved to stick my hand over the wall, but Twinkle expertly intercepted it and maneuvered me to the cottage. 
“I really never expected you to take me up on my invitation,” he said uncomfortably.  He was speaking in Ordinalese, not elvan.  His sister looked like she didn’t fully understand human dialect. 
“You know, it would be a real shame if I was betrayed by my buddy,” I replied, staring at Twinkle.
“You shouldn’t be using buddy to address Twinkle,” stated Diamond, a patronizing smile plastered on her face.
“I gathered that, friend,” I replied.  Twinkle had the good grace to look admonished.  I stepped into my decently appointed cottage.
“I’m just happy you are here.  When we were younger, Mother said we couldn’t have a buddy,” smiled Diamond, scratching me behind the ear. 
“Twinkle, a moment of your time,” I ground out.




Chapter 32: Back in Windfall

“I do not, how you zay, care,” smiled Rose politely.  Cole followed behind her.  Hopefully, he would eventually stop complaining.  Rose wasn’t holding out much hope there, though.  Her mission was to find out who had done this to her dear sister, Ashe.  She would do so even if it killed her and the accompanying lawman Fenris had hired. 
Cole grumbled but followed.  He had already expressed his displeasure with how the whole investigation had been going.  That was primarily because he’d been getting little help from Ashe.  She had been fairly out of sorts with the whole thing. 
Not that Rose blamed her or Zorlando for how they had been dealing with the problem.  Zorlando had been a bit reserved after the Maggie fiasco.  Rose didn’t have the full details, but it didn’t take much to figure it out.  The poor man had never imagined a scenario like the one that befell him.  When the worst happened, he was unable to process it.  Obviously, he would need time to recover, and no one begrudged him that time.
Ashe was more resilient, of course.  She had to be.  All the sisters were more resilient, because they had to be.  Daddy would have been disappointed if something as small as being captured by an evil Assassin and locked up in a room for a few days with a bag over her head would have seriously bothered her. 
Especially the fierce, independent Ashe, who was mostly upset that she hadn’t been able to break free on her own. 
However, if Ashe ran into Maggie now, there would be problems.  The barrier was still offline, although Margwal was growing ever closer to actually fixing it.  Once the Progenitor left, progress seemed to move faster. 
The Progenitor was a great example of perfect being the opponent of good.  Having the barrier up was incredibly useful, and she had fixed it.  Then, Beakatrix had wanted to upgrade it, but she did not have time to finish those upgrades.  She’d left before the barrier was working again, and Margwal was left with all the plans of the insane bird. 
Apparently, Margwal was capable of restoring the barrier, but exactly how to achieve restoration was never properly explained to her.  Consequently, the barrier remained down. 
With Maggie still at large, that was a bit of a concern.
“There iz one,” Rose stated uncomfortably, looking down the alley.  Maggie had laid low while Jim was about.  Otherwise, he and Badgelor would have found her in a hot second.  Everyone had assumed she’d left town, and everyone was safe. 
Then, Jim left, followed by almost everyone else who could have easily dealt with the Assassin.  Rose only realized after the fact that Jim must have thought the barrier would be restored.  Overworked Fenris hadn’t even considered that Maggie was still in Windfall when he let everyone go.  Maggie had not gone.  She’d begun killing people off as soon as she could.  Her powers were vastly diminished by the collar, but she was still far more powerful than the average Windfallian. 
So, Rose hadn’t brought any average people with her.  Talking with Margwal had proved mostly fruitless, but she had managed to upgrade the Thorn in her gauntlet to an electrified version.  If she’d had that when she was dealing with Arnold, she might have been able to ring his bell.
Cole was also present.  Aside from the militia training he’d received, the lawman was also wielding the largest crossbow Rose had ever seen.  It was like Hansa decided to rip out one of the ship’s mounted ballista and use it as a portable weapon.
Rose had been only slightly perturbed to find that it only fired nets.  Thankfully, there was an easy fix for that.  A few thingamabobs later, the issue had been resolved.  Cole was less than thrilled, but Rose had made them herself.  He didn’t have room to complain. 
The duo got to the end of the alley and spotted a door that was slightly ajar.  That was suspicious, dangerously so.  Rose extended the metal spike from her gauntlet to its maximum range and used it to press on the door.  It squeaked open, revealing a pitch-black room. 
“I reckon that room looks unnaturally dark,” warned Cole, loosening the band on his hat, allowing it to slide down the back of his head. 
Rose considered that.  The line of shadows began with the doorframe, as if someone had an active skill that ate most of the ambient light.  She reached into her healer’s kit and pulled out several tubes.  For a moment, she looked at them.  Then, she flung them into the darkness. 
The munition was something Jim had discussed with Hansa, mainly because he’d figured she was the only sister crazy enough to try it.  At the time, he’d been right, but things had changed.  Desperate times called for desperate measures.  A quartet of flashbangs detonated inside the room.  Each one emitted a blinding flash, followed by a loud cracking sound.  The darkness shattered, and Rose rushed in. 
Cole did not care for that very much, but she was the one in heavy armor.  He was wearing his lawman’s outfit, which amounted to little more than linen shirt and leather britches.  They did make his rear look quite enticing, but they didn’t offer the kind of protection a steel plate did. 
The swinging trap nearly caught her.  Had it not gone off prematurely, it would have.   Rose doubted it would have killed her, though.  The short metal spike whizzed toward her, but it was attached to a lever.  That was something she could intercept.  Because it went off too early, she managed to knock it aside with her armored forearm. 
By now, Maggie had left the premises.  She always left traps at her old hideouts.  Unfortunately, that wasn’t all she left.
“There iz your deputy,” said Rose, gesturing toward a body in the corner.  At one point, seeing a body would have given her pause, but that was before the boat.  Afterward, she realized she could either collapse or deal with it.  She knew what collapsing looked like, and she couldn’t do that to her sisters, her father, or, ultimately, herself.  She would have to cope. 
Cole grunted, searching the room briefly.  Then, he headed toward the body, but he gasped and stopped abruptly. 
“Another trap,” he muttered.
Of course, Maggie was the kind of evil that would trap the bodies of her fallen victims.  She was getting a bit predictable.  However, Rose and Cole were growing closer.  This body was fresher. 
Rose checked a nearby table that had been used as an impromptu workbench.  There, a host of components were still scattered about.  She recognized a few as poisons.  It seemed Maggie’s reign of terror would continue, at least for a bit. 




Chapter 33: I’m not your buddy, friend.

“It means DOG?” I didn’t quite yell.  I was grateful all the other elves had elected to remain outside.
“No, it means human buddy,” answered Twinkle.  “You know, a stalwart companion that brings you your shoes. . .and paper.”
“Like a dog,” I growled, stepping toward him.
“You just Remorted.  I have nearly twenty levels on you,” said Twinkle, backing up further in the small cottage.  I estimated it was about the size of a studio apartment, meaning he didn’t have far to go.  I glared at the elf. 
“Pool’s open, and the water is fine,” I growled.  Twinkle backed off slightly.
“I will knock you senseless in one punch,” said the elf.
“I have Fancy Footwork up to Expert.  You think you are actually going to hit me?” I challenged.  Twinkle blanched.  Fancy Footwork let me use the best of Footwork or Dodge to avoid attacks.  If I could afford the Stamina cost, hitting me was complicated.  Twinkle didn’t even know about my Tireless Stamina, which would allow me to do this all day. 
“How do you know so many rare skills?” he hissed, as I inched toward him. With my next step, he backflipped up to the rafters.  When he noticed I was between him and the way out, he swore.     
“I got you some really good wine,” said Twinkle, leaping into the kitchenette and grabbing a bottle.  By then, I was within striking range.  Instead, I snatched the bottle from his hand.  There was a human shape on the label, along with some very insulting text.
‘Healthy wine for your human buddy!
Is your buddy sad?  Angry?  Upset?  Solve the problem with alcohol! 
Try the latest batch of artisanal human wines!
They are made with healthy grapes, not discards and dregs like those other human wines.’
There was also a large bag of something called Human Chow.  A picture on the bag showed a smiling human.  Said human was sitting with a bowl of that pottage I’d had the night before.  The bountiful smiling woman seemed to be enjoying her meal, despite a total lack of utensils.  I also noticed a box of “Good Buddy Treats” adorned with two smiling, bearded men. I glared even harder at Twinkle.
“They were out of man chow, so I got you woman chow.  The clerk said they were basically the same,” stated Twinkle.  “I was able to find man treats, though.” 
“You brought me here for this?” I growled.
“I thought you’d never come.  When I invited you, I was just being polite!  I tried to sail away on your boat and avoid this whole situation,” said Twinkle.
“You brought Hansa,” I argued.
“Hansa brought herself.  I told her not to come, multiple times.  Then, she followed me,” Twinkle stated.  “Be happy!  I had to talk Diamond in the Sky out of taking Hansa as her buddy!  I said she had a prospective mate, and it would be an undue hardship!”
“You mean I'm supposed to thank you?” I shrieked.
Twinkle turned face to face with me, his eyes and body language just as angry as when I’d fought him at the ruined temple.  “I had a friend of mine standing at the portal down on ground level waiting for you.  I was going to send down a Monk trainer, which is the only actual reason you wanted to come here,” yelled Twinkle.  “How the feck was I supposed to know you’d spend a week climbing the dragon dick?  Who does that?”
“It only took me three days,” I retorted hotly.
“Seriously?  That’s got to be some sort of a record,” replied the elf, before coming back to himself.  “Regardless, I have a trainer for you now.  We’ll get you your Monk training for whatever reason you want it.  Then, we’ll go for a walk, and you can just leave.”
“Why do you treat humans this poorly?” I asked.
“Look, you don’t think I want to invite my FRIEND Jim into town and hang out with him?” asked Twinkle, sighing.  “I’ve never been anti-human.  That’s one of the reasons I volunteered to get the healroot, though my initial group of allies was far from ideal.”
His initial encounters with humans involved such choice partners as Maggie, Su-Kar, and Phil.  All three were absolutely evil and had spent most of their time trying to kill me. 
Seeing an opening, Twinkle continued, “So, when you were nice to me and gave me the healroot, I fell back to elven norms.  Offer them a boon and move on.  The only thing I could think of at the time was being an elf buddy.”
I stared at him flatly.
“Look, I didn’t know the new king was being a total dick about it.  When the plague was in full swing, he got really picky about non-elves living in town.  From there, he started blaming humans for the disease that was ravaging us.  He went through and instituted a bunch of rules that limited what humans were allowed to do.  The old king wouldn’t have tolerated all this.”
“What happened to him?” I asked.
Twinkle resumed glaring at me for a moment, but it didn’t last long.  He sighed defeatedly.  “He jumped off the LOOKOUT!”
“Why?” I asked.
“It is said that the spirit of the goddess will empower those that do,” answered Twinkle sadly.  “They are supposed to be the truest of elves.  If you jump and survive, all other elves will look past any shortcomings you have, including losing your hair.”
“Because of the plague?” I asked. 
“The plague affected him far worse than most.  He couldn’t handle it anymore.  His death meant that the role was available, and the new king has magnificent hair,” said Twinkle coldly. 
“I’m still upset with you,” I responded.
“Of course, you are, but you need to remember something.  You volunteered to come here and be my pet human.  I thought the Mayor of Windfall would have realized I didn’t really expect you to come,” said Twinkle hotly. 
“I thought it meant friend,” I replied.
“It doesn’t, not anymore,” retorted Twinkle.  “Just eat your damn human chow, drink some wine, and go spar with Row Row until you learn what you need.  I’ve got to go to the Alchemist hut and keep working on the tonic.”
“By the way, what does the tonic do?” I asked.  “I just walked through the town, and I didn’t see anything that indicated the elven people were in grave danger.”
“Are you blind?  You have got to be fecking with me,” said Twinkle.  He stormed out, slamming the door behind him.
“Do you have any idea what the disease is?” I asked Shart.
“Nope,” replied the demon.  “Maybe it's an invisible wasting disease that is slowly killing them off or something.”
Badgelor slid off my back and crumpled to the ground.  For a hideous moment, I was concerned.  Then, he climbed into a chair and gestured toward the sack of chow, and I immediately got over my worry.  I grabbed a pot and poured a heaping portion into it.  Next, I covered it with water and used the cottage’s stove to simmer it. 
“You know why you can’t eat that stuff dry?” asked Badgelor.  “The woman chow gives you heartburn.”
“Why just the female chow?” I asked.  If it was pet food, there probably wasn’t a great deal of difference between it and the man chow.  Still, I was a curious puppy. 
“It has more herbs in it, because, according to the elves, only women have a sense of taste,” stated Badgelor, as he watched the pot boil. 
“Have the elves always been like this?” I asked.
“Pretentious? Yes.  Racist? Yes,” replied Badgelor.  I looked hurt, but he just shook his head.  “We needed to come here anyway.  There was no sense in arguing about it.  Just so you know, this is much worse than I remember it being.  If you weren’t an elf buddy, you’d never have been let in here in the first place.”
“And the crown fragment?” I grumbled.
“It's nearby.  The signature is in the big tree in the middle of town,” stated Shart. 
“Why are you hiding?” I asked the demon. 
“I don’t want to pop out in an elven settlement,” responded Shart.
“He means this settlement specifically.  They moved up here to get away from his shenanigans,” grinned Badgelor.
I raised an eyebrow, and Shart groaned.  “Look, I’m a demon.  I occasionally like to disrupt a pretentious culture just to see what happens.  It's not my fault they became whiny babies and moved up here.”
“Elves are long lived.  If you poke humans every hundred years, they won’t remember the previous time.  The elves, however, often lived through seven or eight pokings.  Over the centuries, they grew quite annoyed with him,” explained Badgelor with a chuckle.  “They summoned you and everything.”
“Yes, they did,” grumped the demon.  “They tried to make me promise to leave them alone.”
I glanced around.  “That worked?”
“Sort of,” Shart grumbled.  “I told them they’d need to be sitting on top of the world's largest pair of balls to order me around.  So, they moved up here and told me to stuff it.  I’m oathbound to leave them alone.”
I’d looked down from the mountaintop, so to speak, and there was none bigger that I could imagine. 
“How do we get to the fragment?” I asked.
“No idea,” replied the badger.  I made two large bowls of chow and dropped them on the small table.   After taking a bite, I had to agree.  The woman chow did taste better.  “I’d suggest restoring the old king, but he’s already made his impact on the world.  I don’t really know the current king or any of the elves up here, but we need that third fragment.”
“I'll just ‘Jim’ it,” I grumbled.
We finished the meal in silence.  Once finished, Badgelor said, “I can tell you this, if they want to treat you like a pet, be the absolute worst pet you can be.”  With that sage advice given, the badger wrapped himself in a blanket and curled up next to the fire.
He was very wise.  He also let me borrow his rock. 




Chapter 34: Badger Kai 

Diamond in the Sky arrived shortly after I’d finished my meal.  She was going to escort me to the training grounds.  Badgelor decided to stay behind, relishing the warmth of the cottage fireplace.   
The elf maiden had changed her clothing slightly.  The first thing she did upon arriving was attempt to attach a small chain to my cuff.  It was, by all accounts, a finely made chain.  I still didn’t like it.  Diamond in the Sky was observant enough to recognize the look I was giving her.
“Twinkle said you might not like it,” she stated in a comforting tone.  “He doesn’t necessarily like it, either, but the king made a rule.  If you want to get to the training field, you’ll need to wear it.”
“Are you sure there is no other way I can learn to be a Monk?” I questioned Shart.
“Furmal. . .formal. . .you need formal training at a Monk Academy to learn a Trainee Stance,” said the demon drunkenly.  It seemed he had returned to his favorite bar in my mind.
Sighing, I allowed Diamond in the Sky to clip the chain to my cuff.  Grinning, she took the end of the leash and wrapped it around her wrist.  She gave it a tug, but my arm didn’t move.  She tugged harder, and my arm still didn’t move.  However, I did notice a dull pain in my forearm. 
●        Cuff Damage:  The guiding wire inside your cuff is Damaging your skin.  You suffer 5 points of Damage.  Mitigate activated, Damage reduced to 0. 

She choked up on the chain and tugged harder, causing me to take no additional Damage.  I lifted my arm straight up, causing her to dangle from my wrist. 
“No,” was my only statement, before I sat her back down.  Diamond looked horrified.  I walked out of the cottage, dragging her behind me.  She instantly grew flustered and tried to dig in her heels.  It had no effect.  Finally, she stomped her foot.  A vine wrapped around my ankle, holding me still. 
I analyzed my stats.  Through all my defensive skills, she had dealt five points of Damage.
“That’s better,” she said uncomfortably.  “You really are a bad buddy.”
“I’ve been told,” I replied, easily healing my wound. 
“Look, the king says none of you are civilized.  I want to prove him wrong.  Let's just pretend you are civilized, and we can walk over to the training grounds,” Diamond said.  “If you play nice, people will begin to realize that the new buddy rules are a load of hooey.”
“I guess that seems reasonable,” I said, not entirely sure where Diamond stood on the king's buddy rules.
“Excellent!  I’d love to get the leash laws revoked.  There is a great buddy park where I could let you run wild,” she smiled sweetly. 
Ah, casual racism.
I nodded, and we began to walk toward the center of town.  Whereas Row Row had spent the whole time trying to casually avoid anyone, Diamond picked all the busiest roads.  It seemed she desperately wanted to show off her buddy.  She formed a small parasol out of leaves for herself and was having a fine time.  I walked in silence.
Now, I could immediately tell how artificial the forest was.  There were random paths scattered liberally about, and a fine cushioning of moss covered everything.  The trees were all organized into careful patterns, just like the trees I’d seen the previous night.  All in all, the elven forest was about the least natural place I’d seen on Ordinal.   
The walk I could tolerate.  It was the talking that annoyed me.  Every moment she could, Diamond yelled out to her friends and companions.  She wouldn’t stop babbling about how she was out on a walk with her new buddy.  For the most part, that was the end of it.  That was until a young elf with a human on a leash walked over to us.
“Well, it seems you finally got your buddy,” said an elven woman named Pat-a-Cake.  She spoke in pure elven.  Her buddy, wearing an elegant dress, waited patiently.  I didn’t know a lot about fashion, but I was certain the color of the dress clashed with his beard. 
“Yes, Twinkle brought him after his latest journey,” smiled Diamond.  “He was the one who found all the healroot.”
“Oh, he’s a working breed!  That’s not at all like my new buddy, Hecktor, here,” she gestured.  “He’s a noble pureblood.”
“You know Twinkle.  Always getting his feet dirty,” stated Diamond uncomfortably. 
While they continued speaking, I looked over to Hecktor.  “Hey,” I whispered. Diamond yanked on my leash, and I fought back an urge to rip her arm from the socket. 
“No, no, it's fine.  Your buddy will always want to talk to other buddies.  As long as they are quiet, it's best to just ignore them,” said Pat-a-Cake in elvish.  Turning to both of us buddies, she said “Quietly,” in loud Ordinalese.  Then, she patted Hecktor on the head.
“Hey,” Hecktor responded.
“You know she’s talking smack about you,” I said.
“I guessed as much,” replied the defeated looking human.
“Nice dress,” I offered, as waves of depression flooded over me.
“Thanks.  When she found me, I was used to wearing a kilt.  She either didn’t realize or didn’t care that there is a difference between those and dresses,” explained Hecktor. 
“At least the tea is good?” I offered.
“I wouldn’t know.  This is whiskey,” replied Hecktor, taking a large swallow and holding the cup up to Pat-a-Cake.  The elf pulled out a bottle and refilled it. 
“They need it for medicinal reasons,” said Pat-a-Cake, as Hecktor began drinking his second cup of whiskey.  “Be happy that yours doesn’t have facial hair.  I spend a small fortune on mustache cream and beard wax.”
Diamond nodded at the sage wisdom.  If my plan took more than a few days, I was absolutely growing a beard.
After a few more polite nothings, Pat-a-Cake gestured toward a clearing where elves were busy singing and dancing.  “We are going to have a drum circle dance off.  Would you care to join us?”  
“I’m taking Jim here to the Monk training field,” stated Diamond sadly.  “Maybe after he’s finished.”
“A human learning Monk training?  Oh, that is adorable,” explained Pat-a-Cake. “If you are against training, I’m sure I could give him enough medicine to make him forget about it.”  She shook the whiskey bottle at me.  I considered a half-dozen different ways to kill her. 
“Twinkle agreed to it as part of the exchange for the healroot,” explained Diamond sadly.  “I’d feel bad if I disobeyed him.  It was his only request, and we did so need the healroot.”
Pat-a-Cake smiled up at me condescending, “Well, he doesn’t look like much of a Monk.”
I bared my teeth and smiled at her.  The elven woman gasped and took half a step back.  I also may have activated my Intimidation skill.  “Well, maybe.  He does appear to be a vicious brute.  I’ll pass along a message to the head trainer.  Maybe Jim will get tuckered out quickly.  Then, you can come with us.”
“Oh, that would be so very nice,” exclaimed Diamond, preening at the thought of attending a party on one of her buddy walks. 
Pat-a-Cake stepped away.  I started walking toward the sound of a large number of people grunting.  Thankfully, I was headed in the right direction of the training field.  Last time I’d followed grunting, I’d ended up at OttoSherman’s cookout.  I remember them having quite a buffet.  Lots of eating going on. 
“Lube ishn’t fooooood,” slurred Shart, watching the memory play out.
“I didn’t say they served any food,” I replied.
“I don’t see why we couldn’t do the singing and dancing first,” pouted Diamond, as I continued pulling her toward the training ground. 
“Because I want to train as a Monk.  Just drop me off,” I said.  “You are going to have to unhook the chain when we get there.”
“Um,” began the elf, sadly shaking her head, “I can’t.  You need to be supervised.  If you get tuckered out, I can have them carry you to the drum circle.”
Shart giggled.  “Shhhhhe meanss if you get knocked the FECK OUT.”
“That wasn’t obvious?” I replied.  “Sober up.  Otherwise. u might miss the knocking out part.”
“Weeeell, we don’t want that, dooooo weeeeee?” the demon sing-slurred.  “It’ssss bound to beeee the beST PART.” 
The training field looked similar to the training field at Windfall.  There were four large circles where various people took up arms and practiced against each other.  The majority of elves were simply part of the militia and were training to gain the additional Hit Points that were provided.  One circle was made up exclusively of adventurers.
There were 20 Monks, ranging from level 15 to 39.  A similar number of all the other classes were gathered here.  Of the other classes, only the Druids were as high a level as the Monks.
As Diamond led me over to the sparring field, I saw Row Row sparring with the other Monks.  Diamond undid the chain and patted me on the shoulder.  “You have fun but listen to Row Row.  He knows what’s best for you.”
Row Row glared at me, but, when he turned to face Diamond, he simply nodded.  “I agreed to train your buddy.  I’m sure this won’t take long.”  As Diamond headed to the bleachers, I was shown into the ring.  Immediately, I got a prompt.
●       You have entered a practice field. 

●       Practice Field update, field has been turned into a dueling field.  No Lethal attacks allowed.

That meant I could get knocked out but not seriously injured.  It also meant that I could earn Experience Points while I was fighting.  That would be useful. Unfortunately, at full Health and low risk, the points were not going to be piling up. 
●       You have taken 48 points of Damage.  You are at 342/390 Hit Points.

“Ouch,” I muttered.  Row Row glared at me.
“Pay attention!” he snapped angrily.  “I do not want to train a stupid buddy to fight in the proper method.  However, I am bound by duty because of your great gift to the people.  I will teach you one stance.  Then, you may spar with us until you are unable to do so.” 
There were a half-dozen elves gathered around us.  They appeared mostly bored as they watched Row Row berate me.  He glared at them, and they all lined up next to me.  Each was just far enough away to stay out of my business.  We looked like something out of Cobra Kai, with each of them wearing a white robe that was a passable gi. 
I was wearing Wizards robes, so I grabbed the center of the skirt and pulled it through my legs.  Then, I tied it around my waist.  With my Rope Use skill, I knew the knots would hold.  That didn’t stop Row Row from glaring at me again.  I tested both my legs in a series of stiff-legged, awkward kicks, causing the elf to sigh angrily. 
“This stance is Reed in the Wind.  You will use Mana Control to activate your Air core,” instructed Row Row.  I felt each of the nearby elves subtly shift their positions, as Air Mana suffused their bodies. 
I activated my Biological Aeromancy core and began to suffuse my body.  Instead, a switch smashed across my temple, dangerously close to my eye. 
“Did I stutter?  I said to activate your Air core,” stated Row Row.
Grumbling, I considered that.  Pre-Wizard, I didn’t have any ability to actually manipulate Air Mana.  However, as part of the Wizard class, I had an Air Mana Power Rune I could use.  I began to suffuse my body with Air Mana, but that didn’t seem to do much.
“It’s a stance, Dum Dum,” said Shart, sounding much more sober.
“I have my feet in the same position those other Monks do,” I grumbled. 
“It’s a mindset.  Think evasive thoughts,” stated the demon.
“Oh, evasive like hiding a can of soda from the kids?  Or evasive like my wife not saying how much she spent after returning from a shopping trip?” I asked. 
“Uh. . .whichever one is more evasive, I guess,” answered Shart.
“Shopping it is,” I replied, smiling at the memory.
“Stop grinning.  You look like a damn foot,” grumbled Row Row, whose foot shot out.  Somehow, he missed my head.  The elf growled and started swinging in earnest, launching into a combination of punches and kicks that I recognized from when I fought Twinkle.  Because I recognized it, I took a hit when Row Row changed up the attack, right after the third kick.
●       You have suffered 44 points of Damage.  298/390 Hit Points remaining.

He wasn’t holding back.  Not at all. 
Row Row looked satisfied.  I left him to it, as I analyzed how he hit me.  I quickly realized the problem.  I was thinking about it again, just like when I’d been practicing with Glorious Robert.  I pushed the Mana back into my body and let my instincts carry me.
I belched loudly, causing the vein on Row Row’s temple to start pulsing.
“Behave yourself,” he yelled, swinging at me with the switch again.  This time, I Dodged.  He followed up with a brutal series of punches and kicks to help me adjust to the new stance.  For a few moments, I didn’t quite recognize what was going on.  Finally, after a trio of powerful spin kicks, I felt it.  The Mana-infused stance was creating a small field around me, allowing me extra response time against attacks.  Furthermore, the Air Mana was making my body lighter and more responsive.  Not only could I Dodge better, but I could use Footwork and know exactly how far a strike was from me. 
●       You have learned the stance: Reed in the Wind, Trainee Rank.  By Committing 20 points of Mana, you significantly increase your chances of Dodging.

As I easily Dodged the next series of Row Row’s increasingly more furious attacks, I realized something else.  By just concentrating on the Mana, I was able to use it like a barrier and push myself away from the attacks.  It clicked at the same moment I got the notifications.
●       <system> Advanced Hand-to-Hand combat unlocked.  Stance unlocked.  Training at a Monk training ground with a Monk who is Advanced in no fewer than 3 stances unlocked.  Monk class unlocked!

●       You are a level one Monk!

●       You gain 20 Hit Points, 20 Stamina, and 10 Mana.

●       You gain the following skills:  Flicker, Nullify, and Monk Martial Arts (current rank Advanced).

●       You gain the following Martial Arts subskills: Punch, Kick, and Headbutt (special). 

●       You gain +1 to Dexterity and Willpower

One instant, I was in the euphoric moment of leveling up.  The next moment, someone tried to kick my head clean off my body.
●       You have suffered 107 points of Damage from Crane Kick.  191/420 Hit Points remaining. 

I was too out of it to use Mitigate.  The impact knocked me straight to the ground.  Row Row, seeing that I was still conscious, leapt high into the air.  The elf seemed ready to split my skull open with a single, powerful kick.  Still curious, I activated the Flicker skill.
●       You have failed to Flicker completely away from Row Row’s attack.  You take 91 points of Damage.  You have 100 Hit Points remaining. 

So, Flicker was the Monk equivalent of Footwork, otherwise known as moving out of the way while spending the least amount of Mana possible.  That made me wonder what the Monk equivalent of Dodge was.
●       You have learned the skill Blink.  You are unskilled.  You can use Mana to move yourself well away from attacks.  First, I’m here.  Then, I’m there.  

“Cool, you learned another one,” thought Shart.
“I’m wondering what the combination skill is,” I commented, but nothing happened.  I suspected I needed to level up both skills to learn the combo. 
I rolled to the side, holding my chest.  An elven-sized footprint was clearly showing. 
“That’s six points too many,” said Shart.
“I know,” I hissed, activating Treatment and recovering the six Hit Points.  Doing so pushed me to 106 out of 420, just 1 point above the 25% Hit Point mark.  I was in a dire situation indeed.   
Row Row sneered and came in for another strike.  When I headbutted him, he wasn’t expecting it.  I’d been steadily improving my Martial Arts almost exclusively through punching impossibly hard objects and headbutting people.  The system had reflected this by giving me 2 ranks of Specialty in Punching and 3 in Headbutting, the latter of which was a rare skill outside of Basstown. 
My target had miscalculated, shifting from the Reed in the Wind stance to one called Embers in the Flame.  It used your Fire Core to augment your striking strength.  It was a good idea, one that greatly increased his Damage to me.  It stopped being a good idea when I went on the offensive. 
Row Row tried to Blink away, but using his Fire Core had weakened his defensive abilities.  Instead of clearing my attack, he only served to avoid some of the force.
●       You have struck Row Row for 60 points of Damage.  Row Row suffers 12 logs of knockback.  Target Nullifies 32 points of Damage. 

The cocky elf bounced twice before springing back to his feet with murder on his mind.  The dueling circle turned blue. 
●       Jim has won a duel with Row Row due to Ring Out.  Jim Earns 600 Experience Points for a desperate victory. 

“Cool, who’s next?” I asked, looking toward the group of shocked elves.  Row Row stormed toward the circle, but, as he’d lost the duel, he couldn’t actually reenter the space.  Instead, he stomped around it like a child who wasn’t allowed to play. 
“Good job, buddy,” commented an elf named Bingo, “but only Row Row was going to fight you.  What you did was amusing, but none of us are all that interested in fighting with a lowly, emotional human.”
“Good to know,” I said, pulling out Badgelor’s rock and sliding it into my gums.  “You obviously have better things to do.  Your first priority should be going home to fix your hair.  I mean, yikes.”
Screaming a mighty war cry, Bingo launched himself at me. 
***
Diamond was bored, very bored.  At first, watching Jim beat the crap out of all the elves in the arena had been funny.  As the violence escalated, it quickly became less captivating.  Even Master Diddle Diddle was unable to eject Jim from the arena.  Upon losing, the level 49 Monk had gone to grab several weapons for his students, which had led to the next major problem.
“The buddy is a Weapon Master,” hissed Row Row.
“I believe Twinkle said something to that effect.  Apparently, he’s the mayor of a small town,” stated Diamond in the Sky, as she watched another Monk getting his teeth knocked in.  That wasn’t even the worst injury.  She turned to Hickory.  The defeated elf sat next to Diamond, sobbing quietly.  The elf’s arm was bent at a horribly unnatural angle.
“Does it look bad?” Hickory asked, sniffling slightly. 
“I’m sure the Healer can make it right,” answered Diamond consolingly.  Secretly, she highly doubted it.  Hair took forever to grow.  How Hickory had cut off her left ponytail with her own sword was beyond Diamond.  It had to be Jim’s fault.  At least Hickory’s arm could be healed.
“That’s Flickering Blink, I believe,” stated Diddle Diddle, sitting down next to Row Row. 
“He learned the Combination skill?  How?  He’s a level 15 Wizard,” groaned Row Row.   
“Twinkle, you want in?” asked Diddle Diddle.  The current most hated elf in all the elflands walked over and sat next to Diamond.  The change was amazing, as just yesterday Twinkle had been the most popular.  The pride of the elves would allow them to bear the disease, but not be publicly embarrassed.
“No, I’ve done this before.  Just be happy he doesn’t have his whip,” answered Twinkle, wincing slightly.  Diddle Diddle looked at Twinkle’s buddy and nodded.   
“We figured that out,” sighed Diddle regretfully.  Diddle’s Path took him down a road that involved many different kinds of martial arts weapons.  For the illusion of a fair fight, he’d allowed the buddy to choose one.  As the village Master, Diddle had to appear fair, even though his intent had been to knock the poor human senseless. 
What Diddle had not anticipated was the fact that Jim had a Weapon Master Path.  He also possessed what appeared to be every single defensive skill the <system> had to offer.  That meant the fight that should have been over before it even started ended up taking over five minutes.  In the end, the skillful buddy managed to get Diddle to put one foot outside the ring.
“So, he’s also good in regular combat?” asked Diddle, already knowing the answer.
“Yeah, he’s just fucking around now,” stated Twinkle. 
Of course, had they been in a real fight, Diddle would have actually won.  The elf was pretty confident of that fact.  He was not entirely confident, though, and that disturbed him.  Jim just used the rules of the duel to manipulate the elves into a constant series of losses.  His mouth didn’t help. 
Diddle wasn’t insecure about his condition.  He was an older elf.  Consequently, he had been among the first to deal with the ramifications of the terrible plague ravaging the elven way of life.  That said, he still didn’t like it being brought up in the open. . .at high volume. . .in front of his students. 
Running his hand through his hair, Diddle winced at the horrible injuries he had suffered from his battle with Jim. 
The other mistake was more cultural.  When the buddy started kicking all the Monks’ rear ends, other elves had slowly filtered in to watch.   Instead of a group that had witnessed all Jim’s strategies, every elf was on their own with only a tiny piece of information on how Jim could fight.  When an elf was defeated, they were not allowed into the circle again, and all outside attacks were stopped.  That meant Jim had managed to fight each elf in a one-on-one duel. 
After that, the annoying buddy had been very specific in his insults, causing virtually every other adventuring elf in the city to fight him one-on-one.  Jim promptly destroyed them all. 
“Row Row, you got him down to 25% Health.  How did you manage that?” asked Diddle curiously.
“Jim let him,” answered Twinkle, before Row Row had a chance to respond. 
“Why would someone do that?” asked Diamond.
***
“Do you see any more that are worth fighting?” I asked, checking my Hit Points.  They were up to 131. 
“At your current level, no,” answered Shart, searching the field.  “I mean, you could try Diamond or Twinkle, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
“Probably not,” I acquiesced.  I needed some allies, and Diamond was looking decidedly upset after the whole Hickory affair.  That was the duel where I’d figured out Flickering Blink.  It merged Flicker and Blink together in a method similar to Fancy Footwork.  Leveling up my Mana-based defensive skills had been easy, considering I’d already known the basics from Flickering Dodge.  Essentially, I just focused on my Mana instead of my Stamina and let the skill run wild. 
Before the two skills had merged, I’d already leveled both up to Journeyman.  Since then, they’d been leveling much slower.  However, I’d gained a perk that allowed me to use them in combination with my other movement-based defenses.  The results were quite impressive. 
With the skills, along with raising my Reed in the Wind stance to Initiate, only a few elves had been able to reliably hit me.  I used Mitigate or Nullify against those attacks.  Nullify was the magical equivalent of Mitigate, reducing Damage directly.  Both skills worked just differently enough that I was having trouble getting used to them.
As it was a Martial-based skill, Mitigate significantly increased the effectiveness of your existing defenses.  Mitigate was also more effective if you were wearing plate armor than if you were wearing a tee shirt.  Nullify, on the other hand, worked considerably better if you were unarmored. 
The flip side was that, at the Advanced rank, Mitigate was a much more developed skill.  Still, Nullify was progressing nicely, especially when I let myself get hit.  I might have been allowing punches on purpose in every fight.
“You are evil,” giggled Shart, a hint of pride in his voice.  I was.  The system rated a duel as dire if you lost more than 100% of the Hit Points that you started the fight with and you were at 25% of your Hit Point maximum.  If you qualified, you could earn up to a 300% Experience Point bonus in combat.  Actual earnings were prorated, based on how far off those numbers you were.  I was one point over an HP crash, because actually being in a HP crash was terribly uncomfortable.  There was no way I was going to let myself get to that point. 
So, I was earning a 299% Experience Point bonus on each of the duels, instead of the trifling amount I’d be earning otherwise.  All I had to do was use Regenerate until I’d taken the right amount of Damage.  Then, I knocked my opponent out of the arena. 
Sadly, the fun was just about over.  I could only duel someone one time within a month and still earn experience from it.  I was nearly out of opponents.  Looking around, I decided that just ending the dueling circle would probably not be my smartest move. 
“I don’t suspect the elves idolize the Mayor of Windfall?” I questioned Shart.
“They don’t care about human nonsense,” replied the demon.  “Don’t get me wrong.  Their king is the worst of them.  However, none of them will be singing your praises.” 
“I’m going to have to take a dive,” I considered, waggling my eyebrows at Twinkle.  He shook his head.  That only left Diamond. 
“What wondrous insult are you going to use this time?” asked Shart.
I had no idea.  I was using the rock.  I loudly cleared my throat, causing Diamond to look up.  Twinkle’s eyes widened.  He shook his head violently, but I was already committed.  “Hey, did you want to go to that drum circle thing?”
“Yes,” replied Diamond sweetly.
“Well, I think this thing is just about over, but I can’t leave until someone kicks me out of the ring,” I said.  Then, I let the rock loose.  “That’s unfortunate, but don’t worry. I’m sure Pat-a-Cake only invited you to be nice.  No one really likes you anyway,” I said. 
“She looks pissed,” stated Shart.
That was an understatement. 
“I’m going to give this rock back to Badgelor,” I said, as Diamond stood up.  The angry elf stomped indignantly toward the ring, as Twinkle stared at me in horror.  The rock knew what someone was most insecure about and used that knowledge to hit as hard as possible.  Apparently, Diamond always felt like the person left out of things.
“What did you say?” she asked politely, stopping at the edge of the circle.
“Your hair is an unkept mess.  You will always be in Twinkle’s shadow.  Your parents love him more, and everyone only pretends to like you,” I replied, spitting the rock into my palm.  I was honestly slightly horrified by what I had just said.  Some people would have been inconsolable after such insults. 
“Elves don’t cry.  They get even,” Shart said, once again reading my thoughts.  “You are lucky she can’t kill you.”
Diamond pulled a vicious looking wooden staff from her dimensional storage.  She also took a moment to change from her simple robes.  Her battle dress was a much shorter robe made entirely of thorns.  A hood totally blocked her face, except for two glowing orbs of green light.  She looked terrifying. 
“That’s not good,” I said, as she stomped into the ring.
“I have been supremely patient with you, but you are being a very bad buddy,” she declared, opening her palm.  A large plant shot up next to her. 
“I’m guessing it shoots thorns or something?” I offered.
“Yup, and the other three do too,” replied Shart.  I noticed Diamond had filled the ring with large, angry looking plants, all seemingly placed at random.  Unlike everyone else, Diamond had been watching me fight the entire time.  Worse, she was the first elf Druid I’d actually been able to goad into fighting me. 
How different could an elven Druid be from a human Druid? 
As I raced toward Diamond, I leapt quite a bit higher than I’d been jumping so far.  In general, the Reed in the Wind stance improved my mobility, and I was at the Initiate level.  I could move faster than I ever had before.  That would have been great, if not for all the traps she’d filled the field with.
Diamond had generated dozens of plants, all smaller than the one she stood next to.  Thorny greenery covered my path.  I didn’t have my Woodsman perk that allowed me to run on all plants, and even the act of moving near them seemed to trigger them. Clouds of spores were being released in all directions. 
Fortunately, I was trying to lose.  All I needed to do was take enough Damage to get knocked out.  The system would allow me to pass out gracefully, and Twinkle would happily drag me back to his guest cottage. 
●       You have been exposed to healing powder:  Recover 9 Hit Points.

“She’s healing me?  That’s strange,” I murmured, as I leapt between two more branches.
●       You have been exposed to a neurotoxin.  You suffer 9 points of Damage.  Your arm is Stunned for the next 12 seconds. 

My hand went slack, as I remembered what having a stunned arm meant.  My left arm simply refused to work.  I bounced off the next plant.  From there, I rolled through a field of flowers, receiving dozens of prompts along the way.  As soon as one plant would heal me, another would infect me with the vicious neurotoxin.   
“I suvvengar,” I uttered, as a laundry list of penalties flooded over me. 
“What was that?  I didn’t quite understand you,” said Diamond from her throne of thorns.
“She grew a throne to sit on,” said Shart.  “I’m sure that bodes well.”
“I surrand-gar,” I tried to say, as my mouth partially sealed closed.
“I can’t understand you, buddy.  You’ve been a bad human, so I’m going to show you what happens when you misbehave.”  Diamond smiled. 
“Oh sheeee,” I muttered, as she began a combination of Healing and Damage that went on for far longer than it should have.  Finally, the system decided I lost.




Chapter 35: The Ultimate Disease

“I’m totally paralyzed,” I hissed, as Twinkle continued carrying me through the darkness. 
“That’s what being exposed to a high-level neurotoxin for half an hour does to you,” replied the elf.  “I think you ruined my robe.”
“I’m blind!  Everything is dark,” I hissed back.  “I’m scared.”
“That should wear off in an hour or so.  You’ll be able to move normally in about twelve hours,” responded Twinkle skeptically.
“Her superior technique got right through my Poison Resistance,” I groaned.
“Yes, Diamond in the Sky could tell you had Poison Resistance.  That’s why the neurotoxins she injected you with are from a plant-based disease,” said Twinkle.
“My skills, my magic, are all blocked,” I hissed. 
“Her abilities lock out your Stamina and Mana-based abilities,” replied Twinkle. 
“My poor planning allowed you majestic elves to overcome my puny human body,” I groaned.
Twinkle sighed.  I felt my body slam to the ground and heard the door shut a few seconds later.  Just to be safe, I continued to lie on the ground, twitching violently.
“He’s gone,” said Shart.  I brought up Regeneration again and activated my cure disease, poison perk.  I also pretty much every other toxin removal feature I’d unlocked. 
“Wow, locking out someone’s Mana and Stamina is a really effective way of taking someone down,” I said, sitting up and smacking my tongue.  Everything still tasted purple.  
“Yup,” said Shart, “But it doesn’t work on already active spells.  It was handy that you had Regeneration active when she cast that last spell on you.”
I popped my back.  Twinkle had not been very gentle about carrying me, especially after the accident.  With Regeneration active, I already felt physically normal.  Still, mentally, I had to push past this. 
“What did you figure out?” I asked the room.
Badgelor hopped out from behind the buddy chow.  “That you are a terrible actor.”
“You just figured that out?” asked Shart.  “I thought we’d discovered that ages ago.”
I stretched and removed my pants.  It was a mess down there.  I mentally glanced over at Shart.  The demon groaned. 
Placing my hand in my accident, I activated Salvage and selected everything but the pants.  All the stray material vanished into my storage, much to Shart’s annoyance. 
“I’m still sad that’s how you choose to use your skills,” sighed the demon.
Badgelor grunted.  “Anyway, I managed to infiltrate the castle.”
“Was I a big enough distraction?” I asked, tossing him his rock.
“Close enough.  After you bested Diddle Diddle, only the king and his elite guards remained.  Most of them left to witness Diamond get the best of you, though I still say you were laying it on a bit thick,” answered Badgelor.  He snatched his rock and deposited it back inside his storage.  “The king does not like humans.  He was quite vociferous about that.”
“I can imagine,” I groaned.  “Did you find the fragment?”
“Yes, and it's in the worst possible spot,” growled the badger.  He opened the bag of woman chow and began to pick out dried peppers.  “The king has it attached to his own crown.”
“What’s his level?” I asked.
“57,” answered the badger.
“Freaking hell.”  The power gradient got much higher the closer you got to level 60. 
“Elves live a very long time,” said Shart, materializing and stretching his legs.  Something on his body made an obscene, audible pop.  “Elves could theoretically Remort if they actually cared enough to bother.”
“You think the Sphinx is the one messing with the process down below?” asked Badgelor, causing Shart to pause. 
“Probably,” answered the demon finally.  “The elves don’t care about humanity, so it doesn’t matter if they Remort.  They aren’t going to get involved in stopping the Dark Overlord.”
“Wouldn’t the Dark Overlord eventually invade the LOOKOUT! anyway?” I asked.
“It’s doubtful.  The only reason you were able to climb up here was that the elves let you,” said Badgelor.  “Grebthar talked about building a fortress up here once.  I seem to remember him being semi-serious about the endeavor while discussing it with. . .well, someone.  The overall opinion was that no one could actually take this place unless the defenders let them.”
“And annoying the elves is a good recipe to make your life complicated without any real benefits.  If left alone, they are entirely content to just live up here and not bother anyone,” added Shart. 
“I know you can’t, but can Michael?” I asked. 
“Michael has a thing for elf babes,” answered Shart.  “He’s totally gross.”
I pondered that for a moment.
“Because a demon having sex with a mortal is gross,” explained Badgelor.
“I’ve seen hentai,” I replied.
“That’s not sex.  It's aggressive wrestling,” said Shart.  After a moment, he added, “Involving genitalia, I suppose.”
“That sounds like sex,” I argued.
“When a barbed tentacle goes toward your no no place, you tap out real quick,’ the demon responded.
“True,” I agreed.
“To the point,” said Badgelor, “If they can isolate themselves, the elves are not likely to be involved with the upcoming war with the Dark Overlord.  That means the Sphinx has better places to spend her resources, don’t you think?”
“Yeah,” I responded.  “Hey, Twinkle, I’d love to hear your thoughts.”
“How?” uttered the elf, opening the door to the cottage and reentering. 
“Puma check,” I answered.
“Damn it, you are the most paranoid human I’ve ever met,” replied Twinkle, glancing over at Shart disapprovingly.  Then, the elf plopped down on a chair. 
“So, how much of that was you faking, and how much was Diamond actually beating your ass?” Twinkle asked. 
I waved my hand in a fifty-fifty gesture. 
Twinkle frowned.  “That’s HS, and you know it.”
“HS?” I asked.
“Human shi. . .” began the elf, before realizing who his audience was.
“When did you figure it out?” I asked.
“The part where you started begging the glorious elves to please stop the unbelievably painful torture,” responded Twinkle.  “I don’t think anyone really believed you, but I once saw what happened to your groin.  I knew you were faking.  That much neurotoxin shouldn’t have bothered you very much.”
“It was about fifty-fifty,” I insisted, which was true.  It was half me being at a quarter Health, and half me really not wanting to win the fight.  “Look, what would have happened if I’d stomped your sister and walked out of the ring?”
Twinkle stared at me for a moment.  “After everything you said, I expect most of the elves would have attempted to wax your head.”
“That’s not too bad,” I said.
“That’s elven for killing someone,” clarified Twinkle.
“Hmm, I’ve never heard of someone waxing that way before,” I lied.
“I was just thinking about you getting out of there alive.  I realized you could have just played unconscious and been done with it,” said Twinkle, glancing over at Badgelor.  “You didn’t, though.  I was sure it was because you were covering for someone.   From there, I figured out someone else wasn’t as badly hurt as he’d claimed.”
Badgelor grinned.  “Told you a few of them were smart.”
“I don’t know about that.  Twinkle did sign up to work for the Sphinx,” I said. 
“Look, I didn’t even realize the ‘boss’ I was working for was the Sphinx, at least not at first.  I just knew that someone approached us with a tiny amount of medicine for our terrible plague.  The king ordered me to help her.”
“Because you are a lover of humans?” I asked.
“Because everyone else capable of such a task was much sicker than me,” Twinkle responded. 
“Could she have caused the disease that is so impairing your people?” I asked. 
“No, it is natural.  A few elves in every generation were impacted by it.  This time, so many are impacted that it threatens our very way of life,” answered Twinkle solemnly. 
“Yet everyone seems to be walking around just fine,” I offered.  “Is it some sort of spiritual disease?  Maybe something that affects your aging?”
“You would have noticed if anything was impacting our aging,” said Twinkle, letting the light of the moon shine against his perfect skin.  “Our spirits are just fine, too, discounting an angry Remort cheating in a series of duels.”
“Then what is this disease?  None of you look sick, and the only flaws I’ve seen on anyone are the occasional spots of baldness,” I said.  Twinkle hissed at me.  I was sitting on the edge of the bed, and it took me nearly five seconds of real time to process that.
●       You have suffered a minor aneurysm caused by sheer stupidity.

“You went into the world looking for healroot in unimaginable quantities for that?  You toppled governments and attempted to summon Elder Demons all because your people are going bald?” I boggled.
“You don’t understand!  You aren’t going bald,” hissed Twinkle, stifling a sob.  “We are!”
He ran his hand through his hair, exposing a dime-sized spot where no hair existed.  He gathered his thoughts and continued, “I mean, it was only a little bit at first.  A few elves always had such spots, and we spared no expense to cure them.  Then, the plague hit.  Half the population was impacted.”
“Just the men?” I asked.
“No, everyone,” replied Twinkle.
I sighed.  “Just the elves with male genitalia?”
“Jim, don't be vulgar,” snapped Twinkle.
“Just the elves who resembled the Dragon, which we are standing on,” I growled.
“Well, if you are going to put it like that, yes,” said Twinkle.  “The plague was also revealing to everyone who had what.  While it's not a major point, it was dreadfully uncomfortable for everyone involved. You haven’t the slightest idea of the horror of trying to braid a lattice only to realize you’ve barely got enough for a ladder!”
“I have no fecking clue what that means,” I thought to Shart.  The demon physically shrugged. I was about to ask why the non-draconian elves didn’t go out to help, but I realized something terrible about the narcissistic elves.  If it didn’t affect them, they didn’t care. 
“Society was falling apart!” Twinkle cried.  “Elves were sequestering themselves in their homes.  Neighbors were shunned, as if even a passing glance would prove fatal.”
"Seriously?" I groaned.



"People starved to death," Twinkle added.  I could see the elf growing exasperated by my inability to understand the true depths of the elves’ troubles.  


“Because you were balding,” I said.

 


“No, not just me.  All of the. . .dragons were inflicted,” said Twinkle. 
“But you gave them the cure,” I said.
“The effects won’t be erased for years,” the elf snapped.  “Healroot stops the hair loss, but it doesn’t regrow one’s magnificent mane.  You need Sun-Touched Oricalcum needles for that.”
I reached over to place my hand on Twinkle’s head, but he swatted me away.  The elf looked more pissed than I’d ever seen him, so I pulled my hand back and watched him. 
I exhaled loudly.  “Fine.  We brought you guys hair restoration serum that saved your race.” 
“My people were very appreciative of that, until you punched all of them in their collective dragons,” Twinkle said.
“In my defense, some of them deserved it,” I replied.
“Granted, I did enjoy hearing about how you gave Row Row some epic head,” stated Twinkle.
“I headbutted him,” I replied.
“Isn’t that what I said?” asked the elf.
“You know what you said,” I growled, causing Twinkle to smile darkly.  “Fine, what would we need to do to get that fragment off the king’s crown.” The elf feigned shock, despite the fact I knew he had been listening to Badgelor telling me about his trip.  It was the whole reason we’d spoken so loudly. 
“Break the royal crown?  Oh, my!  That crown has been an important cultural milestone ever since the Sphinx came here and said she wanted it,” stated Twinkle. 
“You guys are that petty?” I asked.
Twinkle smirked in response.  “The king specifically decided it was critically important after a human clearly wanted it,” stated Twinkle.  “The Sphinx actually left in a huff, but I got the impression she was just as happy that it is up here and out of the way.”
“You guys think humans are lesser beings, why do you care?” I asked.
“Because we are petty, Jim,” smiled Twinkle.  “Never underestimate what my people will do if they can lord something over anyone.” 
“I need it,” I stated.
“Well, lots of people need lots of things, Jim,” stated Twinkle seriously. 
“We could steal it,” I suggested.
“You could try to steal it.  I doubt you’d even get past the guards.  The king is extremely well-defended.  He’s also a Remort class called Force of Nature.  It combines the Monk and Druid classes,” explained Twinkle. 
“Great, the elvish trifecta,” I groused, considering my options.  “Is there a way to get an audience with him?  I could plead my case, and he might agree to give the Mayor of Windfall the fragment of his crown.”
Badgelor chuckled.  “The king would happily grow old and die without ever doing a single nice thing for a human.”
“Well, if they won’t do something nice, I’ll just make them regret holding onto it.  When I’m through with them, they will be begging me to take it,” I replied emphatically.  Shart, Badgelor, and Twinkle exchanged troubled glances.




Chapter 36: Finding the Lair of the Sphinx

SueLeeta stared at her summoned pet.  The animal seemed to shrug at her in response.  “Toomen found it,” she told the party chat, making sure her grip on the back of the scrawny weakling was firm.  If he darted away for one more snack, SueLeeta was going to murder him. 
When Toomen had explained to everyone that there was a dungeon in Filly, Julia had flat out said that there couldn’t be.  As usual, she was full of herself.  The princess was positive that any dungeon in Filly would have been mentioned in eight centuries worth of intelligence reports. 
Still, Toomen had been certain.  It actually made a fair bit of sense.  If you wanted to hide the lair of the Dark Overlord, sticking it in a hidden dungeon in the only city outside Falcon that revered Grebthar was a special kind of evil.  SueLeeta wasn’t big into religion, but the Dark Overlord hiding out in a place specifically set aside for Grebthar was clever, if nothing else. 
Once they’d made it inside the city, Julia had set them up at a hidden base of operations.  Falcon apparently had safe houses all over Ordinal, and Filly was an obvious location for one.  The dusty room, hidden in the back of a warehouse, had obviously gone unused for many years.  SueLeeta had bounced before cleaning could commence, deeming it essential to begin the search for the dungeon.
They had been searching the city for days now, looking for the entrance of the Dark Overlord’s dungeon.  Toomen had insisted that he knew the way, but, each time they went to a probable location, it had been sealed off.  The fact that he’d walked them to four separate entrances and each of them had been closed off was enough to tell SueLeeta that Toomen was onto something.  
Everyone knew that you couldn’t just close off a dungeon.  There was some special magic involved that would eventually fill up and explode the Dungeon Core if it couldn’t vent its energies into the world.  That said, no one had been able to find an entrance.  After the first day, even the princess, may she sit on a tack, had grown confident that the dungeon existed. 
Personally, SueLeeta didn't much care for Filly.  Before the war, she had protected a small cluster of frontier hamlets southwest of the city.  On occasion, she had visited Filly, particularly when Jarra had begged her to go.
Basstown was much closer, but Jarra had always said Basstown was just a college town with a fishing pier.  She would beg SueLeeta for weeks.  Every single time, the Hunter would eventually relent, and they would spend the next two days walking to Filly. 
All her memories of the city were tainted by the fact that Jarra had always been with her.  SueLeeta had never come otherwise, but it was fun to come with Jarra.  The Healer enjoyed life so much that you got a friendship high from her. 
After this whole Dark Overlord thing was over, SueLeeta was going to see if Dalton and her could go back to his estates.  Dalton’s lands amounted to a quiet little hamlet west of Narwal, but that was fine with SueLeeta.  She could always visit Fenris in Windfall, assuming he survived.
That, of course, came back to where they were now.  After the first two days of searching, Julia had suggested that SueLeeta give Toomen a pet and let him go look for food.  It was a page right out of the book of Grebthar.  The provincial in SueLeeta wanted to rally against the nobility for such a pathetic suggestion.
Toomen had wandered into a dungeon entrance in less than two hours.  The doorway was hidden in the castle, which made getting to it a bit challenging for most people.  Toomen was not most people.  He had basically just walked right in.  With HarCharles gone, Queen Boush should have been holding down the fort or, in this instance, castle.  Unfortunately, she had up and vanished right before SueLeeta’s party had entered the city.
That had caused no small amount of consternation among the people.  Eventually, the city was closed until the townspeople could figure out what was going on.  With all the normal day travelers being stuck in town, their group hadn’t raised much of a fuss except Beakatrix. 
While the Engineer had made a holographic Disguisanator, allowing her to look human, the image it projected immediately set off every warning bell in SueLeeta’s ample stock of warning bells.  Dalton said it reminded him of one time when he was in a valley, but everything had been off.
He’d actually said uncanny, but Uncanny Valley sounded ridiculous.  Fecking Puma Forest, now that was a descriptive name.  It was a good thing she wasn’t with Dalton for his brains. 
Jarra had once tried to explain SueLeeta’s attraction to men of dubious intellect.  The Healer believed it was caused by a deep-seated need to be better than men in that area.  That was wrong, though.  Dalton wasn’t stupid.  He was just simple.  Take a man like Jim or Fenris, those men were far too complicated to understand.  No one needed that.  SueLeeta just preferred men like Dalton, because you could read them like a book.  Occasionally, there would be an interesting page.  Normally, she could just open it up, and he’d want to eat, sleep, or, if she was lucky, play. 
She bit her lip thinking about that, but now was not the time.  She could hear the sounds of people unused to Stealth trying to sneak into the dusty tower of the castle.  The area they were in was so old and unused that SueLeeta doubted anyone would have too much trouble.  They could certainly get to the dungeon entrance before the guards could get there with sufficient force to stop them.
Then again, the unknown group might run screaming when they entered the tower.  The first floor was just a massive chamber full of portraits of War Badgers.  A huge statue of Badgelor stood in the back, towering over everything.  It wasn’t a good likeness.  The Huntress saw that the features were of a female badger, but she reasoned that was because the room had been built after Badgelor was thought to be gone.  Maybe something had gotten lost in translation.  Part of SueLeeta wanted to examine some of the plaques, but the entire room was so dusty that doing so would have been telling the world they had been here. 
Glancing over at Toomen, she saw that he was back to his unreadable self.  SueLeeta was trying to puzzle out if he was happy or sad.  He seemed emotionless, sitting quietly and eating a sandwich she’d grabbed for just such an occasion.  As several guards passed near him, SueLeeta saw that his position was perfect.  The guards couldn’t see him.  Toomen was either the luckiest bastard she’d ever met, or he was something else entirely. 
“All set?” she asked, as Toomen licked the final crumbs from his fingers.
“Like, zoinks, man, we’re perfect,” Toomen said. 




Chapter 37: The Worst Pet

“It’s been days,” I groaned, laying my head back on the pillow and sighing loudly.  “Nothing has worked.”
“So far,” stated Badgelor.  “We just have to keep trying.’
“Seriously?” I asked, glancing down at the badger.
“Feck, no, this is getting pathetic,” replied Badgelor, stretching out next to the fireplace. 
“Furious elf in 3. . .2. . .1. . .” warned Shart, as the door shot open.
“What the hell did you do last night?” yelled Twinkle.  As I adopted an expression that wouldn’t melt butter, the elf groaned.  “Never mind that.  WHY the hell did you do what you did last night?”
“Whatever do you mean, good friend Twinkle?” I replied.
“I’m not your friend, buddy,” growled the elf.
“I’m not your buddy, guy,” I said.
Twinkle shook his head.  “No, you clearly are my buddy.  If you weren’t, I’d have already thrown you out of my damn house!”
“You are overreacting,” I chided him.
“I am not.  After you and Diddle started getting along through your shared interests, I thought you’d gotten this rebellious streak out of your system.  I thought I could work something out with the king,” spat Twinkle. 
“And he told you to go feck yourself,” I stated.
“He would not resort to such vulgarities,” hissed the elf.
I glanced at Badgelor and quoted, “If you are stupid enough to think the elven king would help any human, even this so-called Mayor of Windfall, you can go fornicate with yourself.”
“How?” questioned Twinkle, before shooting his eyes toward Badgelor.  A cold wind blew through his soul as he realized that the wily old badger could sneak into the elven throne room.  Of course, not even Badgelor could steal the crown directly off the head of the ruler.  Well, he probably could, but he would most certainly get caught. 
I yawned and stretched.  The elf flinched and averted his eyes.  I’d discovered that Twinkle liked to play, but, when there was a half-naked human in front of him, the poor elf didn’t know what to do.  As long as he was treating me like a dog, misbehaving was all I was going to do. 
“How do they know it was even me who did that thing that I certainly did not do?” I asked patiently.
“You used a Portal from the Fountain of Life that led to the Hall of Seeds!” yelled the elf.  “Everything sprouted and completely overran the entire building!”
“Anyone who could use Portal Magic could have done that,” I argued.
“Someone made doodies around where the Life Essence spilled out.  The poop piles spelled out ‘Badgelor was here!’,” growled Twinkle.
“Obviously, there is an angry, badger-hating elf around somewhere,” I continued.  “I would be happy to investigate that for you.  Oh, but I’m not allowed to leave this cottage unsupervised.”
“You aren’t supposed to leave it at all now, not after the events in the marketplace yesterday,” hissed the elf.
“I believe those guards and I just had a misunderstanding,” I explained sagely. 
“You stole everything from three different merchants and hid it all on the guards,” said Twinkle.
“I don’t know what you are talking about!  I believe those guards are part of an evil criminal organization, one that is trying to bring down the elven monarchy by stealing all your people’s sex toys,” I replied.
“Those were heritage squashes!” yelled Twinkle.
“Look, you can call them whatever you’d like, but I know a sex toy when I see it,” I stated.
“Please explain what you did with the chicken,” sighed Twinkle.
“It knows what it did,” I replied coldly.
“You-” began Twinkle.
“Someone,” I replied, correcting the elf.
“You built a large, anatomically correct statue of some random human in the middle of the Garden of Peace,” growled Twinkle.
“That was David Robbins from Retired at 35.  It was and continues to be a very underrated show,” I explained.  I was guessing at the proportions, but, as they say, “Go big or go home.” 
“You added a swing set!” yelled Twinkle.
“Look, there was a lot to work with there,” I replied. 
“And the rest?” grumbled Twinkle.
“The cast of The Outfit.  It’s my favorite movie,” I replied.  That had taken a lot of chickens, but it was worth it.  To quote Lenoard, “If you don’t aim for perfection, you cannot make anything great.”  Thankfully, with my skills and enough chickens, true perfection was possible. 
“Since they are in the garden, we have to keep them forever,” growled the elf. 
“You already live on a giant penis!  What’s one more?” I asked. 
Twinkle was about ready to go for my throat, but the elf was able to restrain himself.  
“You weren’t like this two days ago.  I thought you were willing to let me try to get you an audience,” said Twinkle, further collecting himself.
“That was eons ago to this stupid buddy who certainly won’t be alive long enough for it to matter,” I replied.  Twinkle glared at Badgelor again. 
“Why are you doing this?” hissed Twinkle.
“As your buddy, I can’t be blamed for my actions.  They are all on you, and I told you I needed to get an audience with the king,” I answered.
“By getting into so much trouble that I officially get dragged before him?” yelled Twinkle.
“Can you think of another way?” I asked.  “I can’t, but I’m just a stupid human.”
“Do you think you’ll get an audience with the king by being pettier than him?” asked Twinkle with a laugh.  “No one is more petty than the elves.  If pettiness was a national sport, we’d win every time.  You keep causing trouble, and the king is never going to meet with you.  Even if he did, what would you do?”
“Challenge him to a duel and take the crown,” I immediately responded.
“The king has powers greater than you could ever imagine,” stated Twinkle.  “I’ve seen you at your best.  There is no way you can possibly defeat the king.”
With that, Twinkle stormed out, locking the door behind him.  I chuckled, remembering how easy it was to pick the lock.  Then, I heard a loud crack, as Twinkle did a Flaming Kick hard enough to fuse the lock shut.  I chuckled harder, knowing how easy that lock was to fix.  Finally, I heard a loud grunt, followed by an even louder thud.  Suddenly, the room got a lot dimmer. 
“Wow, he pulled a boulder over and used it to wedge the door shut,” said Shart. 
“That’s new,” I replied, considering my options.  I couldn’t just go around smashing things.  That would bring the wrong kind of attention.  I needed to be able to slip out without causing a scene.  Ever since Diamond had surrounded the other sides of the house with SnapDragons, dragon-like plants that snapped at you, sneaking through the windows had become challenging. 
“Inconvenient,” I said, once I was sure Twinkle had stomped away.  I was hopeful he would make another attempt at arranging a meeting with the king, if only to get me to stop.  He hadn’t been successful so far, and I doubted he would be now.  I did feel a little guilty, though.  My inside badger claimed that Twinkle had pleaded my case very eloquently over multiple occasions. 
“Plan H?” asked Badgelor.  I frowned but nodded.  I thought we were on Plan G?
“We already did Plan G.  That was having Badgelor break all the toilets in Row Row’s house, because Row Row is a bitch,” said Shart.  That plan obviously hadn’t gotten us to the king any faster, but Row Row was a bitch. 
“That settles it.  Prepare to launch Preparation H,” I stated. 
“Long way to reach for that,” said Shart, grabbing a slip of paper from the table and going intangible.  I began cooking breakfast, while Badgelor continued warming himself by the fire.  I had my Cooking skill up to Novice, although it didn’t matter much in this situation.  The simple buddy food was easy to prepare. 
“How much longer?” I wondered, handing Badgelor his bowl.  As we ate, I considered my character sheet.
●       South Paw Monk, level 11

While dueling the bulk of the elven adventurers in town, I’d managed to level up multiple times.  After that, I’d been earning what experience I could by doing whatever I could in town.  Most of that involved artistic interpretations of my Martial Arts skill.  It wasn’t much, but any Experience Point was a good Experience Point. 
My sparring sessions with Diddle had been, by far, the most productive in a variety of ways.  I’d earned a few Weapon Master Talent Points for getting non-standard weapons, like scythes and other farm implements, up to Journeyman, but Diddle had an arsenal.   Each new weapon I leveled to Journeyman earned me a Talent Point.  Of the over 200 weapons Diddle had, forty were diverse enough to be considered totally different weapons.  Consequently, I’d earned a true windfall of Weapon Master talents.  I was going to have some fun the next time I attacked someone with my sword. 
The other nice thing was that the old elf was not significantly racist, and he definitely enjoyed our morning sparring sessions.  Until Row Row, for no apparent reason, had put a stop to it. 
“He was having too much fun,” said Badgelor.
“Probably,” I considered.
I was now a South Paw Monk and my levels were increasing rapidly.  In so far as I could tell, a South Paw Monk preferred to punch things rather than kick and I appreciated that.  During the initial fights, I’d hit level five and chosen Way of the Badger as my main style.  It seemed to synergize with my Herald of Badgelor Path.  The Herald of Badgelor Clerical Path allowed me to buff Badgelor by using certain talents.  However, if I was fighting in the Way of the Badger stance, I could now also gain the benefit of those buffs.  That had made the remaining fights much easier. 
Unfortunately, the new Badger Stance had its own issues.
●       Badger Stance: Uses 10 Mana per tick to enhance your defensive abilities, renders you resistant to most magical attacks. 

The problem was that my Mana Regeneration was barely at 6 Mana per tick.  That meant using the stance would constantly drain Mana, unless I could start draining it from another target.  I could do that with my Mage Breaker Path.  If I could stay close to a caster, I would be able to buff myself with their own magic.  If I got very good at it, I would reach a point where I was basically invincible. 
In theory.
“Do you have any idea what’s keeping you from unlocking the rest of Jim’s classes?” asked Badgelor.  As I waited for Shart to answer, I spent the thirty seconds necessary to fix the broken and melted lock.  I was preparing for when the boulder magically fell out of the way.    
“No, and that bothers me,” replied the demon, who had spent the last several days basically living inside my head.  “I found the error, but I don’t see how I could have possibly made it.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“It's kind of complicated,” stated Shart.  I could immediately tell it was a lie.  I cleared my throat, and he was silent for a long moment.  Finally, the demon grumbled, “I missed a semi-colon in the coding back at the Tower.  In order for you to unlock a class, you need to have another class that is a higher level.”
“What about my UnBound?” I asked.
“The kludge of code in your soul that allows those features doesn’t address your traits.  More clearly, I jury-rigged your soul, and you should just be glad my error didn’t make you explode.
“Can you fix it?” I asked.
“If we find a Demon Door, yes,” said Shart.  “They have a console with higher level <system> access that I could use to modify the code I used.”
“Would Limbo work?” I asked.  Shart had different access there.
“I could try, but, without being able to go into a production system, I’d only be putting a patch on a patch,” explained the demon, using a bunch of words that didn’t make any sense.  He was confident when he said them, though.
“So, back pocket that idea?” I offered.
“You suck,” replied the demon. 
I brought up my map and located the Nosebleed.  The ship was inside the Inner Sea, heading toward Windfall at a fast clip.  Hansa would be docking in a few hours.  “I could slip back over to Windfall, hit the Demon Door in the castle, and then come back here.”
“No,” said Shart.  “The elves aren’t morons.  They warded their city.  You can only open a two-way Gateway from here to somewhere else.  Once you step all the way through the gate, it's going to close.  If you made an Anchor Rune here, you wouldn't be able to connect back to it.”
“I’m sure we’ll run into a Demon Door somewhere,” I said, considering our options.  “We are bound to get the king’s attention eventually.”
Suddenly, light flooded back into the room, and I heard the thud of a massive stone being flung away from the cottage.  There was a three second delay before it landed.  Then, there was a polite knock on the door. 
“Come in,” I said with a smile.  Twinkle wouldn’t bother knocking.  He’d actually be furious that I’d already fixed the lock.  The door slammed open.  I rose shirtless from the bed, only to spy Diamond watching me. 
She averted her eyes instantly, pointing to my midsection.  “Is that. . .a six-pack?”
“Um, yes,” I said, glancing down uncomfortably.  Toying with Twinkle was one thing.  Diamond had a far hungrier look than I’d anticipated.  I quickly tossed on a shirt.   
“This is perfect,” yelled Diamond, walking over and thrusting a pamphlet into my hands. 
“The MidSummer Festival?” I asked sadly.  ”I don’t know if I can go.  I think I am grounded to the cottage.”
“You are allowed to attend with me,” the elf responded.
“I’m not sure I want to, considering how mean everyone is to me.”
Diamond looked crestfallen.  “I usually don’t attend, but I would like to go with you.  Maybe if you stop beating elves up or getting them accused of high treason, they will like you better.  I mean, you did kidnap several children.”
“Those kids wanted to play with Badgelor.  How could I have known they weren’t supposed to leave the village?” I asked.
“Everyone screaming at you not to leave the village seemed like a pretty big clue,” replied Diamond pleasantly.
“Oh, I’m sorry.  My simple human mind has difficulty understanding the complexities of the elven language,” I said sadly.  I threw in a lip quiver for good measure.
Diamond looked hurt.  “Oh, it must be so hard for you, being human and all.  You don’t understand what a complete and total asshole you were yesterday.”
“Nah, I’m a good buddy, really,” I said.  “Maybe if I had a better example?”
“That’s why we should go to the festival!  Everyone who’s anyone will be there, and you can see how a proper buddy behaves,” explained Diamond.
“Everyone?” I asked.
“Yes!  Even the king is going to be there,’ she smiled reassuringly.
“Well, shoot, I guess if everyone is there, I should try to be on my best behavior,” I smiled, grabbing my armor.  Badgelor grinned.  Shart gave me a mental thumbs up.
Then, Diamond stuck out her staff to stop me.  “Wait a second!  You don’t wear armor to a festival.  I had something made just for you!”
Fifteen minutes later, we were walking toward the largest amphitheater in the LOOKOUT!  The MidSummer Festival was already in full swing.  If the elven lands looked like something out of a teenage girl's unicorn-powered fever dream, this area was where the LSD kicked in. 
As with every other aspect of elven culture, people were joyously singing and dancing.  I heard a girl singing a song about a spoon she’d found, and everyone joined in with an apparent knowledge of the choreography of the song.  It would have looked impressive if I hadn’t seen these routines a half-dozen times yesterday.
See, the elves could sing and dance quite well, but they tended to fall back into predictable patterns.  It was like a real life high school musical, but you only had enough routines to do a few songs worth of material. 
“Girl elf sings about how much she likes spoons,” said Badgelor.
“Boy elf sings about how much he likes the girl elf,” I replied.
“Another boy elf sings about how much he likes both elves,” added Shart.
“Then, they do the electric slide,” I shook my head. 
“Jim, I’m pretty sure she just arbitrarily picked up the spoon and started singing,” stated Shart confidently.
“No,” replied Badgelor, feigning despair.  “You surely don’t mean to imply that the elf girl randomly picking up something and singing a song about how much she loves it isn’t being honest about her feelings?”
“Guys,” I said.  I wasn’t quite sick of the elves, but it was a close thing.  I didn’t mind an elaborately produced musical number every now and again.  Heck, I lived in a town with the Dalton girls, and they sang at least this much every day.  However, the Dalton girls had different routines for every single song. 
It wasn’t that the elves were bad at singing and dancing.  They were just confidently lazy.  They knew they were the best, so they didn’t bother to improve. 
As we marched through the elven kingdom, I saw other buddies wearing awful approximations of human clothing.  The elves picked whatever fashions they liked, without any regard for what actually made sense for people to wear.  I wasn’t dressed any better than the other buddies.
“A shirt is supposed to have a middle,’ I said, glancing down at my midriff.   It was totally on display.  “And OttoSherman would think these pants are a bit much.”
“With abs like that, you should be happy to show off,’ said Diamond, whose outfit consisted of her normal white robes, a buddy training cap, and a parasol.  Her hair, on the other hand, was magnificently arranged with an abundance of jewelry and silk that would have made Julia swoon.  In my opinion, the parasol was worthless, considering how thick the tree cover was.
“It could always be worse,” said Shart.
“How?” I asked, adjusting my assless gray sweatpant shorts.  Sweatchaps?  While seeing someone half-naked was bad, wearing any form of clothing that left nothing to the imagination was natural.  Of course, there were exceptions.   
Badgelor trotted next to me.  He was wearing a sweater and what looked like a diaper to cover his nether regions.  “I will kill every single one of them,” he growled.
“After yesterday, you can’t exactly walk around with your business on full display,” explained Diamond. “I was handed that garment for your nethers by the royal chamberlain.”
“Did he manage to get his hair cleaned to his satisfaction?” I asked.
“He claims it still smells like badger,” replied Diamond.
“That’s because of the anal glands.  They-” I began, but she cut me off. 
“We all know too much about Badgelor’s glands,” she replied.  I glanced down at Badgelor and nodded.   
“As soon as we see him, we’ll make a beeline toward the king and steal the crown,” I thought to Badgelor.  The badger grunted, causing Diamond to glance down at him.  Unlike me, Badgelor was walking unleashed.  Leashing a War Badger would be insulting.
We finally reached the festival area.  The amphitheater was located on an overhang at the top of the LOOKOUT! giving it a magnificent view of Ordinal’s western side.  Because of the strangeness of the atmosphere, I could literally see Windfall, as a tiny dot, hundreds of leagues away.   away.
“So, that’s the Vinelands?” I asked, gesturing toward a number of large cities that were closely packed together. 
“Yes, together those cities make up the single largest city on all of Ordinal,” said Shart.
“Together?” I asked.
Shart gestured slightly north, and I saw another massive city.  It was larger than any individual city in Falcon, though decidedly smaller than their combined metro area.  “Fillydelphia?”
“Yes, that’s Grebthar’s old hideaway,” replied Badgelor, glaring at the city.  He spit, continuing, “Charles wanted to be alone, so he moved there after his sixth Remort.  The problem was that he liked to build stuff.  Sooner or later, people found him.”
I compared it to Windfall and realized that Filly was quite a bit larger.  “I thought Grebthar’s town was Windfall?”
“Filly was built up later,” grumbled Badgelor, pointing toward the castle in the center.  “That fortress was ours.  You can’t even recognize it now.  Before, there were barely 200 people living in the city, pestering us all the time.  Charles finally gave up on the place.  He got sick of all the nagging.”
“If there was a base at the castle, I’m surprised he didn’t go there to hold up,” I said.
Badgelor thought for a long moment.  “A few centuries ago, I checked the old fortress.  I couldn't find any indication it was still occupied.  Feck, the main compound had even collapsed.  Considering all the stuff Charles and Walker were up to, I’m surprised the whole city didn’t explode.”
I nodded.  “So, he was being pestered non-stop with the duties of mayor, taking only small breaks to fight unimaginable evil.  That led him to build himself a refuge, but people still found him.”  If he wasn’t such a colossal asshole, I might have felt sorry for him, but it was a day that ended in “Y.” 
Diamond led me toward the large seating area at the edge of a reflecting pool.  Either end of the pool was dominated by a large stage, but the sides were wide-open.  There were not as many elves out as I’d expected.  This was apparently the height of the social calendar, but there were only around 800 elves about.
“Where is everyone?” I asked Diamond.
“Most elves are still quarantining, to prevent themselves from possibly catching the terrible disease.  The supply of healing tonic has been distributed, but elves are still cautious,” replied Diamond, as she waved to several of her friends. 
Most waved back.  However, one stared at Badgelor in a fashion that a less polite person would describe as openly hostile. 
“Are you sure he’s going to behave himself?” asked Diamond, noticing the woman.  “I’d hate to have another accident.”
“Badgelor is really sorry.  He thought those treats were all for him,” I replied sadly.
“Jim, they had to cancel the berry festival,” responded Diamond.  “I mean, that was enough food for the entire town.  It didn’t even take him that long to consume.  It was like an episode of What Would Badgie Do?
“Well, we know eating the birthday cake isn’t off the list,” said Shart.
“He left enough cake for the kids, just not their parents.,” I said.  I’d been surprised that there even were little elf kids. 
“Did you think elves just magically appeared?” thought Shart.  “Like, the elves got into a circle and sang more of their species into existence?”
“No,” I griped, though that didn’t sound unreasonable. 
“An elf baby is conceived when an elf with male parts and an elf with female parts get together, hold each other's noses, and get busy,” said Shart.
“It's hilarious,” said Badgelor. 
“Yeah, elf sex is the cornerstone of terrible sex on Ordinal,” added Shart. 
“Elven position is no joke,” agreed Badgelor. 
“I’m loath to ask, but what is the elven position?” I questioned.
“One hand covers your eyes, while the other hand pinches your partner’s nose.  Both of you are as far apart from the other as the act allows, and you both have to chant, ‘I hope we don’t get caught.’,” explained Badgelor. 
“Oh, like co-ed Bible camp,” I nodded.
“Also, neither party wants to be there, because it's gross,” stated Shart, shuddering. 
“If you add on a wracking sense of guilt, that’s still like Bible camp,” I replied sagely.
“Earth is so weird,” said Shart, as we finally crossed the threshold into the festival.  Diamond was, of course, instantly dragged into a musical number.  Due to the leash, I had no choice but to follow along.  I could have resisted, but I was picking my battles today.
I even bleated out a chorus with the other buddies. 
In short, it was everything I didn’t want to do, but the king still hadn’t made an appearance.  Despite all my efforts, I had yet to see that particular elf.  Hopefully, he’d be a sane, rational sort, one that would realize what was at stake and let me go about my business.  If not, Badgelor could eat him.
“Like hell, elves are stringy!” the badger informed me.
After the dance, Row Row walked over and eyed me carefully.  He was dressed more stupidly than the other elves.  While the others all wore their normal, white robes, Row Row was wearing a deep black robe.  A large symbol I didn’t recognize was embroidered in red on the front.  “He looks like he is fixing to misbehave.”
“We spoke.  I used my superior, rational mind to explain to his primitive human brain that he needs to behave properly,” assured Diamond. 
“I are the goodest buddy,” I replied goofily in grammatically terrible elven.  Row Row wasn’t buying it, which was understandable.  I wasn’t much of a salesman.
“Well, that’s good.  I’d hate for a single bad apple to give all the buddies an even worse reputation,” said Row Row.  “At some point, we will have to set an example.” 
Diamond looked troubled.  “The buddies have been a great asset so far.  Jim even brought us the healroot!”
“And the king is grateful.  However, the disease only started to gain ground after several new buddies were brought into the village.  It may be time to end the barbaric practice of keeping buddies,” said Row Row.
“Do you mean it's barbaric that you have to put up with us, or are you acknowledging the way you treat us is barbaric?” I asked in perfect elven.
Row Row glared at me, his comb-over fluttering in the breeze.  “It's that attitude of yours that needs correcting.”
“Pool’s open, and the water is fine,” I smiled.  Row Row paused to sneer at me. Then, he stomped away.  
Twinkle rushed in, spotted Diamond, and then saw me, in my good buddy outfit.  That vein was back.  If Twinkle wasn’t careful, I feared it would explode. 
“Jim,” Twinkle said uncomfortably, “How are you?”
“I’m fine,” I grinned.  Diamond patted me on the shoulder and gave me a treat.  I obediently took the thing.  It was some sort of cabbage and cucumber wrap.  It tasted like sadness. 
I realized Badgelor had selflessly eaten all that terrible food yesterday to spare the elves.  He was a goddamn hero.    
Suddenly, trumpets sounded, announcing that the elven king was coming.  For about five minutes, I waited patiently.  The third solo wrapped up, and I counted the twelve more trumpeters in line. 
“Does everyone get a solo?” I asked.
“Yes!  Isn’t it great?” replied Diamond.  Twinkle looked less than impressed, but he said nothing.
“What’s up with you?” I asked Twinkle, as the other elves watched with rapturous attention.
“I have been trying to get you a meeting with the king.  He was initially very resistant, but he has finally agreed to speak with you,” said Twinkle.  “You just have to wait until after the festival.”
“Why did he change his mind?” I asked.
“I don’t know.  After you painted the Holy Temple of the Tree Goddess that hideous day-glow orange color, I figured he was going to exile you.  Apparently, something happened to change his mind,” said Twinkle.
“Well, that’s good,” I responded.
“The temple looks like a child’s playground.  I’d hardly describe that as a good thing,” said Twinkle.
“I mean the meeting,” I replied.
“Oh, sure,” said the elf, lacking all confidence.  “I’m just curious as to why he changed his mind so abruptly.”
I nodded off for a bit.  I was awoken by Diamond thumping me.  As the king approached, the last trumpet finished its fanfare.  Finally, I got to see the King of the Elves.  He was strolling onto the stage like a champion.  The king was unlike any other elf I’d ever seen.  If they looked like underdeveloped twelve-year-olds, he looked like a really underdeveloped fifteen-year-old.  He also had extremely long hair.  
“It's like a giraffe but without any of the grace,” I said uncomfortably as the elven king pranced about.
“Well, he is an elf,” said Badgelor.
“I mean, his hair is hitting the ground,” I said.
“Longer hair means a better elf,” replied Shart.  I rolled my eyes.
“He’s being serious,” said Badgelor.  “By default, the person with the longest hair is the king.  They make all the other elves cut their hair to something shorter as a sign of subservience.”
I glanced over at Diamond.  Her hair was noticeably shorter than Twinkles, but Row Row’s remaining hair was at least a foot longer.  Diddle’s hair had been nearly as long as the king’s, though he braided it shorter.     
“Welcome, one and all, to the MidSummer Festival,” said the King of the Elves in his high-pitched voice.  As opposed to the normal elves, who sounded like unsophisticated radio announcers, the king sounded like a carnival barker.  He alone was wearing a suit of immaculate armor.  It was golden, with large, embossed murals of unicorns and a phoenix on either shoulder.  A pair of glowing swords were positioned at his sides, within easy reach.  As the king caught my eye, every inch of him radiated deadly grace.   
The stage he was striding about covered what appeared to be a large reflecting pond in the middle of the pavilion.  When not in use, the stage could be pushed in and stored beside the pool.  Before continuing, the king walked right to the edge. 
“I’d like to thank each and every one of you for coming out to the festival today.  It was only through the timely deployment of the cure that we are able to celebrate this great occasion.  As you know, our people were plagued with a disease most foul, until Twinkle went into the world and brought us the cure.  We owe a tremendous debt to him.”
The elves applauded wildly, as the king tossed back his massive braid of hair.  Everyone could see how luxurious it was.  Not a single bald spot was visible.  The king sauntered to the other side of the stage and signaled for Twinkle to come to him.  Twinkle rose stiffly.  He waved at the other elves and began to walk.
“Wait a moment, Twinkle.  An elf should never leave their buddy unattended during a festival,” stated the king.  I noticed Row Row and another Monk edging closer to us.  They were trying to be subtle, but, of course, I saw them.  Twinkle took my leash from Diamond and walked stiffly toward the stage.  Everyone applauded. 
“As you all know, Twinkle’s buddy is actually the one who found all the healroot.  Normally, I’d grant that buddy an enormous boon for such a feat of heroism.  Heck, I’d give up the point of my crown for such a display,” said the king.  A smattering of half-hearted applause followed.  “However, since the royal armory was filled with lubricant from an unknown source, I simply have my hands too full to just give away treasure.”
That led to an enormous round of applause.  I’d have felt bad, but I had a feeling he never intended to give it to me anyway.
“However, someone should get a gift, and the point of my crown does seem reasonable.  Perhaps if we could come up with some reasonable test?” said the king, as the reflecting pool began to empty.  The pool was far deeper than I had initially imagined.
“Perhaps a feat of strength to show that an elf, or buddy, I suppose, was worthy of such a munificent gift,” suggested the king, as the pool emptied.  The area was instantly transformed into an arena.  “Now, what kind of monster could merit that?”
“Abomination!” screamed the crowd, in what could only be described as an ugly tone.  They sounded downright bloodthirsty.
“Uh oh,” groaned Shart. 
“What’s an Abomination?” I asked. 
“It’s a combination of a unicorn and a phoenix.  Also, some Spanish fly is involved.  Like, kind of a lot of it,” replied Shart, facepalming. 
The crowd screamed.  I glanced over at Twinkle.  The elf’s eyes had grown progressively wider. 
“Oh, so, it's like a My Little Pony,” I said.
“You have these on Earth and still have a civilization?” asked Badgelor. 
“They are in a kids show,” I answered.
“You people are monsters,” replied Badgelor.
In the middle of the arena was a smoking egg.  It was approximately the same size as an ostrich egg.  The only reason it looked unnatural was the jagged, glowing orange cracks running across the entire surface of the egg. 
“So, I do that, and I get the crown?” I asked, nodding toward the egg.
“A crown fragment, sure,” answered the smiling king.  “I’d like to see the legendary Mayor in action.”
“Twinkle, you up for this?” I asked.  The elf looked at me like I was crazy.
“Jim, they can’t be killed,” he hissed in a horrified voice. 
“Neither can the Dark Overlord,” I retorted. 
With nothing else to do, I walked toward the edge of the arena and dropped down.




Chapter 38: Feck a Duck

“Any chance you can unlock more classes?” I asked, checking my stat sheet.
●       Jim, The Mayor of Windfall

●       Wizard 15 – Mystical Arcaneologist

●       Sorcerer 13 – Eldritch Guardian

●       Monk 11 – South Paw

“Nope, and I’m trying to cheat.  I think Twinkle was right.  You can’t kill an Abomination with your current equipment,” replied the demon.
“What are they weak against?” I asked.
“Artifact-tier weapons,” stated Shart. 
“What about a patch job?” I groaned.
“I’ll see if I can augment something.  There might be a variable I can temporarily expand or. . .something.  Don’t count on much,” said Shart. 
“Fine,” I responded, popping my neck.  “I’ll just do it like this then.” 
Badgelor used his Laser Vision to carve the bangle off my wrist.  As I activated my Mayor of Windfall title, the leash fell by the wayside.  Next, I activated Badger Rage 2.  Swelling with power, I activated Herald of Badgelor to buff my War Badger. 
“Let's finish this quickly,” I bellowed, letting the whole arena hear me.  I summoned Grebthar’s sword to my hand and literally shone with power.
“One second,” requested Badgelor, trying to remove his underwear.  “Freaking things are stuck.”
“Just change size,” I grumbled. 
“It's uncomfortable,” whined the badger.  Sighing, he expanded, only to howl in pain.  “They aren’t getting any bigger.” 
I glanced back.  As he’d expanded, Badgelor’s top had torn to shreds, but the diaper was made of sterner stuff.  Instead of expanding to his full size, Badgelor was capped at the largest size the diaper would allow.  It was only just a bit larger than his usual travel form. 
With my Perception as developed as it was, I didn’t have any trouble finding Row Row in the crowd.  The stupid elf was smirking at me.  “Ah, figured out who the king’s chamberlain is?”
Shart saw who I was looking at and whistled.  “Cursed Underwear of Non-elasticity.  We’ll have to do a curse removal to get rid of them.”  Badgelor was already working on the diaper in a more direct fashion, with Laser Vision and his claws.  I didn’t have enough Mana to straight up break the curse.
“Could I absorb the curse?” I asked.  I had an Admin skill for magical draining.
“You wouldn’t want to.  You’d be absorbing a curse into your person.  Then, you would have to break it using your stats,” answered Shart.
“Fine,” I sighed, surveying the field.  “Badgelor, you got this!  I believe in you!”  I used Fast Steps to rush toward the egg, hoping to finish the battle in one slash of my sword.  I still had my Weapon Master talents.  Those included a great number of weapon strikes, including one of my favorites.
●       Felling Strike - 394 Damage.

The blade slammed into the egg with a shattering explosion.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t the one I was hoping for.  The blast sent me spiraling backward through the air.  I landed a dozen logs away, while the Abomination built itself out of fire and shell fragments. 
It had a unicorn’s body, forged from fire.  The thing also possessed a bird’s wings and a duck’s head.  It quacked aggressively at me, leveling the point of its horn at my chest. 
●       Abomination’s Horn: Artifact-tier weapon, This is the embodiment of the absolute power of an Abomination.  Capable of cleaving through any defense. 

It charged so fast that the ground burned behind it.  I activated Flash Steps before it got close enough that I’d need to Dodge.  It didn’t help.  As I moved away, the creature’s path automatically adjusted. 
“Dodging won’t work,” yelled Shart.  “It has an attack that bypasses Dodge chance.”
That’s a thing?
●       Powerful Parry:  You have parried the Abomination’s Horn!

I brought Grebthar’s sword down with every bit of power I could muster.  The entire arena rang like a gong, as the creature’s head was slammed into the ground.  I flipped over the still moving body.  As I landed on the other side, I narrowly avoided the creature’s flames.  It rolled back to its feet and glared at me with pure hatred.
Activating Thrust, I didn’t give the creature time to recover.  I crossed the ground nearly as fast as it did, only for my sword to be deflected by its horn at the last moment.  Landing hard, I spun to face it, feeling a trickle of blood running down my side. 
The Abomination snickered at me before taking a step forward.  Several drops of fire dripped from its ear, impacting the ground.  Snorting, it dug its hooves into the ground and raced toward me in a predictable attack.  I easily Dodged.
“It's not trying to attack you!” yelled Shart, as the creature kept running.  Gaining more distance, it turned, building up a proper head of steam.
“Feck,” I hissed, casting Mana Darts at it.  The darts of pure magic were seeking.  They rapidly tagged the target, but, as a low-level spell, all they managed to do was annoy the monster.  Then again, they didn’t cost much Mana.  I threw a few more at it.  The Abomination turned to face me again. 
●       Parry Anything:   The Abomination has used its horn to parry your Mana Darts. 

I’d seen that trick before.  I began working my Mana for a truly impressive blast.  The creature turned again and ran toward me.  Dumping over half my Mana into the spell, I took aim and waited.
As it activated the Charge skill, I let loose with an enormous blast of BioLightning, firing straight from the tip of my sword to the tip of its horn.  The Abomination charged through the blast.  The magic blew from its horn for at least a dozen paces.  Finally, the spell expired, and the Bio-lightning washed over it like a storm.
Apparently, the Abomination brought a raincoat, because my spell didn’t hinder him one bit.  The beast continued running, carving through the blast like it wasn’t one of my most powerful attacks.  With my Mana tied up in my sword, my options were limited.  The creature grew ever closer to me. 
“The creature’s magical resistance stats are nearly perfect.  Additionally, the horn has a strong Counterspell built into it,” said Shart. 
Suddenly, little Badgelor launched himself onto the Abomination, grabbing it by its burning mane and yanking it aside.  The creature was so close to me that I stumbled backward.  The Abomination flung Badgelor off his back, spun around, and kicked him with both rear hooves. 
Badgelor landed outside the arena.
“Well, feck this,” I said, casting a portal at the outside of the arena.  It bounced off an invisible barrier and imprinted on the floor.  “No, feck me.”
The Abomination snickered again and began pawing the ground with a front hoof.
“How do I Dodge that thing?” I asked.
“It has a magical tracking feature built into its charge skill,” said Shart.
“Okay,” I said, casting a second portal underneath me.  As the Abomination charged again, I dropped into the magical hole.
The sight of the horn twisting nearly 180 degrees, while still being attached to the Abomination, was enough to convince me that the creature did not have actual bones.  For a moment, I thought it was going to fall over.  However, with a mighty flap of its wings to steady itself, the Abomination continued unerringly toward me. 
I went for another desperate Powerful Block.  This time, the creature was expecting it.  My sword knocked the horn aside, but the creature didn’t go down.  Instead, it trampled me into the dirt, sending my blade flying across the arena. 
●       You have suffered 92 points of Flaming Trample Damage.  Your right arm is broken. 

“Dum Dum, your arm,” yelled Shart, as my arm hung uselessly at my side. 
“Need all my Mana and Stamina,” I said, readying another portal.  The Abomination reoriented itself and raced toward me again. 
I cast Portal just before it got into its final attack range.  As I dropped through, I quickly became disoriented.  Suddenly, my downward fall turned sideways.  The Abomination was already there, but its hooves were digging into the dirt.  It was trying desperately to stop.
That was what saved me from impalement.  I rolled to the side, as the Abomination slammed horn-first into the wall of the arena.  The creature’s horn buried itself in the stone wall so deeply that only a small nub was visible.  The Abomination struggled for a moment, unable to break free.
“This seems familiar,” said Shart.
“Ha,” I growled, “No one fucks with the Mayor of Noobtown.”
The creature jerked.  Instead of tearing the horn free from the wall, it tore the wall free from everything else.  The Abomination then smashed the debris against the ground, shattering it.  It glared around with furious eyes.
●       One Punch: You do 800 points of Damage to the Abomination’s head.

The creature shook its head, bellowing the most dangerous quack I’d ever heard.  Seriously, who hears a dangerous quack?  I used Power Lift to ram his head into the adjacent wall,  Then, I activated my Stamina Recovery.
I was about to strike the creature again, but I noticed a prompt.
●       This target is eligible for Shart’s Holistic Inductive Transfer of Energy.  Would you like to use this ability? <Yes/No>

“You named it?” I grumbled, wrapping my hand around the Abomination’s thick, hard horn.  It throbbed in my grip, pulsing with power.
Life hates me.
I activated SHITE and began drawing on the very essence of the creature to power me, like some sort of terrible energy vampire.  The creature bucked, instantly realizing it had made a very terrible life decision.  Thanks to my handling of the BDE and my expanded Mana Control skill,  I knew how to process the energy.  The whole process took only a few seconds. 
The formerly healthy, fire-bathed, evil mutant duck thing was now a very unhealthy, evil mutant duck thing.  It looked like it had never been fed a day in its life.  The creature was still very much alive when the flow of power stopped, and it quacked sadly in my arms.
“Why didn’t it die?” I asked.
“Think of it like two different levels of water,” said Shart.  “Before, it was higher than you.  When you started draining it, the energy flowed down to your lower level.  Now, both your levels are about equal.”
“Oh, yes, that makes sense,” I grunted.  It did not.  Activating Treatment, I snapped my arm back together.  With one hand, I gripped the fragile creature by the neck.  With the other hand, I clutched its horn.  Quickly, I snapped both.  The horn broke off with the force of my twist.  It appeared to still contain some of the creature’s residual magic, so I pocketed it. 
●       Max Level is now 75

The arena was deathly silent.  I stared at the hole where the creature's horn had been and spat on it. 
The king looked down at me in shock.
I glared back at him in challenge and spit out a wad of blood.  “No one.”
“Well, if the Mayor wants a challenge, I’ll give him a challenge!” declared the king. 
“Bring it, you fizzy-ended twerp,” I yelled, causing a collective gasp from the gathered elves. “I’ve seen scarecrows that were more natural blondes!” 
You could challenge an elf’s person, but their hair was sacrosanct.
“So be it.  I usually seal off my immeasurable, irresistible power, but, just for you, I’ll break that armor,” declared the king.  As he stared at me, his body glowed.
The armor exploded away in a shower of panels, revealing a white rhinestone outfit with tassels. 




Chapter 39:  Sing Off

“It's a fecking sing off?” I asked, astounded.
“He IS the King of Song and Dance.  What did you think this was going to be?” asked Twinkle.
“Like, a duel, where we punched and kicked each other.  You said he was a monk!” I replied.  I was being dragged over to a large mirror, where Diamond pulled out a huge makeup kit.  She fretted as she looked at me, like the poor mortician who was told to “Just do your best”.   
“Cheer up!  As long as you’ve been working on your singing and dancing, as well as your other skills, you should be fine,” stated Twinkle hopefully.
“I haven’t worked on them at all,” I replied. 
“Oh, you are going to get destroyed,” giggled Shart.
“Well, maybe you’ll manage,” said Twinkle, far less hopefully.  “You are the legendary Mayor.  Maybe you could use a Force Point?”
“My Singing skill isn’t even Initiate,” I replied.
“Are you two months old?” asked Diamond, shocked.
“Yes,” replied Shart.
“No,” I growled back.  “I just had more important stuff to do.”
Twinkle glared at me.  “Jim, singing and dancing is the most important stuff.  Buddies typically do a bad job, but you directly challenged the King.  He’s going to annihilate you.”
“Maybe if we put him in a good enough costume, he’ll be cute enough that no one notices his terrible singing?” suggested Diamond.
“I don’t think even a Legendary outfit could compensate for Jim,” replied Twinkle sadly. 
“I’ll help,” said Badgelor, having wandered back over after the battle.  “I’m a War Badger.  That should buy you a few points with the crowd.”
“Thank you, Badgelor.  I’ll get some badger makeup for you in a moment,” said Diamond.
“I’m out,” stated Badgelor, sitting back down.  “I’m not wearing makeup.  I have to clean my face with my tongue.” 
Diamond began explaining that elven makeup was organic in an attempt to persuade the badger.  That left Twinkle to take over my makeup duties. 
“Not much to work with,” he hissed, adjusting my eyelashes. 
“I am not unattractive,” I growled.
“Sure, if you like big tall men with broad shoulders, huge biceps, and a six-pack,” responded Twinkle, poking me in the abdomen and gagging slightly.  The sad thing was that, compared to my last Remort, I looked scrawny.  “Diamond likes the six-pack,” I said.
“Really?” asked Twinkle, eyeing his sister.  Diamond blushed deeply but did not respond.  “Maybe you’ll get lucky and find a few aberrant elves who are into that.  Most of us are normal and like what everyone else does.”
“Hair?” I asked.
“Yes,” replied Twinkle, “And yours is barely three inches long.  There is literally nothing to work with here.”
“Would more hair help?” I asked.
“Yes, but I don’t have any Sun-Touched Oricalcum needles handy,” sighed the elf.  I focused on my Treatment skill, found the hair option, and began throwing Stamina into it.  Within moments, my hair had begun to grow.  I had it down to my ass  in less than a minute.
Diamond stared at me in shock.  “How did you do that?”
“Mayor power,” I replied, shaking my head.  Twinkle watched me carefully. 
“Maybe, just maybe, we have a chance after all.  How much more can you grow?”
By the time I was done, the trumpets were sounding again.  The arena had been reconfigured into a band versus band stage.  On the king’s side were dozens of elves, all getting everything ready for the last minute show.  Three elves’ only job was tending to the royal hair. 
I stepped out into a hushed crowd.  My long, brown hair was literally dragging on the stage behind me.  “Combers!” I yelled.
A nearby elf pulled out a brush and walked over, examining my hair critically.  She then began to roughly drag the brush through it.  She was so rough I ended up having to use Mitigate to withstand her efforts. I was about to comment, but a look of shock flashed over her face.
“It's real,” she yelled, “And it's gorgeous!”
It turned out the Stylist skill was basically a hybrid subskill of Stamina Control and Mana Control.  That was something that almost every Primal type adventurer had, and it was a non-combat skill.  If one was desperate, leveling it up was relatively simple. Unlike the King of the Elves, my hair was not in a complex style.  With great hair like mine, it didn’t need to be. 
My hair was so long it was an insult to the king.  His perfect face scrunched up as he glared at me.  “Fear not!  I’ll make sure you are properly groomed after you are defeated in righteous combat,” declared the king.
I flipped my hair and walked to the center of the stage.  The only issue now was that I couldn’t sing or dance worth a damn.  I considered doing an Earth song, but I wasn’t good enough to do justice to most of them.  Not only that, but the rhyming scheme that worked on Earth sounded strange on Ordinal. 
Suddenly, the elven King of Song and Dance belted out a high note.  It was something over E8, and he held it perfectly at a deafening volume for over ten seconds.  Then, he smirked at me.  “Are you planning on doing any vocal warmups?”
I tried to repeat his note, but my voice cracked.  I don’t think I actually kept the proper tone for any significant period of time.  The king laughed, signaling for one of his backup singers to do what I had done. 
The backup singer walked to the middle of the stage, scratched herself, and  mooed, like a cow.  The entire stage exploded in laughter.
“Wait, we get backup singers?” I asked Twinkle.
“Sure, the king just allowed it.  Diamond ran to try and find you some, but, after that last note, everyone we had lined up vanished,” said Twinkle. 
“Can I find my own?” I asked.
“Sure,” replied the elf, looking out over wide-open air.
“Are we still inside the teleportation wards?” I questioned.
“No, this theater was built 500 years ago.  It is outside the old protections.  There isn’t a teleportation circle here, though, Jim,” answered an increasingly exasperated Twinkle.
“I’ll be right back with my crew,” I responded. 
“Okay, but you better hurry.  It's about to begin,” said the elf, gesturing toward the king’s stage.  Technically, as he was the ruling monarch, I had however much time it took him to get ready to start.  He was marching out more backup dancers, so I figured I had a minute or so. 
“I got this,” said Badgelor, walking out on stage.  He started belting out a sea shanty.  Even if the elves weren’t particularly in love with the badger, singing a sea shanty with the actual Badgelor was novel enough that they went along with it. 
I brought up the Nosebleed’s menu and selected Hansa.  “How was the trip?”
“She handled like a breeze!  I upgraded the rigging, so we covered the return trip a whole day faster than the way over there,” explained Hansa in an official tone.  I heard some giggles from her sisters.  Using my Menutime skill and the town map, I was able to locate all of them at the Dalton residence, which, oddly, Sir Dalton didn’t occupy.  It was easy to conclude that Hansa had arrived recently and immediately met up with her sisters. 
“Do you still have the item?” I asked. 
She paused for an instant before answering, “I just got home.  I was planning on setting up your device tomorrow morning, like we discussed.  I haven’t seen my sisters in a week, and the device is very well-protected here.” 
“So, it's with you?” I asked.
“Yes,” responded Hansa carefully. 
“I need your help.  Set it up,” I stated.  Hansa was so relieved she wasn’t in trouble that she started setting it up without complaint.  Within moments, I felt the Anchor Rune reactivate in my menus.  I focused and cast the Gateway spell, causing a Portal to appear on the wall of the stage. 
I stuck my head in, and, after pushing through the slight resistance, I found myself in the living room of the Dalton girls.  They were all arrayed around a fire with dozens of animals, all chatting amiably in their casual wear.  All of them were there, including Ashe and Margwal.  That was a bit unusual, but I was sure they had missed their sister.
Hansa stood at attention, her naval uniform looking a bit travelworn.  She had her hands behind her back, much like Glorious Robert tended to stand.  However, her mechanical hand was sitting on the table next to her empty chair.  Two mice and a robin were poking at it. 
The rest of the Dalton girls looked intrigued by my Gateway and were in the process of collecting themselves for unexpected company.  It was late in the evening.  Like most women, they had all gotten out of their dress clothes and switched to something more comfortable.  The entire room was a sea of ponytails, smudged makeup, smiles, and entirely too many squirrels. 
“Girls,” I said.
“Sorry, Daddy, we’ve been naughty,” they all responded in unison, giggling. 
Bad Jim. 
“I suppose Hansa told you about the elves,” I began, and Hansa frowned cutely.  She was incapable of being less than cute.  She grabbed her metal hand and slapped it into the joint, so she could cutely squeeze it into a cute, angry fist.  Several of the girls were less adorable, however.  They looked outright miffed that someone would insult their dear sister so.
I felt a tugging on my shoulder and yanked my head out of the Portal.   Twinkle was pointing at Row Row.
“And the king has accepted the challenge to demonstrate the absolute superiority of the elven race to Twinkle’s lowly buddy.  Said buddy is currently shoving his head inside his dimensional storage after that rousing off-key rendition of ‘Blow the Badger Down’.  While we appreciate the effort, it's becoming pathetic.  Now the human is obviously trying to pull off something that might somehow save his pathetic rump.  We are waiting,” called Row Row.
I stuck my head back into the Portal.  “Look, I don’t have time to explain.  I need you girls to get dressed for a stage show to give these elves what for.  We don’t have much time!” I hastily said, pulling my head out and glancing toward the king’s stage.  As I turned to tell them just how much time I didn’t have, Hansa stepped through the Portal.  She was perfectly made up in a red sequin dress. 
“As soon as possible,” I started lamely, as Ashe, Margwal, and Rose followed her.  Each girl had the biggest stage smile I’d ever seen plastered onto her face.
“Wich one made zou cry?” Rose asked her sister darkly.
“That one.  The one with the bad hair,” replied Hansa, gesturing at Row Row.  She popped her neck.
“A gold piece says I can make him shave his head,” said Margwal. 
“Two gold pieces says I can do it first,” countered Ashe. 
Twinkle swallowed a little, then ran to the side of the stage.  “The Mayor of Windfall, featuring the Daughters of Dalton!” the elf proclaimed.
Row Row scoffed.  “Everyone knows that the Dalton daughters aren’t real.  They are just things that human sympathizers made up to scare the rest of us.”




Chapter 40: Bringing a Bazooka to a Knife Fight

Twinkle was groaning.  “I was there, Jim!  I was there thirty minutes ago, when the strength of the elves failed.”  
“Twinkle, please, make them stop,” begged Row Row.  “The king formally concedes that he lost and lost badly.  He conceded four songs ago.”
“You have to shave your head,” said Margwal, holding a razor.  Row Row flinched again.  “Then, cast it into the fire and destroy it.” 
“No, not my precioussssssss,” hissed Row Row.  He flinched harder when he spotted Ashe behind Margwal.  She was using her dagger to work on her nails. 
Twinkle continued, “Row Row keeps his hair.  This should have ended long ago, but my people’s pride allowed them to endure.  Now, there’s no strength left in the land of the elves.  They’re patchy, divided, and our king was ugly-crying at a microphone.”
Hansa had started with ‘Destroy Your World’, a song about a little girl longing to be with the elves, just to have them reject her.  She followed up with a ten-minute power ballad about what she was going to do to that world that rejected her.
Margwal sang something about a prince coming to visit, only to find the elven kingdom in ruins for being a bunch of douchey bastards.
“That was poetry,” sighed Shart.
“Yes,” agreed Badgelor, “I didn’t think anything would rhyme with ‘Rip off a testicle’.”
“Freestyle rap has a style all its own,” I replied.  “I still think ‘Will be majestical’ was a bit of a stretch.”
Ashe sang “My dream is the sound your heart makes, when my dagger goes in deep.”  It was a pretty dark and terrible line to a song that, I’m sure, was dark and terrible.  I have to admit, I kind of zoned out.  That first line was what broke the elven king’s resolve.  By that point, we’d won every single round, and his backup singers were actively fleeing the field.
Battista sang ‘Once Upon a Bitch’, which explained that she had always wanted to meet a bitch but never actually had.  At least, not until she’d arrived here, where she got to meet a whole town full of them.  The song was so beautiful that even most of the elves wept. 
Lutal wasn’t the greatest singer of her sisters, but she was still better than any of the elves I’d heard so far.  She sang ‘In a World That Was Powned’, a tale of elves learning that they weren’t as great as they thought they were.  That was the point that any remaining resolve of the elven race cracked. 
Rose’s best line was “Zere go zose bitchez, running away like alwayz!”  It was not poetic, but, by that point, the pride of the elves was shattered.  I knew what that felt like.  It was December 31, 2016, all over again.  We’d shut out the elves, and the pain was real. 
I never imagined I’d be Clemson in any scenario, but here I was. 
“What?” asked Badgelor.
“No one is going to get that,” Shart said, rolling his eyes.
“OSU got shut out in 2016 by Clemson,” I growled.  “Can’t I have one obscure reference?”
“No,” said Shart.  “People think you screwed up something.”
“Which people?” I asked.
Shart groaned, “Doesn’t matter.”
“Is this a sports ball thing?” asked Badgelor.
“Can I still insult Clemson?” I asked.
“I’m not stopping you,” replied Shart.
“Tiger-loving wannabes,” I growled.  “Hobbs is the superior tiger anyway.”
“I hate you,” sighed Shart.
“So, you won’t end this travesty?” moaned Row Row.
“Not until you shave your head.  I’m also going to need that crown fragment,” I replied.
“We already said we’d give you the crown fragment,” Row Row said.
“I have to pay my backup singers,” I added.  Funnily enough, I hadn’t actually sung once during the entire performance.
As my next performer walked out, the hair-loving elves nearly died.  Her hair was to the ground and then some.  She began singing “When will the beating commence?”, and the already routed elves started to weep. 
Despite the additional setback, a couple elves still held out hope for some sort of magical, Hail Mary song that would recover their collective honor.   
“There is no way I’m shaving my head,” argued Row Row arrogantly.
“Okay, well, let me just explain your situation to you,” I said, gesturing toward the final two singers.  Gen, a petite blonde woman, looked over at Row Row regally and elbowed her sister in the side.  While the blonde was pale enough to give Margwal a run for her money, Hina’s skin was far darker.  She wanted to follow Hansa out to the ocean, but Hina was just a bit too young for it.  I gave her six months before she was on my boat.
“Gen there will let go all over your ass,” I stated, “And Hina will see how far it will go when it gets there.”
“You saved the best for last?” he wheezed.
I nodded, and Margwal showed him the razor again.  Row Row sighed and grabbed it, slinking away.
“He’s right, though,” said Twinkle, after Row Row had gone.  “The girls have caused the elven nobility to start discussing whether or not we even need a king.”
“Singing and dancing are toppling your monarchy?” I asked, noticing that Twinkle only supported Row Row after he’d gone to shave his head.
“That IS the basis for our whole monarchy,” replied Twinkle.  “It's mainly a ceremonial role that, over the years, a bunch of political power has been attached to.  Technically, most of the general responsibility for governance is supposed to fall to the council, but they have become lax in their duties.”
“Because of the plague?” I asked.
“Half the council was inconsolable in their sickness.  The other half was terrified that the plague would spread,” said Twinkle.  “Without the cure, we’d still be hiding in our homes, afraid to even breathe outside.”
“Seriously?” I asked.
“People suffocated, Jim,” said Twinkle.  “Sure, it’s a better fate than losing your hair, but it’s still not good.”
I shook my head.  “I’m assuming everyone hates me even more now?”
Twinkle chuckled.  “That’s a safe bet.  Yes, now that you have ruined their king and destroyed their sense of superiority, the elves are quite through with you.  It’s not just you, though.  Every buddy in town is being ostracized.  I’m guessing that most of them will be released, though maybe not all.  I’ve heard Pat-a-Cake does some strange things with her buddy.”
“Gross,” I said.
“Tell me about it.  Apparently, she sits on his lap and has him read human stories to her,” shuddered Twinkle.  “Human stories.  Bah.”
“Any chance I could get the elven army to assist Ordinal against the Dark Overlord?” I asked.
Twinkle shook his head.  His lone bald spot, normally hidden amongst his otherwise perfect hair, momentarily appeared.  “Hardly, I think we will be done with the world for a bit after this.  We are going to stay up here and let you guys fight down there.  The Mayor might be a messianic figure there, but you are just another human here.  Sorry.”
Even that apology was a major concession from the elf.  Another of the girls was beginning her solo.  I considered cutting her off and showing the elves some mercy, but I got distracted by Ashe.  She appeared from behind some seats, walked over to me, and tossed me a crown. 
“Not even a challenge,” said Ashe, sitting next to Twinkle.  The elf moved slightly away from her.  “Your king is on the ground, sobbing like a child.”
“That sounds about right,” said Diamond, coming over to join us.
“The king has two bald spots,” chuckled Ashe.  She began to clean her nails with a long stiletto. 
“Yeah, I noticed,” I replied.
Twinkle and Diamond both looked shocked. Twinkle finally growled, “That lying bastard!  He said he hadn’t been affected by the plague at all.”
“He had this,” said Ashe, holding out a needle.  My Treatment skill kicked in, and I got a prompt.
●       Spent Sun-Touched Oricalcum Needle:  This needle can be used with the Treatment skill to regrow hair.  Charges 0/1. 

Diamond took the needle and frowned.  “That explains why we haven’t been able to find any Sun-Touched Oricalcum around.  The king has been using it to keep his hair intact.”
“That will be the final nail in the coffin of his royal hair-ness,” said Twinkle.  “With a scandal like that, there is no way the council will allow him to remain in power.”
“Speaking of hair, you want any of this?” I asked, drawing Grebthar’s sword.  With my other hand, I gathered my floor-length hair together. 
Both elves averted their eyes.  Twinkle coughed, “Jim, don’t do that here.  At least have the good grace to do it in private.”
“Ashe, can you help me?” I begged, sheathing my sword. 
She sighed and turned to one of her younger sisters.  She, too, had enormously long hair.  “Punny, you want to handle this?”
“It's a ‘lock.’  I’d love to have another pony-tale to tell,” she grinned, “But I hair’dly know the guy!” 
“Punny is not her real name, is it?” I questioned, bringing up her stats.  She, like all Dalton’s daughters, had class levels now.  I resolved to ask Beakatrix what made a Technician different than an Engineer or an Inventor. 
“Hardly,” said Ashe, fighting back a smile.  It was hard not to smile, so I didn’t bother.  This just encouraged her, and Punny continued punning her way through braiding my hair. 
When she was done, I thought of something.  Turning to Twinkle, I asked, “Is there any chance you could become the king?”
“No,” chuckled Diamond.  “It's more than just having the crown.  Twinkle’s hair is about two gourds too short.”
“Not only that, but I have several spots from the plague,” said Twinkle.  “It's a shame you can’t use your hair growing technique on me.”
“Who determined that I can’t?” I asked.
“The <system>?  I know you are the high and mighty Mayor, and I suspect you have a super rare Stamina-based Treatment skill.  Still, every Healer needs Sun-Touched Oricalcum needles to clear up the damage.  Those are in pretty short supply,” said Twinkle uncomfortably.  His hair was made up specifically to hide his widow's peak and bald spots.  Still, if you knew what to look for, they were extremely obvious. 
I placed my hand on top of Twinkle’s head.  He squirmed for a moment.  Twinkle liked to touch other people, but he hated being touched in return.  I was going to try and be quick about it.   
●       Hair: 40 points of Healing per inch.

●       Scalp: Psoriasis, effect causes bald spots.  Cured.  Lingering effects require 280 points of Healing. 

That had been a bit of a drain when I’d regrown Julia’s hair.  Now, with my Tireless Stamina pool, the action was simple.  First, I focused my Stamina and healed the scalp damage.  Then, I worked on growing hair from his bald spots.  The whole head took 40 points per inch.  Obviously, the smaller spots took less time and could grow faster. 
It took me around two minutes to fully get his hair fixed.  For my purposes, I also added about a log to his hair’s  length.
That was when I realized the entire stadium had grown bone quiet.  Diamond prostrated herself on the ground.  When I looked beyond her, I saw every other elf in the arena knelt down. 
Breaking off the piece of the crown I needed, I placed the remainder of the elven crown on Twinkle’s head.  “I hereby proclaim you the King of Song and Dance.”
There were shocked looks, but even shock wasn’t enough to overcome the fact that I’d just declared Twinkle king.  The grumblings were getting louder and uglier.  I cleared my throat and turned to the stunned new elven king.
Twinkle blinked, coming back on balance. 
“My first act as king is to declare that my FRIEND, Jim, will be restoring the hair of every elf that needs it,” declared Twinkle.




Chapter 41:  Hair Today, Hair Tomorrow

The total population of the elven kingdom was around 2000 souls, so I incorrectly assumed I would be laying hands on about 1000 of them.  I had forgotten elven culture.  Every elf needed to be touched, even the half that absolutely didn’t need it. 
Fortunately, I had two hands, and Twinkle quickly established that all cases were not identical.  Some elves only had minor hair loss.  For those, I usually would only revitalize their hair with my Treatment skill.  They would get let go with less than a minute’s worth of treatment, and I’d receive a small amount of Skill Points. 
The other half required extensive treatment, often taking me a few minutes to fully restore their hair.  It turned out that Twinkle leaving town had actually stopped his exposure to the disease.  That had saved him from most of the effects.  Many of the infected elves were suffering from very serious psoriasis of the scalp.  Those poor souls had bald spots as large as my fist.  One elf I encountered had lost ninety percent of his hair, and his scalp was just a mass of scar tissue.
“Good work,” said Shart, as I continued growing hair. 
“Thanks,” I muttered.
“No, I was talking about the magical disease,” clarified Shart. 
“Was it created?” I asked.
“Of course!  It looks like the Sphinx modified the bacteria that causes psoriasis in elves to become airborne.  Doing so made it highly infectious.  She knew they were low on healroot, so the elves were unlikely to stop the infection.  Even if they did manage to find enough herb to heal everyone, it would only stop the infection from continuing.  It wouldn’t fix the already done damage.  The Sphinx definitely hit the elves where it would hurt the most. 
“She didn’t calculate for someone with Treatment stumbling upon the elves,” I commented.
“Huh, that’s weird.  I feel like we’ve covered this already,” Shart snarked.  “IT’S A RARE SKILL, DUM DUM.”
So, with the combination of healroot tonic and my Treatment skill, elven society was saved. 
After I restored each elf, they would go to a separate meditation chamber for several minutes.  Twinkle had set that up to make it appear that every single elf took exactly the same amount of time for the procedure to work.  In fact, most elves weren’t that bad.  The unaffected elves spent a full five minutes ‘meditating’ before running out. 
At 120 elves an hour, 2000 elves took most of the day.  If not for Tireless Stamina, I wouldn’t have been able to keep up.  It might have been a day wasted, but it was worth it.  As elf after elf left the medical tent, they bowed to their new king. 
While I was earning a ton of skill points for Treatment, the actual process was boring.  I decided to bring up the town menu and contact Fenris.  He was diligently working on something at my desk.  When he didn’t notice me, I cleared my throat.
“Jim, how have you been?” asked the Warden.
“Well, I’m curing the elves of their terrible plague.  Once I’m finished, I’ll probably pop back home through a Gateway.  I’m hoping to return to Windfall later today,” I replied.
Fenris considered that for a moment and shook his head.  “I assume this Gateway required you to sacrifice a chicken?”
I snorted, causing the elf I was working on to look at me in shock.  He was almost as bad as Row Row had been.  I cleared his scalp, causing hair to literally pop from his head and rain down to his shoulders.  The elf had that same misty-eyed look of wonder that all the other elves had given me.  He ran his fingers through his new locks and allowed a couple tears to fall.
“Hardly, Hansa was supposed to hand you a small device, but she has been restationed.  I need you to retrieve said device from the Dalton household.
“I shall fetch it immediately,” Fenris replied. 
“I’m sure you will.  Just speak to Beakatrix about where to set it up permanently,” I responded.
“I can’t.  She left with SueLeeta,” replied the Warden disapprovingly.  “Didn’t you read the report I sent you?”
“I’ve been busy,” I answered defensively.  I activated menutime and found his reports.  Then, I read through Mar’s reports, just to make sure I didn’t miss anything.
“They went to find Toomen’s hammer?” I asked.
Fenris raised an eyebrow.
“Mjölnir,” I said, causing Fenris to grin slightly.
“Maul Gin Air,” he enunciated slowly and carefully.  “I have no idea how you manage to pronounce that.  It doesn’t even sound like a real word.”
“It's from a comic book,” I replied.
“What?” asked Fenris.
“A Sacred Text,” I grumbled. 
“Something only known to the Mayor, of course,” replied Fenris.  I’d hoped him being ‘mayor’ would have softened that astonishment somewhat.  It hadn’t. 
Eager to change the subject, I moved onto another topic.  “They have been gone for several days.  Have you heard back from Dalton or SueLeeta?”
“No,” stated Fenris uncomfortably.  “Dalton and SueLeeta are sometimes part of Windfall’s army, but they didn’t reactivate their commissions when they returned.  They aren’t in the command loop.”
“Surprised at that oversight,” I said.
“Toomen insisted.  He said something about it being possible to track the communication,” replied Fenris.  “I’ve never heard of such a thing.  Then again, being commander of the Army of Windfall was never something I expected to happen.  Don’t worry, though.  I am continuing my leadership research.”
“I’m sure you are.  You are the only person I can trust with it,” I replied.  I thought about the possibility of tracking mental communications.  There had to be some ability that would allow you to hear that sort of thing.  Toomen, while a bit flighty, wouldn’t worry about problems that didn’t exist.  Even though I didn’t specialize in those kinds of espionage classes, I was certain someone did.
Digging through Mystical Lore, I discovered that communications were processed through Essence Mana.  Certain kinds of spells could intercept and interpret them.  The more I thought about it, the more I realized that the right person could easily listen into all our remote communications.  The only kind of communication you could be sure wasn’t eavesdropped on was probably a physical letter.  Of course, written communication came with other interception risks.
Checking my War Leader talent tree, I found an Encryption talent.  It allowed you to spend Stamina to make your communications harder to intercept.  I promptly dumped a few Talent Points into it.  That would prevent simple interceptions.  Unfortunately, I estimated that I’d need to spend too many points to make the communications truly secure. 
Checking the Army of Windfall menu, I found a barracks structure that might help.
●       Intelligence Bureau :  Allows you to train Intelligence Officers.  They can pass secure messages throughout your army and gain the Recon skill, a subskill of Perception. 

I selected that and ordered it built.  Flipping off menutime, I continued speaking to Fenris.
“We’ll just have to be smarter about it.  The Dark Overlord’s minions are everywhere,” I said.
Fenris nodded gravely.  “I know, but I’m sure everything is fine with the party.  You are BFF’s with Sir Dalton.  You both are supposed to know if the other person is in danger.  Frankly, I'm surprised you haven't given him gray hairs already.”
I grinned.  Fenris’ sense of humor was so dry it was dusty.  “I’m not worried.  I’m sure I have a skill for that.”
Fenris snorted.  My laundry list of skills amused the crap out of him.  I noticed an alert that construction of the new barracks structure had begun.  Fenris had placed work on the Intelligence Bureau at priority speed.   I hadn’t even had time to ask him to do that yet.   
If I wanted to, I could delve into the town menu and watch the local Administrator take the order.  Mar would allocate the build request to one of the construction crews and place orders for the needed materials at the town’s warehouses.  While the crew gathered those materials, Mar would contact Blots to order replacement materials.  Those orders would go to local shops to replenish the warehouses.  Meanwhile, the construction crew got started. 
Given its priority status, the building would be done by the next morning.  The construction crew would earn double Experience, as well as overtime.  I hadn’t expected Fenris to move with such alacrity, but it was for the best.  Now that I knew our communications could be intercepted, I wanted the issue remedied as quickly as possible. 
Fenris had good instincts.  That’s why I trusted him.




Chapter 42: A long awaited meeting

Looking down the long hallway, Julia inhaled sharply.  The dart had narrowly missed her face.  If not for the fact she’d been keeping her barriers active, the projectile would have taken her nose off. 
Intellectually, she understood how dangerous dungeons could be.  The reality was a much stronger vintage.  This place was terrifying.  Worse, she’d made mistakes in front of other people, something she hated. 
Not that they hadn’t made mistakes as well.  SueLeeta had suffered a bad wound to her leg that Julia had healed.  Dalton had injured his back protecting Beakatrix from a crossbow bolt. 
Julia checked and saw that the Engineer was still invisible.  The Progenitor had a belt that made her indiscernible to the naked eye.  The princess had no idea why Beakatrix hadn’t been using it the entire time they’d been in Filly.  She really should have been.  Her human disguise was horrifying.
“Like, I can smell it, man,” said Toomen, as they continued deeper into the dungeon. 
The size of the dungeon under Fillydelphia was daunting.  The entire structure was a massive maze, laden with traps.  The reason word about the dungeon’s existence hadn’t spread was obvious.  There was literally no way out. 
You heard rumors of black hole dungeons, an ancient term from Grebthar’s day.  The entrance shut behind you, and the only way to escape was to defeat an undefeatable boss.  Such dungeons were unheard of in the real world.
Anyone entering Filly’s dungeon would never be heard from again.  That wasn’t even the worst of it.  The dungeon’s outer layer had been one massive maze that did everything in its power to keep them from penetrating the next layer.  Once they had, they found it full of even worse monsters and traps.  Without Toomen, Julia was confident that they never would have even left the maze. 
He, like the Legendary Champion he was, seemed to know the place like the back of his hand.  The few times he didn’t recall where they were going, he just spun himself around a few times and started wandering.  Invariably, they found some hidden door or secret passage that took them deeper. 
Unfortunately, they were all highways to danger zones. 
“Puma check!” bellowed Sir Dalton.  He spun to the side, his massive longsword glowing more brilliantly than Julia had ever seen it.  The magical enchantment of lightning on the blade had been an upgrade from Beakatrix.  She had installed a TASER effect.  While enchantments had a host of rules making them incompatible with each other, upgrades performed by Engineers followed different rules.  Beakatrix was able to stack the effects. 
A wave of creatures launched themselves at the group from all sides.  The first beast took a crossbow bolt to the eye.  Julia began forming barriers around her teammates to reduce Damage.  While her Healing was weaker than some Zealots, her Damage negation was top-tier. 
The smaller creatures dove away.   Suddenly, a legendary Remorhaz exploded from the ground and headed straight toward Sir Dalton.  It wouldn’t take long to get there.  The snake-like being had hundreds of legs running down its body.  The cobra-style flaps around the creature’s head shot out into a barbed nightmare, and a series of projectiles were launched, impacting Dalton’s barriers. 
The flying weapons were designed to pierce magical barriers, but Dalton wasn’t the only one who’d been upgraded.  Julia had some of her own tech now.  The Progenitor had given her a gauntlet that allowed her to project Force Shields along with her barriers.  The Force Shields were weaker, but they could block certain kinds of projectiles that were too expensive for her barriers to block. 
The Force Shield, which was a ridiculous name, flashed over Dalton’s back mere moments before several large barbs struck.  Their magical penetration was worthless against the Force Shield, and they skittered off.  Dalton severed several of the massive beast’s legs. 
The Remorhaz bellowed at the wounds.  Its entire body began to radiate so much heat that Julia could feel it from her support position behind Dalton.  SueLeeta began rapidly firing at the beast, but the creature was so hot her crossbow bolts melted before they could impact. 
Then, Beakatrix pulled out another dragon and aimed it at the beast. As she threw it, the bird yelled, “Cock-a-doodle-doo!”  That was no battle cry, as far as Julia was concerned. 
Jim had called that kind of dragon a rocket, which was a science powered tube that flew at bad guys.  Julia didn’t understand science at all, and she wasn’t likely to learn.  Her one attempt at understanding had led Beakatrix into a long-winded speech about equal and opposite reactions. 
It was utter nonsense.  You did not get an equal and opposite reaction from magic.  
The science tube slammed into the Remorhaz and detonated into a blue fog.  Instantly, the outer shell of the creature froze, as the horrible heat wafting from it was quenched.  This time, Julia’s barriers were enough to keep the Damage away from Dalton. 
The first time Beakatrix had used a science tube, she didn’t inform anyone beforehand.  Consequently, Dalton had nearly lost his arm from the molten lead that splattered everywhere.  Now, Julia knew to keep her barriers in full environmental protection mode, and that had made all the difference. 
SueLeeta fired three explosive bolts against the monster, causing a large hunk of armor to fly off the creature.  With a nice exposed spot to attack, Dalton thrust his lightning-infused blade into the semi-frozen flesh and turned it. 
While the creature was stunned, everyone followed up.  SueLeeta used her skill-based attacks, while Beakatrix used more science-based crossbow bolts.  Julia even chipped in, flinging glowing, golden barriers into the creature.  Chunks of Remorhaz flesh rained down on them.  All of that was secondary to the massive man and his sword.  Sir Dalton was carving holes into the beast, allowing its guts to spill out. 
Once the creature was down and had stopped spasming, Julia checked out Experience Points.  She was nearly up to level 48.  If you could survive the dungeon, the Experience was insane.  Julia couldn't remember ever reading about a Dungeon so intense.  The creature was already being absorbed back into the dungeon’s Mana, and they hadn’t even left the room yet.  It was like someone had set it to be the highest Experience dungeon possible. 
Pushing that thought aside, Julia began casting healing spells, as SueLeeta checked the perimeter.  Beakatrix even had some science goo she used to restore the Durability of Dalton’s sword and armor.  Everyone was useful, except Toomen. 
“Zoinks, that was a great fight,” he said.  By that point, even Dalton looked displeased. 
“Are you going to help at all?” asked SueLeeta.
“I’ll, like, totally help when you need me too,” answered Toomen obliviously. 
“Maybe in the boss room,” grumbled SueLeeta.
“Like, certainly, and we are right outside,’ said Toomen, gesturing toward another hidden door.  Julia could partially forgive him, but only partially.  They were deep inside the dungeon, and Toomen’s access to Lightning was severely limited.  Julia thought, and truly hoped, he was conserving all his power for when they really needed it. 
Or he was just an asshole.  Julia couldn’t discount the second point. 
“Do you at least know what the boss is?” asked SueLeeta, a glimmer of hope in her voice.
“Like, totally.  It’s an undead frost giant named Frosty,” replied Toomen, shoving a cracker in his mouth.  “I’m pretty sure we can handle him, like, if we work together.”
Julia paled.  A frost giant was an incredibly tough customer.  The only weakness Julia knew of was fire.  An undead, depending on its type, might have a strength against fire.  In the dungeon’s case, it almost certainly did.  A bad fight was about to get much worse. 
For a moment, SueLeeta locked eyes with Julia.  The Hunter shrugged.  After all, that was why they were there.  The entire party rose up together and walked to the final door of the dungeon.  Hopefully, they would find the hammer beyond there.
SueLeeta snuck in first.  She had been working on her Stealth and was even better now than when they had entered the dungeon.  She seemed to have an innate ability of finding out of the way spots to snipe monsters.   Disturbingly, her main target was usually their unmentionable bits.
That was something Julia wasn’t used to.  None of the stories started off with a Hunter shooting someone in a testicle, but that was how their fights tended to start.  Julia was beginning to think SueLeeta had some weird privates scoping skill.  The princess was going to have to bribe the hell out of the bards when she got back to Falcon in order to keep their stories princess-like. 
Thankfully, the frost giant was asleep.  That allowed them to get into position and prepare for the fight.  Dalton crept up as well as a person wearing that much armor could and waited.  Beakatrix took to the air and used a climbing claw she had invented to perch on a wall outside the frost giant’s reach.  The device hadn’t worked great for her yet, as many of the monsters had ranged attacks.  However, it somewhat kept her out of the line of fire.  Julia’s role was to stay near Dalton and erect barriers to negate as much Damage to him as possible.  Lastly, Toomen. . .continued being Toomen.
Finally, with everyone in position, SueLeeta fired a bolt.  It struck the creature in the throat and popped in a meaty explosion.  The undead frost giant didn’t move.  Dalton changed his approach, moving in at an angle instead of straight on.  Julia copied his movement, keeping the big oaf between her and the monster.  As they grew closer, Julia realized why he did it. 
The undead frost giant’s chest was a mass of scorch marks and charred flesh. The fire that hit Frosty had burned so hot that even its bones had disintegrated from its sternum.  Something had already killed the boss in one strike, one overwhelmingly powerful strike.
And the killer was right in front of them.
All Julia saw were glowing, red eyes and perfect, white teeth.  However, even in the darkness, the shadowy body was easy to recognize.  That shadow was darker than anything else she had ever seen. 
The Dark Overlord saw each of them instantly.  He paused at Toomen, whose name tag was obscured.  Then, he chuckled.
“And here I thought there were only four of you,” the Dark Overlord smiled, materializing in front of Dalton.  The Knight slashed his sword outward at an impossible speed.  The blade was easily deflected by a golden, steel longsword. 
“Excalibur,” Julia whispered, as the Dark Overlord casually Dodged everything Dalton threw at him. 
“Disarm him,” she felt Toomen whisper in the party chat. 
SueLeeta began firing a steady stream of Power Shots at the Dark Overlord, while Beakatrix prepared her science.  The Dark Overlord continued Dodging, avoiding the myriad of attacks thrown his way.  Dalton, desperate for a hit, continued burning through Stamina. 
Not even the Dark Overlord could avoid everything.  One of SueLeeta’s shots came a hair's breadth too close, and the devil moved his sword to block it.  Dalton capitalized on the slight fault, bringing his mighty two-handed sword down in a Powerful Blow.  It was one that the Dark Overlord could not Dodge.
Instead, he blocked it.
●       Dalton’s Blade: Sharpestest, has suffered 320 points of Durability Damage from Excalibur’s Cut Through Anything ability.  Sharpestest is destroyed.

Tendrils of darkness wrapped around Dalton’s feet, pulling the big warrior down.  Now that the Knight had been disarmed, the Dark Overlord was going in for the kill.  The shadow stood above Dalton, raising Excalibur.  From his position, it looked like he was preparing to cut Dalton in half. 
Julia hadn’t been idle.  She’d prepared the largest Wind’s Saw she could muster; the glowing, golden disk blazed in its intensity.  Each princess of Falcon had one overriding goal grilled into them.  They must not fail when fighting the Dark Overlord.  Even the greatest of their line, from Leia to Julia the First, had failed miserably when confronting the Dark Overlord.  She would not.  Julia would wipe away the stain to her line’s honor and defeat the Dark Overlord.   
She let the blade fly, aiming it straight toward the midsection of the evil.  The light from the disk was so great that it blotted out some of the shadowy form, giving the Dark Overlord an almost human appearance.
The Dark Overlord held up his hand.  Julia had just enough time to note that he was missing two fingers.  Then, he Counterspelled the disk.  Julia had worked on her Spell Integrity with Jim, making it harder than ever before to dispel her magic.  The practice had been geared specifically toward dealing with this.  Still, the blade shattered easily, vanishing into fragments.  The Dark Overlord turned his attention to her.
“Another one?” he asked, with such utter contempt that Julia actually took a step back.  She was just another failed Falconian princess, completely out of her depth.
Dalton scrambled away.  It wasn’t so much her great magic that he was escaping.  Rather, he was removing himself from the danger zone, because the Dark Overlord was mocking Julia in front of Toomen and everyone else.  It was her nightmare made flesh. 
SueLeeta didn’t care.  She kept firing bolts, even as the Dark Overlord twisted his attention away from Julia.  He crafted a barrier, easily blocking each of SueLeeta’s shots.  As SueLeeta had gained talents in breaching magical barriers, Julia knew her own barriers would have been hard pressed to block SueLeeta’s strikes.  That was not the case with the Dark Overlord.  To him, Stamina and Mana were equally simple to stop.
Thus, when Beakatrix leveled her crossbow at him, he crafted a barrier but did nothing else. 
“Science, bitches,” squawked the Progenitor, as the crossbow-mounted Dragon roared.  It launched itself straight at the confused Dark Overlord.  His barrier wasn’t designed to stop Science attacks.  Consequently, when the science tube hit the barrier, the projectile shattered it.  His surprise wasn’t enough to stop him from bringing up Excalibur.  He quickly blocked and tanked the entire explosive load with the invulnerable blade.
But killing him wasn’t Beakatrix’s intent.
Excalibur’s blade was covered from top to bottom in a thick coating of instant rock.  The weight increase was so heavy and so sudden that even the Dark Overlord couldn’t keep his grip on the weapon.  Excalibur slammed to the floor.  The instant rock quickly melded into the floor, cementing the sword in the stone. 
The Dark Overlord materialized next to the blade.  “You think I’m unworthy?”  His uninjured hand formed around the hilt, and the Dark Overlord began to pull.  For a terrible moment, his body swelled.  Julia frantically tried to gather enough energy for a second spell.
Then, Dalton was there.  His bladed gauntlet extended, as he cleaved off the Dark Overlord’s hand.  He struck again, cutting into the devil’s chest.  Julia let loose with what she had, decapitating the monstrous man.  SueLeeta and Beakatrix unloaded everything they had left into the Dark Overlord.  As he was wracked with power, his  body vanished from the room.
For an instant, hope flared.  The Dark Overlord had been defeated without the Mayor before.  It could have been done again.  Normally, his defeats came after Grebthar had been knocked unconscious after a great battle, but it wasn’t impossible to do it without the noble man.
“Bah,” bellowed a voice, filling the room with dread.  “I have other weapons.”  The intact Dark Overlord materialized next to Beakatrix.  After all that, he still appeared uninjured.  He held out his hand, and the unpronounceable hammer shone like a lightning bolt. 
It promptly tore free and slapped into Toomen’s palm.  The effect was as beautiful as it was terrifying.  Toomen’s ninety pounds swelled to proportions that dwarfed Sir Dalton.  His eyes were gone, replaced by twin glowing orbs of lightning. 
“Betrayer,” screamed Toomen, blasting a massive bolt of lightning that engulfed the Dark Overlord.
 
“Oh, this again,” smiled the Dark Overlord.  “Did you want a badgie snack for your efforts?”
 
The Dark Overlord dropped to the ground.  Toomen was waiting.  He brought the hammer into the side of the betrayer’s skull, slamming his body across the room.
 
“I believed in you!  We all believed in you!” screamed Toomen.  “Look at what you did!”
 
Dalton had moved back to protect Julia.  Both of them were staring in shock.  No one believed the Dark Overlord would do anything other than betray everyone.  He was the betrayer.  Julia couldn’t fathom why Toomen was so angry at the obvious character flaw. 
 
“I did what he made me do,” spat the Dark Overlord, firing off a stream of pure Shadow Magic.  Toomen countered with a massive blast of Primal Lightning.  “Do you honestly think I still care?  Do you think I ever cared?”
 
“What about her?  She believed in you!  She loved you!” screamed Toomen.  His blast of lightning was so great that it was overwhelming the Dark Overlord’s own attack.  Belatedly, Julia realized Dalton was yelling something at her.  Before she could analyze what he’d said, the Knight grabbed her and ran.  Massive chunks of the ceiling began to rain down on them.
 
“She knew what I was all about,” roared the Dark Overlord, as Toomen’s Lightning Bolt came within inches of his head.  Suddenly, the ground underneath Toomen erupted, and the Chosen of the Sky smashed straight up into the ceiling. 
 
Toomen staggered to his feet.  “You were about saving the world!”
 
“I did my time,” hissed the Dark Overlord.  “I saved this world over and over again.  For what?  It just needs saving one more time.”
 
“What?” shrieked Julia.  Silence fell.  Dalton was staring at the Dark Overlord.  The princess saw Dalton’s eyes open impossibly wide.  “No,” she hissed.
 
Then, she heard the whisper of her god.  The horror of who the Dark Overlord was actually hit her.  “Yes, I am Grebthar the Grebtharian.  You will never defeat me.”
 
The only ones unaffected by the announcement were the Progenitor, who was not of the faith, and Toomen, who was rapidly spinning his hammer around. 
 
“I hear all your prayers, little ones.  I know all your secrets, all your hopes, and all of your fears.  Come to me,” smiled Grebthar.  The shadow form pulled into him, revealing his true face to everyone. 
 
It was far worse for Julia than it was for the others.  She had grown up in the faith.  Her private living quarters in Falcon contained a picture of the man standing before her.  She knew that, with her faith and Grebthar, she could win against anything. 
 
Grebthar smirked at her.  Quite unexpectedly, he went flying backward, as the hammer slammed into his face.  Toomen glared, “Puny god.”
 
Shaking it off, Grebthar stood.  “You know what?  You never knew when to quit!  If you’d asked nicely, I would have let you walk away.  I would have let you go, even with MY hammer.”  Julia watched a massive projection of powerful magical wards encase the god of magic.  “Even after what you did to me!”
 
“I don’t break oaths!” stated Toomen.  “We were supposed to be saving Ordinal. Instead, you betrayed everyone!”
 
“I don’t care about anyone,” screamed Grebthar, magical fire and ice blasting toward Toomen.
 
“What about Badgelor?” asked Toomen.
 
Grebthar paused.  For one instant, the weight of his past crashed down on him like an avalanche.  Toomen used the opening to smash him into the dirt with his hammer.  Julia didn’t understand the techniques Toomen used.  His hammer’s power was so great that it crushed wherever it hit.  Still, Toomen seemed to be searching for some critical point Julia couldn’t understand.  
 
“I didn’t kill you last time,” spat Toomen, as one of the ice shards exploded through his shoulder.  “That was my mistake.”  With that, the Chosen of the Sky began charging another massive lightning attack from the hammer. 
 
“Your mistake was not bringing a raid group this time,” stated Grebthar.  He opened his hand and absorbed Toomen’s bolt with contemptible ease. 
 
“No, I was saving something,” said Toomen. 
 
●       Ultimate Skill Activated:  Lightning Gods Final Blessing, Ultimate Lightning

 
“Feel the wrath of the last Chris,” intoned the Chosen of the Sky. 
 
Julia felt the earth shake.  If the attacks before had been powerful, this one was on a whole other scale.  Grebthar seemed to sense it too, but there was fuck all he could do about it. 
 
The roof parted, and a massive bolt of lightning blasted through the dungeon and into Toomen’s hammer.  The ceiling split so badly that Julia could see the sky.  Then, Toomen pointed the hammer at Grebthar. 
 
“Goodbye, traitor.”
 
Grebthar was a god, and his barriers were more powerful than Julia could even imagine.  As soon as Toomen finished speaking, Grebthar’s barrier folded, and his body disintegrated.  Toomen was focusing all his power on something, but it was so bright it made Julia’s eyes hurt.  Toomen’s lightning had so much power behind it that the effect was being converted to Plasma Damage.  Stray discharges were tearing rents in the walls.  Still, Grebthar endured, even as the stone walls around him melted, and the very dungeon rumbled. 
 
“Break, damn you,” bellowed the Chosen of the Sky, as he poured even more power into the attack.  As the flare of power increased, Toomen’s flesh began to smoke.  When he again increased the strength of the spell, the odor of burning flesh filled the air.  Finally, Julia saw it.  A flawless crystal was somehow suspended in the Plasma.
 
Suddenly, the blast stopped.  Julia readied her hardest barrier spell to place under the crystal.  She expected Toomen to smash it to bits with his hammer, and she wanted to provide him a hard surface to do so.  She would finally be a Princess of Falcon who successfully stood against the Dark Overlord.  However, the legend didn’t move.  Julia turned to see what was keeping Toomen.  She immediately noticed the lightning in his eyes had gone out.
 
No, it had been replaced.  Two dagger hilts were sticking from his eye sockets.  A hitherto unseen woman, cloaked in shadows, stepped away from him.  It took Toomen several long seconds to realize his story was finished.  Abruptly, Julia felt a dagger pressing against her own throat. 
 
“I must remember to thank Toomen.  If not for that giant hole he made for me, I’d never have gotten here fast enough,” smiled the Assassin. 
 
Dalton was nearly unconscious.  His Assassin sported a small Hit Point loss, presumably from the punch to the face that she had obviously taken.  It was the only physical difference between her and Toomen’s murderer.  Beakatrix was dragged next to Julia.   The princess didn’t see SueLeeta.  A massive chunk of debris, coupled with an uncomfortably large pool of blood, told Julia everything she needed to know. 
 
One of the identical Assassins reverently held the crystal Toomen had been trying to obliterate.  Kissing it lovingly, she placed it on the ground.  It promptly became Grebthar again.  The only item on him that survived the attack was the Artifact-grade amulet he was wearing.  As he adjusted his shirt, he said, “Is that you my love?  I’m certain it is.  I could never do this without you.”
 
“Now, there is no one to stop us from marching on Windfall,” smiled the Sphinx.  She gave the princess a motherly smile. 
 
Julia felt a prick on her neck, and the world fell into blackness. 
 




Chapter 43: The Chosen of the Goddess

“That’s the last one!  You’ve saved us, Jim!” smiled the new King of the Elves.  He held that expression for several seconds.  Quickly, his smile turned into a frown.  “Jim, it's not polite to ignore the king.”
“Dalton is in trouble,” I said, kicking Badgelor.  He shuffled up my back and rested his head on my shoulder, where he swiftly fell back to sleep.  He wasn’t much for long, boring talks. 
“He’s a powerful Knight.  I’m sure he can handle himself,” encouraged Twinkle soothingly, as he was chorused by a bunch of elven courtiers wearing a rainbow of colors.  None of them had even met Dalton, but they had all heard of him.  It seemed they believed him to be some sort of mythical figure with ten glorious daughters.
Speaking of those daughters, they were still giving autographs and being celebrated with an immense amount of wine. 
“He must have a majestic voice,” said one elf.  He was wearing a multi-colored set of pantaloons.  His head was adorned with a seafoam green and bright blue hat that looked like a muffin. 
“No one sings like Dalton,” I replied, trying to feel out the problem.  Dalton hadn’t sent a message saying he was in trouble, but I sensed something.  It felt like a presence I had not felt since. . .
“Sir Dalton’s fighting the Dark Overlord,” I said.  The elves hastily ceased their polite words.  Then, it all crashed down on me at once.  “They lost.  Toomen is dead.”
“He’s been dead for a while, though, right?” questioned an elf.  She was wearing a rainbow dress with long pants underneath.
“I brought him back to life, but I think the Dark Overlord just killed him,” I replied. 
That led to gasps all around. 
“They are going to march on Windfall,” I said, standing.  As I looked out, I spotted the elves, all of them, sitting around the arena.  Now that their disease had been cured, they were awash in color.  Their mourning over, the very first thing many of them had done was rush home to change clothes. 
“What do you expect us to do about it?” asked Row Row, his gold and blue robes glittering in the sun.  I’d restored his hair, sort of.  I’d given him an extra tall mohawk, which, as everyone knows, is a unisex hairstyle.  Still, he was upset. 
Dimple stood in his purple and green robes and looked around.  “The Mayor has given us the opportunity to live our lives the way we choose.  I choose to stand with him at Windfall.”
There was a chorus of agreement from the other elves.  Then, surprisingly, Row Row nodded, his mohawk bobbing.  “I, too, choose to stand with the Mayor.”
“You’re just standing with him because he gave you the most awesome hairstyle,” said Diamond jealously, whose sparkly blue and red robe made her cheekbones pop. 
“Duh,” replied Row Row.  “I’d give my life for that magical man.”
“It is settled then,” announced King Twinkle, rising.  “Everyone get your hair done and makeup ready.  Today, we march to war!”
The crowd dispersed, leaving Twinkle and myself on stage. 
Hansa rushed over at my summons.  It was a handy feature of her being my captain.  She nodded politely to Twinkle.  The elf positively beamed back at her. 
“As soon as I can, I’m going to take you on a grand tour of the place,” the elf said, “All of you!” Rose and the others had all followed Hansa.  Most of them were almost walking straight.  Elven wines took some getting used too. 
“Your father has been captured by the Dark Overlord,” I said.  All the girls looked shocked.  “I’m going to rescue him.”
The level of side-eye I got from that was tremendous.  Ashe cleared her throat before asking, “So the Dark Overlord beat father, and you are going to rescue him?”
Freaking daddy’s girls.
“Jim’s going to spring Sir Dalton from the hoosegow.  Then, both of them are going to escape back to Windfall,” stated Twinkle.  The tone he used was a kingly sort of 1920’s radio announcer voice.  That calmed the girls down somewhat.  Still, several of them looked dubious. 
“I have to save him.  He’s my BFF,” I said.
“Friendship is the most important ship of all,” said Punny.  The rest of the girls nodded solemnly. 
I reopened the Gateway, and the girls rushed through to prepare.  Ashe watched me for a long moment.  “Bring my father home,” she ordered, turning to step through the Gateway. 
Twinkle watched her leave and nodded.  “We all do as we must.  I can take the elves to Windfall through the Fast Lanes.  Now that the Walker of Siers is gone, we shouldn’t have any issues with the remaining shadow spawn.”
“Thank you,” I said, as Twinkle handed me a stick.  I looked at it.  “Is this another weird, elven custom?”
“It's a hilt for the Abomination’s horn.  Normally, it turns it into a dagger.  However, if you put Mana into the hilt, it will become a spear.  Once the beast is dead, those horns usually don’t last long.  Still, you might find a use for it,” said Twinkle.  “I’ll have my army at Windfall as soon as possible.”
“Thank you,” I said, looking down over Windfall.  Given that we were twenty logs up, I could still see Filly, too.
“It's a long way,” said Twinkle, turning back toward the castle.  “I could probably arrange some faster land transportation, but you have the Hiking skill.  It's debatable if anything would really be faster.”
It didn’t matter.  Before Twinkle had finished speaking, I'd leapt off the LOOKOUT! and was flying away on my hang glider.
Given the lack of air pressure. . .
“Oh my,” sighed Twinkle. 




Chapter 44: Come fly away

“Falling with style, my ass,” growled Shart, as we flew through the air.
“Seriously, there is no pleasing you,” I chuckled, adjusting my pitch.  The countryside below us was gorgeous, if one happened to like forests teeming with monsters.  Spotting several pumas caused Badgelor to dig his claws in extra hard.  I was absolutely bleeding from them. 
“So, you have a hang glider,” stated Shart uncomfortably
“Yup, Beakatrix gave it to me when we were in town,” I replied, banking slightly. 
“Just to make sure I understand, you have never tried flying with a hang glider before, right?  You just figured that jumping off a twenty-log tall dragon tallywacker was the best way to start learning?” continued the demon.
“It worked, didn't it?” I questioned.
“It worked great, Dum Dum.  My favorite part was when the glider didn’t work until we got close enough to the planet for the Mana pressure to level us out,” said Shart happily.  On Ordinal, there wasn’t air pressure as I thought of it.  Instead, there was Mana pressure, which accomplished pretty much the same thing.  The problem was that there wasn’t that much pressure until you got closer to the planet proper.  The fall had been less than enjoyable.  We lived, though.
“Feck you all!  I want to die,” screamed Badgelor, as we continued toward the ground.  I was growing concerned that I was going to have to physically dig the badger’s claws from my flesh once we landed.
“What is your problem?” I exclaimed, as Badgelor furthered his quest to hit bone.  We’d been at this for hours, but that was literally the first thing he’d said to me.
“Badgers instinctively like being on the ground,” said Shart, yawning.  The demon was riding on top of my head.  His wiry little arms were stuck out, catching the breeze. “It has something to do with dragons and grounding them.”
“If badgers were meant to fly, we’d have wings,” said Badgelor.
“We could find a dragon and rip his wings off,” I offered.
“Mmmmm, wings,” said the War Badger.  “Wait, no!  You cannot distract me from our current predicament with such tasty thoughts.”
“This isn’t going as quickly as I’d hoped,” I said, looking in the general direction of Fillydelphia.  Once we’d leveled out, I’d lost sight of the city.  However, using a few landmarks and my mental map, I realized we weren’t moving much faster than if I was Hiking.  Further calculations showed we weren't moving any faster at all.  We were doing about ten logs per hour, which I could easily manage on foot.
“We might need to land,” I offered, looking down.  The advantage of flying was that I was going in a straight line toward my destination.  Then, I had a thought.  “Shart, do you know any spells that could speed us up?”
“Like Flight or Overland Flying?” asked the demon.  I nodded, and he chuckled. “Of course, but they aren’t any faster than this.  You could move faster if you use a fire source to increase your movement speed, but that’s Mana intensive.”
“What, like an afterburner?” I asked.
“I have no idea what that means,” said Shart.  “However, putting a fire behind you is the typical method of going faster.  You know, if you know a spell like that.”
Checking the hang glider’s harness, I put one hand behind me and cast the Flames spell.  A simple jet of fire shot out.  The jet didn’t really increase my speed much, but it did cost a decent amount of Mana.  I watched the Flames Rune improve slightly, as I cast the spell in this unique method.  If I kept it up for several hours, I’d probably move to the 20% proficiency mark and gain an improved version of the rune.  Unfortunately, I didn’t have the Mana to keep it up for nearly that long.  Additionally, constantly depleting and energizing my Mana pool would cause me to become Mana Tapped. 
I tried BioLightning next.  It produced a greater boost to my speed but cost far more Mana.  While the speed boost was nice, it came in bursts that were much harder to control.  If I had a lesser Biological Aeromancy spell, I might be able to do something a bit more productive.  However, the only other spell I had did nothing more than produce gas.
Feck me.
“Hey, Shart, can you make your hand burn?” I asked casually.
“Duh, Dum Dum,” said the demon, holding up his flaming hand. 
“Cool, cool,” I replied, and Shart’s expression changed.
“Oh, no, he has that look again,” cautioned the demon.
“Let him do it.  This can’t possibly get worse,” replied the terrified Badgelor. 




Chapter 45: Back in Windfall, Again

The Warden had no idea what it did or where the Dalton girls had gone.  Hopefully, Jim would tell him at some point.  Otherwise, he and the twenty Dandies standing around the main chamber of the hall would look pretty silly.
“I, Zorlando,” said Zorlando, “Believe it is a magical device of some sort.”
Nick nodded politely.  Fenris didn’t want to point out that the contraption was an engineering device, as was obvious to everyone else in the room.  That said, Zorlando was quite persuasive.  Even Lorraine was slowly starting to nod along.
“Those must be spell runes of some sort,” said Lorraine, carefully tracing her finger over them without touching the metal etching.
“Certainly,” said Nick.  “Though, I don’t recognize the type.  You can already see damage.”  He was correct, of course.  The metal framework was already warped at several points from Spell Fatigue.  It was a common condition when metals were over-enchanted.  Still, whatever it was had an activation or three left in it. 
“Carrington, what are your thoughts?” asked Zorlando, trying to bring the duke into the conversation.  The duke had quite stupidly introduced himself to westerners as the Duke of Carrington.  The duke had probably thought his title sounded quite impressive.  Now, every single westerner was calling him Carrington with the usual western disdain for the Falconian nobility. 
At least the adventurers were.  The professionals were not quite that stupid. 
“The Mayor’s mastery of the arcane is well-known.  I’m sure this engineering contraption will change the way we live forever,” stated the duke dismissively.  Everyone in the room, save Zorlando, caught the tone. 
No, thought Fenris, as he watched Zorlando’s expression.  Everyone in the room caught it.  Some were just better at pushing the duke’s buttons than others.  Fenris had been in too many meetings with the former Mercenary commander.  There were ways to annoy your superiors without actually saying anything disrespectful. 
“I agree.  The Mayor, Ruler of Falcon and all of its people, is known to be the smartest, bravest, and most powerful individual,” said Zorlando.  “Perhaps it is simply impossible for lesser people, such as our humble persons, to understand.”
Yeah, thought Fenris, watching the duke’s eyebrow twitch.  His friend was much better at pushing buttons then he let on.  Zorlando had nailed the trifecta of the real Mayor, the duke’s social superior, and the fact that pesky westerners don’t think nobles are particularly noble.
“Knowing the Mayor, I’m certain he’s off doing something impossible somewhere,” the duke nearly growled. 
“He is such a diplomat.  He is probably negotiating with the elves,” said Zorlando. “After all, no other person has negotiated with them since Grebthar’s day.”
“Julia the First negotiated with the elves,” stated the duke crisply.
“But she was second to your greatest princess in terms of skill,” smiled Zorlando. “Which other royals have been so successful?”
The answer was none.  The elves had been politically neutral for centuries.  All efforts by Falcon to restore ties had utterly failed.  To say that was a sore spot among the Falconians was a bit of an understatement.  To a certain crowd, it pointed out that their best was behind them.
“If the Mayor has somehow managed to negotiate with the elves, I’d welcome it,” growled the duke.  “After all, that would be something the true Mayor would manage.”
Suddenly, the duke’s face went pale.  He stared at the short metal wall, wishing nothing would happen.  Everyone was quiet.  This was usually when it happened.  The realness of the Mayor had been questioned, and Ordinal would set the questioner straight.  There was just enough time for the duke to resume breathing.  Then, the runes adoring the small wall began to glow.
Hansa stepped out, holding her short, repeating hand crossbow.  The weapon  was entirely at odds with her sequined dress.  “Clear,” she uttered.  The rest of the Dalton girls emerged, all dressed for a pageant of some sort.
Fenris walked over, assuming an at rest position.  Hansa spotted him and marched over.
“Captain Hansa, returning from the mission,” she stated.  “I was ordered by the Mayor to give you this Gateway Rune.”  She lamely glanced at the glowing Gateway behind her. 
“I had to collect it personally,” smiled Fenris.
“My apologies.  The Mayor was negotiating with the elves and has brokered a peace deal.  They will be marching under Windfall’s banner in the upcoming war,” stated Hansa. 
“As was expected,” said Fenris, daring a glance at the duke.  “Jim discussed that possibility with the Army of Windfall prior to his departure.”  Nick flipped a silver coin to Lorraine.  Zorlando beamed widely. 
“The Dark Overlord is coming.  The exact time isn’t known, but he is coming.  King Twinkle will be bringing an army here in short order,” said Hansa.
“He installed a new monarch?” asked the duke.
“He’s the Mayor,” said Hansa politely.  “If he must, he tends to remove problems rather quickly.”
“To think, the former King of the Elves was foolish enough to think he could challenge the Mayor to a duel and win.  What a buffoon!” proclaimed Zorlando.  Ashe was glad she didn’t share actual intelligence with her boyfriend. 
The duke blanched, recalling that he had, in fact, challenged said Mayor to a duel recently.  Fenris chuckled inwardly but said nothing.  High-level adventurers tended to throw their weight around, even if it could get them into trouble.  The duke had stepped right in it. 
Fenris realized he was reaching the stratified heights of being a high-level adventurer himself.  If an adventurer managed to live past level 10 or so, they usually lived to a ripe, old age.  His mentor had been level 37 when Fenris met him, and he had slowly increased his Experience Point totals until he’d reached level 40. 
Then, he had vanished.
With the Mayor in the field, maybe it would be safe to level up again.  Fenris brought up the town menu and checked the Adventurer’s Guild.  It was completed except for assigning someone to be the Guild Master.  Switching Guild Masters came with a substantial cost; the choice had to be made correctly the first time. 
Picking the Guild Master was Fenris’ top priority.  He needed to pick the best Guild Master possible, and absolutely no names were coming to mind.  Part of that was plain old fear.  If he chose wrong, the Adventurer’s Guild was going to suffer significant penalties.  Jim trusted him to pick someone, and Fenris was paranoid about making the wrong choice. 
The fate of the world could rest on the decision, and Fenris would have never imagined he’d be the one making it.  That was for heroes, not simple Wardens. 
Fenris was pushing level 36 now, all thanks to Jim and Beakatrix.  Jim played dirty when he had to.  The list of completed quests Fenris had when he woke up was insane.  It was also total bear droppings.  He had at least a dozen quests for not dying and a dozen more for testing medical compounds.  Those same medical compounds were necessary for him to not die. 
Basically, Jim had assigned every quest possible to Fenris to get his level up.  Doing so prevented him from dying until his spine got fixed.  Eventually, Mar had been forced to put his foot down.  The Administrator needed those Experience Points to reward other citizens to keep the town moving. 
Windfall actually had a daily quest budget of over twelve thousand Experience Points.  However, due to how the Admin skill worked, you typically couldn’t assign them in such a fashion that only one person qualified for them.  The <system> was actively built to prevent that.  Fenris was lucky if he created a quest that only 5% of the town's population qualified for.  Jim was a master of assigning general quests that only individuals qualified for. 
Which is why he’s really the Mayor.  Jim had mastered the <system> like only a few before him.
Even with Jim’s finagling, Fenris had only been brought up to level 24.  Then, Jim had Remorted, and the flow of Experience Points had started.  Every time Jim fought, the members of his party shared a small amount of his personal Experience.  To say the Mayor fought in some extreme battles was an understatement.  Within five minutes of Remorting, Fenris had earned enough Experience Points to gain two levels. 
That did solve the old philosophical question, though.  One school of thought was that Experience Points were just that, points you experienced.  The action of fighting gave you the Experience, and that’s what raised your level.  The other belief was that Experience Points were just system energies being generated and transferred into an individual through actions such as combat. 
Both were sort of wrong.  Jim’s Great General gave Fenris a pool of available Experience Points.  What it didn’t do was actually let him use that Experience.  The tool type was uselessly specific.  To actually earn those points, Fenris had to train rigorously.  He’d been sparring with everyone he could manage, but it had been slow going.  Then,  he’d remembered Glorious Robert.
Glorious Robert had the Mentor skill.  It synced up with the Experience Points Fenris was earning in a way that not only allowed Fenris to level up, but also slightly expanded his pool of points.  His old friend had quickly figured out the best way to teach him…
Then, it smacked him right in the forehead.




Chapter 46: The Castle of Charles

“That was so much worse.  I’ll never forgive you for that,” said Badgelor, as we finally crested the last hill on our path to Filly.  Shart was just staring at his hand with a look of utter horror. 
“It worked, didn’t it?” I growled.  “It was unpleasant for all of us.”
“You at least earned Experience,” said Badgelor grumpily.  I didn't see his  problem.  We got to Filly in hours instead of days. 
●       Breaking Wind Rune: Your proficiency in the Breaking Wind Rune has increased to 60%.  You have learned two additional runes.   

When you developed a spell or, more specifically, spell rune to a certain point, you could unlock additional runes.  Those depended on what part of the existing rune you wanted to focus on.  For a joke spell, the advanced runes from Breaking Wind could do some nasty stuff.  I’d gotten access to two sections. 
●       Magic Inhibitor: Base Proficiency 1%, you can disrupt a body’s ability to convert Mana into spells.   

●       Mana Inhibitor: Base Proficiency 1%, you can disrupt a body’s ability to process Mana.

If I had time to develop them properly, those runes could be tremendously useful against a target.  it wasn’t something I could do in the air, though, so I focused on landing instead.  I began angling the glider toward the city.  A large, majestic castle stood proudly in the center.   
“We are going there,” gestured Shart.
“To the Castle of Lions?” I asked.
“Yes, actually.  I’m surprised you know the name of the castle,” stated Shart.
“I watched Voltron,” I replied, banking lower.  “Badgelor, how well do you remember this place?”
“Yes,” he said softly, in a tone I both didn’t recognize and didn’t like.  “I remember this place vividly.”
“Is the crater new?” I asked, pointing to the large, jagged black mark running down the length of the city.  Shart whistled.
“Powerful Primal Magic there,” said the demon, clicking away at his magical keyboard.  “It’s recent, too.”
“I can tell,” I replied.  My Perception skill spotted work crews all over the place.  Whatever had happened, it had occurred very recently. 
“Toomen,” I decided, remembering some of the damage he’d done in Windfall while fighting the Walker. 
Leveling out, I approached the city wall like a bat out of hell.  I figured that, with our speed and height, no one would be looking for us.  I was wrong. 
●       Flight skill activated: Aerial Dodge successful! 

An arrow whizzed past me, causing me to mightily change my course.  A half-dozen more followed, as additional wall guards spotted me and loosed.  I pulled up slightly, losing speed but gaining altitude.  The shots started falling below me.
“Wouldn’t figure they would have this much air defense,” I stated uncomfortably.
“You’re kidding, right?  What else would they do about airborne monsters?” questioned Shart.  Suddenly, the town flickered, and a greenish barrier sprung up around it.
“They have a barrier, too,” I stated.  I was too used to Windfall having the only working barrier.  Actually finding a second town with a barrier was disconcerting. 
“Yes, that’s why they located their capital here,” informed the demon.  “Both the provincial capitals were built around locations with barriers.  Windfall’s is the strongest, though.”
I could see Filly’s barrier wasn’t just weaker than Windfalls, it was massively weaker.  I chuckled, moving in to skim the barrier with my glider.  I kicked a leg out and felt it penetrate the barrier without issue. 
“They must have it set to allow all humans through,” I said.  As Shart hid himself in my mindspace, I felt his weight vanish from my shoulder.  That was probably a good idea.  If the barrier was set to deal with stray monsters, a demon was probably on the no go list.
Diving through, I instantly felt my back begin to burn.  Grunting, I focused my Counterspell skill, creating a bubble around me.  It was imperfect, but the flames petered out at the edge of the barrier.  The problem was the speed we were moving.  I couldn’t push the barrier back enough with us moving so quickly.  I pulled up.  Maybe they had me listed specifically as a problem, but I wasn’t sure.  After all, I’d already stuck my leg through.
“Badgelor?” I asked uncomfortably. 
“It’s me.  I’m not welcome here,” replied the War Badger.
“Shit, they think Badgelor is a monster,” I said.
Shart started clicking away.  “Yeah, that’s weird.  The barrier is set to block all monsters, but normal animals are able to pass through automatically.  There are a few exceptions, though, including War Badgers.”
“Well, that sucks.  I thought everyone loved War Badgers,” I sighed, circling around.  I could tell the barrier wouldn’t block my Summoning ability, so I searched.  Finally, I spotted a small pond inside the castle grounds.  “I have an idea.”
I pulled up as hard as I could.  Shart materialized and began inhaling.  The little red zit swelled to twice his normal size before grabbing Badgelor.  Both released from the glider and vanished.  I was able to catch a quick glimpse of them hovering mostly level with the ground.
“Glider no Baka!” I yelled, causing the glider to vanish into my storage.  Then, I began dropping toward the earth.  As I angled toward the pond, I fell from the sky like a comet.  I didn’t even aim for the center of the body of water.  Just hitting the edge of the water line would be enough, and I’d be closer to the castle. 
I was confident in how this part of Ordinal worked. 
I hit the water at terminal velocity.
●       You have fallen 1018 logs.  You have landed in water.  You take 0 Damage.

The water was only about two logs deep where I landed, and I had to belly flop into it.  I was so far past belly flops hurting that it wasn’t even funny.  Popping my head out of the water, I quickly scanned to ensure that no one had seen me.  Once I was positive, I activated Counterspell and pushed the barrier back. 
I’d figured out the trick to pushing back barriers a while ago.  Compared to Windfall’s, Filly’s barrier was child's play.  The trick was to push ALL Mana away from you.  Doing so prevented the barrier from having anything to work with.  Windfall’s barrier was at least strong enough that it pushed hard against that negative space.  Filly’s barrier was barely a gentle shove.  However, the effect was pretty, so I guess they had that.  I was surrounded by a glowing pink and purple aura that reminded me of a beach sunset.  The barrier kept weekly trying to push through.  Its aura began flowing through me, and my Mana Absorption talent from the Mage Breaker Path started draining it.  
First, I cast Endure Elements.  All the slick mud I’d landed in slid off me with a slurping sound.  Next, I uncomfortably dug a badger claw out of my shoulder and healed the gouge it had made.  Only then did I summon Badgelor and Shart, in that order, to my shoulders.  Shart quickly pulled inside my noggin, leaving Badgelor free.  Together, we scanned the area.
A little girl had been totally splattered with mud when I’d impacted.  She was busy clearing her face when she looked up at me and gasped.  Glancing up, I realized I had my Mayor of Windfall title flaring. 
Hell with it.
I nodded to her and asked, “Where is the path to the castle? I've come to fight the Dark Overlord.”
She lifted a trembling hand and pointed toward a small staircase. 
“You should probably leave town.  Get your family and go quickly.  This is going to get messy,” I stated calmly and started walking.
She gasped again and ran off.
“So, stealth is just not something you are bothering with?” asked Shart.
“Nope,” I replied.  “I want that bastard to know I’m coming.”
“Let’s finish this,” growled Badgelor, a hint of violence in his voice.
I moved quickly up the stairs, narrowly avoiding the small patrol that appeared to be searching for me.  The glowing aura from the barrier wasn’t helping, but then I got a prompt.
●       Barrier Rune: Citywide Effect.  You have learned an Augment Rune for the Barrier spell.  Cost 100 Mana per second

●       Burning Barrier: You have learned an Augment Rune for the Barrier spell.  Damage 1/second Mana/second.

My Counterspell skill had been upgraded since the last time I’d tried to use the skill on a barrier.  Now, I could learn runes that I’d actively Counterspelled, and the entire barrier system was rune based. 
“So, it's just an enchantment powered by an engineering device,” I said, considering the effect.  A hundred Mana per second was obscene, especially considering you could only make a very weak barrier.  Even though the effect covered an entire city, it wasn’t going to protect a lot.  The Burning Barrier was likewise interesting but ultimately useless.  One point of Damage per tick was not enough to merit the cost.  Plus, if I was casting it, I’d have to deal with people attempting to Counterspell the entire effect.  I just couldn’t see how that would be effective. 
“Great for a war crime, though,” smiled Shart contentedly.  He was, of course, right.  I could use it on a large group of non-adventurers and kill nearly everyone in two minutes.  Adventurers would probably just ignore the single point of Damage.
“I’d like to avoid that if possible,” I said, reviewing my Mystical Lore and finding what I was looking for.  I modified my Counterspell skill to better block the barrier.
Counterspell worked in a variety of ways.  In its most basic form, I could push Mana into a spell someone was casting on me to weaken their control.  The more advanced technique was to push Mana away from me, preventing an effect from working at all.  That required far more concentration and skill, but I had those.  I was quickly learning that there was an Expert-tier of the skill, too.  It involved using actual spell runes like puzzle pieces to shape your Counterspell. 
Now that I knew the Burning Rune, I was able to adjust the interface of my Mana repulsion field to better mesh with the barrier.  The gleaming aura that surrounded me like a Saijin suddenly dimmed.  Finally, it darkened altogether. 
●       Eureka for Counterspell: You have had a breakthrough that has pushed your Counterspell skill up to the Advanced rank.  You gain a perk! 

I quickly checked my options and found something that seemed useful.  I selected Layered Defense.   It allowed me to use my Counterspell skill on a second spell at a reduced effect. 
There was a spell in Dungeons and Dragons called Knock.  It could open any lock, but only one.  The quick response to this by any competent Dungeon Master was to simply place two locks on an object you expected a spellcaster to interact with. 
In other words, I wouldn't put it past Charles to cast two spells at me simultaneously to overwhelm my Counterspell skill.  Now, he’d have to do three.  The mechanics of casting three spells at once meant the third spell was going to be weak.   As we crept up to the castle courtyard, I had to stifle a groan.  The castle itself was rather large and impressive, if one was into large castles.  There was a massive central keep in the middle.  Four smaller, though still impressive, towers surrounded it.  One of those towers had gotten the worst part of the lightning blast that had damaged the city.  Work crews were currently swarming all over the lower floors, attempting to save it. 
“Only on Ordinal,” I quipped.  “On Earth, they would have torn it down and rebuilt it.”
“Wow, that’s wasteful.  Earth sucks,” replied Shart.
“Tell me about it.  All you need to do on Ordinal is repair it, and the tower will be right as rain,” I replied.
“Rayne, the window guy?” asked Shart.  “I mean, he’s nice and all if your house gets the front window shattered, but I don’t think you should be using him as some sort of measuring stick for all repairs.”
“Shite,” grumbled Badgelor.  “They blocked the entrance I was planning on using.”
“Is there another one?” I asked. 
Badgelor thought for a long moment.  Hesitantly, he answered, “I know one that is always open.”
“Is there a problem?  Do we need to find another way in?” I asked.
“No, everything else will be closed,” said Badgelor.  Under his breath, he added, “She’s seen to that.”
I had no reply to that.  Several guards were actively patrolling and had gotten entirely too close to my hiding spot.  Without all my Adventurer perks, I had been forced to duck into some nearby construction supplies.  I wasn’t nearly as well-hidden as I was used to.  However, my Stealth skill was all the way up to Advanced.  Even without adequate cover, I was still challenging to spot.
“I don’t see how you are getting past everyone,” said Shart.
“Oh, ye of little faith,” I smiled, using Disguise to obscure my nametag. 
●       You have taken: One Ladder

I smiled and began walking right through the middle of the area.  Everyone stepped out of my path.  I moved through them all with a serious expression on my face.  I finally came to a knot of construction workers who were arguing with the guards.  The group was gathered around a large stone that I couldn’t just walk past.  A foreman noticed me.
“Hey,” he bellowed, coming right over to me.  He spun on his heel and spat, “Can’t you numb nuts see this guy has a ladder?  Get the hell out of his way.”
“Sorry, didn't see the ladder,”  replied one of the guards.  They all moved, allowing me to pass.  Then, they resumed their argument
“Where are our mighty protectors?” asked one worker.  I continued on my way.
“Apparently, HarGate just vanished,” said another.
“HarDestroyer went chasing Rebels to the east.”
“Well, HarBucks is off drinking herself into a wired oblivion, I think.” 
They sounded more annoyed than anything.  I carried on, feeling Shart start to balk.
“They just let you pass,” he said.
“I have a ladder,” I replied.  “No one messes with a guy with a ladder.”
“Badgelor is riding on the ladder,” stated Shart. 
“I’m on the ladder,” stated the badger, giving Shart the side-eye. “How are you not getting this?”
Shart panned his head around, looking for anyone who was actively searching for us.  He finally gave up with a shrug.  “I’ve seen artifacts less effective at stealth than that.  For feck’s sake, you’re out in the open!”
“It's a ladder,” I said. 
“Do demons not have ladders?” asked Badgelor.  I shrugged.  They were a mystery. 
We reached the entrance of the older tower without any more interruptions.  I carried the ladder in and closed the massive doors behind us.  As soon as we were out of sight, I placed the ladder in my dimensional storage.  Seriously, I needed to keep a ladder with me at all times. 
The room was unreasonably dark.  I cast a light spell, filling the dusty, cobweb-filled room with soft, ambient light.  As I turned around, a massive badger statue at the far end made me jump.  After I was certain it was stone, I scanned the rest of the room.  It, like the room in the academy’s library, held a host of plaques covered with dirt.
I was about to ask Badgelor where we were, but I felt him tensing up.  Looking, I noticed he was staring straight at the statue.  Shart materialized next to him.  The demon was about to say something, but, seeing Badgelor’s expression, he stopped.
I nodded at the statue, and Shart flew over.  “Yep, It's just a statue.”
“Is there a plaque?” I asked the demon.
“To Badgelar, Queen of the Badgers,” stated Shart.  He paused.  “Mother of Badgelor.” 
“Badgelor, why are you so upset?  This is a statue to honor your mother, isn’t it?” I asked.
“I failed her,” said Badgelor, sounding beyond dejected.  “I failed everyone.”
“You didn’t fail me,” I began, but Badgelor snorted.
“You don’t count,” he chuckled darkly.  “I failed my race.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“I am the last War Badger,” replied Badgelor uncomfortably.  “I am the last, and I survived all these years by hiding.”
“That can’t be true,” I said, looking at Shart.  “Use the console and find some more War Badgers.”
“Fine, give me a minute,” said Shart. 
I set Badgelor down in front of the statue.  He wouldn’t look away from the face carved into the stone.  His claws had actually caused over 90 points of Damage to my back.  He had also broken my collarbone.  Thank goodness for Iron Will.
Brushing off several plaques showed an extensive genealogy of War Badgers.  As I walked further away from the statue, I saw the lines start to thin out.  By the time I’d gotten to the halfway mark, there were only a handful.  Each of those lines ended at a single point.
“There is a dagger hole in this name,” I said, sniffing the point where someone had driven a knife through metal.  “Very old flakes of blood are mixed in.”
“Yeah,” said Shart, reappearing on my shoulder.  “I did a top-level scan.  Badgelor’s right.  Except for him, there are no living War Badgers on Ordinal.  It looks like he’s been alone for a while.”
Judging by the age of the chamber, I guessed it had been just him for hundreds of years.
I didn’t know what to say.  I didn’t even know how to begin to approach the subject of Badgelor being the last of his species.  I glanced over at Shart.  Even he seemed broken up over it. 
“How did I miss this?” asked the demon quietly.  “I mean, there are safeguards.  I should have known.”
“You weren’t looking,” I replied just as quietly.
“I shouldn’t have needed to look!  War Badgers are an important part of the world’s ecosystem.  They keep the dragons at bay,” said Shart.  “If there were no War Badgers, there should have been a spike in dragon numbers.  There hasn’t been, though.”
“HarDragon?” I whispered.
“Is he here?” asked Shart, panning around.
“No, but his dragon was killed,” I said.  “A War Badger didn’t do it, though, because Badgelor is the only one.”
“Something else is killing off the dragons,” said Shart.
“The Sphinx?” I replied, feeling my way through the answer.  “She killed off the dragons.  That’s why no one noticed the War Badgers were missing.”
“I suppose that’s possible,’ said Shart uncomfortably.  “I don’t know how she avoided detection, but she wasn’t under our noses the whole time.  It stands to reason her killing off dragons wouldn’t have raised any red flags.  Dragons are full of critical components for lots of crafting stuff.  You know, poisons and the like.  A few items can only be made with dragon parts, just like a few can only be made with parts from War Badgers.”
“Could you have missed any War Badgers on the console?” I asked. I didn’t question Shart’s basic competency at his job, but he tended to think in silo, so to speak.  Sometimes talking to me broke him out of that.
Shart considered it for a moment.  “If they were cursed like Toomen, they wouldn’t show up.  I don’t think they would show if they were hidden in an extradimensional space, either.”
“I thought people died in dimensional storage,” I stated.
“Not dimensional storage,” said Shart, choosing his words carefully.  “You could go to the shadow realm and create a temporary space to store living things.  Demons sometimes do it if they have someone they want to. . .torture properly.”
“Seriously?” I asked.
“We aren’t nice people,” replied Shart.  “Frankly, some of you deserve it.”
I let it go.  It’s not like Earth never blamed demons for torturing people. 
After a long moment of watching the unflappable Badgelor tremble, I walked over to him and sat down.  “Look, I know we have to kill Charles.”
“I’m gonna eat him,” said Badgelor sadly.
“Afterwards,” I said confidently, “You and I are going to search the world and find more War Badgers.  I’ll get Shart to help!  We will do everything possible to find more of your kind!”
“Really?” asked Badgelor.
“Yes.  After this Mayor business is over, I’ll be Jim, the Badger Finder.  We’ll scour the world.  We’ll move mountains.  We’ll drain the sea if we have to, but we will find more War Badgers.  Right, Shart?”
“Sure, I guess,” said Shart uncomfortably.  “I mean, it's not something I’d usually do. . .but, yeah.  I will do it.”  The demon paused, gathering steam.  “I’ll help in any way I can.  I’m good friends with Professor Badgington!  He’s been all over the world searching for something.  I’m sure if anyone can find other War Badgers, he can!”
I’d never seen a badger cry before. 




Chapter 47: Penetrating the Dungeon

I hated Charles.
I hated him while we were sneaking through the maze. 
I hated him while we were fighting the horde of monsters in the dungeon.
Mainly, I hated Charles for what he did to people.  I hated him for what he did to Jarra and what he did to Badgelor.  I hated him for what he did to me.  I wanted him dead, and I was willing to pay blood to achieve that.  It was fortunate I was that willing, because I was in a cave full of monsters.   
“More from the rear,” yelled Shart.  I spun around.  The dungeon pumas probably had a different name.  After all, they weren’t even cats, but I didn’t care at this point.  When I wasn’t blasting them with spells, I was headbutting them to death. 
“More from the side,” growled Badgelor.  From his turret position on my left shoulder, he used his laser vision to carve the foreleg off one of the beasts. 
“Top,” yelled Shart.  I felt him activate a BioLightning spell and send torrents of bioelectricity into a small cluster of creatures.  “Unlimited Power!”  As the current swarm thinned, we continued toward the center of the dungeon.
“Do they know we’re here?” I asked, wondering if they had configured the dungeon to flat out murder me.  The wandering monsters seemed to have a particular level of vengeance that I was starting to take personally.
“I don’t think so,” said Shart.  “All the Mana Control links down here are acting weird.”
“Do you think Toomen hit the Dungeon Core when he blasted the town?” asked Badgelor.
Shart paused, flicked his fingers at a nearby mutant beast that promptly exploded, and then answered, “Possibly.  The dungeon is a fixed demiplane attached to Ordinal.  If you were able to pierce it from the outside, the results in the dungeon would be unpredictable.  He probably shorted out the Dungeon Core temporarily.  That means the dungeon is totally out of control.”
“So, they don’t know who’s here?” I asked. 
“Probably not.  They probably just assume the dungeon is capable of dealing with anyone trying to get to them,” stated the demon.
“Charles did love this place,” growled Badgelor, blasting away at two nearby spider beasts.  His Void Beams weren’t as powerful as Plasma, but the fractal penetrating powers he possessed made up most of the difference.  Each bolt could penetrate nearly anything.  Once the bolt hit, it fractured into smaller streams.  Those streams reflected off the inside part of whatever they hit.  Consequently, each bolt was like a laser that bounced off the inside of your skin. 
“Is this the actual dungeon now?” I grunted, cutting another creature in half.
“We are out of the maze,” said Badgelor.  “That was just to keep the riffraff out.  Now, it's going to get serious.”
“I thought you said the middle part collapsed?” I nearly whined, as I drove Grebthar’s sword into the skull of a rhino who’s horn shot exploding rocks. 
“I tried to get in this deep a few times, but the dungeon shifts to keep you out,” replied the badger.  He shot a blast of Laser Vision into a pillar.  It noisily collapsed onto a pack of spider wolves.
“But you seem to know your way around here pretty well,” said Shart, generating a Plasma Ball in one hand and a Hellfire Ball in the other.  He flung both into the open mouth of a giant, deadly looking piranha with legs. 
“I don’t.  I’m just tracking Toomen,” said Badgelor.  “He could always find his way anywhere.”  There was no more time for talking.  Another horde of giant monsters was charging us.  These huge creatures rolled as closely to us as they dared before popping out.  A duck flew out of one’s stomach, and claws dug into us.  For too many painful minutes, all any of us could do was fight.  Finally, we broke through to another hallway. 
I checked my progress.  “This place is nuts for Experience.”
“Charles built this place himself,” said Badgelor, firing another set of beams down the  hallway.  They repeatedly bounced off the walls until something howled.  “Calls the place Montage.” 
“Of course,” I said, checking my sheet.
●       Jim, Mayor of Windfall

●       Wizard 15, Level Up!

●       Sorcerer 14, Level Up!

●       Monk 13, Level Up!

You have reached level 15 as a Wizard.  You must choose a Path!
I didn’t have the luxury of time to carefully analyze my options.  Fortunately, the first one I found, Dimensional Wizard, looked particularly enticing.  It allowed me to expand my storage and even mentioned demiplanes in the description.  I selected it right before something called a Snarfer charged me.  I had no choice but to decapitate it. 
“More of those little blue assholes,” said Shart, as we heard their terrible war song.  Badgelor groaned, and Shart began casting a spell on the recently decapitated body. 
They would have been exact copies of something from my childhood, except they sang “Lu” instead of “La.” 
“Stupid smoofs,” yelled Badgelor, raking his vision along their front ranks.  Dozens of the three clementine tall creatures exploded.  Their pack leader, a wizard in red, held up his hand.  A powerful barrier formed to block our next attack.
“Ready?” yelled Shart.
“Go Smoof yourselves,” I yelled, tossing the now glowing corpse into their midst.  It exploded in a shower of viscera and bones.  Blue guts and blood rained down, and Smoofs went flying in all directions.  Many impacted the walls so hard they instantly splattered.  A blonde-haired Smoof, her legs blown clean off, slid to the ground next to me.  In a fit of desperation, she held up her hand imploringly.
I stepped on her.  “Not falling for that again.”  The last one had a knife. 
That done, I checked my stats.
●       Hit Points: 1220

●       Stamina: 1330

●       Mana: 650

I whistled.  The tier-two body helped, with its base of 20 Hit Points per level.  However, I was also getting a substantial boost in my Hit Points from various low-level talents from all my Path trees.
Every Path I possessed had a talent or three that increased my Hit Point totals.  Depending on the nature of the Path, I could also buy bonuses to Stamina or Mana.  When I’d gotten all my Weapon Master talents, I’d dumped about half of them into boosting my base Hit Points and Stamina. 
At some point, I really needed to up my magical gear game.  Doing so would grant additional bonuses to my pools as well as my stats and the like.  I’d just never really had the time to sit around and build worthwhile gear.  I’d found many items that granted me a host of bonuses, but I tended to be rough on equipment. 
Case in point, my Black Carapace Armor was nearly ruined.  Over 90% of its Durability was gone.  I was loath to get rid of it, but, at this point, it wasn’t helping me much.  Thankfully, I still had a few items.
●       Ring of Protection: This ring grants a protective field that reduces Damage by 25% and grants you a defensive bonus against most spells.

●       Amulet of Non-Detection: This amulet makes scrying against you more challenging and obscures your information.

●       Grebthar’s sword: A sword enchanted by Grebthar himself.  It grants bonuses on Plasma Control.

“There’s a boss over there,” said Shart, gesturing toward a room.
Nodding, I moved to avoid that place and tried to carry on down the hall. 
“Hey, numb nuts, if you kill the boss, you can get some equipment,” stated Badgelor. 
“Higher-level equipment,” continued Shart.
The boss room reminded me of a not particularly well-maintained zoo habitat.  It wasn’t the kind you’d see at an accredited facility, either.  I’m talking about a low-end, Florida roadside animal habitat.  The kind of place that sold you boiled peanuts that gave you the runs for the first three days of your vacation, even though your wife told you it would be fine.
It was not fine.
The smells that hit me were strange.  My Lore skills were going nuts, trying to isolate anything down to a specific creature.  None of the skills were having any luck.  I was guessing there was a tiger.  That would have been a welcomed relief compared to the strange menagerie of Saturday morning horrors I’d been fighting so far.  What I got was not a tiger.  At least, it wasn’t just a tiger.
●       Chimera: This hybrid animal has been crafted from multiple other creatures by a Dungeon Master.  Lore check Successful!  You have detected the following component creatures:

●       Tiger

●       Wyvern

●       Ocelot

●       Aurochs

●       Boar

●       Spitting Cobra

●       Phoenix

●       Troll

●       Additional animals detected in lesser percentages.

“What the feck is that?” I hissed, gesturing toward the three-headed monstrosity.  The first head was a tiger with a bull’s horns.  That was about the most normal thing on the creature.  The next head was a wyvern.  It had large flaps of skin around its head that reminded me of a Dilophosaurus from Jurassic park. Poor Newman.  The final head was that of a boar.  It had massive tusks for ears and, inexplicably, bull horns. 
“Wow, that is the horniest creature I’ve ever seen,” said Shart.
“What about OttoSherman?” I asked.
“He’s not nearly that horny,” replied the demon.  “Seriously, there must be several feet of horny there.”
“I’ve talked to SueLeeta.  OttoSherman definitely has less than a foot of horn,” replied Badgelor, “And he only has the one.”
“Yeah, but his skill in using that one is unmatched,” I replied.  Badgelor thought about that for a moment and nodded.
“What are you talking about?  Does OttoSherman have a horn?” asked Shart.  “Where is he hiding it?”
“His skill in hiding the horn is unmatched,” I said confidently. 
“Hide the Horn is his favorite game,” nodded Badgelor.  “He plays it every day.”
“He does not!  He’s too busy. . .” began Shart.  “Ashes and fire, what is it with you humans and your fascination with your dangly bits?” Shart turned on Badgelor, “I don’t expect much from Dum Dum, but you are supposed to be on my side.”
“I can appreciate a master of his craft,” said Badgelor. 
The boss snarled and took a step toward us.  Badgelor hopped off my shoulder and expanded to his full size.  Then, he roared right back.  Shart popped his neck.  I could feel Mana flowing through our bonds.  Since I had topped him off through the Demonic Bond, he was at full power.
The room was a large, circular arena.  Enough debris littered the ground to offer cover from some ranged attacks.  It would have been a decent location for a game of football.  Good, old-fashioned American Football.
Suddenly, the wyvern head snapped up and sprayed out a blast of magical acid.
●       Chimera Acid: Cone, all targets in a 60 degree arc suffer 300 points of Acid Damage.  Ongoing, 30 Damage a second for 90 seconds.

Badgelor tanked the shot.  The acid hissed and bubbled as it ran off his fur.  He shrank down and ran around the edge of the room.  Then, he expanded back to his full size, shedding most of the vile liquid.  I had used Blink, attempting to move out of the spell’s range.  I had been less than fully successful.
●       You have suffered a partial hit from a Magical Acid Cone.  You have suffered 160 points of Acid Damage.  Total acid resistance, 60%.  You suffer 64 points of Acid Damage.  Damage mitigated to 30 points of Damage, 34 points of Acid.  Ongoing 12 Damage a second  for 90 seconds. 

As the remainder of my Black Carapace Armor started to disintegrate, the lower half of my body felt like it was on fire.  Shart gestured, and the ground I was standing on turned to mud.  I sank in deeply, and the ongoing effect stopped. 
As I pulled my legs free, I got to see Badgelor rushing toward the Chimera.  The boss lowered its head and charged straight back at Badgelor.  With all the tusks and horns, the Chimera looked like it had a decided advantage in a head-to-head contest, but looks could be deceiving.
With all its heads lowered to properly use the creature’s array of horns, Badgelor simply stayed his course.  At the last moment, he jumped far higher than I’d ever seen him jump before.  He caught the wyvern head in one powerful paw, landed squarely on the boss’s back, and drove him into the dirt.
For one glorious moment, I thought the fight was over.  Badgelor rained blows on all three of the creature’s necks.  It looked like my badger was playing a deadly game of hopscotch, as he leapt from one head to another.  Each claw slashed around, hitting all three necks.  Then, Badgelor howled.  It was, unfortunately, a noise I’d heard before.
“Doesn’t a Chimera have some sort of weird tail?” I asked uncomfortably.
“Oh, no,” said Shart.  Badgelor leapt off the creature.  The Chimera’s tail ended in a phoenix’s head.  The bird’s sharp, bright blue duckbill bit down hard.
“This never happened before!  I blame you and all your chronic groin injuries,” yelped Badgelor.  He turned and bit the head of the phoenix.  At the same time, the Chimera leapt up.  It brought out its own claws, ready to give Badgelor a taste of his own medicine.  I’d been waiting for just such an opening.
●       BioLightning, Channeled:  60 Lightning Damage per second. 

I let loose with a powerful BioLightning Bolt.  I could do more Damage in bursts, but this was a long haul style attack.  The bolt started at the base of my neck, flowed through my Biological Aeromancy Core, and erupted from my hands.  It was like I was a good little anime protagonist. 
The bolt struck the Chimera under its left wing, and the entire appendage shrank against its back.  It slashed down anyway, a mighty claw piercing the folds in Badgelor’s neck.  The War Badger was only down a moment before grabbing the Chimera’s other front paw in his jaw. 
The Chimera struggled.  It was stronger than Badgelor, but not by enough.  The badger was also lower to the ground, making moving him a challenge.  Likewise, my spell was slowly burning through the armored flesh of the beast’s back.  If we could just hold him for a few more seconds, we’d have this.
Suddenly, the phoenix released Badgelor and pointed at me.  Quacking loudly, it shot three fireballs my way.  Shart groaned, “Please,” and caused the side of each fireball to burn visibly hotter.  It was doubly effective.  The fireballs all veered off course, burning out well before they reached me. 
I continued focusing on my spell.  The Chimera struggled with Badgelor, all three heads biting down ineffectively.  The wyvern head was having the least luck and swiveled around to face the rear.
“That’s a neat design,” quipped Shart.  “With the phoenix at the tail and the wyvern at the front, they can simultaneously cover all directions.”
“Oh yeah, it’s great,” I grumbled.  The phoenix head moved in front of my BioLightning, causing the bolt to deflect in all directions.  After a beam nearly hit me, I stopped casting it. 
●       BioLightning has encountered an object with 100% resistance. 

I wondered why the phoenix didn’t start with that.  Then, I realized his bill’s color had changed from bright blue to a smoky green with muted blue highlights.  My Mystical Lore supplied the rest.  “It's adapting to my spells.”
“Let me try,” said Shart.  The demon made a frozen earth spike form out of the mud.  He let it fly at the head, but the phoenix dodged out of the way.  The boar head took the shot.  Shart pulled up several more spikes and began firing them off like an assembly line.  Two more struck the creature’s back before the phoenix head smashed into the third spell, causing it to shatter unnaturally.
“You could help here,” yelled Shart, as the phoenix used its bill to block the shots.  Badgelor was dealing with the front, so I moved to the back and began gathering power for another spell.
It was exactly what the Chimera wanted me to do.  The instant I channeled Mana into my spell, the wyvern blasted me with a stream of acid.  In some cases, that would have worked.  With my Mana channeling towards a spell, I couldn’t just Blink out of the way.  However, I still had Stamina.  I activated Fancy Footwork and Dodged the stream. 
Sadly, Shart didn’t come with me.  One second, he was crouched on my shoulder, weaving magic.  The next second, he was suspended in midair.  The stream of acid hit him, sending his slight form back and smashing him into the arena floor.
“You suck,” groaned the demon.
With Shart down, the phoenix head switched its focus to me, while the mobile wyvern head moved back to striking at Badgelor.  The phoenix turned and began shooting fireballs.  I dashed insanely close to the creature.  Unfortunately, those damn fireballs seemed to have a tracking property.  Despite my efforts, they were actively chasing me down.  I had my own defenses, though.
“Sword no Baka!” I yelled, causing Grebthar’s sword to materialize in my hand.  Activating Mage Breaker, I moved to parry the three fireballs.  Each one smashed against my blade, which drew the Mana out of their remains. 
The wyvern turned from Badgelor and locked me in.  Immediately, the endless stream of acid found me.  Every time I got caught in one of those magical streams, the results were terrible for me.  However, I finally had a solution.  I used Parry Anything against the stream.  I attempted to draw Mana from the acid, but it was a hybrid skill that also utilized Mana.  All I managed to do was blunt the persistent damage. 
I still got hit with acid, but the fine misting of the chemical was incidental.  I began walking up the stream.  Each slash I made sent more Mana into my nearly full pool.  I felt like I was going to burst, but I was doing it.
Then, I saw the phoenix head far above me.  Its neck, technically the Chimera’s tail, was like a serpent.  If I had to guess, I’d say someone took a cobra’s body and placed the phoenix’s head on it.  What that long body did was allow the phoenix to target me from a very oblique angle.  Of course, it didn’t shoot fireballs this time.
●       Frozen Mud Spike: Damage 50 Piercing, 50 Cold

I parried the first spike and stumbled backward.  Still, the acid stream did not let up.  I couldn’t keep my forward momentum while dealing with both the acid and the additional spikes.  The second and third spikes drove me backward even further.  At least, from this new angle, both spells would be coming from a similar direction.  I couldn’t be moved back any further.
“When is this thing going to run out of Mana?” I grumbled.  The acid stream had been going for a full twenty seconds.
“It won’t!” growled Badgelor.  “It has a troll’s stomach.  That means unlimited acid regeneration!”
“The feck?  Then what does the ocelot part do?” I yelled, before the answer hit me right in the nose.  The smell of the creature was eye watering.  It was one of the most horrendous things I had ever smelled.  I’d fought in countless battles, cleared out lairs of monsters, and slaughtered hundreds, if not thousands, of beasts.  This was, by far, the worst thing I’d ever smelled.
It reminded me of that time my sick child had a class six poopie emergency. That's where doo comes out of the diaper and shoots up the baby’s back.  My wife had gagged while trying to change the crib sheets.  I, being the good husband, had managed it, while she soldiered through with bathing our child.  That memory would be forever lessened, because I now knew what something worse smelled like. 
The smell was so bad Badgelor was having trouble keeping his eyes open.  That, in turn, was giving the Chimera opportunities to strike.  It also prevented Badgelor from using Destructive Gaze. 
“Shart, you got anything?” I yelled.
“If I cast anything, it's just going to block and copy the spell,” yelled Shart.  “I can cast large earth spikes, but the soil here isn’t very strong.  The spikes won’t be sharp enough to pierce that thing’s hide.”
Suddenly, the phoenix cast several more earthen icicle spikes, though their trajectory seemed random.  For the barest of instants, I wondered why.  Then, I realized they still had that tracking property built into them. 
It was a put up or shut up moment.  I was low key Counterspelling the acid mist, but now I had incoming earthen spikes.  Those were a priority.  All I had to do was juggle the primary and secondary Counterspell targets in my mind while simultaneously using my Parry Anything perk to deflect a boiling stream of acid. 
I failed spectacularly.  All at once, a spike slammed into my shoulder, and I was coated in acid. 
●       You have suffered 202 combined Acid, Earth, and Frost Damage.  Resistance drops total Damage down to 68 points.

I managed to catch just enough of the second spike to somewhat dull the attack.  When it struck my back, at least it didn’t impale me.  I had barely enough time to bat the next acid spray away.  My actions seemed to upset the phoenix, so it fired off three spikes to hit me at once.
I couldn’t Counterspell three sources simultaneously, and they were coming in from an angle that prevented me from using Hack and Slash to block all the shots.  “Maybe I don’t need to Counterspell them,” I thought, choosing to focus on the acid stream.  I had a few new tricks ready.
●       Whirlwind Parry: You twist like a whirlwind, parrying multiple attacks. 

Spinning around like an off-balance washing machine, I began parrying the acid.  Before, I had essentially been pulling a Moses, splitting the stream a dozen logs with every parry.  Now, I was acting like a sprinkler.  Each parry sent a spray of acid flying away from the stream and into the earthen spikes.  Unfortunately, it was all I could do to keep up with the stream, and the amount of acid I was ejecting did not appear sufficient to do more than dull the spikes.  That meant I was turning sharp spikes into acid-covered bludgeons. 
Then, a miracle happened.  A large earth spike shot out of the ground, directly into the path of the acid spray.  It was large enough that the acid splattered against it, taking several long seconds to burn through.  That gave me enough time to continue my Whirlwind Parry against all three spikes.
There was a crash, as Badgelor used his grip on the Chimera’s paw and chest to judo slam it into the arena floor.  It wasn’t a perfect maneuver, but it was close.  Instead of a perfect slam, the Chimera had used one of its wings and the wyvern head to partially land on its side.   The beast barely prevented Badgelor from pinning him. 
The three heads were giving it a decisive advantage in the contest, though it was unclear if Badgelor agreed with that.  Even now, he was attempting to tear the throat of the Boar’s head out.  The tiger was busily tearing into  the War Badger. 
I saw that Shart had more than fifteen earthen icicle spikes.  They were ready to be fired whenever the opportunity presented itself.  As long as that phoenix’s head was there, the demon wouldn’t get any off.  I wondered how he had made so many as quickly as he had.  Then, I saw two spikes fire from the Chimera toward Shart. They stopped just short of hitting him.  Instead, they simply lined themselves up with the rest of his spikes.
“You are corrupting the targeting enchantment?” I asked.
“It's a subskill of Counterspell,” Shart replied.  “I. . .wait!  No!”
●       You have learned the Counterspell subskill, Corrupt Spell.  You are an Amateur.  You can use this spell to outright corrupt the parameters in a spell, rather than just weakening them.  This is going to end poorly for everyone. 

“Neat,” I said.
“Fucking damn it!  You are like a damn sponge,” grumbled Shart. 
It was nice to know, but it was useless here.   I suspected Shart was already far more skilled at corruption of all kinds than I was.  Besides, I didn’t need that skill to win.  I already knew what I needed to do.
“Get ready,” I yelled, moving toward the creature with great haste.  I activated my Badger Stance and felt the Mana draw into my body, strengthening it.  I sent my sword back into storage.  I wasn’t advanced enough to use the weapon in the Badger Stance yet.  I didn’t need it anyway. 
The phoenix saw me and cycled up several more spikes and a fireball.  Encased in my Badger Stance, I didn’t care.  Pain fell away, and my already high Magical Resistance was even further enhanced.
That wasn’t to say I didn’t still Counterspell the attacks as they came.  I just didn’t care so much when they hit, and, boy, did they hit. 
●       You have suffered Damage from 8 spells!  Total Damage 682, various types.  You suffer 130 points of Damage. 

That was the core of the Badger Stance.  It made you resistant to all Damage, but any damage you received increased the Damage of your attacks.   As I finally got within striking range, the phoenix stopped casting spells.  Instead, it moved to bite at me with its terrible bill. 
I could see what Badgelor’s problem had been.  The bill contained parts of all the magic used against the phoenix.  Right now, the bill was a glowing cavalcade of energy, up to and including Void Energy from Badgelor.
Activating Badger’s Rage 2, I felt my muscles tense.  As the bill rushed toward me, I gathered all my Stamina into a One Punch.  It smashed into the bill with an ungodly amount of force as I struck it with a pure Stamina-based attack. 
The bill tore free, Daffy Duck style.  The next thing I knew, I was flying through the air.  Spending that much Stamina in a single attack had left me wide open, not that it mattered.  As I bounced across the floor, Shart let fly with over a dozen spikes.  Each and every one impaled the Chimera in the back.  One went in so deeply, it pinned a wing.  Badgelor used that moment to slam the boss down and tear the throat from the tiger’s head.
Not to be outdone, Shart cast a spell that wrapped an energy band around the wyvern’s throat.  The head gagged on acid it had been preparing to spray at Badgelor.  Its throat bulged for a moment, swelling.  Then, it popped in an ungodly blast of acid.  
With one head remaining, the Chimera was unable to see in all directions.  The beast didn’t notice when I resummoned my sword and launched myself overhead. 
●       Falling Star Strike: 289 points of Damage.

I landed with a Falling Star Strike, knocking the boar’s head around far enough that its horns tore into the stump where the tiger’s head had been.  The Chimera roared at me.  Badgelor erupted from the earth beneath it, tearing into its abdomen. 
“That’s not his abdomen,” said Shart.
“Fair is fair,” growled Badgelor.
The Chimera tried to move its remaining head down to protect its fragile bits.  Doing so left the boar’s tattered neck exposed.  I used Hack and Slash to carve massive chunks out of it.  Either I hit something vital or Badgelor did.  The Chimera flopped down on the War Badger like a puppet whose strings had been cut.  That just moved more of its fleshy bits into Badgelor’s range.  The results weren’t pretty.
“Be careful.  Don’t tear open the stomach,” started Shart, as Badgelor tore into the corpse.  Then, I heard a pop. 
“Feck, there’s acid everywhere,” yowled Badgelor.  “Gaaaaaa, it's in my tiger wounds.”
“Damn it!  I’ll make some more mud,” stated Shart.
I moved to cast Regenerate on him, but Badgelor pushed me away.  “Do these tiger wounds look as cool as I think they do?”
“I can’t see through your fur,” I commented.  Badgelor looked sad.  “Wait, yes, I can.  They look awesome!”
“I knew it,” stated Badgelor, rolling around in the mud.  I just shook my head and looked for the treasure chest.




Chapter 48: Get your Loot on!

I stared at the treasure chest and shook my head.  After everything else, this was just some kind of video game. 
●       You have opened a Boss Chest <bref/PE06-Chimera>

●       You have soloed a mini–Dungeon Boss!

●       Black Lion Armor: Adamant Breastplate, Defense 40, Bonus Damage reduction

●       Ring of Spell Storing: Stores spells worth 200 Mana

●       Wand of Blasting: Allows the user to spend Mana to cause various elemental effects

●       Lion’s Helmet: Intimidating helmet for the party tank

“The helmet seems a bit much,” I commented, as I stripped out of my ruined armor and dropped it in my dimensional storage. 
“It's part of an item set for the Castle of Lions,” replied Shart. 
“I wonder what the theme is,” I said.  I adjusted the black chestpiece, and the magical armor sealed itself to me.  It looked positively space age compared to the rest of my gear.  Of course, it left my arms and legs totally exposed, but my armor options were limited.  The Black Carapace Armor was in tatters. 
Badgelor tossed the Chimera’s tail to me.  I placed my hand on it and focused on my Salvage skill.  The tail instantly collapsed into piles of materials.
“Ashes and fire, that was gross!” said Shart, looking at the Chimera’s hide.  “When did you figure out you could do that?”
“When I realized that, as soon as something doesn’t fit Ordinal’s dubious definition of alive, it is just inanimate matter,” I responded, looking at the leather.
●       Scintillating Snake Hide: Tier 4

There were five tiers of crafting materials.  The snakeskin that so easily deflected magic was of the second highest tier.  As a quick test, I generated a small stream of fire and shot it at the skin.  The fire left an ugly black smear. 
“It's not working,” I said, examining the hide with Lore.
●       Scintillating Snake Hide: The scales of this snake can be modified by the creature to repulse any kind of magic it encounters for the next 30 minutes.  

“You need something to control it,” said Shart, examining the skin.  “It looks like there was a powerful enchantment doing just that.”
Remembering the fight, I walked over to where the bill was sticking in the wall and yanked both pieces out. 
●       Bill of a Phoenix: This bill was removed from a living phoenix and placed onto a Chimera. 

“The Chimera wasn’t natural,” I said, like an idiot.  Shart and Badgelor both stared at me.  Of course, the terrible boss monster wasn’t natural. 
Badgelor slurped up some intestines like spaghetti noodles.  “Every so often, I get hopeful.  Then, you say stuff like that.”
Shart grabbed the beak and tossed me the serpent skin.  “Make bracers,” he ordered.  “I think I can reactivate the enchantment.”
With ‘Craftsman Needs No Tools’, I didn’t need a workbench to make anything.  I was able to get right to work.  What I made, with a Critical Success, amounted to a very simple set of bracers from high-quality materials.  As I was pinching the final few stitches in place, Shart hopped onto my back and thrust the bills into my hand. 
“One per bracer,” he informed me.  “Use your Mana Sight.  You should see the attachment points.” 
I looked.  Mana Sight was confusing, to put it mildly.  It showed so much data that I didn’t bring it up very often.  There were times I couldn’t understand what I was looking at.
I stared at the bracers for a good twenty seconds.  Finally, I spotted the connection points wired into the bracer.  Had I been looking for them when I crafted the items, I thought I could have made them more accessible.  The time for that was past.  I placed the bill on the first bracer and used my Mana-like solder to merge the circuits together.
Armed with knowledge of exactly what I was doing, the other one only took ten minutes.
●       Bracers of Spell Warding: These bracers are designed to block magical attacks.  After being exposed to a magical Damage type, each will shift to block that Damage type. 

The first bracer was green, set for earth magic.  The second was red for fire magic.  I used a spell to cast a small flicker of lightning against the first bracer, turning it yellow.  Shart helped me test the other one, using an icicle to turn it blue. 
“The enchantment on the Chimera was better,” I said, after Shart’s icicle pierced my skin.
“Gee, the carefully crafted enchantment that probably took months was better than my five-minute kludge?” asked Shart.  “I, for one, am shocked. . .that you are such a dum dum, Dum Dum!”  Shart was so pissed that smoke was shooting out both of his nostrils. 
“I’m sorry,” I said.  “Thank you for kludging this for me.  I appreciate it.”
Shart harrumphed me.  I looked over at Badgelor, who was looking full and content.  When he noticed me looking at him, he belched loudly.
“You okay?” I asked.
“As well as I ever am,” answered Badgelor.  “Where do you want to go next?”
“I need to rescue Dalton and the crew,” I said.  That little fact drop by Fenris had made things worse.  I’d figured Dalton had run off alone.  Not only had he not been alone, but the whole thing had been SueLeeta’s idea.  She had decided to go into the lion's den and brought the princess, the Progenitor, and the Chosen of the Sky with her. 
Badgelor watched me for a moment.  “It was Toomen’s idea.”
“Seriously?” I asked, considering that.  Toomen had seemed very content to stay in Windfall, eating at every restaurant and dive bar the city had. 
“He had unfinished business,” smiled Badgelor ruefully.  “He needed to do it while I was out of town.  I didn’t think he had recovered enough.”
“He just left without you?” I asked.
“Toomen was always afraid of hurting my feelings or my pride,” smiled Badgelor, using a bone to pick another bone from his teeth.  “He didn’t want me fighting Charles.”
“Why?” I asked.
“I made a badger’s promise,” said Badgelor, “And a badger is only as good as his word.”
I waited a long moment for Badgelor to finish that statement, but he never did.  “Well, then, we need to rescue whoever’s left,” I said finally.
“Where to next?” asked Shart, looking around.
“We are in a part of the dungeon I recognize, finally,” said Badgelor.  “Do you want to go in the front door and fight the storm giant zombie, or do you want to use a special Badgelor’s Night route?”




Chapter 49: The Season of Sneaking

The special Badgelor Day route involved a lot of crawling through a half-collapsed tunnel.  I groaned.  Badgelor carefully dug another hole, allowing me to follow after him.  Given that Badgelor’s usual digging style involved tearing through walls with reckless abandon, I found the slow, careful dig boring as hell.
The only thing worse than being barely able to move while your badger dragged you through the earth like he was on a jet ski was the same thing but moving very slowly. 
Shart whispered.  “Boy, he is a master.”
“What?” I hissed, using my nose to flick bits of dirt out of my eyes.  I couldn’t explain how that worked either.
“We have bypassed forty-two different magical wards.  Any one of them would have revealed our presence to whatever is in this hidden complex,” said Shart.  “Feck, it's not even showing up in the <system> logs!”
“How is something not showing up in the logs?” I asked.  The <system> logs were the “actual, true” history of Ordinal.  They even recorded how many times a butterfly farted.  Having a blind spot in them didn’t seem possible.
“I’m checking, but there is nothing here for me to even direct the questions to,” said Shart.  “I’ll need to be at the tower to figure it out.  If I can jury rig it, a demon door might do. 
“Great,” I muttered, as Badgelor started another sharp incline.  Whenever that happened, I sometimes got to stand and stretch.  The bad part was that stuff tended to fall down and strike me in the face.  I’d taken to wearing the Lion’s Helmet just to keep stuff out of my eyes.  If you think being in a closed off tunnel where you can barely move sucked, imagine it with a blindfold on.
The problem was that my Heavy Armor skill was significantly less than my Medium or Light Armor skills, so I wasn’t comfortable wearing the helmet. 
“Helmet no Baka,” I grunted, causing the helmet to vanish into my dimensional storage.  Instead of my head being encased in a tight-fitting, metal enclosure, my head was in a slightly larger, stone enclosure.  “How much longer?”
“Hold your teeth,” grumbled Badgelor.  “I’ve almost found the best spot.”
“‘The best spot’ would indicate there was a different place we could have come out at, correct?” I questioned.
“Of course!  Did you think I wanted to come out the first place I could?” stated Badgelor with a laugh. 
“Oh.”  I thought about it and realized what he must be doing.  “So, you are trying to bring us out where we won’t be immediately detected?”
The badger snorted.  “I could have done that already.”
“Oh, feck you,” I hissed.  Badgelor finally broke through the outer wall and into whatever room he’d been searching for.  A moment later, I crawled out after him.  “A pantry?” I asked incredulously.  “You dug us into the pantry?”
“A kitchen, thank you very much,” said Badgelor.  “However, this is only an auxiliary kitchen.  No one would expect to look for us here.”
“That sounds reasonable,” I said, carefully opening the pantry door and scanning the area.  The room was not what I’d expected.  It looked like a big box retailer’s break room from the seventies.  There was even a shag carpet. 
“Wow, so this is what Earth looks like?” asked Shart.
“A long time ago, maybe,” I replied, as Badgelor made a beeline toward an icebox. 
“Yes,” howled the little creature.  He pulled his paw from the fridge.  A deviled egg was impaled on each claw.  Over the next thirty seconds, he devoured an entire tray’s worth, taking a few small moments to savor the treats. 
“We broke in here specifically so you could have some deviled eggs?” I asked.
“Yes,” said Badgelor happily.  “It's been hundreds of years since I’ve had these.“
“Gross,” I replied, examining the icebox.  Everything inside looked reasonably fresh.  The entire room appeared well-used, with no dust or signs of disrepair.  If people were storing fresh food in the kitchen, it stood to reason we wouldn’t be safe for very long. 
No sooner had I thought that than I heard footsteps down the hallway.  I grabbed Badgelor by the scruff of his neck and dropped him onto my shoulder.  Shart began casting a spell to clear the air of errant smells.  We ducked into the pantry just as the door opened.
“I swear she does this just to be petty,” said a familiar voice. 
“Who is that?” I thought to my companions.
Shart stuck his intangible head through the door.  Mentally, he replied, “A human.  Based on the hair, I’m sure it's a female.  I suppose it could be an elf.”  It wasn’t that Shart couldn’t identify a person.  He just didn’t feel like bothering, even in these circumstances. 
Fortunately, I had a solution.  I used my familiar bond with Shart to share his vision.  Instantly, I saw the break room again.  Everything was just a bit too detailed to be comfortable.  The human male had stuck his head in the icebox.  He was a powerfully built Warrior of some type.  
“No,” I hissed, as HarDragon fully stood up.  The Dragon Protector did have glorious raven hair, but he was clearly male.  The first time I’d seen him, he had been wearing jet black armor and a helmet shaped like a dragon.  He had truly looked like something out of a legend.  He was currently wearing a baby blue shirt with a large egg embroidered on it and khaki shorts.  His hair was wrapped in a pink towel.  It reminded me of the way my wife did when she didn’t feel like using a hair dryer.
“Where did all the deviled eggs go?” HarDragon muttered.  He scanned the room carefully.  His eyes stopped just outside the pantry, where Shart’s enhanced vision spotted several clots of dirt on the floor.
“Get out here, now!” commanded HarDragon, turning his head back to the icebox. 
I stepped out, holding my sword in one hand.  Shart prepared a terrible spell. 
As HarDragon turned his head to face me, a look of absolute disgust flashed through his eyes. “Oh, ha ha, very funny, Number Four.  I was afraid one of the new serving boys had eaten your eggs without realizing what you would do to him.”
“HarDragon?” I asked, not quite sure how to process that.  Badgelor stepped into view, and HarDragon’s expression shifted from disgust to horror.
“Instant Armor Activation,” he bellowed.  Instantly, he was fully armed and armored.  His sword materialized in the hand that held his sandwich.  The weapon had a very detrimental effect on the snack.  The last time we’d battled, HarDragon had handed me my ass.  Now, I was considerably more powerful.  This time, I’d settle things properly.
Hardragon stood still for a moment encased fully in his newly repaired jet black armor holding his sword like a warrior of legend.  Then, his left hand shot up to his helmet, and he began clawing at it. 
“He’s readying another shout!” said Shart.  I moved back slightly.  There was a door just behind me.  I’d be able to get out of range before he activated it.  The helmet’s visor sprang up, but all I saw was pink fluff. 
“Or his towel is still on his head,” I said.  HarDragon began ripping the towel out of his helmet.  “Do you need a minute?”
“Feigning honor now?” growled HarDragon.  “You left me paralyzed!   A lich was trying to draw out my soul!  As he struggled, some of the towel’s loose threads got stuck in the metal joints of his gauntlet.  His arm was suddenly caught against his head.
“I don’t really want to kill you.  I'm just here to rescue Julia. . .again,” I said, knowing that Sir Dalton wouldn’t mean a thing to HarDragon.
He stopped struggling.  “Julia is here?”
“She was captured shortly after the lightning blast.  I hope she is still alive,” I said.  The last bit caused HarDragon to flinch, confirming what I already knew. 
“When?” he finally asked. 
“About a day ago,” I said.
“She might still be alive, if she was captured recently.  The boss likes to toy with her prisoners before she begins questioning them,” stated HarDragon, breaking his left hand free.  His eyes and nose were exposed.  He could potentially fight.  However, when his helmet snapped shut, it looked like he had a large, fluffy pink tongue sticking out of it.
“You could help me rescue her,” I suggested, watching him carefully. 
“No, I couldn’t,” said the Warrior, stepping closer to me.  I considered that for a moment.  He wasn’t willing to rescue Julia, and he was working with the Sphinx, despite some pretty obvious reluctance. 
Ah.
“Well, I’m going to end up making a terrible commotion when I save her,” I began.  “You might be able to sneak out while that’s happening.”
“As if I’d abandon my post,” growled HarDragon, preparing to strike.
“While I’m being as noisy as possible, an intelligent person could probably take something valuable with him,” I continued.  HarDragon stopped dead, my implication clear. 
“How noisy?” asked the Dragon Protector, daring hope.   
“I’m the Mayor of Noobtown.  You know my work,” I stated, and he did.  The last time I got noisy around HarDragon, a dungeon was destroyed.  Still, he hesitated.  His sense of duty warred with what remained unsaid.  So, I said it.  “She’s never going to give it to you.”
I’d spoken to Twinkle.  The Sphinx turned otherwise good people bad by creating situations that only she could resolve.  Then, she would dangle that solution in front of them.  The disease that had been destroying elven civilization was a perfect example.  The Sphinx had caused the disease herself.  Then, she had promised Twinkle enough healroot to save his people.  She’d promised it over and over again.  Each time, she’d changed her mind or added some new wrinkle to the bargain.  He was never going to get what she’d promised.  Considering what HarDragon was, I could take a pretty good guess at what she’d bought his loyalty with. 
HarDragon looked conflicted.  I’d expected to be able to negotiate with him using Julia.  It was obvious he still had feelings for her.  However, I had misjudged him.  HarDragon was a soldier first, and there was always the one overriding quest for a Dragon Protector.
Protect their dragon. 
“One floor down, at the end of the hallway,” whispered HarDragon, turning to leave.  “I know your Knight is there.  She did not tell me about Julia.”
“Want me to tell Julia that you were responsible for her rescue?” I asked, watching the tiny spark of hope flash in his piercing blue eyes.  It faded as quickly as it had appeared.
“No,” he said, shaking his head.  As he reached the door, he turned to me.  “She hates me, doesn’t she?”
“You were responsible for the death of her father,” I replied.  “You betrayed her personally.
“She’ll never forgive me for that.”  HarDragon’s shoulders slumped, and he walked out of the room.
“That sucked,” said Badgelor.
“What did Jim just do?” asked Shart.  He appeared to genuinely not understand what had happened.  What a little Dum Dum.
“He offered HarDragon the chance to spring his dragon from whatever trap the Sphinx has it in,” said Badgelor.
“I see,” said Shart.  “Oh, without the dragon, HarDragon can’t raise any of his Path abilities!  He has to save it.”
“Or, you know, he actually likes dragons,” I offered.
“Who the feck actually likes dragons?” asked Badgelor, shaking his head.  “I mean, they are delicious. . .”
***
Sir Dalton watched the image of the Dark Overlord peeling the skin off another of  his daughters.  They screamed and begged, but he simply rode off, leaving them to the Dark Overlord’s mercy. 
‘Eyes, we know this is not real,’ screamed the Knight.  His eyes did not respond.  It was just as well.  His arms and legs had already betrayed him, just as he was now betraying his daughters.  Just as he had betrayed their parents so long ago.
‘You didn’t betray them,’ screamed Gut, whom he no longer trusted entirely.  He couldn’t after the whole SueLeeta affair.  His gut should not have told him to jump her bones at every opportunity.  It was ungentlemanly. 
Maybe his gut was right, though.  He had been so much younger then, so much less Sir Dalton.  Maybe, after they were ambushed, he didn’t really have a choice. 
Dalton had been charged with protecting the hamlet, his hamlet, for the first time.  At level 5, that was a great honor, and he had been so very clever at the time.  He had scoured the woods, clearing it of monsters and a persistent puma infestation that had been growing more serious by the day. 
On one of his many adventures scouring the land, he had been lured off by a goblin.  When he’d returned, his entire hamlet had been overrun by the creatures.  When he’d left, there had been over one hundred souls living in his village; when he’d returned, he feared all of them dead.
He had been mostly right.  The ones not outright killed had been captured and moved to a nearby mine.  The goblins forced them to work, slaving away until they died.  Dalton had charged in to rescue them, of course, but the goblins had set traps.  After fighting through, Dalton was barely alive.
The goblins had rigged the mine to collapse before he reached the survivors, but his brave people figured out a way to stop it.  Dalton was ready to do anything to save them, but the townsfolk had insisted he take the children out first.  Though troubled by the fact that only girls remained, Dalton didn’t have time to ask questions.  He quickly gathered the girls up and fought his way back out, only for the mine to collapse behind him.  Everyone inside had died. 
That had broken him.  Little Rose had taken his hand and led them back to the burned-out hamlet.  Along the way, she had kept all the other girls in line.  That was fortunate, because, by that point, what was left of Dalton wasn’t much.  The formerly brash Dalton had turned into a drunkard.  He only did enough adventuring to keep the girls provided for. 
On one of his trips to Narwal to purchase supplies, someone had called him out on how haggard he was.  Dalton, deep in his depression, heard little Rose yell back, telling them that Sir Dalton was a mighty Knight.  He had been fighting monsters.  Of course, he looked rough.  Ashe had joined in, saying that he was using ale instead of potions for pain, because he was saving money for them.
Each of his girls defended the wretch he had become.  He realized, at that moment, that the Dalton he had been was a terrible knight.  However, the Sir Dalton they were describing was a great man.  He simply stopped being Dalton and became Sir Dalton.  He began putting everything through the lens of what the mighty and noble Sir Dalton would do, rather than what the wretched failure Dalton would do.
You could never trust Dalton.  You had to check with more trustworthy beings, like Eyes or Elbow.   Even Gut was more dependable than Dalton. 
Now, he was watching his girls die over and over again.  He abandoned them.  Dalton would have broken, because he was weak.
SIR Dalton would never leave his girls, just like Rose said.  SIR Dalton never left anyone, just like Hansa said.  SIR Dalton would never break, just like Margwal said.  SIR Dalton was the greatest Knight in the world.  Because of that, this wretched little Dalton could withstand anything that the wretched little Dark Overlord threw at him.
And Sir Dalton kept telling himself that, over and over again.
***
Number Four whistled as she entered the kitchen.  So far, it had been a good day.  For one, the Sphinx was broken into all six of her component forms, and she’d left them on independent mode instead of exerting direct control.  That meant that she felt like an individual, and she wanted a snack.  Nothing could ruin her day.   
Number Four stared at the icebox and contemplated murder.  Each copy had their own tastes.  No copy was exact, so each copy had foibles that could be tracked to them personally.  Four liked her deviled eggs, and Grebthar help anyone who touched them.
Yet, all of them were gone, a full dozen eggs.  She wasn’t unrealistic.  One of the other copies might occasionally sneak in and eat one.  After all, Sphinx liked deviled eggs, but Four loved them.  Once in a while, one of the help even ate one.  Sometimes, when she was feeling very generous, she even let that pass.  Four wasn’t psychotic.  They were just eggs after all.
But someone had eaten ALL the deviled eggs.  For that, she was going to murder someone.  Sniffing loudly, she used Perception to isolate who was about to perish.  HarDragon had been in recently, but he hated eggs.  It might have been another copy.  That would be an interesting fight.  Heck, Three liked to copy the help when she was feeling impish. 
That was her kink. 
Four caught something foul.  For a moment, she considered that the eggs might have gone bad.  After all, the Sphinx had been gone for several days.  That didn’t make sense, though.  The chef would have hastened to make fresh deviled eggs.  Besides, eating the ones about to go bad was something only a misbegotten freak like Six would bother with.
No, they had been fresh.  Now that she looked, she saw the floor was dirty.  There was a destroyed ham sandwich, the kind HarDragon favored, as well as some actual dirt.  This floor hadn’t been dirty like that in a very long time. 
“Well, isn’t that special,” she thought, genuinely intrigued.  She exited, following the trail her nose gave her.
***
The chamber at the end of the hall was where I imagined nightmares went to die.  It looked like some mad scientists had watched a bunch of old Bond movies and said  ‘All of that, please.”  There were actual obsidian skulls carved into the side of the giant cavern.  Their mouths spewed out molten lava that poured into a giant lake of lava below.  The torture area was suspended over the bubbling liquid death. 
“Well, someone knows how to bend space,” quipped Shart.  We carefully exited the hallway and stepped onto the round torture platform.  I looked again and saw there was seemingly nothing behind the door we had just gone through.
“What?” I hissed, confused.
“Ah, who’s the little Dum Dum now?  This room is in the dungeon.  Someone fractured space-time and pushed it into an adjacent pocket dimension,” said Shart.  “It's insane, but, then again, look at the decor.”
“Where is Dalton?” asked Badgelor, peering around cautiously.  Whenever Badgelor was cautious, you needed to be in full panic mode. 
“There,” I pointed at an otherwise nondescript spot on the mostly flat floor.  I glanced up and realized that the ceiling was studded with stalactites.  One was positioned over the spot, which meant I could quickly figure out where everyone was tucked away. 
“What’s that over there?” I asked, gesturing toward an open chute.
“That chute leads to the facility's garbage disposal.  We broke off a piece of it to form the Orb of Annihilation,” said Badgelor.  “Try not to fall in.”
“This place sucks,” I said. 
“What are we going to do about the crown?” asked Badgelor.
“The final piece is here.  I can smell it,” I answered uncomfortably.  Figuring out the last piece of the crown was in the Sphinx lair was not much of a challenge for my Explorer’s Nose.  Figuring out how to get it from whatever vault the Sphinx had it in was going to be trickier.  Plus, the points weren’t the only parts of the crown.  We needed something to attach them to.  “What was the crown made of?”
“Sun-Drenched Oricalcum,” replied Badgelor.
“It's the only material aside from Living Metal that could channel that much magic,” stated Shart. 
“Where do you find that?” I asked.
“Sun-Drenched Oricalcum is a Tier 5 material.  We’d have to find some gold and refine it through some very expensive refineries,” said Badgelor.  “We’d probably have to go to the Dwarven Undermountain to get it.”
“What about Living Metal?” I asked.
“Well, that’s a Plus-tier metal,” stated Shart uncomfortably.  “We use it on Demon Doors.”
“There is a Demon Door here.  Could we steal some from that?” I asked.
“I figured you would ask.  I’ll check when we get there,” said Shart.  “I can probably find a small piece, but you aren’t going to like it.”
Badgelor sniffed the ground.  “We better check for traps.  There will probably be a trap on every torture pod.”
“Torture pod,” I groaned.  Badgelor pointed to an empty spot.  I examined the ground with every sensory power I had, while Shart went through the back channels.  Finally, I spotted something.  “There is a fine line of Mana running from the ground to that stalactite.  If we open the pod without going through the proper process, the stalactite is going to fall. 
“I can bypass it,” said Shart, materializing on my shoulder and wiggling his fingers at the connection.  A small blob of Mana grew on the line, growing bigger and bigger until the connection to the bottom severed.  “That should keep the stalactite suspended for ten minutes or so.”
“Plenty of time,” I ventured, using my Arcane Locksmith skill on the pod.  An instant later, the thin line snapped.  Thankfully, Shart’s fix kept the stalactite suspended safely.  The pod rose out of the floor to waist height.  A small control panel came with it.  Its arcane scripts seemed to activate everything, including causing the pod to retract back into the floor. 
It looked like you were supposed to put a person in legs first.  There were dozens of contraptions designed to painfully punish whoever was inside.  There were even connections for taking care of bodily waste, making the pod suitable for long-term torture.  Everything appeared to be automated. 
“And that’s magic?” I asked.
“Inanimate object movement spells.  If you’d had time to go to wizard’s school, you would have eventually learned a few,” answered Shart.
I left the empty pod open and walked over to the next one.  Suddenly, the door to the torture chamber opened, and HarDragon stepped inside. 
“I’ve changed my mind.  I’ll help you,” he announced. 
My sword was already out.  I spun in a Whirlwind Parry the moment he had appeared.  A resounding clang sounded through the chamber, as I deflected the attacks of two copies.  Next, I blasted BioLightning upward at a stalactite.  A third copy leapt off the ceiling, dropping fifty feet to the platform.  All three copies glared at me.  One copy even had a cut on her cheek from the attack. 
●       You have suffered 128 points of Damage from multiple stab wounds from vicious ripostes.   

On the whole, they had come out better in the engagement than I had.  The Sphinx had a perk that caused me to take Damage whenever she parried one of my strikes. 
“By the gods, he is paranoid,” announced HarDragon in a thoroughly feminine voice.  His body collapsed in on itself, turning into another copy of the Sphinx.  
“Three, this is getting interesting,” said a different copy in the same voice.
“How did you get in here?” asked another, looking down into the open torture pod.  That was a mistake.
Badgelor erupted from the pod.  His fanged maw wrapped around her neck in a fountain of blood and flesh.  He wasn’t just tearing out her jugular.  He was also using his claws against her chest.  They found little resistance in her light armor. 
Instantly, she wasn’t there, and Badgelor was gnawing on a dagger.  She hadn’t teleported, just swapped positions with another item.  That gave her a precious moment to recover while the other copies went after Badgelor.  Of course, I didn’t plan on giving her that opportunity.
“Guyver!”
The BioLightning raked her body, causing her to involuntarily spasm.  I kept the spell channeled on her.  One of the other copies pulled away from Badgelor.  She moved to rush me, only to find her ankle suddenly trapped.  The mighty badger flung her off the platform and into the lava.
She vanished mid-flight, reappearing next to me with both daggers ready.  A look of pure glee shimmered in her eyes.  The moment she came to strike, I activated Powerful Parry. 
Both blades were mixed into a shadowy maelstrom of death.  Her first strike found my sword.  The force I blocked her dagger with was enough to send her weapon flying through the air.  An instant later, her second dagger followed.  I followed my first slash up with Hack and Slash.
●       You have struck the target 9 times with Hack and Slash.  Target suffers 540 points of Damage.  You have slain Number Five.

I cut both of the copy’s arms off before decapitating her.   Turning, I continued toward my next target with an unhealthy dose of channeled lightning ready.  I could simultaneously maintain a Stamina effect and a Mana effect, and it was time to abuse the hell out of that. 
Then, twenty-four daggers flashed toward me from the doorway, and even more Sphinx copies ran into the room, bringing the total to six.




Chapter 50: The Sphinx’s Lair

“Ouch,” said Badgelor, shaking out his coat.  All the daggers clattered to the floor. They all appeared damaged from their interaction with Badgelor.  One dagger suddenly vanished, and a Sphinx copy materialized where it had been.  Before she could do anything, she choked on a bubble of blood.  Badgelor casually decapitated her with his paw.
“So, the dagger has to be intact?” I asked.
“Yes.  If anything strikes my fur, it is going to be damaged,” grinned the badger.  Another copy appeared from the mass of Sphinxes. 
“She didn’t even stay down for a second,” I said.  Five copies began moving toward us.  There were supposed to be six. 
“Three is hiding somewhere,” said Badgelor.  “She’s the sniper.”
“The clones aren’t all identical?” I asked.
“Like, of course not,” cried one of the clones, as all five continued their march  “We are all, like, totally unique and special, like snowflakes.”
It took me a long moment to remember that valley girl was the functional equivalent of a polished English accent on Ordinal.  What to me sounded like a bad rendition of Clueless was the equivalent of listening to Bendersnatch Cumbledink doing his most cultured lines. 
“Great.  Which one are you?” I questioned.
“Like, I’m totally One,” she grinned.  Each Sphinx copy subtly began to surround us.  I extended my palm and cast a BioLightning blast, while Badgelor fired off his laser vision.  He caught his target.  Mine managed to Dodge.  Three of the copies closed for some quick knife work, but only two made it out alive.  Badgelor tore a dodging clone’s legs clean off. 
One frowned as a new copy appeared next to her. 
“You’re Totes McGoats,” One smiled.  I let Regeneration seal the openings in my back.  “I didn’t expect the fake mayor and the traitor to come here.”
“Why do you think I’m a fake?” I questioned, activating Thrust.  One Dodged to the side.  She was fast, but Badgelor was faster.  He grabbed her ankle in his jaw and held on tight.  Then, he slammed her head into the floor with enough force to dent the impossibly hard stone.  Another Sphinx answered my question.
“Because there is only one Mayor,” replied the next copy, as One reappeared. She looked flustered.  “And that one is Grebthar.”
“Like, I was totally trying to have a civilized conversation, Two,” she snorted, gesturing at me.  Three copies darted in for another series of attacks.  All three made it clear, though two were wounded.  I staggered before dropping to one knee, my back torn open from a failed Dodge.  The daggers were instilling me with the knowledge that my armor was less than effective. 
“I am curious how that shit stain got back in,” said Two, glaring directly at Badgelor.
“Like I always do,” replied Badgelor.  “I snuck in under your skin.”
“Totally shift to four on two, my dudes.  Like,, kill the fake mayor first.  Then, we can totally deal with Badgelor sitch lates,” stated One.
My valley girl wasn’t great, but that sounded bad. 
Two copies went toward Badgelor.  The other copies moved toward me.  I struggled to stand.  One of the copies smirked, and all four charged me at once.  Had I been as badly hurt as I was pretending to be, I would have been in serious trouble.
I activated Flicker against their strikes.  I wasn’t yet well-versed in Mana-based defenses, but I knew enough to be effective.  That was especially true when I brought out my old buddy, Hack and Slash.  Normally, you couldn’t use your Stamina for two things at once.  If someone threw a bunch of daggers at you, you could use Hack and Slash against them to attack the weapons, or you could attempt to Dodge out of the way. 
You could still use Mitigate at the same time, though.  That made no sense to me, but Shart had explained that Dodging and most weapon skills were external. Mitigate was an internal facing skill and, consequently, was treated differently by the <system>.
In any case, Flickering Blink was a Mana-based skill.  I could use it even if I was also dipping into my Stamina pool. 
Two copies ran squarely into my Hack and Slash, which they had anticipated.  However, their attacks also ran into my Flickering Blink, which they had not.  They only managed to tag me nine times before both copies jumped away.
“Like, wow, you aren’t totally worthless,” smiled One, as three copies disengaged.  Badgelor had driven the head of a copy into the ground.  Twisting his paw resulted in an audible crack.  “But, like, you’re  still not at Badgelor’s level.”
The remaining copies glared at her as the missing versions respawned.  Between them all, they had three working legs and one attached arm.  I’d have continued to attack them, but I was in the process of bleeding out.  Blissfully, my Regeneration kicked in. 
The one copy that was still armed slit her own throat, causing her to respawn directly adjacent to One.  The armless Sphinx glared at her copies for a moment before jumping off the edge of the platform.  Several long seconds later, she respawned.
“This isn't going well.  Can you do that spell thing you did last time?’ asked Badgelor.
“What do you mean?  We’ve killed her a lot more than she’s killed us,” I replied, as my blood loss stopped.  I was nearly at full Health and Stamina.  My Mana pool had taken a hit, though. 
“She can do this all day,” said Badgelor, quoting scripture.  “We can’t.”   
I examined the Sphinx copies and swallowed.  Badgelor and I were both at around 90% power, down from 100% at the start of the battle.  She was still at 100% power.  She would eventually wear us down, especially if she didn’t take any real Damage.
“This is total bullshit,” I grumbled.
“Tell me about it.  She changed gear.  Unlike last time, my spells won’t propagate over all of them,” complained Shart. 
“Whatever you do, don't kill five of them,” said Badgelor.  “It can be six or four, not five.”
“What happens if you kill five?” I wondered.
“She’d be down to a single body.  You’d actually be fighting the true Sphinx at 100%,” said Shart.  “She’s really far down the Shadow Copy Path.  She’s scaled the entire skill tree.  That means each of her copies is only about 95% as strong as a baseline 60th level character.  Her actual, true form is much stronger than a baseline level 60 character.”
“What do you mean?” I asked, dreading the answer.
“You know how you chose to Remort?  You went back through the whole process all over again,” explained Badgelor.  I nodded, and he continued, “She didn’t.  Ever.  She got to 60 the first time and decided that was enough.  She just stayed there.”
The Sphinx copies were effectively level 57 characters.  The difference between them and her level 60 true form scared Badgelor. 
“What’s keeping her?” I wondered.  A moment later, I realized what was happening.  I Blinked next to Badgelor, barely catching the sharp arrow before it impacted the space behind his right ear.  That spot was an automatic critical hit on a badger.  My hand burned from even touching the arrow.
●       Arrow of War Badger Slaying, Greater:  You have suffered 20 points of Damage, due to your Herald of Badgelor Path.  Base 1000 + 100% for specific target:  Badgelor.  Non-intended target reduces Damage by 99%.

She didn’t just have a Badger Slaying arrow.  She had an arrow specifically set for killing Badgelor.  A copy was abruptly highlighted in my Perception.  Badgelor fired off a double blast of Destructive Gaze, shredding the stalactite she was gripping. 
Despite everything, the copy almost grabbed another stalactite and saved herself.  After her initial grab failed, she fired some sort of hook shot into the roof of the cavern.  It didn’t stick, and she ended up plunging down into the lava. 
Suddenly, the arrow vanished, and my hand was around her throat.  She produced another dagger.  I grabbed her hand, forcing the weapon away from me.  Luckily, there was a living chipper shredder close by.  While Badgelor bit the top of her head off, I caught a glimpse of her necklace.
“A crown fragment?” I asked, noticing that all the copies were wearing one.  As I yanked the fragment on her chest away, it vanished.  The copies all grinned at me.
They spoke in unison.  It wasn’t a harmony, because that usually requires everyone to have a slightly different pitch to their tone.  This was more like hearing the same person talking from several sets of speakers.  “We know you want the fragment.  We placed it in the safest place possible.”
“She broke the fragment into six shadow copies.  You have to kill five copies so the fragment pieces reform into one whole fragment.  Then, you can take it off the copy that remains,” said Shart. 
“Badgelor said not to do that,” I replied. 
“In my defense, I only said that because it would be suicide,” said Badgelor.  “I suppose we might be able to catch all six of them in a single area of effect attack.  It’s worth a try.  What do you say, big dog?”
“We all knew it was going to come to this,” grinned Shart.  He materialized on my shoulder, only to be instantly hit by a Mana Spike.  Another Sphinx copy moved away from the door. 
“I told you he had a demon!” Two shrieked confidently.  “I bet that’s how he fucked up the attack at the academy.”
The copy continued to move closer, glaring at Shart.  “Fast enough for you now?” she sneered.
“I taste purple,” I said.  “How are you feeling?”
“She blocked my entire Mana Network,” grumbled the demon.  “Imagine the worst form of constipation you’ve ever had.  Then, remember that too much Mana will make you explode.”
“Do I need to get MartinLuther here?” I asked.
“This place already has flush toilets,” replied Badgelor.
“I am not really constipated,” growled the demon.  Copy Three vanished back into the shadows.  One looked a little amused, as her own daggers appeared. 
All five visible copies attacked in unison.  They were faster this time, moving in a  pattern where they could switch between us with little rhyme or reason.  I realized, as they moved, that they possessed a hive mind.  There was no way a team, no matter how coordinated, could have pulled it off. 
I took three hits.  The one to the back of my leg sent me to the floor.  Cackling with glee, they all pivoted toward Badgelor.  As death approached him, Badgelor winked at me.
●       Badger’s Roar:  Lord of the Badgers Legendary Ability.  Badgelor has used his racial ability to call forth the might of the War Badger.  All hostile targets are stunned.

All six Sphinxes stopped.  Her massive resistance was unable to overpower the attack.  Badgelor casually decapitated One.  Then, he adjusted his position.  I dumped Mana into my Plasma Core and generated a fist-sized ball of Plasma, while Badgelor’s Destructive Gaze lined up three additional targets.
We both fired in unison. 
My Plasma Ball hit its target first, square in the chest of a copy.  She exploded in a fountain of shadowy gore.  Behind her, the next copy managed to break the stun just quickly enough to move slightly.  It was not quickly enough to actually get out of the way.  The Plasma carved through her like rotted meat.
Badgelor’s Destructive Gaze tore through two copies, blowing out a hole the size of a bowling ball through first one and then the other.  The attack carried on, striking Three in the background.  The bolts hit the cavern’s walls and ricocheted.  They speared Three over and over again, until the fragments of shadow-wrought flesh poured into the lava below.
It was not enough.
One took a moment to stare at the hole in her chest.  Her heart was visible through the gaping wound.  She dematerialized and reappeared next to the pit. 
Four likewise leapt away, landing hard a half-dozen logs away from me.  When she landed, the bottom half of her body detached itself from the top.  BioLightning flared around my arms.  Four slapped her own hands together.  Suddenly, four fresh copies were standing next to her. 
Only then did Four perish, respawning moments later.
“I totally hate you,” mouthed One, moving to stand over the chute.  She clutched the crown fragment in her hand.  In unison, all the other copies tossed theirs to her.  Each shadow of the fragment merged together, until One was holding the real crown fragment.  “Like, I totes know you need this.”
Badgelor roared and rushed toward her as she jumped into the chute.  He was there a moment later, charging down into the darkness without a second thought.
“Now, like, totally, where was I?” asked One, after she’d reformed next to the other copies. 
“We believe we were about to ask him about Bashara,” stated Two. 
“Then, we want to kill him,” added Three.
“We think we should torture him first,” replied Four.
“That goes without saying,” said Five.
“We wonder if we could get Jim to beg,” grinned Six. 
“Girls,” said One, clapping her hands, “String him up.”
I tried to resist, but I could barely manage two copies.  Six Sphinxes were clearly above my paygrade.  My inherent toughness was the only reason I wasn’t already carved to chunks.
One looked at me piteously, while Five and Six held me down by my arms.  I could overpower either of them, or I used to be able to.  However, they had carved deeply into muscle with their daggers.  There was no way I could physically take them now.  Boy, that hadn’t taken long.
“Jim, I got the fragment, but there is supposed to be a ledge here,” I heard Badgelor yell in the back of my mind.  
One smiled.  “Oh, poor Badgie realized that I made some upgrades to the garbage chute.  It's totally nice and slippery all the way down now.”
“Under normal circumstances, we’d love to watch the last War Badger die.  However, we have more pressing matters now.  We want to know about Bashara,” said Two, causing One to frown at her.
“Why do you hate Badgelor so much?” I asked, struggling weakly.  “It can’t be over the damn eggs.”
“No, you moron,” growled Four.  She strolled over to me and placed the tip of her acid dripping dagger under my chin.  “We hate him because every single time he sucked in a sweet breath, he stole a moment of our time with Grebthar.  Every single moment he existed was one flawed moment where Grebthar’s love was not only mine.”
“That’s insane,” I hissed, “Absolutely, totally insane.”  For a second, I wondered if she was just going to kill me and be done with it.  One quickly stepped in. 
“Like, I totally am the one that deserves Grebthar, and I deserve him, well, totally,” said One, her calm expression cracking.  She looked at the chute and then back to me.  “Do you realize what I sacrificed for him?  Do you have any idea the lengths I went to just to preserve his legacy?  All the while, it was “Badgelor this” and “Badgelor that”.  BADGELOR, BADGELOR, BADGELOR.  I HATE THAT STINKING RODENT.  I know he is listening in.  I want him to know that HE is the reason I hunted down every single one of his kin.  I scoured Ordinal, demolishing their entire species, ALL BECAUSE OF BADGELOR.  
“You killed the War Badgers?  What about the dragons?” I asked, horrified. 
“Yep, them too,” she responded with sadistic glee.  “What can I say?  I needed them for their parts.” 
“And we’d do it again,” added the other five in terrible unison.
“Are you. . .” I began.  Then, I cleared my throat, “Are you a god?”
“No,” answered One, a curious expression coming over her face.
“Hoopie,” I cast. 
●       You have cast Break Wind, augmented with Area and Duration Runes.  You have achieved 100% mastery with this Rune.  Effects are greatly enhanced.

If I eventually told the story of how I escaped the Sphinx, I was going to have to lie.
When I’d used Badgelor as a jetpack to get from the LOOKOUT! to the lair, I’d had ample opportunity to practice my Break Wind spell.  Too much time, really.  With my skills and Mystical Lore, I’d learned more about that rune than anyone else on Ordinal knew. 
The only weakness with the copies was that shadow tended to not weigh very much.  It seemed to be about one-sixth as much as normal.  At full power, my Break Wind spell could push Ultimate Badgelor forward rapidly.  The Sphinx fared less well.
It was like a string of tube balloons was suddenly released.  One copy was launched up and over the edge, into the lava below.  I’d come to think of her as the lucky one.  The two Sphinxes holding me flew straight up into the cavern’s ceiling.  One of them hit so hard it killed her outright.  The other was simply knocked unconscious, but her body still ended up with the others in the lava. 
Next came the unfortunate ones.  Number Three had also been launched straight up, but she’d managed to grab the end of one of the stalactites.  That had, at least, prevented her from smashing directly into the ceiling.  However, it turned out that, despite her weight, there was a lot of downward force.  The stalactite came free and fell, taking Three down with it.  On her way down, she smashed her face on the platform.  As her teeth scattered, she did a loop de loop off the underside of the platform and disappeared.  While I could no longer see her, I heard three separate whacks and a splash.
Two made an attempt at cleverness.  She drove her own dagger into her gut, trying to alleviate the pressure.  That only served to give the gas two directions to escape from, and there was so much gas.  As the pressure tried to equalize, the dagger wound kept expanding.  Finally, Two popped as messily as one might assume.
Which left One.  As the rest of the copies were being bashed and burned to death, she’d grabbed hold of the torture pod.  Grabbing her leg, I lifted the copy and flung her around.  She propelled headfirst into the pod.  Then, I pressed the close button.
Since her legs were at such a weird angle, I couldn’t get her in the pod properly.  However, that was nothing that two quick slashes with my sword couldn’t fix. 
With the obstructions removed, the pod closed easily.  I tried to remember what each of the controls did.  I conveniently couldn’t, so I simply pressed all the buttons and hoped for the best. 
Then, I cast Regenerate on myself and prayed quietly to Logan.
After ten seconds, I said, “Are you there, Badgelor?”
“Feck, yes.  I managed to get my claws into the shaft thanks to that Way of the Badger martial arts strike of yours.  Now, I can’t move,” stated the War Badger. 
“How do I get him out of there?” I asked Shart.  The demon stared at me.  I helped him pry the Mana Spike from his chest.  Once he was free, Shart flew over to the chute and looked down. 
“There is a Life Binding on the chute, causing it to perpetually heal.  That’s what’s making it slick, and that’s why Badgelor can’t just climb out,” stated Shart.
“Can I lower a rope down?” I asked.
“We are in an extradimensional space,” said the demon.  “He’s way down there, too.  You couldn’t even use a Portal through all this mess.  I don’t even know exactly where he is!”
“I know where I am,” said Badgelor, “but the door is sealed over with Life Mana.”
“Feck,” I hissed.
“It’s okay.  We have time.  I’m certainly not going anywhere,” stated Badgelor. 
I walked over to what I believed was Dalton’s pod.  I glanced at Shart, who shook his head.  His Mana Network was still disrupted, so there were no more mana tricks to open the pod.  I activated the escape button.  The pod shot up, just as the massive stalactite hanging over it fell. 
●       Powerful Block: You can block powerfully enough to shatter boulders.

Dalton peered up at me.  As the restraints around his arms loosened, he reached up and pulled a tube out of his mouth. 
“You came,” he marveled.
“BFF, it's a sacred bond,” I said, grabbing him by the shoulders and pulling him out of the pod.
“Wait, there are more tubes,” hissed the man, as I ripped him out of the pod.  Sir Dalton screamed a scream of pure anguish. 
“So, a catheter and a solid waste tube,” I said. 
“Jim, a man is no man at all without his bait and tackle.  Avenge my squire,” hissed Sir Dalton. 
“So that’s what tuliping looks like,” offered Shart.
“What’s happening?” Badgelor asked from the chute.
“Catastrophic penis damage,” Shart replied.
“Jim, I know you live a nearly full life without a functional manhood, but that doesn’t mean we all wish to live such a life,” the Knight groaned.
“SueLeeta is gonna kill you,” called Badgelor.
I had to cast Regenerate, because Treatment required me to physically touch the affected areas.  Despite our status as BFFS, that was a bridge too far.
I repeated the process on the next pod, shattering the falling stone and looking inside.  Julia looked terrible.  Her brown hair had turned blonde, and she was about six inches shorter.  Her name tag read Sheblin.
“For feck’s sake, Dum Dum,” Shart said, smacking his head.  “That isn’t Julia.”
“Who is it then?” I asked, dumbfounded.
“A very minor player from a previous story,” the demon replied. 
“What?” I asked, still confused. 
Shart responded, “I think she is the advisor to a king.  Maybe TimSimons, but it could just as easily be HarCharles.  I don’t remember.  Humans are dumb.  I can check if it is really that important.”
“Who are you?” Sheblin asked in a weak voice.
“I’m the Mayor of Windfall.  I just defeated the Sphinx, and I’m here to rescue everyone,” I said.  Sheblin turned her head away from me and sobbed.
“No, no, no, just more tricks,” she whimpered.  “Cousin, save me.”
“Well, that didn’t work,” said Shart.
“I swear, I never catch a break,” I grumbled.  This time, I pushed the buttons in the right order, and all the various tubes pulled back.  It was really a nasty assortment of things designed to incapacitate someone. 
The next pod I opened was really Julia’s.  She was weeping, which I supposed made sense after being tortured.  Julia shook violently as the tubes pulled free.  Once she was out of the pod, she spit out a wad of something.  Then, she stared at the devastation.   
“Did you kill them?” she asked.
“Only the Sphinx so far,” I replied, further examining the pod. 
“By yourself?” whispered Julia in awe. 
“Yes, I used just my sword and nothing else,” I replied flatly.  That was my story, and I was sticking to it.
“Whose legs are those?” asked Dalton, walking over.  Regeneration had worked.  He wasn’t even limping anymore.  Julia’s eyes bulged.  Heck, my eyes bulged a bit.  If you ever wanted to feel inadequate about your body, go swimming with Dalton.
“That squire needs a promotion,” stated Shart.
“Poor SueLeeta,” whispered Julia, making the sign of Grebthar.  Suddenly, she gasped.  It was such an ingrained action, but, considering who Grebthar was, it was something she needed to immediately stop.
As we stared, Dalton activated a Knight perk, Instant Armor.  His backup suit of armor materialized.  “Like a bunch of sailors,” grumbled the Knight, as he looked at the other pod.  “Sheblin?”
Sheblin had partially pulled herself from the pod and was staring openly at Sir Dalton.  He had his BFF of Jim, the Mayor of Windfall title blazing.  Just hearing it from me wasn’t enough.  She needed proof. 
Sheblin broke down sobbing.  As Dalton grabbed her, she screamed, “The king is dead.”
“I know,” Dalton replied sadly.  “We need to get out of here.”
I opened the next pod, only to find a half-melted corpse.  The next pod was the same, except the corpse twitched.  A pair of hands reached out and grabbed for my neck.  I’d had enough of random things grabbing at me, so I Blinked away.  Phil erupted from the pod, screamed, and stumbled to the ground. 
By the time I’d looked over to see Su-Kar, I’d already focused my Counterspell skill on her.  The spell she had been preparing failed.  I drew my sword and started a Plasma Ball on the tip.  Phil flung a lump of something I fervently hoped was his own decaying flesh.  Whatever it was, I used Fancy Footwork to avoid it.
“Why are you here?” I asked, pausing my spell. 
“We are coming for you!  I am your worst nightmare,” yelled Su-Kar.
“I seriously doubt that.  I just defeated your boss,” I replied.
Phil stopped dead, staring around the room.  He spotted the pair of legs on the ground.  For some unknown reason, he was strangely fixated on the shoes.  Then again, the Sphinx had been wearing nice ones. 
“We’re free,” he hissed, his confusion breaking.  He glared at me again. “But you killed us.”
“I was wondering about that,” I offered. “I seem to have done a bad job.”
“We died on a necromantic source,” hissed Su-Kar, walking over to Phil.  In her nakedness, I could see some sort of skeletal face attached to her belly.  The fact that it was trying to look away from me could only mean one thing.
“Klack Tack Mac,” I said, shaking my head.  “Stupid, you lived too.”
“I am not stupid.  My name is-” began the lich.
“No one cares,” I cut in.  “I believe I said the next time I saw you, I was going to do something really terrible.  You should just shut up and wait.”
The lich spent a long moment considering how much of an affront to his ego that was.  Wisely, he shut up.  Being immortal, he had a long time to consider how badly this could go for him.
“Why were you chasing me at the academy?” I asked.
“We were not chasing you.  We were trying to get something from Professor Badgington’s office,” growled Su-Kar.
“The Chalice of Immortality?” I offered.
Phil looked shocked.  Su-Kar just looked resigned.  “Of course he knows that.  He’s the Mayor.”
“The chalice doesn’t work,” I said.  Badgelor had already informed me that all the chalice was good for was holding the guts of his enemies.
It was hard reading the undead, but I guessed Su-Kar looked very disappointed.  “It is the only way to restore us to life.”
“You could use the Ritual of Resurrection,” I suggested.   
“That ritual is lost,” sneered Su-Kar.  “No one on Ordinal knows it.”  Then, she remembered who she was speaking to.
“No one told me that,” I countered, summoning up my Ritual book.  I’d gotten it with one of my Ritual skills.  I tore out the pages for the needed ritual. 
“Why are you doing that?” asked Shart.
“The shield that is blocking Badgelor’s escape is made of Life Mana, right?” I asked. 
“Yes, but it would take a hideous amount of Mana for that ritual to work,” stated Shart.  “Even with all the Mana the shield is using, I doubt it's enough for even one resurrection.”   Sometimes, he was so slow.
“I am not slow,” Shart argued, reading my thoughts.  “My brain is just slowly being addled by my time spent with you.”
“The ritual will drain the Mana, right?” I asked.  Shart looked puzzled for a moment.  Suddenly, his eyes lit up. 
“Oh, that’s evil,” replied the demon.
I left Phil and Su-Kar reading on the edge of the platform while I walked back over to my people. 
There were no more pods to check.  “Where are the others?”
Sir Dalton suddenly looked pained, and Julia stood perfectly still.  Her face showed practiced calmness.  It was the kind of face someone used to give terrible news. 
“Where is SueLeeta?” I asked, everything else forgotten. 
“The party broke up,” Dalton answered stiffly.  “She was the leader.  I didn’t see her when the roof collapsed.”
“She’s dead, Jim” said Julia, finally coming to grips with that.  “There was nothing I could do.  I have failed you again.  I am so sorry.”
For a long moment, I stared at her.  Glancing at Dalton, I noticed he was about to collapse.  On Earth, I would have felt sorry or guilty.  Here, I felt only anger.  If I loved someone in any capacity, Charles was there to steal them away.  I was going to kill him and feed his remains to Badgelor. 
“And Beakatrix?” I asked, my eyes hollow pits of seething fury.
“I don’t know,” whispered Julia. 
“She’s not dead,” said Sir Dalton, turning to face me.  “I don’t accept that.  Jim, you will just have to find her.  She’s bound to be here somewhere.  We do not leave people behind.” 
Julia nodded.  Everyone stepped away to give me space.  I wasn’t sure who I was more furious with, the Sphinx or Charles.  It didn’t matter.  Today was a day that ended in “Y”,  and I needed to kill Charles.
Julia had recovered her wits and was looking down at Sheblin.  “It is good to see you again, Sheblin.”
Sir Dalton shook himself as he recognized a slight from the young woman instantly.  “Princess Sheblin.”
Julia harrumphed.  “Of course, Princess Sheblin.  It is rare I meet a social equal in the field.”
Both the women had redressed themselves from their dimensional storages, though I noticed Julia had stolen the Sphinx’s shoes.  When it came down to adventurer vs princess, she was an adventurer at heart. 
“Th-thank you, Princess Julia,” replied Sheblin uncomfortably.  I wondered idly why she was so uncomfortable around Julia.  Then, I realized it wasn’t the presence of Julia.  Sheblin was terrified, and we were in the Sphinx’s lair.
Sighing internally, I considered what to say next.  “The comet falls.  I am in the field, and the Dark Overlord reigns in this foul place.  I need you three out of here, lest our battle overwhelm you.  Follow me while I aide in your escape.    By the power of Grayskull, Thundercats Ho.” 
Yeah, that sounded dire enough.




Chapter  51: The Light Shines

The Mayor of Windfall’s words were like something out of legend, thought Sheblin.  The first part was utter nonsense but invoking Grayskull and the Thundercats showed just how dire the situation really was.   
It was just like Season 5, Episode 4, The Next Final Battle with the Dark Overlord, Again, Part 2. 
The portion of his speech about getting out was particularly interesting.  Sheblin had assumed that she would only exit the pod as a slave or a corpse.  Now, she was following the Mayor and Sir Dalton toward the exit.
The Falconian was there, too. 
Sir Dalton, the peerless Knight, was even BFF’s with the Mayor.  Of course, he was.  Sir Dalton was the pinnacle of Knighthood.  A man such as that would naturally gravitate toward the Mayor. 
“What about them?” asked the Falconian.  Sheblin had to control herself, but that was the actual, real Princess Julia.  She was no doubt trying to sink her claws into the Mayor as part of the Falconian royal family's ongoing plots for world domination. 
As she considered her situation, Sheblin swallowed.  With her king dead and the Mayor in the field, her home would most likely be brought back into the tender mercies of Falcon.  There were simply too many dead adventurers, and half the population would run to the Mayor when he raised his banners.
Her cousin’s war was going to go down in the histories as the final war of the Southern Kingdom. 
Unless. . .
But even the thought of marrying the Mayor would cause the Falconian’s political senses to kick in.  After all, if they lost even a bit of power, someone else might be able to live comfortably. 
Sheblin would die first, literally.  She knew Julia would have an Assassin after her the moment there was even a hint of a problem.  Then again, Julia might try to do the deed herself.  As the master of the Southern Kingdom’s intelligence service, Sheblin had all the files on the various members of the Falconian royal family. 
●       Julia: Zealot of the End, Level 47

Julia had gone up 4 levels since the last intelligence briefing.  That intelligence report was not that old.  Sir Dalton’s increased levels, Sheblin at least understood.  After all, he’d survived multiple PVP battles.  Those always caused your level to skyrocket. 
The Mayor was only showing up as a 17th level Wizard, which was pure bullshit.  He had to be using a disguise to block his actual levels.  A 17th level anything couldn’t have taken the Sphinx on.  Plus, she had distinctly seen a Plasma Ball on the end of Grebthar’s sword.  There was no way a 17th level caster could have done that. 
“What about them?” asked Sheblin, gesturing toward the undead.
“Leave them.  They work for me now,” replied the Mayor, heading out of the room. 
***
“Well, that was a load of horseshit,” said Shart, as we started down the corridor.
“I had to say something,” I replied, glancing behind my shoulder at the three disheveled adventurers.  The path to the exit was up ahead.  Shart gestured at a wall panel.  I pushed it, revealing a secret door.  It opened in a disturbingly easy fashion. 
“I’m surprised you didn’t say, ‘Transform and roll out,’ or ‘Yo, Joe,’” said Shart.
I sighed.  “I was saving those for next time.”
“Seriously?” asked Shart.
“Look, I’m running out of cartoons to reference here,” I sighed again.
“Cartoons?” asked Shart.
“Sacred texts,” I offered.
“Oh, yeah, that makes sense,” replied Shart, as we reached the end of another corridor.  The flat, barren wall looked very passable.  Julia coughed, and it echoed off  the solid walls.   
“Did we make a wrong turn?” she asked.
“Got it,” said Shart, as I applied Arcane Locksmith against the hidden control panel.  The wall suddenly split open.  I wondered if it was a hidden seam or if the wall itself was magical.  In any case, the long hidden passage opened, exposing the Dungeon Core.
“Are you sure about this, Jim?” asked Shart.
“Of course not, but we can’t leave Badgelor.  I’d also like to destroy Charles,” I responded darkly, looking over to Shart.  “Everything comes down to you.  As long as we can get you in the right spot, we’ll be fine.”
Shart swayed slightly.  For the first time, his endless confidence ran into a wall.  He could do it.  I knew he could do it.  Still, if he screwed up in the slightest, this was going to be the shortest offensive of all time. 
“I must return to save Badgelor.  You need to leave,” I said, handing the demon to Dalton.  Shart clutched three pieces of the crown in his tiny hands.  “Get the Elder Demon to the Demon Door.”
***
“This way, you oafs,” ordered Shart, as Dalton gripped the demon’s body for a moment.  Then, he slammed Shart down on his shoulder.  “Ouch.”
With that, the stupidest mount Shart had ever had the displeasure of riding ran down the hallway.  They were being accompanied by the two least attractive human females Shart had ever seen.  Julia was ugly enough, with her round hips and bouncing bosom.  The other one, who Shart hadn’t bothered to remember the name of, was even worse.  She was tinier but had even bigger boobs and a smaller butt. 
Shart had to count to ten to avoid throwing up.  Would it hurt them to grow at least one pincer?
Everything was finally coming together, though.  All he had to do was get to the Demon Door and reprogram Dum Dum’s malformed code.  That would let Shart reactivate his levels and give them a fighting chance. 
Dalton turned the corner and found the Demon Door almost instantly.  Unlike Windfall Castle, it was directly off the Dungeon Core room.  The Knight removed Shart with a noisy squelch and shoved the big dog right in front of the door.
“I’m going to need you to. . .” started Shart, but Dalton was already moving away.  The stupid lout was uncomfortable around demons just because of a few captured souls.  It didn’t matter.  Shart saw the Demon Door was already properly positioned for someone to access it. 
Given that there was no such thing as luck, only chaos, Shart considered it for a moment.  Grinning, he whispered, “Michael, you sly dog.”  His partner must have figured out that Shart needed access to a Demon Door and set it up for him.  It wouldn’t be difficult to put every Demon Door on Ordinal on a maintenance cycle. 
Getting the maintenance panel open would have been a bit trickier, but Michael had managed that as well.  There was even a small amount of Living Metal exposed.  It was entirely unexpected, but Shart wasn’t about to look a gift phoenix in the bill.  Chuckling, the demon got to work.
Everything was coming together nicely.




Chapter 52: Invincible

Sir Dalton checked on Sheblin again.  She had been in the torture device far longer than he had.  While he knew his princess was made of strong stuff, she wasn’t invincible.  Sir Dalton could hear Rose’s voice chiding him on being too fatherly, but that was what he needed to be right now.
He hadn’t gotten out of that pod unscathed himself.
“Exit is over there,” he said, gesturing to the passage that led straight to the surface.  He hesitated, turning back toward the Sphinx’s lair.
“Jim told us to leave,” said Julia uncomfortably.
“Beakatrix is here.  For all we know, SueLeeta might be here, too.  None of us saw her die.  I’ll not leave them in there,” said Sir Dalton.  “Even if it kills me, I will save them.”
“SueLeeta is dead,” said Julia, despite the dark look from Dalton.  It was her duty to be unflinching in times like this.
“Who is Beakatrix?” asked Sheblin. 
“She’s a Progenitor, but the risk of going back in there is too great,” said Julia.
“I don’t care that she’s a Progenitor.  She is a member of my party.  Sir Dalton will not leave anyone behind, ever.  I am going back to save them,” said the Knight.  He began to head for the lair.  Rose always chided him when he acted too much like a Knight, too.
Unfortunately, the problem was that, when he acted too much like a legendary Knight, young, impressionable girls tended to think he couldn’t fail.  They became entirely too comfortable with the idea of following him into danger.
“Both of you?” asked Sir Dalton after several paces.
“I wouldn’t be much of a princess if I left my white Knight to defend himself,” said Sheblin. 
Julia nodded, her hair already back in warrior buns.  “No princess would be.”
The demon began yelling something at them, but Sir Dalton told his ears to ignore him.  His little buddy was right.  That red zit was annoying.
***
“Are you sure it's the right ritual?” asked Phil.  Had it been possible, his body would have been trembling.
“Yes, yes, this is the actual ritual,” Su-Kar half-grinned.  She could only manage half because her lips were partially missing.  She scanned the ritual for another long moment, and the light in her eyes faded a bit.  “We can’t do it here.  There isn’t enough power.”
“The Mayor must have known what he was doing,” said Phil.  “He thwarted us at every turn.  He would not have set us up to fail.”
“I don’t see how it is possible to succeed.  The Life Mana density would have to be over 50,000 per person.  It's barely 30,000 here.  If I did the ritual, the only thing that would happen is that the Life Shield would short out.  It wouldn’t actually bring either of us back,” said Su-Kar.  That much was true.  The magical shield in the garbage chute had always seemed like overkill to her.  However, even that monstrosity didn’t have the raw Life Energy they needed. 
The lich laughed cruelly.  “He betrayed you.  He’s using you to short out the shield for his own nefarious purposes.”
Su-Kar hated the lich, but he must be right.  She would start the ritual and then go from undead to just plain dead.  Even in death, Jim mocked them. 
Phil grabbed the lich’s jar.  The trickle of Shadow Energy coming from it had kept them strong, but it was powered by the lich.  There was no way to remove the lich from it.  If the jar was destroyed, they would be dead within the day.  Phil had wanted to crush that stupid battery from day one.  He believed it was better to die free than to live under the lich’s partial command.
It was a command that Su-Kar was finding harder and harder to resist.  Truth be told, Phil was having a more difficult time as well. 
“If only there was another battery,” said Su-Kar, her eyes opening wide.  Phil looked at her.  Quite suddenly, she walked over to him, grabbed the lich, and threw him down the chute.  “Another battery!”
“What?” asked Phil, watching the lich vanish into the abyss. 
“There must be a large life battery that powers this device!  It should have more than enough power for both of us to resurrect,” cried Su-Kar.  “The Mayor must know about it, and he assumed we would figure it out, too!  We are going to live again!”
“And after we resurrect, we can torture and kill Jim!” shouted Phil.
“Or, we just leave when we’re done and never interact with Jim ever again,” said Su-Kar, hustling Phil out of the torture chamber and into the main complex. 
***
“So, I assume the Sphinx didn’t get many house guests,” I mentally commented to Badgelor from the dingy, dimly lit room.  Unlike everywhere else in the dungeon, the bedroom was totally unkempt.  It didn’t look like a guest room, either.  It appeared far too lived in for that.  There was no dust about, and a semi-fresh mug of something sat on a nightstand.  It looked more like an efficiency apartment than anything else I could name. 
There was a wall where trophies should have been displayed.  However, they had been removed a very long time ago.  I saw two armor racks that were also empty.  From their size, I determined they were meant to hold armor for a man about Dalton’s size.  The center point of the area was a pair of metal hooks that most likely held a sword.  Of course, they were empty. 
“Just how sharp was that sword,” I asked, glancing down at a fine cut in the metal where the blade used to sit. 
“Before or after?” asked Badgelor grumpily.  “Maybe you should find the door first?”
I walked away from the sword rack.  I’d come back to it after I found out how to get to Badgelor.  Feeling along the back wall, I found a familiar symbol carved into it.  It was one I’d seen once before, in Blot’s house.
“Why is this here?” I asked, explaining the symbol.
“All of Grebthar’s companions lived in the houses next to his in Windfall,” said Badgelor.  “Knowing her, it's probably a secret button.”
I pressed it.  There was an audible click, and the wall moved slightly.  By slightly, I mean nearly imperceptibly.  The door only slid open about a millimeter.  “I don’t think I’ll be able to fit through that.”
“Check the nightstand by the dresser.  Specifically, look underneath it,” ordered Badgelor.  “He always kept a knife there.”
I walked back to the nightstand and felt under it, quickly finding a stiletto and a sword breaker.  Pulling out the stiletto, I examined the blade carefully.  The tip appeared to still be razor sharp.  There was a small falcon engraved in the hilt.  “Whose room is this?”
Badgelor said nothing.  I took the dagger and shoved the point into the exposed seam in the wall.  The blade was impossibly strong, and I was quickly able to wedge the door open.  Badgelor finally responded, “The room belonged to one of the original companions.  He was the greatest swordsman in the world.”
I pried the door open and stepped through.  I was in another bedroom, nearly identical to the last.  The main difference was the decidedly more feminine decor.  There were also falcons carved everywhere.  “I don’t think this is the secret door you were hoping for.  I’m in another bedroom, but this one has falcons engraved on nearly every possible surface.”
“That piece of shit,” growled Badgelor.  “Does it look like someone is trying to pretend she’s much more important than she actually is?”
“I guess,” I said, looking at a large map of the world.  A circle was marked around what looked to be the whole of Falcon.
“That’s Leia’s room.  She was Grebthar’s third companion, although she and the second companion had a thing,” said Badgelor, sighing.  “His name was Han So.  He was an easterner.  Him and Charles did not get along.”
“Because of Leia?” I asked. 
“Yeah, Han So was Leia’s side piece.  They had an on-again, off-again fling for years.  When Charles reappeared, Leia realized that being Grebthar’s lady was much more in line with her plans,” explained Badgelor. 
“Looks like they didn’t ever stop,” I offered, walking back into Han So’s room. 
“Oh they did, eventually,” said Badgelor, with a touch more heat in his voice than usual.  “I’d love to wax philosophical about this, but I’d really love for you to find that door.”
I walked to the next wall and began scraping it with the stiletto, though I don’t know why I bothered.  The door was much less cleverly hidden than the last.  I pulled it open without much trouble and stared into a big, green mass.  I carefully struck it with the dagger.
The green mass thunked back.  Badgelor grunted, “Yeah, I figured I was right outside.”
I considered that for a moment.  Then, I activated Counterspell and began pressing against the green Life Barrier.  The harmonics of it were strange, but, after a few moments, it parted slightly, exposing a giant eyeball.
“Feck, Jim,” said Badgelor.  “Can you make it any bigger?”
“Well, we got time, assuming those yahoos manage the ritual correctly,” I replied, continuing to work on the shield. 
***
“When you said we were going to rescue Beakatrix, I thought you knew where she was,” said Julia, as they quickly moved down another hall.  She knew Dalton was  searching for SueLeeta as well, but she wouldn’t outright admit that was what he was doing.  The knowledge that the Dark Overlord was somewhere nearby was putting Julia on edge.  “Sheblin, puma check!”
“What’s a puma check?” asked the other princess, as Dalton continued scanning the rooms. 
“Please search the area for danger,” said Sir Dalton, frowning back at Julia. “You’ll find the Mayor is quite diligent about checking for danger.  He refers to this as doing a puma check.”
“Why not just say that?” wondered Sheblin, as she did a scan for threats.
“If you wish to explain to the Mayor why he is wrong, please do so at your leisure,” stated Sir Dalton.  “I’ll warn you now, he’s not likely to listen.”
Sheblin frowned but continued following like a good little girl.  Julia didn’t like the threat the second princess presented to her plans with Jim, but Sheblin was mostly harmless.  As long as she remembered her place, she’d be fine.  Julia already knew exactly which Assassin she’d hire if Sheblin forgot. 
Julia would have to be extremely discrete about that.  If Jim figured out she had Assassins at the ready, it would all turn to vinegar.  She certainly didn’t want that.  He was too damn attentive.  Julia glanced at the Knight again and sighed.  The Mayor would have already figured out where Beakatrix was using some arcane combination of skills.
“Where in the hell would a Progenitor even be?” asked Julia.
“Why wasn’t she with you?” asked Sheblin.  They turned another corner, and Sir Dalton stopped.  He sniffed, examining the doorframe.
“She didn’t fit in the torture pods,” said Julia, remembering them bringing the Progenitor into the chamber.  It had been painfully obvious that she was too large to fit.  The Sphinx had discussed removing some body parts but decided against it.  She feared Beakatrix would not survive the sheer number of parts they would have to remove in order to cram her into a pod. 
Dalton stepped into the room, and Julia tensed.  Sheblin had a dagger at the ready, though Julia did not know where it had come from.  Sheblin’s daggers were all engraved with a small griffin, the symbol of her house.  Dalton strolled over to one of several oversized mannequins.  They were all wearing comically large armor. 
As Julia looked through the room, her breath caught in her throat.  In her heart, she had denied that Grebthar and the Dark Overlord were the same person.  As they’d walked through the complex mentioned in so many of the stories, she had still denied it.  The painful fact could no longer be denied.  They were, without a doubt, in Grebthar’s armory.  She stared at the spot where Excalibur and the unpronounceable hammer had once rested.
Sheblin noticed it the instant Julia did.  To her credit, Sheblin immediately realized the full scope of the horror.  “It can't be true.”
“I don’t know how, but the Dark Overlord has corrupted Grebthar,” stated Sir Dalton.  It was then that Sheblin finally swayed.  Grebthar, the unbreakable god, had been broken.
“We have to get Excalibur back,” said Sheblin, “Somehow.”
Sir Dalton thought for a moment.  “According to the stories, a true Princess of Falcon can wield it.”
Sheblin eyed Dalton.  “Those are children’s stories.  It really takes a person with the Swords skill at Master rank or higher.”
“It is supposed to be true,” said Julia.  “The family history backs it up.  The First wielded the blade, and she was only Novice when she first held it.”
“The First?” asked Sir Dalton.
“Queen Julia, first of her name,” stated Sheblin.  “She was also known as Julia the First.  That was back when the Falconians were more original.”
“There is nothing wrong with a sequel,” stated Julia the Four Hundred and Sixty Ninth.  She supposed Sheblin did have somewhat of a point. 
“It’s obvious Grebthar’s weapons are missing,” said Sheblin with a small shake. “What else can we use?”
Julia took a moment to scan the armor.  Despite its incredibly bulk, it was real armor.  The shoulders were enormous, and the blue and gold armor had a strange looking backpack she didn’t recognize.  Several of the suits were holding odd looking swords, crossbows, or both.  Julia didn’t recognize the symbology either.  It consisted of a strangely ornate U shape, with a skull inside and laurels underneath. 
“Ultra,” sounded out Sheblin, as she studied several of the more recognizable characters on the armor.  The provincial also swiped a repeating crossbow when she thought no one was watching.   
Which isn’t a bad idea. 
Julia instinctively reached for one of the Rods of Power but flinched when she saw they all bore Grebthar’s personal sigil.  Last week, she would have died to take one.  Now, she loathed the very idea of touching them.  Searching, she eventually found an unfinished rod of pure Sun-Drenched Oricalcum.  The metal itself was incredibly powerful and would synchronize well with her Holy Magic.  Though not truly a weapon, it would still greatly amplify her spells.  It would have to do. 
Dalton grabbed one of the swords and held it in his hand.  Suddenly, the device started to growl.  Julia scanned it.
●       Void Chain Sword: This weapon was forged by Grebthar.  Consists of several pieces of spun Void to form a chain designed to tear apart an enemy, base Damage 10-20

“This is amazing,” said Sir Dalton, waving the weapon around.  An accidental strike against a suit of armor led to a terrible screeching sound.  The armor was badly scarred from the attack.
“Amazing, yes, but it still doesn’t help us find Beakatrix,” said Julia.  Dalton said nothing about SueLeeta. 
“You say she didn’t fit into the pods,” began Sheblin.  “For a bird, a cage makes for good containment.  I wonder if there’s an aviary?”
Julia was about to snidely respond, but she stopped to consider it.  There were large cages for holding birds, including griffins, in Grebthar’s fortress.  “According to the stories, it would be near the stables.”
Dalton sniffed loudly.  “It's this way!”
***
HarDragon stood, blade drawn.  For a full three seconds, he waited for death to take him.  His shoulders trembled slightly.  An eternity passed, but he finally exhaled.
“She’s not coming,” he said softly.  He felt a flash of pride that he’d actually fought the real Badgelor at the ruined temple, though it was short-lived.  That knowledge warred with the notion that he’d fought the real Mayor.  That was almost worse than the Sphinx, and she had been an outright terror. 
His cheek felt warm, and HarDragon decided it was time to leave.  He had only known of the hidden room in the back of the aviary because Su-Kar had once let it slip.  She was always digging around in the hidden parts of the Sphinx’s lair.  At the time, the information had been meaningless.  Knowing where his ultimate reward lay had meant nothing when he couldn’t possibly reach it. 
Suddenly, his ear flared in pain.  He reached back to swat at the small creature.  It was just about the size of a house cat.   “I’m sorry, I was letting my scales harden,” said HarDragon.  The tiny, nameless dragon rubbed its nose against his cheek. 
Joy filled his heart at the rescue of his dragon’s final child.  This was possibly the only survivor of the dragon’s entire line.  When the Sphinx had entered their lair, both parents, dragons HarDragon had sworn to protect, had died.  Every other Dragon Protector had met the same fate. 
Most of them had died before they even knew they were being attacked.  HarDragon had only been spared because it was convenient.  When it became obvious that the Sphinx was going to kill the adult dragons, the magical creatures had smashed all their eggs, forgetting only one.  The young of powerful creatures, such as dragons and War Badgers, were of great value to beings of the Sphinx’s ilk. 
She had been ready to kill HarDragon when the last egg was spotted.  The Sphinx had spared him, forcing him to tend to it while she plotted.  Eventually, she didn’t need him to tend the egg, but she came up with another use for him. 
If he’d just do one little favor for her, the Sphinx was going to let him raise the dragonling alone.  HarDragon would be long dead before the dragon was an adult, but he could ensure it survived. 
HarDragon would have done anything to save the dragon, so he’d agreed.  He proceeded to do things for the Sphinx that were so terrible they were burned into his soul.  Then, she’d told him of another task.  When that one was completed, he could have the dragon. 
That had been years ago.  His latest task had been his least favorite of all.  He was half-convinced the Sphinx had forced him to utterly betray Julia because she knew how much it would hurt him. 
For that thought, HarDragon got his ear nibbled on again.
HarDragon rubbed the dragon’s forehead.  At this stage of development, the creature looked like a tabby cat.  Fur covered the thin coating of scales that were barely harder than iron.  It roared weakly at Hardragon, sounding more like a meow than anything else.  Then, it settled on his shoulder again, fluttering its wings slightly.  The little one was not even ready to fly yet.
Sword still in hand, HarDragon opened up the secret door and rushed into the aviary.  It was, thankfully, still empty.  The Sphinx had sent her griffins away ages ago.  Only one of the cages was even closed.  HarDragon felt terrible for whatever creature was stuffed in there.  The Sphinx, in a fit of rage, had killed all the aviary handlers when she’d last returned.
Four had spoken to him about that in great detail, which is why the Dragon Protector had been more or less hiding ever since he’d returned.  The Sphinx still considered him mildly useful, which kept him breathing.  That could change at any time.  The results, while quick, were always very lethal. 
“Feck me,” hissed HarDragon, as he moved toward the closed cage.  He had passed it before.  Considering his higher purpose, he’d ignored it.  However, if there was a griffin in there, he could save it, the dragon, and himself.  He could cut through the stable, of course, but getting out through the sky door in the aviary was vastly preferable.  It was also much, much faster.
As they got closer to the cage, the little one sniffed loudly.  HarDragon was glad he had the keys, as there was no way for him to pick the lock.  Before opening the cage, he did a check to ensure the bird inside wasn’t injured or dead.  When he finally opened the cage, someone was bound to be alerted.  It would probably be One, and she didn’t like him. 
Then again, neither did Four.  Or any of the rest of them.
Each copy of the Sphinx had, over the last ten years, come up with their own special and unique reason to hate HarDragon.  He suspected it was mostly because he wasn’t some asshole named Charles, which was a very stupid name.
Inside the cage was a type of large bird that HarDragon didn’t know how to ride.  The thing looked kind of anemic and frail, so it probably wasn’t meant for riding.  Then, its head turned to face him, and he gasped.  A sense of wisdom flowed off the creature like none he had ever felt before.
“A Progenitor,” whispered HarDragon, dropping to one knee before the Holy One.
“Free me,” it clacked.  The holy being had been injured, probably by the Sphinx.  HarDragon had a sacred charge to protect his dragon, but this was a Progenitor.  The little one placed his paw on HarDragon’s cheek, and he knew what he had to do.
Using his keycard, HarDragon opened the cage.
All the alarms in the entire compound went off at once.  The main doorway to the aviary slammed shut, as did the sky door.  Everything happened much faster than HarDragon had anticipated.  Red flashing lights told him that everyone in the entire dungeon knew he was there.
The Progenitor rose in a stately manner and nodded at him, totally unconcerned with the lights and alarms.  She whispered something to the dragon, and it pointed toward a spot directly opposite the hidden room HarDragon had found him in. 
Ignoring decorum, HarDragon leapt from the upper railing and ran to the spot the dragon had indicated.  It only took him a moment to find the panel and pry it back, revealing a second series of runes.  Su-Kar had used her Ritual skill to figure out the combination to only the first hidden room.  She hadn’t known about the second one. 
Panicking, HarDragon saw there wasn’t even a lock to try to pick.  He turned and watched in wonder, as the Progenitor casually waved her hand.  A small metal disk appeared on the panel.  For a moment, it looked like the device was going to break the encryption and open the lock.  Then, HarDragon noticed the Progenitor moving away.  The little dragon had taken cover behind his back.
“Well, shit,” said HarDragon, as the breaching charge detonated. 
***
“Dum Dum, you utter and total Dum Dum,” said Shart.  Obviously, Dum Dum had tripped an alarm.  That was the only reasonable explanation.  It was always Dum Dum’s fault. 
Fortunately, the arcane infrastructure of the lair was easy for an Elder Demon.  Shart simply used his vast and immeasurable knowledge to bypass the trap that was supposed to cause the exit shaft to slam shut.  Instead, he just told it that it was already shut, while leaving it wide open for everyone to escape. 
“Where is Jim?” yelled a voice behind him.  Shart was trying to figure out if it came from an innie or an outie.  He turned around and spotted an innie. 
“I know you!  You’re. . .AvaSophia,” said Shart.  Yeah, that sounded right.
“I’ll not ask again,” said SueLeeta.  She looked different than Shart sort of remembered her, kind of.  He was pretty sure she had been a woman last time, and the burnt skin was a decent improvement.  The crossbow pointing at him was just the way he liked his women, violent.
“He’s in the compound, probably fighting the Dark Overlord,” replied Shart, unconcerned.
“How are you so far away from him?  I thought a bonded demon had to be close to its slave,” stated SueLeeta, continuing to point the crossbow at him.  Shart guessed he was supposed to feel threatened.  Seriously, unless she had a Bolt of Demon Slaying in there, he was in absolutely no danger.  That particular ammo would be glowing white.  It also wouldn't kill him.  However, it would banish him back to Limbo and make resummoning him a chore.  Plus, it would hurt worse than a vacation to Jersey.  
Shart was actually wondering if he should be impressed.  She was pointing that weapon at a demon’s second most painful spot to be shot.  That could indicate the mortal had actually taken the Demon Lore skill.  Why?  Just to protect Dum Dum? 
“I’m his familiar, actually,” said Shart, a bit insulted.  “Dum Dum is off, what is the expression?  Being a moron?  No, that’s not right.  Wait. . .Jiming it up!  That’s it.”
“I need you to pass a message to him then, familiar,” said SueLeeta, stepping closer to the Demon Door.  Consequently, she was also much closer to the demon.
As a matter of course, Shart considered refusing.  Obviously, the foolish mortal threatening him had no idea what she was messing with.  Still, Jim probably wanted “a sex” with her or something.  Old Shart would have let Jim and his NFT’s rot, but new Shart wanted his non-functioning testicles to function!  “Sure, one second.” 
Shart tried to get his Dum Dum on the line.  All he got was static, which was, of course, impossible.  Even if you somehow blocked the Familiar Bond, the Demon Bond was an Essence Bond.  It worked directly through Limbo.  Shart had even used it recently, while he was in the compound. 
The entire lair was in an extradimensional space, designed to conceal it from essence scans.  Such a fortress would have been next to impossible to find.  Most searches were conducted at the tower, and even the tower’s <system> hadn’t located the place.  It didn’t sit right with Shart.  Even making an Essence blocker would have been resource intensive.  It would require an admin level command to pull that off.  Something didn’t quite add up, and Shart was beginning to consider strange possibilities.  Then, he saw a bright, white light.
“I need you to send a message to your master, Jim.  Can you do that, you little, red asshole?” asked SueLeeta carefully, pointing the glowing white crossbow bolt directly at his chest.  She was specifically aiming at his glorpalizer.  Shart swallowed.  That was the sixth most painful demonic organ to get shot in. 
“Why do you have a Bolt of Demon Slaying?” Shart asked uncomfortably.
“Because my friend is a fool who consorts with demons.  I don’t care if he is the Mayor.  Demons are always bad news,” said SueLeeta.  Stamina began to fuel her shot.  “He told me he had you under control.”
“But, he’s Jim,” said Shart.
“Exactly,” said SueLeeta, adjusting her aim to Shart’s second heart.  It would really suck when she hit.  A lesser intellectual might think that shifting between vital organs would be an improvement.  Unfortunately, Shart had already scanned her.  SueLeeta had multiple weak Demon Slaying Bolts on her.  In other words, she could start with something survivable and work her way up.   
“I can’t get him!  They are in an Essence trap that I can’t penetrate,” hissed Shart quickly.  SueLeeta hesitated, so he carried on, “Even if you blast me, you need to give this to him.  It's the Crown of Windfall.  I only had three pieces, and I had to rig up the connections with Living Metal.”
“So, you don’t care if I shoot you?” asked SueLeeta, steadying her aim.
“Of course I care!  You still need to give that to Jim, so he can fight the Dark Overlord.  It's critical,” said Shart, swallowing.  “You should also know, if you banish me, the passage to the lair will close.  My magic is the only thing keeping it open.”
That caused SueLeeta’s finger to relax on the trigger.  She didn’t have magical sight, but she could see the passageway.  Unlike literally everything else, it didn’t have blinking red lights.  Obviously, that was because the passage didn’t need them.  That only made sense if the whole passageway shut down during an emergency.
“Throw it to me,” said SueLeeta, gesturing toward the crown.
“No chance in Jersey! That’s 75% of the Crown of Windfall!” yelled Shart. 
“You can’t leave here and have the door remain open.  I’ll take the crown to Jim,” said SueLeeta.  Now, it was Shart’s turn to pause.  She was a mortal.  That automatically meant she would screw this up.  On the other hand, with his vastly accelerated time scale, Shart had a lot of time to stare.  The damn crossbow was still pointed directly at him.
“Here,” said the demon, tossing her the crown.
SueLeeta grabbed the artifact and stared at it.  “This is the actual crown?  It feels like it’s made of heavy-duty paper.”  The paper was weaker than a board but stronger than a playing card.  It wrapped into a perfect circle on the bottom.  The pieces of the artifact were affixed to the top with a whopper of effort. 
“That’s Living Metal.  I didn’t have much to work with,” replied the demon. 
“Fine,” stated SueLeeta, turning toward the lair, “But if you’re lying to me, I’ll shoot you in your fifth testicle.”
She had studied her Demon Lore.  That was the very worst place for a demon to get shot.   
***
“Why did you have the lich’s jar?” I groaned, shoving the screaming undead into my storage.
“I was minding my own business, and it flew down the chute and smacked me in the head,” hissed Badgelor, looking through the energy shield.  “Even for you, this is a stupid idea.  That’s saying something!”
“Now!” I yelled.
Badgelor’s head erupted from the green barrier.  “This isn’t going to work!”
“Not with that attitude,” I yelled.  I focused my Counterspell skill on the shield and pushed at it with full force.  The field fluctuated slightly.  Badgelor’s magically resistant force pushed into it again.
“I am not going to fit,” he yelled. 
●       Power Lift Activated

Jamming my hands behind Badgelor’s ears, I began to pull hard on the edges of magic.  I was hopeful that the extra force would give my badger the tiny amount of space he needed to squeeze out. 
“Didn’t you level up at all?” asked Badgelor, as I struggled with the barrier.
“Of course, I did!  I was just going over my options,” I grunted, as I checked my options.
I’d gone up two levels in Wizard.  I dumped another perk into Magical Resistance and spent my Talent Points on an untethered Portal Rune.  The rune would let me, at substantial cost, create a Portal Anchor that could be moved while active.  I was sure that would eventually be useful.  I saw an option to warp space, but it was an attack.  I doubted it would work on Badgelor. 
I did pick up a few new spells, but the dense Life Shield was too strong.  My dimensional storage grew quite a bit larger, too.  Now, I could store any and all of my gear in it and recall it back to my person.  That was handy, though not particularly useful at the moment. 
Monk had stopped leveling at level 15, because I had not picked a Path.  That choice was simple.  I chose Fist of the Northern Badger, which granted more Magical Resistance, as well as general Damage resistance.  Better still, I was able to use my Talent Points to improve my Badger’s Stance.  I would be able to keep it active continuously without tying up my Mana. 
The Sorcerer Path was a bit more complicated.  Most of the good Damage Resistance Paths for Sorcerer were either dragon or demon related.  I checked out the Demon-Blooded Sorcerer Path and discovered, to my absolute complete and total horror, that you gained powers by removing bits of your guts and slapping in demon parts instead.  Hard pass, thank you very much. 
The Path of the Ascended Dragon Knight looked more interesting.  As I brought up the menu to check on it, Badgelor snapped at me.  “What was that for?”
“I don’t know.  I just sensed treason,” said Badgelor uncomfortably.  “I’m sorry.”
I began to check the menu again, and Badgelor started a low growl. 
Moving to the third option, I saw Plasmatic Blood.  It supercharged your Mana cores by allowing the Plasma in your blood to process the Mana type of Plasma.  Of my three options, Plasma sounded like the least likely to get me murdered. 
I selected Plasmatic Blood and gained an extra 100 Hit Points and Stamina.  I also got an extra 40 Mana. 
Armed with these new powers, I activated Badger’s Stance, powered up my blood with Plasma, and put everything I had into bending the shield away.  Nothing happened, but it was a far more impressive nothing than before.
“Try draining it,” yelled Badgelor, as the shield began to constrict around him.  I focused on my Path’s draining abilities, but I was already filled with magic.  Focusing further, I activated the Magical Font Draining ability that Shart granted me. 
It didn’t drain magic so much as it drained some critical bit of essence from an object.  I didn’t quite understand it, but that was par for the course.  I’d never tried it on an Energy Barrier before, and the results were not great.
●       Maximum level increased by .01.  Keep trying!

“FECK.”
***
“The way is blocked, “ said Sir Dalton, pounding his fist on the door to the aviary. 
“There must be another way in,” sighed Julia, looking back through the well-appointed hallway.  They had just passed by the companions’ quarters, and the urge to go to Leia’s room had nearly overwhelmed her.  Regrettably, now was not the time for it.  It's not like Jim would be there. 
“Wait, Season 3,” gasped Sheblin, tapping the side of her head.
Julia considered Season 3 and frowned.  “What about it?”
“When Grebthar’s fortress was invaded by minions of the Dark Overlord, didn’t they get into the stables from the east?” asked Sheblin.
“Through the aviary,” nodded Julia, remembering the scene.  “Grebthar, Badgelor, and Leia were surprised when they returned from the Cliffs of Eternity.”
“So?” asked Sir Dalton, confused. 
“The Dark Overlord’s minions snuck in through a hidden entrance in the aviary.  Grebthar traced it back to the Source Tap in the Arcane Vault,” explained Julia, recalling the intruders’ path.
“Which has an entrance right next to the lava chamber.”  Sheblin added.  For the stories, lava chamber was much better than torture room.
“That means there’s another path,” said Sir Dalton, turning.  The Knight was immediately stopped in his tracks.
“I didn’t much care for Season 3,” said a perfect voice.  “I always liked Season 5 best.  Everyone almost died in Season three.”
***
HarDragon was still picking bits of door from his armor.  He was also quietly hating the Progenitor.  Emerging from a narrow hallway, he found himself in the Arcane Vault.  It felt empty of magic.  HarDragon looked around, dearly hoping the large, stupid bird had wandered off.  He hadn’t seen her since she’d gotten her Invisolator working. 
The little one hissed slightly and pulled tight against HarDragon’s neck.  The tiny dragon was too small to have much in the way of Mana reserves.  In this place, it was necessary for it to be close to HarDragon’s Mana Network.  “We won’t be here long.”
HarDragon’s eyes were drawn straight to the ritual circle.  He wasn’t nearly as versed in ritual circles as a caster like Su-Kar, but he knew that thing didn’t belong in this room.  The room was full of Progenitor artifacts.  While he’d gone through more than a few of their ancient towers, he’d never seen any real magic in them.  He also recognized Su-Kar’s handwriting. 
“Phil?” he asked cautiously.  “I’m not here to fight.  I’m just leaving.”
He heard the footsteps behind him, close enough that HarDragon knew he was in danger.  Phil’s steps hesitated, indicating he hadn’t yet decided to kill HarDragon.  Phil he could take.  Su-Kar was a different story, for an entirely different reason. 
While Hardragon didn’t understand the vast change in their relationship, he did know Su-Kar favored area of effect spells.  HarDragon couldn’t risk the little one. 
“I am here,” slurred Su-Kar, stepping out from behind a large piece of equipment.  “The Sphinx is dead.  There is nothing binding us here.”
HarDragon nodded.  “I shall not keep you.  I’m leaving this place for good.”
Su-Kar looked at him for a moment, and HarDragon noticed something very wrong with her.  Her flesh was pale, somehow wrong.  Even the little dragon sensed it.  Its tiny nose poked out from behind his neck and sniffed.
The Sorceress watched the dragon, tilting her head slightly.  Phil approached him slowly, staring at the little one.  “You saved him?”
HarDragon practically leapt back from the wight Phil had become.  He landed, his sword at the ready, as he prepared for a fighting withdrawal to the other door.
“Peace, HarDragon,” said Phil, holding up his hands.  “It's a long story, but we have not lost our minds to the hunger.” 
“Yes, the Mayor sent us here to recover our lives,” explained Su-Kar sadly.  “Alas, he thought too much of my abilities.”
“Love, do not say that.  I am sure you can figure this out,” said Phil.  That was far more terrifying than Phil being a wight.  Phil had been, at his best, rough to deal with.  Furthermore, he had always possessed an extra load of cranky bastard for Su-Kar.  Now, they had come together in some dark and terrible way.  It was almost beautiful.
Of course, Phil was still Phil, and his glance at Su-Kar spoke volumes.  HarDragon was about to violently correct him, but Su-Kar slurred, “This ritual requires Life Mana.  We could not get that from an adult dragon, let alone a whelp.”
Phil, to his credit, looked horrified.  He stepped back several paces.  “We haven’t completely overcome the hunger.  It's getting worse.”
“HarDragon,” said Su-Kar, “please leave.  Phil believes in me, but I don’t think I can manage this.  I’d like to go out on my own terms.”
HarDragon could hear the utter despair in her voice.  He had worked with Phil and Su-Kar for years.  He had gone drinking with the cultured woman in the finest wineries in Falcon, and he had hit the worst dive bars with Phil.  They were work friends, but they were his friends.  “Is there anything I can do?”
“Not unless you have a Mana Discombobulator,” chuckled Su-Kar, trying to wipe away a tear that wouldn’t quite come.
“Take it,” said the Progenitor, in a voice of supreme annoyance.  She rematerialized next to Su-Kar, a strange looking orb in her hand.  “Can we go now?”
***
Julia knew from the second the battle started that they were doomed.  The only reason any of them were still alive was because the Dark Overlord was fecking with them. 
Sir Dalton had charged straight in with his new toy, slicing at the Dark Overlord with all the power he could muster.  None of his strikes found their target.  The Dark Overlord was like a shadow; every slash the Knight made missed.
Julia’s attacks were a bit more successful.  At least they forced the Dark Overlord to block.  He was using Toomen’s hammer to shatter disk after disk with contemptible ease.  Sheblin had even used her sneak attack skills to ambush the Dark Overlord while he was otherwise occupied. 
That hadn’t caused a single point of Damage.
“Now that you are finished, would you care to tell me how you all escaped your pods?” asked the Dark Overlord.
“Run,” said Sheblin, grabbing Julia and darting down a side hallway.  Julia allowed herself to be pulled along.  She would not be another Falconian princess that ran from the Dark Overlord, but it wasn’t like he was going to let her escape.  Maybe Sheblin had an idea. 
Sir Dalton only hesitated for a moment.  Then, he followed them. 
“Where are we going?” asked Julia, as they cut down hallway after hallway.  She threw up a barrier behind Dalton, blocking the entire passage off. 
“The Chamber of Light should be through that door,” yelled Sheblin, pointing.  “Walker built it to contain the Dark Overlord.”
It wouldn’t work.  Julia knew that in her heart.  Perhaps they could do a bit of Damage if the Dark Overlord killed them, though.  When the Dark Overlord killed them. 
The Chamber of Light was a large, glittery circular room.  In ancient terms, it was referred to as a Disco Ball.  A single bridge ran through the middle of the chamber.  A smaller disco ball dangled from the center of the ceiling, shooting light in all directions. 
There were no shadows in the Chamber of Light.  Sir Dalton realized why they were there as soon as he stepped inside. 
The Dark Overlord entered next, spying Julia and Sheblin on the bridge.  He was forced to use his shadow-drenched arm to block the light.
●       Death from Above:  Sir Dalton has executed a Death From Above attack with his chain sword.  The Dark Overlord takes 0 points of Damage.

Julia fired three disks in rapid succession.  The first two missed.  The third parted through his shadowy form, causing more Damage.  Sheblin fired her crossbow, striking the Dark Overlord in the eye.
He stoically stood there and chuckled.  Julia watched his Hit Points top back off.  “I see you raided my armory.  It doesn’t matter what you do.  None of you can actually hurt me.”
“My gut doesn’t believe you,” yelled Sir Dalton, slashing over and over again with his sword.  As the blade passed through without resistance, each wound healed instantaneously.
“The crystal,” yelled Julia.  “It's the source of his power.  He’s hiding it!”
“This?” asked the Dark Overlord, causing the crystal to grow from his palm. “She’s quite right.  Give it a whack.”
Dalton hissed, bringing his chain sword down violently.  There was a spray of sparks, and the weapon sputtered out uselessly.  Sheblin took aim next, firing a bolt straight into the place her perks told her was the weakest part of the crystal.  The bolt shattered against it, causing no Damage. 
Julia summoned up everything she had, letting power fill her.  This was her moment.  She remembered when, as a little girl, she had asked her mother about her trait.  Mother had explained that, when she really needed it for the good of the kingdom, she would know what her trait was for.  That was now; the moment had arrived.
●       Fire of Conviction: Your whole life has been building to this point.  Spell Damage doubled.

●       Forceful Wind’s Saw: You have activated your Bloodline talent, Force Mastery, your base spell Damage is doubled.  Master Ranked Spell.  Base damage + 40 from Sun-Drenched Oricalcum rod, unworked.  160 Holy/160 Severing, bonus Damage from perks, talents, and others.  Total Damage 1760 Holy/1760 Severing

The chamber filled with golden light, brighter than the sun.  The largest disk Julia had ever generated formed over her head.  It was a disk worthy of Julia the First, worthy of Leia herself, had Leia actually been a caster.  “I cast you out, Dark Overlord!  The might of the entire Falconian Union of Crown and Kingdom I deny you.  Perish!”
For his part, the Dark Overlord seemed entirely unimpressed with her efforts.  He might have a Counterspell ready, but Julia had been practicing with the Mayor.  He might have resistances, but she had perk after perk for overcoming them.  He might just be stupid.  For that, she prayed to Steve.  She prayed to Tony.  She prayed to Natasha.  Hell, she even prayed to Clint.  She didn’t pray to Grebthar, though.  Taking a deep breath, she let the disk fly.
All Julia’s hopes and faith filled that disk.  It covered the gap between her and the Dark Overlord, shattering uselessly against the crystal. The Dark Overlord laughed.  He took a step toward her. . .and stumbled.
The crystal, which had proven impervious to every other attack, had a small crack running down the side.  For the briefest of moments, the Dark Overlord looked afraid.  Then, shadows encased his body, sucking in all the light.  As the crystal vanished, the room went eerily dark.  Julia heard Dalton move in for another attack.  As the Dark Overlord struck him, the wet sound of flesh on flesh filled the darkness.
The light returned just as Dalton was smashed into the bridge.  He hit so hard the pure white path was dented.  The Knight lay still, his skull bloody and bruised.
“How did you do that?” screamed the Dark Overlord. 
Sheblin charged in, firing her crossbow.  The Dark Overlord ignored her.  Sheblin leaped at him while summoning a pair of daggers with her house’s sigil engraved on them.  Julia dazedly remembered an old adage.  “A Rogue is never unarmed as long as one of their weapons exists.”  The Dark Overlord avoided every strike and cast a blast of wind toward Sheblin.  She was knocked off the path, which sent her careening hundreds of feet below.
“You don’t know, do you?” asked the Dark Overlord.  He towered over Julia’s failure of a body.  “Another worthless tool. Normally, I’d show you a trick, but I’m going to have to do this the old fashioned way.  Any last words?”
“Puma check,” hissed Julia.
“You afraid I’m going to puma pants?” chuckled the Dark Overlord.  Then, his eyes shot down.  He was staring at the foot of steel sticking from his chest.
“Who doesn’t know how to do a puma check?” asked the Mayor of Windfall. 




Chapter 53: Battle of the Disco Ball

Grebthar’s head rotated 180 degrees.  Facing me, he smiled.  “Well, you have to know that doesn’t hurt.”
“Let me tell you what hurts, Bub,” I said, casting Divine Smite.  My blade flared to life.  Considering the asshole hadn’t even bothered to remove the weapon sticking through his chest, it did full Damage.
Sadly, full Damage was not enough to kill Grebthar.  All it did was annoy him.  That was good enough for me. 
“You’ve improved,” said Grebthar coldly.
“It's finally a day that ends in Y,” I replied.
“The fuck does that mean?” growled Grebthar.  He backhanded me with enough force to knock me back several paces.  That’s all that happened, though, which only served to further annoy him. 
“Well,” stated Grebthar, “It seems you are doing a semi-competent job pretending to be me.  However, I was never much into displays of physical prowess.  Let me show you a real trick.”
Fire began to gather in Grebthar’s palm.  The ball rapidly expanded from the size of his fist to the size of a watermelon.  Still, he gathered more power.  I readied my  Counterspell, watching as his spell wobbled slightly.  Frowning, Grebthar continued to gather power.  As his orb of fire expanded, he eventually overwhelmed my Counterspell.
“Only human,” he muttered, launching the Fireball at me.  I was already in menu time.  I activated Blink and materialized behind him.  My sword was in mid swing. 
Grebthar’s hand moved faster than I could even track.  He reached for his own sword, but his hand snatched at nothing.  A second Divine Smite cleaved him from shoulder to crotch.  Then, the Fireball passed through Grebthar as if he wasn’t even there.  It exploded directly in my face.
●       Bouncing Betty Fireball: 870 base Damage.  Resistance check: Badger’s Stance, Dragon Scales, Counterspell, Anti-Magic Barrier.  Damage reduced vs Fire by 93%.  60 Damage remaining.  Ring of Protection reduces all Damage taken by 25%.  You have suffered 45 points of Damage. 

I landed next to Julia and Dalton, my smoldering sword at the ready.  Dalton looked rough, so I cast Regeneration on him before checking on Julia.   “If you are not too busy, I could use some help here.”
Julia stared at me for a moment.  Then, I felt a magical barrier settling on my person.  She was reinforcing my armor.  I activated Thrust and pointed straight toward the asshole.  My current rank, along with the Thrust talent, nearly tore my arm from the socket as I rocketed at him. 
Grebthar’s hand snapped back in a motion I recognized as a Telekinetic Pull.  “I don’t know how you got Excalibur, but you are going to regret it.”  Technically, I didn’t steal it.  I didn’t have that specific perk at the moment, though the Quick Steal perk was unlocked for my companions to share.  Time seemed to slow.  Grebthar pulled the sword into his palm. 
The sword hadn’t come alone.  Badgelor released his grip on Excalibur when he was close enough and slammed into Charles’ back.  The badger quickly expanded to his War Form, tearing huge chunks of flesh from the monster.  I helped, racing in with my own sword and slashing whatever bits exposed themselves. 
“The crystal!” screamed Julia, and I remembered it.  Somewhere in the heart of the monster Charles had become was a crystal.  That crystal was his weak spot. 
Charles flung Badgelor straight at me and moved away.  I Dodged underneath the mighty War Badger.  Badgelor flipped through the air like a cat, jamming his claws through the nearly unbreakable bridge.  Charles hadn’t gotten off clean.  There was a massive chunk of godly flesh missing from his shoulder.  As I slid under Badgelor, I again came face to face with Charles.  Using Divine Smite, I chopped off Grebthar’s right leg at the knee.
Grebthar’s leg reattached itself before he even had a chance to stumble.  The god of magic and dickheads was already casting another spell.  Massive spikes of ice appeared in the air.  It was just a handful at first, but those were soon joined by dozens more.  He aimed all of them at Badgelor and let loose.
More than a dozen shattered against Badgelor’s magically resistant fur.  Dozens more gave the War Badger little more than superficial cuts.  One, however, pierced his eye, giving the mighty Badgelor pause.  Charles sagged slightly from the exertion.  Julia and I were covered in fine scratches caused by the tiny shards of ice that had shattered off the larger icicles. 
Two purple rays erupted from Badgelor’s eyes, slamming into Charles’ hastily generated barrier.  The barrier wobbled but held.  “That’s just disappointing, “ sighed Badgelor, glaring at the Dark Overlord.  “Old tricks?”
It was then that I noticed something horribly disturbing.  Charles was crying. 
“You don’t get to do that!” screamed Badgelor, charging his former friend.  He smashed Grebthar to the ground and drove his claws through, impaling the Dark Overlord.  He brought back another paw to take off the Dark Overlord’s head.  Before the badger could strike, the entire room seemed to warp. 
Badgelor was flung back several logs, his massive bulk and Magical Resistance saving him.  Julia and I fared less well.  She was flung back down the bridge, coming to a stop at the opposite doorway.  I missed a bridge landing entirely and began the long fall to the bottom of the chamber.
As I tumbled into oblivion, I realized the room’s outer wall was made entirely of sharp crystals that somehow refracted light back to the center.  The whole room was a disco ball inside a disco ball. 
I didn’t have time to mentally process the full ramifications of that.  I noticed a young woman desperately clinging to a thin wire that dangled from the bridge.  Using Airborne Control, I flung myself in that direction.  Wrapping my hand around the same thin wire, I slid down.  The wire was oddly wet, and I was barely able to stop myself before my feet reached her hands.
“Hi, Sheblin,” I offered, glancing down at her.
She looked up at me in terror.  It was possible to think of adventurers as action heroes, but there were limits.  Apparently, fighting the Dark Overlord was hers.  She was down to about 30% of her Hit Points.  Glancing at the wire, I realized I’d slid so far because it was liberally soaked with the young woman’s blood.   I cut my Regeneration from Dalton, hoping he’d had enough, and applied it to her. 
I reached down and grabbed her by the wrist.  Then, I started swinging on the wire.  Sheblin realized I was about to go fight the Dark Overlord again, and she began to struggle weakly.  With Airborne Control and Flight, I was able to get nearly level with the bridge by the third swing. 
With one arm, I tossed Sheblin toward a door.  With the other arm, I pulled myself up.  It was no easy feat, and I burned through a great deal of Stamina.  Dalton tried to snatch Sheblin out of the air.  Julia used a barrier to perform a last moment correction, because I’d thrown Sheblin a bit too hard.
In my absence, Charles had resorted to tearing out slabs of the nearly indestructible bridge and flinging them at Badgelor.  It was doing an inconsequential amount of Damage to the War Badger’s hide. 
“You are surrounded, Grebthar,” I proclaimed, flanking the bastard. 
“Both your builds are nearly magic proof, and you have the ring,” hissed Charles.  He had yet to regrow the chunk Badgelor had torn from his shoulder.  While the arm Badgelor ripped free had regrown, it was noticeably thinner than the other arm. 
I wondered if I could drain the crystal.  It was probably our best shot at permanently killing Charles.  Watching the small crystal move, I realized the task was going to be next to freaking impossible.  It would be better to shatter it with my sword.
Badgelor started walking forward.  “I said I was going to eat you.”
“If you eat the crystal, you will die,” said Charles.
“Badger’s Promise,” replied Badgelor.  It didn’t matter how many wounds I’d seen Charles take.  Those words were what seemed to break something inside him.
“No, I will not,” he said, thrusting one hand at me and the other at Badgelor. 
I heard a loud, ominous crack, and the massive disco ball in the center of the room broke free.  It slammed into Badgelor but did not shatter.  It sort of bounced over him without breaking.  The War Badger grunted but continued toward Charles.  Charles used a different spell on me.
●       Almighty Push: Reduces all friction around the target to zero, applies a tremendous force from the direction of the caster. 

My Magical Resistance worked like a champ against the push, dropping the force of it by nearly 85%.  Instead of going for leagues, I was only going to go until friction stopped me.  Unfortunately, friction and I weren’t on speaking terms.  To the shock of my party, I went skidding from the room.
In the moments it took to cross the distance, I saw the massive disco ball slam against Badgelor two more times.  The second impact was so great, the entire bridge shattered.  By the time I stopped sliding, I was far away from the battle.  Everything was quiet.  There was, however, a new problem.  I’d stopped sliding by slamming against a pair of brown boots. 
I looked up to see several pairs of fierce brown eyes.  Groaning, I managed a weak, “You?”
“Me, Me, Me,” said a chorus of voices.
“Me, too,” smiled One.   




Chapter 54: The Sphinx, part Deux

Dalton desperately shook his head, trying to clear the cobwebs.  “Brain, status report?”
“Peanut butter,” replied his brain. 
That did not bode well.  Dalton knew his brain functioned primarily as a blood cooler.  In his damaged state, his incredible, hot-blooded body would soon overwhelm that compact and efficient organ.  Even now, his arms were barely functional, obviously due to overheating. 
●       Critical Condition: internal bleeding.

Thank goodness.  Inside was where his blood was supposed to be. It seemed odd to Sir Dalton to feel so banged up, considering how unimportant his injuries were.
Sheblin was talking to him.
“Ears, what the hell?” considered Sir Dalton.  His magnificent ears had never failed him.  Neither had his arms, but those were both useless now.  Everything was starting to go dark.  Sheblin was panicking, probably because of the darkness.  She was always such a sweet girl.  Rose had always looked up to her, because she was so steady.  Sir Dalton wondered what was causing her to panic now?
●       You have received Treatment: Internal Bleeding Injury healed.  Skull fracture: Healed. 

“What the hell is Badgelor doing?” asked Julia, as the mighty badger slumped onto Dalton’s shoulders.
“Rared Rhill,” muttered the half-crushed War Badger.  “Rim has Reatment.”
“Well, I’ll have to thank that Rared Rhill gentleman for teaching you,” offered Sir Dalton, shaking off the minor injuries that plagued his form. 
“The Mayor can share his Treatment skill with you,” marveled Julia.  Dalton wondered at that.  Sure, Treatment was a rare skill, but Dalton was his BFF.  Sharing  was to be expected. 
“We need to leave,” said Sheblin, looking around the group.  “Princess?”
“I’m coming,” said Julia, reaching down and grabbing something.  As she turned to Dalton, tears pricked her eyes.  She was wielding Excalibur.  It was a great moment, worthy of being included in the stories. 
“Hurry up,” stated Dalton, breaking her from her reverie.  “There is no sheath.  You are going to have to hold that.”
“Only a true princess can wield it,” said Julia, fondling the sword obscenely.  Dalton coughed slightly.  Then, he spotted the old symbol engraved on the blade.   The intertwined snakes were found on most swords designed to be used only by Masters. 
Strangely, Blots had such a symbol engraved on the wall of his house.  When Dalton got to Master rank, he was going to try to wield that house. 
“Certainly,” growled Sheblin.  Dalton noticed both her hands were blackened and wondered what had happened.  She glanced over at Dalton.  “What is your rank with One-Handed Swords?”
“Advanced,” answered the Knight.  He’d not had the time to practice much lately.  Master was close, but he was still a little ways off.  He could see Sheblin’s point, though.  A Master could wield Excalibur without the bloodline requirement, and Julia had never seriously held a sword before. 
Given that Excalibur could slice through anything, he might wield it awkwardly, too, just not that awkwardly.  Hands wouldn’t shame him by holding a weapon like that. 
“How bad is Badgelor?” asked Sheblin.
“Rad,” Badgelor murmured.
At least he’s doing radically well, thought Sir Dalton.  That didn’t make sense, because the badger’s back half was smashed flat.  Unlike Sir Dalton and Sheblin, Julia spoke War Badger, so she was speaking to Badgelor in his native language. 
“Where is Jim?” asked Julia, as the group moved through an unfamiliar section of the lair.  Dalton had never been that involved in reading Grebtharian myths.  The ones he did read to his girls were the more adventurous kind.  Those stories usually involved the Dashing Dandies.  Running through the back hallways of Grebthar’s fortress was never an idea he would have entertained.  Even the notion that he’d reformed the Dashing Dandies was something that still brought him joy. 
“The Hall of Heroes is this way, I think,” said Sheblin, cutting down a corner.  The hallway opened into a massive hall.  The only piece of furniture was a long, dusty table that seemed to stretch on forever. 
“Miss me?” asked a voice.
***
When I’d defeated the Sphinx before, I’d gotten enough Experience to level up a few times.  I’d also received a few Talent Points in a few of my Paths.  Even with all the leveling I had done, I was still nowhere near her level.
●       Jim: Wizard 17: Dimensional Wizard

●       Sorcerer 15: Plasmatic Blood

●       Monk 15: Fist of the Northern Badger (locked)

●       Hit Points: 1400

●       Stamina: 1410

●       Mana: 730

“Like, what I totally don’t understand. . .” said One, tapping on a tooth with one of her daggers.  It was one of her poisoned daggers.  It was one of her poisoned daggers that's Acidic Poison was burning holes through the stone floor but didn’t seem to be bothering her AT ALL.  “What I don’t understand is, like, how you have that many Hit Points at level 17.”
“Like, I’m fer sure the Mayor,” I hissed back, as my wounds continued to seal.  In the last clash, I’d gotten three of the copies.  The copies were all level 57, but they each only had around 200 Hit Points.  They were next to impossible to hit, but, if you could manage it, they went down easily. If only they stayed down. 
One tilted her head and sneered.  “No, like, I’ve totally fought with the Mayor before.  You are not him.”
“Can we just kill him?” asked Two.
“Like, what about Bashara?” asked One, frowning.
“Can you lose the accent, please, Queen Boush?” Three requested.  I’d double decapitated her last respawn.  Double decapitation is a process that requires exact timing.  First, you decapitate someone.  Then, you use Treatment to reattach the head while someone is making a copy.  Doing so screws up the copying process, killing the person making the copy.  To finish up, you decapitate the one you just healed.  They had not been what one would call pleased with me after that. 
“Fine,” hissed One, flustered.  “Where is our Bashara?”
“What?” I asked, suspecting a trick.
“Our Bashara?  She sent a letter about you, and you said you saw her.  Where is she?” asked One in a clipped tone. 
“So, you sent Bashara after me?” I asked.
“Please, we sent Bashara out for reasons entirely unrelated to you.  She’s just lucky to have stumbled upon you,” answered One.
“Not that lucky,” I grinned.  One was so furious, she actually turned red. 
“Okay, first we torture him.  Then, he tells us about Bashara,” said Two.
***
“Leeroy Jenkins,” yelled Dalton, invoking the Grebtharian Saint of Improbable Victory.  As the Knight closed, Grebthar actually paused.  It was as if he somehow understood the reference to some obscure saint. 
“What are the odds of this working?” Julia hissed.
“I’d say about 32.33, repeating,” replied Sheblin.
Dalton exploded from the floor, ready for battle.  He was trying out his new weapon, a combination of a chainsaw and a chain blade.  He brought the blade up in a two-handed grip.  Due to his long association with Jim, Dalton also knew right how to cripple a man.
“Right in the eggs,” hissed Sheblin, as the blade revved up and began spraying Divine Flesh everywhere.  If that bothered the Dark Overlord, he didn’t show it.  After a moment, Grebthar backhanded Dalton with enough force that Julia could see a shockwave. 
The Knight knocked over six oversized chairs before skidding to a stop.  Sheblin flung two daggers at the Dark Overlord’s face.  He evaded, and she narrowly avoided getting smashed flat by a Telekinetic Fist. 
“Hold, fiend,” cried Julia, holding up the sword.  Maybe she could buy them some time to escape. 
“Give me back my sword,” snapped Grebthar.  It was a tone that did not allow for challenges.  Instantly, Julia felt her hands weaken.  A flash of anger boiled out of Excalibur, and she felt a ghostly hand protectively closing over hers.  When she shrugged off the Dark Overlord’s command, she stood alone, just like the Julia of legend.  She was still wielding Excalibur.
Of course, Julia the First had been a Paladin and had trained to use the sword since she was a child. 
“Stupid fecking princesses,” hissed the Dark Overlord, opening his palm and gathering a huge amount of power.  He grinned, as he turned the energy toward the fallen Sir Dalton.  “Give me the sword.  Otherwise, I will destroy your friend.”
“No, Julia, don’t.  He’s just going to betray you,” pleaded Sheblin.  She noticed the Princess of Falcon had not moved one hair at the Dark Overlord’s pronouncement.  “Oh.”
“Seriously?  Not even to save his life?”  The Dark Overlord smiled horrendously. “You know, I always did like you Falconian girls.  You’ve got nerve, that’s for sure.”
The Dark Overlord was so close.  With her Mana Sight attuned, she could see the crystal bobbing up and down in his chest.  Even if it killed her, and Julia was quite confident that it would, destroying the Dark Overlord was worth it.  She just regretted using her one and only Force Point on the earlier attack.  Still, she had Excalibur.  Where her meager powers had failed her, the unbending sword that could cut through anything would succeed.
Several things happened simultaneously.  Dalton suddenly went skidding away, and a crossbow bolt sunk into the forehead of the Dark Overlord.  As the bolt detonated, it blew his head clean off.  The Fireball he had been preparing discharged, obliterating a chunk of the table.
That gave Julia her opportunity.
She wasn’t an Amateur with swords.  She was a Novice, which was slightly better.  She’d had to learn how to hold one just in case she ever had the chance to get Excalibur.  However, no Falconian princess had touched the blade in over five centuries, with the exception of Cousin Victoria’s stupid effort to challenge the southern king.  That had been over two hundred years ago, and she had not been successful.  The only part of the sword Victoria had touched had been the blade, and it had only ever touched her heart.  Literally.  The southern king had not been a forgiving man.  Not even Badgelor could survive a sword to the heart.  Probably. 
Because no Princess had actually wielded the blade, Julia’s training had been less than diligent.  That said, with his head blown off, Julia had an opportunity, and she took it.  She swung the blade through his forearm, severing it.  The sword smacked right onto the weak point in the crystal that she had created earlier.  The crystal was knocked out of the Dark Overlord’s body.  It proceeded to bounce off the ground and clatter down a side hallway. 
“You bitch,” muttered the Dark Overlord’s blown off head.  His body collapsed into goo and frantically slid after the crystal. 
“We have to move!  Where is Jim?” asked SueLeeta.  The Knight staggered to his feet.  Julia boggled at the Hunter.
“I knew it!  Gut told me you wouldn’t die that easily,” said Sir Dalton.
When it came to fighting against the Sphinx and the Dark Overlord, Dalton’s gut apparently had a monumental opinion of SueLeeta. 
“He’s on the other side,” said Julia, trying to get Dalton's attention.  
“Great, I have to save him again,” muttered SueLeeta, readying her crossbow. “You guys get out of here.” 
“I’ll come with you,” said Julia.
“No, Dalton, take the princess and Excalibur out of here.  If the Dark Overlord gets that weapon, Jim’s as good as dead,” said SueLeeta.  Julia looked down at the mighty blade and nodded.  SueLeeta ran toward the Hall of Light.  Using her bow’s webbing, she swung across and disappeared.
“Hurry up,” said Sheblin.
Julia hesitated, wanting to run back in and save Jim.
“We still have to find Beakatrix,” said Dalton.  Julia supposed he was right.  The Dark Overlord could not regain Excalibur.  It would be better to destroy it than give it back to him, not that she had any idea how to accomplish that. 
Julia nodded.  “Let's go.  We need to get clear of this place.” 
***
“Like, do you need a minute?” asked One.  She drew a knife and began working on her nails. 
“Just end it,” I growled, getting back on my feet.  With each pass, the six of them were doing just enough Damage to drop me to my knees.  Then, they backed away and waited for my wounds to heal.
One smiled and put the knife away.  “Do you know what you are to me?  You are a walking bag of Skill Points.  When I fought the old Wizard, even when I fought Professor Badgington, I earned only a snifter of Skill Points.  You, on the other hand, are a downright cask worth.  It would be silly to just let you die.  I’m certainly not going to earn any Experience Points from this fight.”
I activated Thrust and aimed at Four.  She nearly Dodged, but I managed to bring my foot against her knee by using Powerful Blow.  The joint shattered, but two more copies descended on me.  I caught one of them across the eyes with my sword, leaving her shrieking.  The other managed to jam both her knives into my side. 
Another two daggers slammed into my calves.  One became lodged in the bone. The other broke clear through, snapped, and shattered on the floor.  Once again, I collapsed.
“Oh, a Master Swordsman at work,” grinned Three.  Five felt her bloody face, frowned, and drove her knife into her own heart.
“Like, I appreciate this enduring spirit of yours.  It’s totally very Steve of you,” said One.  “If you want this to end, you can end it.  Just tell me where Bashara is.”
“I’d rather die,” I growled.
“That’s great!  We’d rather you die, too,” they all said in perfect unison.
***
“He’s gotten better at Counterspelling my barriers,” hissed Julia, as they turned yet another corner.  At their current rate, it wasn’t even worth putting one up.  She was utterly useless, again.  The only purpose she served was as a sword holder.
Julia considered that.  Forming a sheath made out of barriers, she slid Excalibur into it.  At least both her hands were free, and the weapon was hidden.  The sword positively creeped her out.  It was like someone was watching over her shoulder the entire time she held it.  With it at her side, the feeling was less intense.
“Which way?” asked Sheblin, coming to a stop.  The hallway branched out, and Julia didn’t recognize either path.  If they looped back, the Dark Overlord would catch them.  With Dalton and Badgelor horribly injured, they were in no place to even consider that possibility. 
Julia dithered, something she hated.  A wrong choice was going to kill her and probably destroy the world.  Little Julia, the idiot, had always wanted to make the big choices.  She had always wanted to be the princess other Falconian girls looked up to.  Now, Julia realized what that job actually entailed. 
It was one thing to want to fight the Dark Overlord, but it was another thing entirely to do it.
Julia was about to do the unthinkable and ask Sheblin for her help.  She pinched her nose and sighed.  Just as she was opening her mouth, a voice yelled out.
“Julia, this way.”
It was a voice she remembered, but it was totally out of place here.  It was warmth, comfort, and joy, and it was all sprinkled into the same few words.  They were words that held promises she longed for. 
Indecision gone, Julia’s eyes glowed with the golden fire her bloodline was known for.  She might die in this place, but, sure as Jersey, she’d kill HarDragon first. 
He was responsible for her father’s death.  He was responsible for her banishment.  In no small part, he’d squashed the grape that led to Julia’s current situation, and she wanted him dead.  Julia was a princess first, always and forever. HarDragon had betrayed her, and she could never forgive that. 
Could she?
She clutched her half-formed, magical rod.  She didn’t even trust Excalibur in a fight with HarDragon, so she’d been preparing to cut him in half with a single spell.  When she turned the corner and spotted him, he recognized what she was planning.  The Dragon Protector smiled sadly. 
As a flood of memories hit her, her spell wobbled.  HarDragon hadn’t been her first love, but she had loved him.  No, he was the love of her life.  She had loved his stupid smile whenever she told him they were going to sneak off together. She had loved his calm, steady demeanor.  She had loved how he always made her feel like the most important person in his world.  Now, those feelings were gone.   
There was nothing he could do to restore that.  She felt her will crystalize, and the blade sharpened.  She would, at the very least, do him the justice of a quick death. 
As she adjusted her aim, a small nose poked out from behind HarDragon’s hood.  For a very long moment, Julia simply stared at the creature.
“Bitch, you have a dragon?”




Chapter 55: Updating Syntax

●       Update failed

Shart glared at the console, hating every bit of the reality he now found himself in.  Seriously, that should have worked.  He updated the command line, correcting the syntax.  Shart had sought answers for his problem time and time again.  In every single case, it hadn’t worked. 
“It's like someone is preventing me from fixing Dum Dum’s problem,” grumbled the demon, slumping down.  A terrible thought hit him, one that made him want to vomit.  “What would Badgelor do?”
Then, Shart realized exactly what Badgelor would do. 
●       Demon Door has suffered 182 points of Damage from punches, kicks, bites, urination, burning, and one particularly vicious curse.  

Shart glared at the small console.  The infuriating thing had gone dark from his abuse.  “Stupid fecking thing fecking reset.”
Popping his knuckles for round two, Shart spotted a glowing prompt.
●       Shared Skill: Technical Tap successful:  Installing Warrior and Adventurer scripts. 

***
“Feck,” I screamed, collapsing to the ground.  A burst of energy flowed out of me. 
“Oooh,” smiled One.  “Like, did you have some sort of power up?”
“He’s still showing a level 17 Wizard,” said Two grumpily.
“We question how he’s able to battle us this successfully if he’s only a level 17 Wizard.  His Hit Point totals are significantly over what should be possible,” stated Three.  Two glared at her, and One rolled her eyes.  Three frowned but stepped back.  She was always the analytical one, but One and Two didn’t like being questioned.  They did not always think things through and were just as likely to stab someone as not.
“Much better,” I said, standing back up. 
“Like, think you are going to stop four of us? Two is totally getting antsy,” grinned One.
I went for her first.  She rolled her eyes.  Unlike the rest of the copies, she almost always went full defensive.  When she was prepared, hitting her was next to impossible.  One was also very good at getting you into position for the other copies to attack.  Two seemed to be the most stabby of the group. 
Now, One was slow.  I shoved my sword into her surprised mouth and pulled up, splitting her face and brain in half. 
Two had been moving to get into position while I was dealing with One.  I grabbed Two by the ankle and threw her into Three, who had stupidly exposed herself.  Then, I activated Thrust and impaled them both. 
Four was already moving away, but I still hit her with a bolt of Plasma.  By then, One and Two had respawned.  I landed in the middle of the group and slashed out in all directions, killing the lot of them. 
Unfortunately, Four had not died instantly.  As I turned, all the other copies respawned.  With my new speed, that wasn’t an issue.  I swung wildly as I moved in, getting four of them.
“No more snide remarks?” I asked.  All six copies stared at me.  Number One grinned.
“Like, here I thought you were just a joke,” she smirked.  “I was considering going down to four copies, maybe even three, because you seemed so incompetent.  Perhaps you might be the Mayor after all.  For the Mayor, I’ll let you fight my real self.”
Suddenly, the six became one, and I realized I was utterly fucked.  I finally activated my Super Badger form, augmented by my Herald of Badgelor Path.  I followed up by using menutime, which allowed me to better see what she was doing.
While Shart and I were bonded, I couldn’t use his menutime at our current range.  My menutime was up to 60 times the normal speed.  With my Master Perception, I was able to watch as she blasted toward me, covering the gap in a tenth of a menutime expanded second.
***
This had stopped being fun, thought Charles, walking through a deserted hallway.  He’d been trying to get back up to level 60, but, even in his custom power leveling dungeon, it was a months long process. 
At barely over level 50, he felt virtually powerless.  The missing fingers were not improving his mood. 
Charles glanced down at his hand.  The falsies he’d made were taunting him with their inefficiency.  It was challenging to graft anything to your Mana Network.  The two finger stubs he’d manufactured were barely 25% as efficient in converting Mana to the respective elements. 
He’d grown lazy over the years.  Charles had been focusing mainly on Void and Plasma.  They were the two most effective magics for casting spells that just ended people, because who carries around a vial of Elder Demon Blood Poison?  Who even had any of that shit?
‘Regrets, I have a few,’ thought Charles.
The increase in power from the trait I’ve Got Magic Fingers had been so potent, and he’d been so indestructible.  Charles hadn’t even considered the idea of someone permanently injuring him. 
No, not permanently; the fingers would heal in a few years.  In this game, that was as good as forever.  He’d have to change his entire spell rotation, though that wouldn’t help in dealing with Badgelor.  That damn badger was nearly immune to all kinds of magic. 
“Badger’s Promise,” he heard in a child’s voice. 
“You shouldn’t have betrayed him.  I told you it was a mistake,” replied a tiny voice. 
“Feck you, I’m in charge,” Grebthar growled. 
“He’s going to kill you,” taunted the voice.
“He’s going to try,” retorted Grebthar.
“How many of your friends is that now?  Han So, Toomen, Badgelor,” chuckled the voice, “The list goes on and on.  Everyone ends up against you.”
Charles had no answer to that.  He was half-tempted to give up the chase.  With the dungeon on high alert, it was unlikely that any of them would survive.  If one of the morons had the sword, it would just fall back into the inventory system when they died.
He brought up the dungeon interface and considered his options.  There was really only one.  He stared at the lockdown mode.  It would close off his personal fortress from the dungeon.  The Dungeon Core emitted a stream of power that was required to keep the dungeon functional, so it couldn’t be locked down for long.  However, a few hours or a few days wouldn’t hurt much.
“At least the hallway connecting the Dungeon Core to the fortress is still closed,” thought Charles grumpily.  She only opened it sporadically, when an alert required it.  That was hard on his base, but Charles supposed it couldn’t be helped.  If the path was left open, intruders would have an easy way back into the dungeon.  Thankfully, no one knew the layout of his dungeon except him and his companions. 
All the companions, save two, were dead now.  The asshole certainly wouldn't be a problem, though.  She was still around.  She was like a dirty penny, but he’d get the sword back soon enough.  Maybe he’d kill her with it. That would be a feat of delicious irony. 
He also still had the issue with the boss room. 
The main problem was that he’d been double disarmed in the room.  It had been a bear to get the sword back.  Freeing the sword from the stone had taken him the better part of an hour.  Additionally, it had required the blade be taken back to HIS workshop to clear off the final bits of stone.  That’s when he’d heard the alerts.  Even then, the perfectionist in him had let her handle the issue.  He had finished cleaning the weapon. 
The stupid hammer was still in the boss room.  Charles was placated by reminding himself that no one could have moved it.  The freaking completionist in him had added a worthiness enchantment to the hammer.  Now, of course, Grebthar wasn’t worthy.  Not anymore.     
“Jim is,” said the tiny voice in the back of his mind.
“We’ll have to take it from him,” smiled the Dark Overlord.  Charles caught himself and flicked the amulet with his finger.  He was tired, and this was becoming overly taxing.  He was going to stop playing around and just kill them.  There would be no more of the stupid cat and mouse bullshit. 
Turning the corner, his magical detection fields picked out the princess and her entourage.  It also alerted him to the presence of HarDragon and the little dragon.  That asshole.  Charles wasn’t sure what would happen if all the dragons were killed, but that little one represented 20% of their surviving population.  It was also the only male.  Of the remaining females, he still had one connection. 
“Badgelor’s going to kill you,” whispered the tiny voice.  It was quieter when he was focused on something. 
Being immortal sucked.  Everything blended together.  One day was pretty much like any other day.  If he’d known how badly it sucked, he wouldn’t have taken the damn class.  Two hundred years on Ordinal had been long enough, and he had gone well over that.  Now, he was going to be stuck forever, unless. . .
One of his magical fields ran into something odd.  Flicking the search field from Mana Detection, useful because everything was made of Mana, to Stamina Detection revealed nothing.  One of Julia’s companions was a Rogue, but she didn’t look skilled enough to avoid one of his full detection sweeps.
“Better safe than sorry,” mouthed Grebthar, flooding the area with weak Shadow Magic.  He groaned, hating it.  Without his fingers, he was using a far less efficient method.  The amount of Shadow he could generate was strictly limited.  Even so, he was able to tell that nothing had recently died.  That meant the oddity, which appeared to be a small, round object, was probably nothing.  The Dark Overlord threw a barrier around the object and walked over to it.  That barrier could withstand a bomb blast.  Nothing a low-level Rogue could do would make it pop.
The object was a Precursor device.  They had captured one of those stupid birds.  Perhaps her captors had been careless while bringing her through the dungeon.  She was in the Aviary, next to where the dragon had been.  Suddenly, his scanning field picked up a half-dozen more devices.  Grebthar erected a powerful barrier and threw his massive stock of Mana into it.  His trait let him channel Mana at no cost, so he could literally run a maximum strength barrier forever.
His power was only limited by how much Mana he could work into a spell.  His barrier was pushing over 500 Mana a second.  Windfall’s barrier didn’t even use that much power, but he was Grebthar, the God of Magic.
The bombs detonated around him, flinging out multi-colored confetti. 
‘Yup, just gonna kill them all,’ thought Charles.  He brought up a Bouncing Betty Fireball and aimed it down the hallway, It would bounce after the first impact, searching out advanced life forms and exploding over and over again.  Not that he expected it to work.  That’s what the follow-up spell was for.
As the Bouncing Betty Fireball flew down the hallway, a golden barrier sprang up.  The Fireball detonated prematurely.  Charles focused.  The barrier had been generated from behind an invisibility screen.  His detection spells wouldn’t penetrate it, but he recognized the feeling. 
Precursor equipment used Science Points, not Mana or Stamina.  Charles had encountered Science based effects before.  He switched all his extremely well-developed detection spells off and activated the much less effective Science-detecting mode.  Science, on Ordinal, was directly opposed to Magic.  There were incompatibilities between the two, and it took a Master of the Arcane to overcome them. 
Of course, Grebthar was the God of Magic.  He’d had all the time in the world to feck with it.  His spell worked reasonably well, and the invisibility screen lit up like a torch.  All the expected targets were revealed behind it, including the Progenitor.  She was likely the only Engineer on the planet. Oh, well.  He would just have to get by without her.  He wasn’t going to be on Ordinal much longer anyway.   
For some reason, the Progenitor was kneeling.  Charles sighed, bringing up his hand.
“Deflectors on Double Front!” Suddenly, his barrier morphed.  Instead of all around protection, it now provided a very thick field that pointed straight toward the expected attack.  His spell was better than that, though.  If the Precursor somehow teleported an attack behind him, the barrier would automatically adjust.  It reacted faster than even the Sphinx, in her prime form. 
“Maybe,” thought Charles.  He hadn’t ever tried to fight with her, and there was no way she would ever fight him.  Then again, it had been 800 years.  Still, getting enough Skill Points to bypass that spell would have been nearly impossible.  . 
If he was being completely honest, Charles could see that the Science-based attack was pretty impressive.  To his untrained eye, it looked like some sort of shoulder-mounted rocket launcher.  When the Progenitor fired it, the device roared like a dragon.  The actual munition was a rocket, surrounded by a lightning field.  The field provided the missile with an elemental type.  Against a barrier not expecting an elemental type, the attack would have been devastating.  His barrier, however,  automatically shifted to the proper element.
The confetti was a nice touch.  The little metal strips were reflecting all the light from the lightning.  Then, the first bit of electricity touched one.  Electricity moved faster than a rocket.  As the lightning bounced between all the strips, they began to burn.
●       Magical Negation Pulse:  You are subject to a large magical negation pulse.  Testing vs Spell Integrity.  Partial failure.     

His barrier deformed right before the rocket struck.  The shaped explosion blasted through the wobbly thing and burned off nearly a quarter of his body.  He was blown out of the blast radius. 
His crystal even took a few more points of Damage.
“Oh, fuck this,” hissed Charles, bringing up the dungeon menu.  His plan had been to let the dungeon deal with them; now, it was personal.  He would lock down the place, hunt them down individually, and murder every last one of them. 
Then, he got a message that simply read, “I got him.”
Charles paused, closing the menu.  He had bigger fish to fry. 
“At least the Sphinx is still useful for something,” whispered the tiny voice. 
***
“You are just a Rogue,” I hissed.  The Sphinx, in all her glory, held me expertly.  She pressed her knife tightly against my throat.
“Are you surprised?” she asked in a bored tone.  “Everyone thinks they need to Remort to become more powerful.  They spread themselves out everywhere, so they never learn to be particularly good at anything.  You only need one Path, and Remorts have a half-dozen.  You only need a dozen skills, and Remorts have hundreds.  You only need one class, and you Remorts think you need all of them.”
She placed her lips against my ear and whispered, “I actually know how to use my class to the fullest effect.”
I remembered reaching level 60 at World of Warcraft, back when it stopped at 60.  I was so impressed with how great I was, until a buddy of mine, also level 60, showed up with almost twice as many Hit Points as me.  He was also doing more than twice the amount of Damage I’d been doing.  He’d done all the end game content, making him light-years beyond me.  It didn’t matter that we were the same level.
The Sphinx had never Remorted, not once.  She’d just become the best Rogue in the world. 
I hadn’t stood a chance.  Her copies had been level 57, with a reduced Hit Point pool and skill level cap.  She was level 60, and the difference between the copies and her was a hill to a mountain.  Her copies were so fast they were difficult to track with the eye.  She was so fast she literally didn’t exist between the spaces she moved in.   
“Now, where is my Bashara?” spat the Sphinx, her grip tightening.  Pain flared through me, overwhelming my Iron Will.  She was implacable, totally cunning, and utterly ruthless.  Still, I was committed to not giving her any scrap of information.
“Honey, I’m home,” called Charles, stepping into the room.  The Sphinx’s hand quivered, scraping my neck with the knife.  A frantic light filled her eyes. 
“My love, look what I brought you,” she simpered.  “It is the false Mayor of Windfall.  I do believe you wanted him?”
“Of course,” said Charles, wrapping my broken body in bands of magical power, just like Bashara had done so long ago.  The Sphinx stepped back slightly.  She had been so focused on holding me that one of the bands had burned her wrist.  She ignored the minor wound.
We were in an almost empty, black room.  An intricately engraved arcane circle surrounded the middle of the floor.  My Mystical Lore was providing me with lots of possible options for what the Dark Overlord could do with that circle, but I was steadfastly ignoring them.  Every single option was terrible. 
“You could work with us,” suggested Charles.  “I know what you want.”
“I want you dead,” I hissed between clenched teeth.
“Excellent, you can talk in actual sentences.  I was afraid I’d broken your mind earlier,” smiled Charles. 
I snarled, pressing against his spell with the full might of my Counterspell skill.  One of the bands closest to my hand began to wobble.
“Badger’s teeth, did you take every Path for killing magic?” asked Charles.  He adjusted the bands above and below my hands and added a few more for good measure.  “All this for killing your fake girlfriend.”
“Not just my girlfriend,” I hissed.  I’d loved Jarra.  Even if I hadn’t, he still killed her.  SueLeeta was another name on my list.  I would never forgive him.
Charles rolled his eyes and shook his head.  “This is pointless.  I had been planning to offer you the chance to fight by my side.  However, you are obviously so tied up in this game that you don’t deserve that opportunity.”
With that, he began moving his hands around to prepare a spell.  My Mystical Lore happily informed me that it was Shadow-based.  It also told me that, due to his fake fingers, he was having some difficulty moving enough Mana around.  At least I made it somewhat harder for him by removing the fingers.
“Poor little simp,” smiled the Sphinx, almost gushing as she looked at Charles.  “Your fate will be so terrible it is beyond imagining.”
It's one thing for an action hero to stare death in the face with no chance of escape.  It's quite another when that action hero is you.  I broke.  “What do you mean?”
“You are about to be banished to the Shadow Realm,” she supplied lovingly. “Your body will be destroyed, of course, and then your soul will slowly be devoured by the terrible denizens of that place.”
“That’s what you did to Jarra?” I asked, horrified.
“It's my favorite trick,” smiled Grebthar, as the spell began to take shape.  I’d failed, and I was going to be destroyed.  I was going to lose my very soul.  There was something terrifying about that fact that stretched beyond despair.  I’d lost. 
My head sagged.  “Not even Bashara deserved that.”
“Excuse me?” came the Sphinx’s voice.  There was no hint of emotion. 
“That’s where your Bashara went.  He showed her the trick,” I replied.
The spell ended abruptly.  I noticed a Mana Spike driven into Grebthar’s almost invisible shadow.  “Explain.”
“What do you mean?” asked Grebthar uncomfortably.  “Bashara?  She tried to kill me, so I sent her to the Shadow Realm.”  Well, at least he didn’t lie about it.  Then again, maybe he couldn’t lie to her.  He was a pretty skilled liar, but she surely had skills to detect untruths.  Then, I realized she had used her Truthtelling skill on me, and I was a terrible liar. 
“That was my Bashara,” hissed the Sphinx, taking a step toward Grebthar.  He  was trying to pull himself away from the Mana Spike.  “What did you do to my Bashara?”
“Your Bashara died a long time ago,” stated Grebthar, pulling himself free.  He smiled brilliantly at her.
“I know!  I brought my daughter back!  I explained to Bruce that he could return her to me or I’d kill him,” said the Sphinx.  “Bruce made the right choice. He gave me MY daughter back.  He gave me OUR daughter back!”
“She was no more my daughter than the other thing you bore with that man,” hissed Grebthar.
“Oh, I can assure you, she was your child.  I was very careful.  Planning things is my specialty,” said the Sphinx dangerously.  Her eyes glowed faintly.  “I planned for every possible contingency.”
“Regardless of her paternity, she’s in the Shadow Realm now.  There is no getting her back,” said Grebthar, stepping back a pace.
The Sphinx drew a deep breath.  “My Mayor could do anything.”
“Your mayor, like your daughter, is DEAD.  I am the Dark Overlord now,” said Charles.
“If you say so,” stated the Sphinx, in a tone that promised violence.  She vanished, and Charles began erecting magical barriers around himself.  Neither of them paid any attention to me, which was terrible.  Charles hadn’t released my magical bindings, meaning I’d have a floor seat to the apocalypse. 
“Oh, you look right fecked,” whispered SueLeeta from behind me. 
“Dagger, animal horn, now!” I hissed.
“You want me to slit your throat?” asked SueLeeta, pulling out the weapon.  She experimentally slashed through the first band.  It snapped.  She quickly cut me loose using the horn dagger. 
Of course, she didn’t give it back.
We slowly crept from the room.  The last thing I saw was the Sphinx vanishing again, as Grebthar blasted away with every kind of Elemental Magic that existed.  She reappeared behind Charles, her golden eyes blazing.




Chapter 56: My Life

For being one of the most powerful beings on Ordinal, I sure spent a lot of time running for my life.  SueLeeta had been right; we were totally fecked.
●       Ultra FireBall: This Fireball has been heavily augmented with additional heat and sticky properties.  Explosive radius 100 logs.

SueLeeta screamed as the white hot gel splashed over both of us.  My Counterspell and general Magical Resistance left me with some nasty second degree burns which quickly healed.  Her leg was so badly savaged that, had I not immediately gotten to it with Regeneration, she would have needed an amputation.  
I would have used Treatment, but I was reserving my Stamina for running away. 
Fortunately, running full tilt while carrying SueLeeta in front of me like a bride was entirely within my capabilities.  I’d have done a fireman’s carry, but the casual, accidental Damage I was taking from the two titans going at it behind me was not minor.  Throwing SueLeeta over my shoulder would have guaranteed me leaving with only the bottom half of the Hunter. 
“How did she beat you?” asked SueLeeta, examining the missing chunks of her leg.  She was down nearly 230 Hit Points.  It was going to take nearly five full minutes to heal.  In our current situation, that was an eternity.
“She stabbed me a bunch,” I said, turning a corner.  Grebthar and the Sphinx were somehow there.  It was like they were teleporting throughout the lair as they fought.  The Sphinx cleaved through some sort of mythical guardian statue.  The thing dissolved into Mana Spikes that she promptly aimed at Grebthar’s eyes.  
If I get really lucky, maybe the Sphinx will finish the job for me.
“I’ve seen you get stabbed,” said SueLeeta.  “It never seemed to bother you much before.”
“My whole build is for killing the Dark Overlord.  She isn’t the Dark Overlord,” I retorted.  SueLeeta considered that for a moment and nodded.  It really was that simple. 
The Sphinx’s build focused on moving and attacking quickly.  It was virtually impossible to see her, and that was with menutime.  I’d figured out how to extend some magical barriers to catch her, but she was really adept at avoiding those, too. 
I was functionally level 75 to her 60, but she was built for killing people.  I was built for killing Grebthar.  She also possessed just about every weapon imaginable. 
“Woohoo, looks like she raided the armory,” said a staticky Shart. 
“Oh, now you can talk,” I hissed, running back the way I’d come and down another side passage. 
“They are demolishing everything in sight,” said Shart.  “If I didn’t know better, I’d say one of them is trying to wreck the place.”
“That does seem to be the case,” I muttered, as we hit a dead end.  The surrounding corridor had been shattered into rubble.  I stopped casting Regenerate on SueLeeta, causing her eyes to tear up from pain.  Pulling out the Wand of Blasting, I dumped Mana into it.
●       Wand of Blasting: Designed primarily for destroying objects, this wand fires off a bolt of Plasma, causes 4x Damage against structures. 

The ball of Plasma was as big as my fist, but it left a glowing, man-sized hole in the debris.  I glanced down at SueLeeta.  She looked annoyed with me, so I thought it best to restore the Regeneration spell. 
“Well, you’re already mad at me,” I said, causing her eyes to open wide.  The range on my Fast Steps was around twelve logs now, and you only felt a slight twinge of furnace-like heat from Plasma holes.
I did, at least.  When we popped out the other side, SueLeeta was steaming, figuratively and literally. 
“You are the worst,” she hissed.  I thought she was trying to glare at me, but glaring is hard without eyebrows.  I used Treatment to grow them back and confirmed she did look quite cross.  Fortunately, the cooler air was enough to lower her temperature back down to something reasonable. 
Suddenly, a siren blared.  Red lights flashed throughout the lair. 
“That can’t be good,” I muttered.
“I’m checking,” said Shart.  “It looks like someone set the dungeon to lockdown.  You’d better hurry if you want to get out.  Did you get the crown yet?”
“Crown,” I said out loud.  The powerful artifact would show the world that I was the true Mayor. 
“Feck,” groaned SueLeeta.  She pulled open the front of her armor to reveal the majestic Crown of Windfall. 
“Uh, is this what it is supposed to look like?” I asked.  SueLeeta unceremoniously placed the cardboard crown on my head.  “This looks like something I’d get from a themed restaurant experience.”
“All I had was Living Metal,” said Shart grumpily.  “You try to recreate housing for an artifact with literally nothing.  I try to help, and all you do is whine.”
“I’m sorry.  Thank you, Shart,” I said. 
“That’s better.  With all four fragments in there, you should be able to augment the Ring of Protection,” explained the demon.
“Badgelor has the last fragment,” I replied.
“Well, where the feck is he?”
***
“It's Badger Sleep,” stated Sheblin.  Julia tried very hard not to roll her eyes.  It was a story every child in Falcon had been told.  When Badgelor was badly injured, he would enter into the fabled Badger Sleep.  It was the only way to recover the fabled Badger Force.  At least, that’s what Grebthar had called it. 
Julia was getting the impression that Grebthar was a fecking liar. 
Still, Sir Dalton was willingly sacrificing himself to ensure Badgelor got out safely.  A massive bruise ran down the Knight’s left cheek.  Since his hand had also been smashed to pulp, Sheblin was carrying his new chain sword.  HarDragon had used his massive strength to pull Dalton from one of the cave-ins. 
It was growing tricky for Julia to control herself.  The urge to cut the traitor’s head off was still strong, despite the fact he’d saved her life again.  If she tried really hard, she could forget what he had done.  For a moment, it was possible to remember who he had been to her.  Fortunately, she had control over those sappier emotions, and she was able to focus on his betrayal. 
“Let’s go and dally behind the stable,” was not the line she expected to end her family and her political career at the same time.  She would never be able to forgive him.  His betrayal was going to burn in her soul forever. 
“We are almost out,” said Sheblin, as the entire lair shook again.  Massive stones rained down on them.  Julia’s fury was making it easy to generate the impossibly strong barriers necessary to deflect tons of stone. 
“Exit,” yelled HarDragon, pushing the battered Progenitor toward the hallway leading out.  Julia gave him credit for knowing where they were going.  They were so close.  Naturally, lights started flashing and sirens started blaring.  The very walls creaked ominously as they approached. 
“It’s going down,” hissed Sheblin, trying to hustle Sir Dalton forward.  Julia threw the strongest dome barrier she could muster into the hallway, but the rock was too powerful a force.  Barriers could divert tons of stone with ease.  What they couldn’t do was hold weight back over any period of time.  Knocking away several tons was easy compared to holding a few hundred pounds for longer than ten seconds. 
Looking down the hallway, Julia could see the Elder Demon.  He was madly waving at them. 
“We aren’t going to make it,” said HarDragon, in the calm tone he used when the wine had soured.
“Yes, we are!  I refuse to die in this place,” said Julia heatedly, watching the massive stone plates closing down on top of them.  She drew Excalibur.  For a moment, she felt something stir.  It was like when her grandfather used to watch her pretend to be Julia the First so many years ago.
Examining the situation, Julia concentrated for a moment.  Then, she slammed the sword through the wall and into a gear behind it.  The gear jammed, putting the full weight of the passage’s ceiling on the blade.  The unbreakable sword quivered.  As Julia turned to run, she felt a terrible sense of loss.  Her family had fought so long and so hard to reclaim that sword.  Now, she was just leaving it behind. 
There was no other choice.  Nothing else would have worked.
“The gears!” yelled the Progenitor.  “They are trying to break the sword.”
They hurriedly continued down the hall.  The Elder Demon was still there, casting spells that didn’t work. 
At the halfway mark, the metaphorical cask exploded.     
Excalibur wasn’t enough.  The massive wall pressed down too hard.  The unbendable sword sliced through the gear, like a knife into soft cheese.  All the weight crushed down.   Sir Dalton tried but couldn’t hold the grinding stone, and they were still too far from the exit.  The story of her life, one pitcher short.  She watched the ceiling bend slightly.  As it did, her view of the exit shrank.
HarDragon wedged himself into the narrow opening and pushed.  It was the last desperate move of a stupid traitor, but, in that moment, Julia truly remembered what HarDragon had been.  The entire ceiling groaned. 
“Go,” he hissed, shoving the little dragon onto her back.  The Progenitor wobbled forward.
Julia hesitated, throwing a barrier around HarDragon.  The remains of the party pushed through.  Dalton was half-dead, and Badgelor was unconscious.  The Progenitor looked like a charbroiled chicken.  Only Sheblin, the demon, and herself were in any condition to fight. 
“Hurry up,” hissed Julia, crawling out the other side.  She looked back at the bastard.  HarDragon strained visibly, like the ancient hero she recalled.  The look of pure concentration on his face was one she well-remembered.  He couldn’t move. 
Some other person, some other class, might have had an ability that allowed them to escape.  HarDragon had no such abilities.  He stood there and protected his dragon. 
Julia felt the little dragon panic, and it tried to rush back to its protector.  Julia gripped the little creature tightly, keeping him away.  Everything HarDragon had done was for saving this little creature.  She couldn’t let it die now.  She would never let it die. 
That was it.  The single factor she loved most about him.  He would complete his mission to the exclusion of everything else.  Julia realized she wasn’t his mission.  She never had been.  There would be no more tears for HarDragon, but she couldn’t let his soul cross over like that either. 
Julia glared at her former lover.
“I understand your reasons.  In a perfect world, I might even accept them.  You did what you had to do, and I hate you for it.  I hate you for breaking my heart.  It's something I’ll never forget.  However, I will move on.  I will put you behind me, and I will thrive without you.  Your dragon is safe.  Go in peace.”
“Go in peace?” Shart giggled.  “He’s about to be squashed flatter than a pancake.”
HarDragon grunted.  As the weight bore down on him, he nodded, accepting his fate.  He accepted that Julia was forever gone to him.  Perhaps it was better this way.  She burned that memory of him into her mind, trying to destroy the image of the betrayer.  It wasn’t nice to curse the dead.
Suddenly, HarDragon went flying through the hallway, landing face-first onto the stone.  He skidded more than a dozen logs before his bottom half finally crashed to the floor. 
“Logan, that was melodramatic,” said the Mayor, pushing up the stone with one hand.  SueLeeta stepped down gingerly and walked into the room.  “Shart, Badgelor, we need to go kill the Dark Overlord.”  The Elder Demon was slapping Badgelor in the face.  When that didn’t work, a greenish glow surrounded everyone.  With a series of audible cracks, Badgelor’s back abruptly repaired itself.    
“We can help,” said Julia, accepting a party invite.  The Mayor’s companions ran to him. 
Jim looked at her and smiled.  “Thank you.  I couldn’t have managed any of this without you.”  The Elder Demon enchanted a point to the fabled crown on the Mayor’s head.  Then, Badgelor slammed a strange piece of metal into it. 
●       The Crown of Windfall has been restored (sort of)!  The Mayor of Windfall has returned!

The red lights stopped their continuous flashing and began blinking on and off.  Julia interpreted that as a bad sign.  Then, the Dungeon Core began to flash. 
“He set the dungeon to self-destruct,” said the Mayor.  “I don’t know why, but he’s trying to kill everyone in Filly.”
Jim lifted his hand.  The unpronounceable hammer flew from the boss room and slammed into his palm.  He used his other hand to generate a Gateway in the adjacent teleportarium. 
“There is too much interference.  I had to make the Gateway where I landed in Filly.  Evacuate the city and take everyone back to Windfall.  I’ll be there when you need me,” said the Mayor. “I’ll disable the self-destruct.  At the very least, I’ll delay it as long as possible.”  
“But the Dark Overlord?” asked Julia.
The Mayor looked to the Elder Demon and Badgelor.  “We got this!  I believe in us.”  Then, the section of hallway he wasn’t supporting collapsed, trapping the Mayor. 




Chapter 57 - Absolution

“Here,” said Ashe, pointing toward the workbench.  She did a quick puma check, while Hansa brought out her doodad. 
That wasn’t the name for it, but every one of Hansa’s devices had a silly name.  Once she had acquired her Engineering class, the names had only grown sillier.  Her Olfaction Scanner was insanely named.
This would be the fourth location they’d found, and they were getting better at it.  Maggie was just one person.  With her level capped, her bag of tricks was limited.  All they had to do was be successful once.  As it was, Maggie was quite preoccupied with looking over her shoulder.  Her opportunities for murder were declining rapidly. 
“I have a reading,” said Hansa, waving the device around.  She pointed at a window.  “There.”
Ashe got there first.  It was a good thing, because Maggie had trapped the window.  Hansa was at least smart enough to reach for things with her metal hand, but the trap looked electrical in nature.  A metal hand would not have helped.
With the trap disarmed, Ashe crept through the window.  Hansa walked out the door and met up with her on the other side.  Ashe grumbled.  She was supposed to be the reasonable one, but that bitch had hurt Zorlando.  She had to pay, and Ashe was anxious for that payday to come. 
True, Maggie had also left her stuck in an attic with her head in a bag for several days.  However, Ashe was focusing hard on the part where her man had gotten hurt.
“Path B,” whispered Hansa.  Ashe heard it over the party chat.  Ashe was only capable of managing a four member party, but that would be enough for the current task. At least, she hoped it would be. 
They just had to be careful.  As soon as Ashe had that thought,  Hansa ran past her.
“We have her,” yelled Hansa, holding up her Engineering device.  A shadowy dagger smashed into it, shattering the thing.  A second dagger slammed into Hansa’s chest, causing her to collapse.
Ashe was already past Hansa, flinging her own daggers at the shadowy shape.  It easily Dodged the first.  The second impaled it cleanly, pinning it in place. 
Maggie’s shadow writhed, as Ashe’s dagger burst into flames.  The bright light did far more Damage than the physical blade.  That wasn’t Ashe’s true target, though. She activated one of her class perks, Target Illumination, and searched the area. 
It only took a moment for her to spot the actual Maggie.  She was hiding in the crowd that had gathered to watch the battle.  The Assassin looked like GrettaGarbo, which was bad news for that young woman.  Maggie could perfectly hide her actual form.  However, she couldn’t hide the connection between herself and her shadow clones from people with the perks to see through them.  
Ashe’s class was a variant of the Knife Master class, at least according to the half-dozen Falconian Rogues she’d talked to.  The <system> liked to give everyone classes that were somewhat unique to them while still being based on a larger template. 
Ashe had been cleaning up garbage her whole life.  Now, it was just human garbage like Maggie. 
GrettaGarbo’s clone had the acting chops to not only make it look like Ashe was attacking an innocent townsperson but also Dodge all Ashe’s attacks.  Ashe could even feel the mental tug of Maggie’s class working on her, but she knew what she was about. 
Her class may have lacked rare skills like Mental Resistance, but Ashe still had enough mental protections to be safe for the moment.  Besides, they had ways of forcefully correcting the problem. 
As GrettaGarbo stepped backward, Ashe burst into Righteous Fire.  The light that escaped from her burned away the illusion, revealing a shocked Maggie.  Daggers materialized in her hand, but she was already screwed. 
The net that Cole fired from behind was enough to catch Maggie off guard.  Maggie’s ability to evade using her Shadow perks was vastly reduced around Ashe. Instead of melting through the net, she became ensnared.
Once Hansa was sure the net had encased Maggie, she shot a thingamabob from her position in the alley. 
Hansa’s class allowed her to vastly improve common materials, so her normal clothing was about as durable as armor.  It was also considerably more flexible.  That flexibility, however, was of dubious advantage when Dodging was not one of Hansa’s skills.  Maggie’s dagger firmly impacted her sternum.  Ashe wasn’t worried, though.  According to the party menu, Hansa hadn’t taken any significant Damage.  She had only suffered a deep bone bruise to the middle of her chest. 
No cut out dresses for you for a while.  Andersen is gonna be disappointed. 
Ashe leapt back into the crowd  to avoid the thingamabob’s explosion.  Many of them were from the town militia.  Hopefully, that fact would keep them safe.  Maggie had other plans.
She coiled up and sprang at Ashe. 
Ashe attempted to avoid her, but there simply wasn’t enough time.  She had miscalculated just how far Maggie could jump, and that was about to be a serious problem.  As Maggie struck her in midair, explosions flared. 
Both women were forcefully separated.  Ashe went flying into the crowd.  A trio of people caught her before she could take much more Damage.  The explosion left her with a ringing head.  Additionally, one of her legs was broken. 
Maggie landed awkwardly, collapsing to the ground. 
Cole ran over to Maggie’s body.  “See?  I told you this is why we don’t use explosives!”
Hansa rushed past him, finding Ashe.  She was struggling to stand.  Zorlando broke free from the crowd.  He had been using his Path to control the militia, giving them additional Hit Points and superhuman coordination.
Zorlando paused.  On one hand, his hated enemy was down.  On the other hand, so was his love.  Love won out, and Zorlando rushed to Ashe’s side.
“Get her,” Ashe said, struggling to her feet.  The broken leg was severely detrimental to her desire to stand.
“Don’t worry,” said Hansa, causing Ashe to worry.  Hansa slapped on a Science-based healing kit, and Ashe waited for the painful repair to happen.
Instantly, a pair of screws drilled into her bone and pulled it into position.  After a loud, sickening crack, the device administered some healing solution through an injection before detaching itself.
In all, the treatment was far more painful than the injury.
After several moments, Ashe regained consciousness.  She didn’t even remember passing out.  She could hear Zorlando giving Hansa a firm talking-to somewhere to her left.  As Hansa’s older sister, Ashe felt she ought to say something.  However, sisterly love had its limits.  Those limits involved drilling into her femur.
“Maggie’s gone,” said Cole, carrying GrettaGarbo’s unconscious, though thankfully unharmed, form.  “Maggie copied her with the intention of running off.”
Ashe stood up.  “There’s no time to lose.  Let's get her.”




Chapter 58: Plans in Plans

“That was the lamest thing I think I’ve ever heard, and I’m immortal,” said Shart. 
“It's up there,” replied Badgelor, as I raced down the hallway.  The crown highlighted something in the ceiling.  Well, I do have an Artifact-grade hammer.
●       Powerful Blow: You have caused 582 points of Damage to the ceiling, knockback 8 logs.

“Is that Excalibur?” I asked, grabbing the hilt of the sword.  Instantly, the existing attunement flared up. 
●       Princess Julia of Falcon has bonded with this sword.  You may reset the attunement by providing the password.

“Do I need more than just the crown?” I asked.
“Just with Excalibur,” answered Badgelor.  “Spiritually Imbued Artifacts are touchy.”
“Spiritually Infused,” corrected Shart, glancing at the blade.  “Michael told me he rounded up all those weapons.”
I cleared my throat.
“Badgelor means that there is someone’s soul tied into the blade,” Shart explained, wiggling his fingers.  “I can’t get the name, but he was incredibly powerful.  I’m guessing it was one of the companions.”
I glanced over at Badgelor.  “You don’t seem too upset that one of Grebthar’s companion’s souls is locked into a blade.”
Badgelor just grunted, “Some people deserve worse.”
That was a degree of nightmare fodder I didn't have time for.  “Can we talk to the weapon’s spirit, or use the crown somehow to make the weapon let me use it?”
“I was thinking about that,” said Shart unhappily.  “The sword's spirit isn’t talking, so that’s a no-go.  Grebthar made his own series of runes.  I was able to brute force the hammer using a hack straight from the Demon Door, but, out here, we might just want to hide the sword somewhere.”
“We should have just left it in the ceiling,” grumbled Badgelor.  “Should we go back and toss it to Julia?”
●       Attunement broken:  Password successful.  Would you like to attune Excalibur? <Yes/No>

“No fecking way!” gasped Shart.  “The command line for that is pure gibberish. How did you figure out the password?”
“It's Excalibur,” I said.
“You don’t think I tried that with the hammer?” growled Shart.  “The runes Grebthar used didn’t even make sense.  The first rune was two half triangles with the bottoms cut off.  That’s not used in any script on Ordinal.”
“The passwords are all just words with the name of the item spelled in English,” I explained.  “I figured it out when you pushed through the command to de-attune Mojinir.”
“Yeah, that sounds like Charles,” said Badgelor.
“I had to talk to the code demons to figure out the password,” growled Shart.  “We actually turned off the simulation for updating the sky for fifteen seconds.  Now, you are telling me it's just written in Charles native language from Earth, which has the stupidest lettering system imaginable.”
“Yup,” I said.  “It's a hodgepodge of characters from several different languages.  The first letter of my alphabet is based on an upside down cow’s head.”
“You’re fecking with me,” said Shart.
“Nope, you flip the letter A over, and it is clearly a cow’s head with horns,” I said.
“Wait, no, don’t,” grunted Shart sickly.  “Ugh, they flipped it over to check, didn’t they?  You Dum Dums.”
I had no idea what he was talking about, but I realized sometimes it's better to read something than to listen to it. 
“We are getting close,” said Badgelor, as we cut through the stable.  “He must have run down to the Source Tap.”
“I had an idea,” I said, as we entered the aviary.  Apparently, Grebthar had blown a decent-sized chunk out of the wall.  “What about the amulet?  Is it any less durable than the crystal?”
“They are both Divine-tier artifacts,” said Shart.  “Both should be the next best thing to indestructible.  Even dumping them into the Void this place uses for a garbage disposal won’t do anything to them.  You’d have to use another Divine-tier artifact to destroy it quickly.”
“These are both Kingdom-tier artifacts?” I asked, holding the sword and hammer. 
“Yes, you should be able to beat the crystal enough times with the sword or use an Ultimate skill with the hammer to destroy the crystal,” said Shart.  “The problem is that Charles isn’t going to let you do that.”  
“I can destroy it quickly,” said Badgelor.  “If I eat it, it will kill him.”
“That’s the plan then,” said Shart.  “We’ll shove the stupid crystal into the stupid badger.”
“What happens to Badgelor if he eats the crystal?” I asked.
Shart paused for a moment.  Then, he got the biggest smile I’d ever seen. “Boom.”
“That is not the plan then,” I responded. 
Badgelor was silent for several seconds.  “I’ve lived a long time, Jim.”
“You can’t seriously think I’m going to let you suicide yourself just to kill Charles,” I said, exasperated.
“Nothing to be done for it.  Badger’s Promise,” said Badgelor.  I glared at him, and he spoke again.  “When I was a pup, I gave Charles my word that we’d both die on the same day.  A Badger’s Promise cannot be broken, unless it is in critical service to other War Badgers.  As we already know, I am the last War Badger on Ordinal.”
“You can’t be totally certain,” I said.
“The old bitch was very certain, and she’s very thorough,” said Badgelor.  “I haven’t seen one of my kind in three centuries.  We aren’t exactly the stealthy type.”
“So, that is your plan?  Kill Charles and yourself at the same time?” I asked, frustrated.  
“I got nothing else left,” said Badgelor.
“What about me?” I asked.
“Jim, yer my best friend right now, but you gotta let me go,” said Badgelor.  “A War Badger isn’t supposed to live this long.  It wears on you.  I feel thin, sort of stretched, like your erectile dysfunction cream scraped over too much bacon.”
“Badgelor-” I began.
“No, I’ve made up my mind.  I’m a War Badger, and I’m lonely,” stated Badgelor.  “There are no other War Badgers to talk to.  There are no ladies to frolic with, and no pups to train.  There are no dragons left to fight.  A War Badger’s life is eating, fighting, and fecking.  I’m tired of only eating.  When I kill Charles, I’ll have done everything I promised I’d do.”
I stared at Badgelor for a long moment.  Sadly, I nodded.  I remembered the time I’d spoken to my grandfather right before he died.  His wife was dead.  His kids were grown.  He was old, and his body was worn out.  He was ready.  Now, I was getting that same sense from Badgelor. 
“Alright, let's go kill Charles,” I said.




Chapter 59: Killing Charles

We crept down a long hallway.  I couldn’t tell if the lighting in this room was supposed to be sinister, or if it had just failed to be maintained.  At any rate, the effect was so eerie that it put horror movie electrical crews to shame.
“This is Charles’ room,” said Badgelor.  “It smells like her, so be careful.”
“I'm running full sweeps here.  It looks like he’s in an attached workroom,” stated Shart.  Charles was likely to instantly notice the demon and banish him.  That meant that, for the time being, Shart was stuck inside my head. 
I sniffed.  With Badgelor’s Shared Scent ability, I could pick up many more details than with my normal nose.  The entire place smelled dangerous.  I spread out an anti-magic bubble and began creeping through the entrance, careful not to step on anything that might be dangerous.  That translated to almost everything.
“Is that. . .” began Shart, as he materialized and quickly snatched up something.  “It is!  It’s Professor Badgington’s hat.  Damn it, it smells like War Badger.”
“Imagine that,” grunted Badgelor, as the demon reentered my mind. 
We passed a large pod full of what looked like tentacles.  Thankfully, they didn’t notice us.  “Is that his bed?” I whispered.
“Regeneration pod.  He called it his bacteria tank or something,” said Badgelor.  I wondered what he meant for a second, but then I saw the edge of a familiar symbol behind a wall covering.  May the force be with us.
We turned the corner, and I noticed Charles holding a body.  He was weeping.  I used Mana Vision and spotted the crystal.  This was going to have to be very quick.
●       Fast Steps + Quick Steal:  You have activated the perk Combination Fast Steps and Quick Steal.  These abilities do not complement each other.  Cost is doubled for each.  68 Stamina expended.

Charles was just looking up at me.  Before I could react, Badgelor charged over, opened his mouth, and devoured the crystal.  The badger’s eyes rolled back into his head, and he tumbled to the floor.
●       Fake crystal eaten:  Badgelor has suffered the effects of a paralysis potion.  Potion specifically crafted for War Badgers.  Potion specifically crafted for Badgelor.

I stared at Charles in shock.  The godling just shook his head.  “Badgie is a bit predictable.”
“I’m going to kill you,” I said, holding out Excalibur and Mojinir. 
“Give me a minute.  I’m still mourning my wife,” said Charles sadly.  “Did you have a wife on Earth?”
Part of me wanted to end him right there.  A weaker part of me cracked, and I found myself nodding. 
“Why should I let you mourn the wife you killed?” I asked uncomfortably.  “Why did you do it?”
“She just doesn’t stop.  She never did,” Charles replied simply.  “She would have kept going until I was dead, and I still have things to do.”
“What could be more important than your wife and daughter?  Your family?” I questioned.  As Charles attempted to reassert control, the amulet on his neck twitched.
“I don’t know,” answered Charles, shaking his head slightly.
“Take off the amulet.  It's making you do terrible things,” I said, scanning the artifact.
●       Amulet of the Dark Overlord (Collar of Dominion):  This artifact asserts total control over whoever wears it, allowing the Dark Overlord to function in the world.  Only individuals with rare talents, such as Mental Resistance, have any chance of resisting it. 

○       Life Bonded: While worn, the amulet cannot be destroyed without the host also being destroyed. 

“Shart, check if Charles has Mental Resistance.”
“Not that I can tell,” replied the demon.  “Along with being an extremely rare skill, it is also virtually unknown.  Godlings are supposed to be immune to mental manipulation magic. ”
“Not from artifacts, it appears,” I thought uncomfortably.
“Who are you talking to?” asked Charles, watching me with an unsettling gaze. 
“This place is going to explode.  I need you to take off the amulet, Charles,” I said.  If the amulet really was the Dark Overlord, I didn’t need to kill Charles.  When all was said and done, he was just a patsy.  I needed to kill the Dark Overlord to avenge Jarra.  I’d figure out what to do with Charles later.
“I don’t think so,” said Charles, his voice filled with uncertainty.
“The amulet killed your wife, Charles.  The amulet killed your daughter,” I said in what I hoped was a non-confrontational voice.  “You need to take it off.  Otherwise, I will be forced to take it off you.”
“Five minutes,” said Shart.  That was the amount of time I had until the place went up.  I could spend a bit more time on this. 
I began circling Charles, watching him wrestle with his mind.  Maybe he could overpower the compulsion, or maybe I’d see an opening.  I examined the room, spotting a workshop for a high-ranked Alchemist.
There were so many different smells I didn’t recognize, and those were just the cheap ones.  I imagined the Sphinx had some truly terrible stuff in here, like Elder Demon’s blood.  There was a jug of corn whiskey sitting on a shelf under a painting.
For an instant, my eyes flicked to the painting, though I never really stopped watching Charles.  The artwork was of him and Julia riding a horse.  No, it wasn’t Julia.  The features were similar, the high cheekbones and set to the nose.  Unless you really looked, the facial structure was just similar enough to mistake the women for each other.
“That’s Leia,” I said, gesturing toward the Sphinx.  Her neutral expression didn’t show it.  However, when she’d seen Charles and smiled, there had been the tiniest flash of the girl in the painting.  “You magicked her into loving you.”
Charles frowned.  “Like hell I did.  She never loved me.  She loved Grebthar, and the power he represented.  Then, she loved the Dark Overlord, because he was even more powerful.  You’ve met a Falconian princess.  What is the expression?  ‘They are all from the same batch’?”
I mentally removed the scar from Bashara and considered it, letting my Master Perception skill fill in the gaps.  “Bashara was yours.  The Falconian royal line was from someone else.”
Charles glared at me.  For a moment, I thought he was going to start blasting.  For some reason, he didn’t.  He just slumped.  “Bashara came first.”
That took about a second to settle in.  Bashara was older, and she’d gotten a half-sister with a different dad sometime later.  The mighty Grebthar’s girl had cheated on him.  That would have been a bit of a sting to the pride. 
“So, you were mad she cheated on you, and you planned on destroying the world over it?” I asked. 
“Four minutes, Dum Dum,” advised Shart.  I continued to watch Charles.  Had he just given me an opportunity, I would have attacked.  However, his posture remained open.  Charles could shape shift, though.  Any attack I made while he was paying attention was going to end poorly for me. 
“What did you do to the man who cuckold you?” I asked.
“He was my best friend.  Badgelor never forgave him,” Charles smirked.  His eyes flicked to Excalibur, my soul-infused weapon.  That was harsh. 
“Take off the amulet.  If we stay here, we are going to die,” I said.
“You will die.  I won’t,” responded Charles, his voice holding a frightening degree of calm.  “I enchanted the core myself.  It can’t hurt me.”
“Well, shit, he’s just distracting you,” said Shart.
“You don’t have enough time to escape now,” smiled Charles.  “You can go down either attacking me or trying to run.  I don’t care which you choose.”
“You are going to blow up YOUR city?” I asked, aghast.
“It's all just a fucking game.  I don’t care about any of it,” said Charles with a shrug.
“Oh, he’s coo coo for cocoa puffs,” I said to Shart. 
Shart considered that.  “I think you need to make like a tree and get the feck out of here!”
In an instant, I had Badgelor on my shoulder and was making my way toward the door.  Charles had miscalculated.  If I really hauled ass, I could make it out in time.  Then, I unexpectedly slammed face first into a barrier.
“You, too, are a bit predictable,” smirked Charles.
“Well, Badgelor was willing to die over this,” I thought, turning back to face Charles.  I stood firm and banged the sword and hammer together. 
“Oh,” said Charles, unceremoniously dropping the body of the Sphinx to the floor. “One last battle?  Are you going to avenge that girl?”
“Her name was Jarra,” I growled, stepping toward him.
“I don’t care,” replied the Dark Overlord.  Both his hands began glowing like the noon day sun. 
●       Return of the King to the Two Towers: 1200 point Fire attack and a 1200 point Acid attack.  

The spells came much faster than I’d anticipated.  All at once, two massive columns appeared, one of acid and one of fire.  Unfortunately, the acid was flammable, and burning acid did even more Damage than normal.  Charles brought both columns down on me like a hurricane.
●       Parry Anything: Spell Breaking Parry, Artifact-tier weapon.  Riposte Successful!

I brought up Excalibur in a perfect parry, splitting the entire line of fire in half.  As the energy of the parry continued straight through Charles, a thin line ran down his body.  That just left the acid.
●       Parry Anything: Powerful Parry, Lightning God’s Wrath

Slamming the hammer into the acid, I focused my Mage Breaker talents into exploding the acid away from me.  I was also simultaneously draining it of Mana.  The shockwave traveling down the liquid shattered the Mana it was composed of.  Almost instantly, the entire stream of acid boiled away.
Charles stood for a moment, watching the line fade.  Then, he grinned.
“Now that’s a move worthy of the Mayor!  It’s just a shame you can’t hurt me,” grinned Charles. 
“I just need to find the actual crystal,” I growled, examining him.  I couldn’t see the value of his Mana, but I could tell that his spells hadn’t even caused the bar to move a sliver. This was going to come down to my Hit Points versus his crystal. 
“That’s a good point.  While you are looking for the crystal, let's see how you deal with this,” said Charles.  Suddenly, the space around him warped.
●       Time Slow:  The God of Magic has slowed the speed of time in this area to 1/50th normal.  Target:  Jim, the Curious Puppy.

Charles was using that moment of slowed time to prepare a terrible spell for when the effect ended.  Unfortunately for him, I had my own time manipulation effects.
●       Menutime active:  You have increased your personal time by a factor of 60. 

My body was still locked into the pathetically slow speed, preventing me from using my arms.  It did not, however, prevent me from using my Counterspell skill.  I took a moment to watch Charles gathering energy.  When he was just about finished, I slammed my Counterspell right into the weakest spot of his spell. 
Charles’ mirthful expression faltered.  He attempted to increase his spell’s integrity, but he hadn’t expected a Counterspell.  Consequently, he hadn’t built the spell to account for one.  The massive ball of frozen lightning destabilized over his head.  A single arc of lightning peeled off, lancing Charles through the shoulder. 
The Time Slow effect ended, and I activated Fast Steps.  In the blink of an eye, I covered the distance between us and brought the hammer down squarely into the Dark Overlord’s chest with a Powerful Blow.  His body liquified, spraying backward and exposing the crystal.
●       Foe Cleaving Slash:  This single powerful attack is designed to breach the heaviest armor.  Damage:  455 Severing, Crystal Resists 455 Damage

Excalibur caught the crystal squarely, causing it to crash to the floor and ricochet off. 
“That didn’t cause any Damage,” I hissed.  I could stand dying, as long as I took the Dark Overlord out in the process.  At my current rate, that wasn’t looking too likely.  The barrier blocking the room had faded, not that it truly mattered now.  I couldn’t make it out in the limited timeframe we still had. 
“You’ll need to hit much harder than that,” chuckled Charles.  Before the crystal had even come to rest on the floor, his body began to reform.  My eyes traced around the workshop.  I instantly noticed two things.  The Sphinx had moved next to a large, high-tech workbench, and she had the crystal in her hand.  She began pressing the crystal hard against the bench while reaching for something. 
“That’s not a workbench!  That’s Tony’s Anvil.  It's a Divine-tier artifact!” yelled Shart.  By the time he was finished, I was already in the air.  At some point, Toomen had hit the crystal with the hammer, I assumed, because of the fine crack.    I’d hit the crystal with the sword.  Had anyone ever hit the crystal with both weapons at the same time?
Charles stared at the Sphinx.  She roared, holding what appeared to be a geologist’s hammer.  “Feign death, you bastard.”
Realizing that wouldn’t work, I used Fast Steps to get past her.  Then, I used two Force Points.  One to get the sword just right, the infinitely sharp tip wedged into the tiny crack of the crystal.  The second was to bring the hammer down on the hilt of the sword, driving it into the crystal like a chisel. 
The attacks were so precise that I couldn’t have done it without using menutime to slow down my perception.  At my advanced speed, I could see the crystal smash flat onto the anvil, as Excalibur found the tiny flaw in the crystal and stuck.  The sword locked tightly into the crack.  Then, I brought the hammer down.  A massive stream of lightning further empowered my Divine Smite. 
Excalibur glowed from the transfer of power, but it would not bend.  The blade shone as brightly as a star before shattering against the crystal.  Fragments of the weapon blasted out in all directions, carving through everyone in the room.
The crystal hovered over the anvil, unbothered by the exchange. 
I bounced off the ceiling and into a wall.  As I landed in a heap, I noticed the hammer had been knocked from my hand.  The Sphinx had somehow been missed by all the fragments, as if she had Dodged them all.  She shakily got to her feet.  Charles rolled his eyes and fired a dozen magical darts into her weakened body.  She swayed and fell to the floor. 
Charles spent the next few seconds unleashing unspeakable energies into her body.  Finally, there was nothing left but cinders. 
“That’s enough of that,” he said, picking up Mojinir.  “I assume that little display of yours overpowered the enchantment?  Thanks.  It was going to be a bitch to figure out how to disable the worthiness enchantment without your help.”
I activated the crown and tried to do something to the hammer, but Charles was right.  The burst of energy had disabled whatever enchantments connected it to the crown.  Charles picked up the hilt of Excalibur and focused on it.
“I hope you saw that, you bastard,” Charles said, glancing down at the smoldering remains of the Sphinx.  He focused on the hilt and sighed, “Finally escaped, didn’t you?”
He turned back to me.  I activated Hack and Slash, carving nine huge chunks out of his divine flesh.  The missing pieces were restored instantly.  Grebthar looked annoyed with me.  He stood there, letting me slash him over and over again.  Each and every wound sealed instantly.  He waited patiently for me to finally figure it out.   
“You can’t be hurt by weapons you enchanted,” I said, dropping my useless sword.
“Winner Winner Chicken Dinner,” said Charles.  “Unfortunately, it wasn’t working right when I first respawned.  Had it been, your spell wouldn’t have worked on me.  Let me tell you, getting that perk back was a high priority.  No weapon enchanted by Grebthar can harm Grebthar.  I’m surprised Julia didn’t tell you.”
“Oh, God, she did,” I muttered.
“Well, then, you’re just an idiot,” smiled Charles.  “You’re an idiot with only a few seconds left to live.  Any last thoughts?  I mean other than how you failed Jarra and everyone important to you?”
I ejected a boomerang from my dimensional sheath and flung it at Charles’ neck.  He didn’t even attempt to Dodge.  The partially dissolved weapon blasted through him and smashed into a cabinet.  Then, it disintegrated. 
Charles’ detached head blinked at me a few times.  As it melded back onto his neck, he asked, “More Elder Demon’s blood?  Now, I’m curious.  I mean, I know the formula that counteracts it, even if it won’t fix my fingers.”
“I told you it wouldn’t work,” said Shart.  He had.  He had pointed that out when he’d donated the blood. 
I pulled out the Walker Orb and began expanding my Counterspell anti-magic field. 
“Oh, you are going to try to capture me.  You are aware that my Health is full, and that isn't a master ball.”
“Walker of Siers, I choose you,” I cried, tossing the orb.  The room instantly filled with shadow spawn.  They all stood there, utterly disinterested in everyone. 
“I can see magic,” stated Charles, bored.  “When you started making an anti-magic field, so did I.  Those little buggers won’t be able to find anyone without some sort of magical flavor.  Good final attempt, though.”  He was right.  They were uninterested in any flavors of Mana, save for Life and Shadow.  Charles and I were blocking both types. 
“This is my final attempt,” I said, holding out a jar.
“A jar?” asked Grebthar, tapping his wrist.  “I would have used something more dangerous.”
“Any idea where the crystal is?” I asked Shart.
“It looks like he’s storing it behind his Fire Core,” answered the demon.
“Well, it looks like, for once, someone else is about to suffer a chronic groin injury,” I thought, as I focused my Stamina into the Phylactery.  At the moment, Charles couldn’t use any magical defenses.  If he did, he would be overrun by the shadow spawn. 
The lich’s Phylactery exploded in a cloud of Shadow Mana against Grebthar’s crystal.  The hungry little blighters loved Shadow Mana.  With a massive shadow spawn gripping his magical crystal, Charles ran screaming from the room.  The host of shadow spawn followed him.  
“Can we do anything?” I asked, as I moved in front of the workbench.  It looked like someone was copying a console from the Chamber of Souls, mixing it with a computer terminal from Earth and an Anvil.  A large diagram showed the fortress, with every power source set to overdrive.     
“Maybe,” responded Shart, examining the diagram.  “All the Mana from the facility is being shunted into the Dungeon Core.  That is a lot of Mana.  There seems to be a short in the Mana furnace for the facility.  If we overloaded it, that might cause the self-destruct process to. . .self-destruct.”
“But not kill us?” I asked.
“I love your optimism,” replied Shart.  “If the <system> begins to fail too badly, we might get lucky and, at the very least, be able to Portal out of here.”
I worked the controls, moving all the Mana from the Mana from the lair through the faulty section.  The lights flickered, as all the Life Mana coursed through the shorted out section. 
“Did we get him?” muttered Badgelor shakily, as the poison timer ran out.
“No, he got us,” I replied, “But we can still save Filly.”
The lair’s Mana Network collapsed.  I felt my Gateway Rune at the teleportarium, and I looked around the decimated workshop.  The destroyed fragments of Excalibur were everywhere.  I activated my Salvage skill, which caused all the pieces to gather in my inventory.  Then, just for good measure, I muttered, “Anvil no Baka,”
Finally, I opened up a Portal and walked out of that terrible place. 




Chapter 60: Saving the City

“Windfall was an escape option,” said Shart. 
“I’m not going to let a major city get destroyed.  At least, not if I can help it,” I muttered, stepping toward the Dungeon Core.  It was throbbing all sorts of unhealthy colors.  That little part of my brain that screamed when danger was present was positively shrieking.
“I’m going to drain it,” I said, walking up.  I carefully placed my hands on either side of the orb and focused. 
“You nearly fried your brain the last time you tried this,” said Shart.
“That was before I had BDE,” I smiled.  “Now, I’m sure I can handle it.”
“The BDE has made you cocky,” grunted Badgelor.
Unlike the Dungeon Core at the Ruined Temple, this one wasn’t broken.  It was, however, oversaturated with Mana.  As I touched it, I could feel the tips of my fingers burning off.
●       <Error> <Error> Mana is 195%, Emergency Mana Shunting Active

“This thing is too full of Mana.  What are our options?” I asked.
“I don’t know.  What can we do?” whined Shart.
“Shart’s useless at times like these.  The professor would be so ashamed,” said Badgelor. 
“I am not useless!  I just have to think,” muttered the demon.  “We need a place to release the Mana.  We’ve got to think of something before the lair’s Mana Network starts pushing more Mana into the orb.”
“Can we break it loose?” I asked, trying to pry the core from its harness.
“NO, DUM DUM,” the demon screamed.  “Not with that amount of Mana.  It would explode instantly.”
“What can absorb that amount of energy?” I asked.
“Nearby?” screamed Shart, hysterical.  “It's not like I can whip up a high Mana contraption off hand.  The only thing in this dungeon that even uses that much power is, is. . .the Demon Door.”
I glanced over at the Demon Door.  “So do we use a wire or something?”
“It would have to be a material capable of handling an enormous amount of Mana,” replied Shart sadly, as he materialized on my shoulder.  Then, he hopped down.
“What do you mean?” I asked.  Badgelor grinned wickedly. 
“He means,” said Badgelor, jamming his paw into Shart’s belly and pulling out a loop of intestines, “That the only thing handy would be demonic body parts.”
Badgelor took one end and, using my shared Rope Use skill, expertly tied the intestines to my foot.  Then, he tossed Shart onto his back. 
“Go slow, my guts are falling out,” ordered Shart.  Badgelor went into maximum military speed.  I heard a squelching sound that I thought it best to ignore.  “Try it now!”
The Mana overloading the Dungeon Core was greedily sucked up by the Demon Door, but I went a step further.  Using my Draining ability, I started drawing the remaining power from the Dungeon Core.  Within moments, I got an admin prompt.
●       Dungeon Core has been rendered inoperable.  Dimensional warping effect caused by Dungeon Core will cease.  Dungeon will merge into existing ruins, all creatures will be reset to appropriate levels.  Dungeon ‘Training Montage, Bitches!’ will be deactivated. 

●       Max Level 81.2

I flicked my finger at the now clear orb.  It rang as I touched it.  Like so many other things on Ordinal, the material was crystal.  I sighed and untied Shart’s intestines from my ankle.  They shot back like a dog lasso toward the demon. 
“It got in my eye!” yelled Badgelor.
“Serves you right,” hissed Shart.
As I stepped back from the former core, I noticed a small stone sphinx.  I prepared myself for another attack, but the sphinx simply projected a small patch of light that formed a shadow of the Sphinx. 
“Mayor Jim, you’re my only hope,” she said mournfully.  “Charles has gone mad.  He trapped my daughter in the Shadow Realm, but she is strong.  I know she still exists there.  Please save her.  Let her be reborn into the next life.” 
As the message began to repeat itself, I sighed.  It was always one more thing.  I took a moment to look around the rapidly collapsing complex.  Shaking my head, I went toward the Demon Door
Shart was grinning as he worked on the console.  “Ha, you stupid badger!  I’ll show you power.  With all the Mana that just got thrown into it, this thing can take us just about anywhere.”
“So, straight back to Windfall?” asked Badgelor.
“Yes,” grinned Shart. 
“I’m pretty sure Jim can just make a Gateway,” chuckled the badger. 
“The Demon door can take us anywhere?” I asked.
“Who pooped in your porridge?” asked Badgelor.  Shart raised an eyebrow. 
“Sure, anywhere.  Did you want to try to Remort again?  I can probably swing it if you want.” responded Shart.
“What about the Shadow Realm?” I asked.
Shart grunted.  “No, there aren’t any Demon Doors there to link up with.  The closest I could get would be Jersey.”
“You can get to the Shadow Realm from Jersey,” said Badgelor from experience.
Shart looked at the Dungeon Core and listened for a moment.  “You want to save Bashara?”
“No, I want to save Jarra,” I said.
“But the Dark Overlord. . .” began Shart.
“He needs to save Jarra,” cut in Badgelor, nodding at the demon. 
Shart shook his head.  “I will never understand mortals.  If you want, we can go to Jersey.  I have to warn you, though, I’m not too popular down there.”




Epilogue

Su-Kar groaned, pulling herself from the rubble.  Her magical barrier had been just enough to save all that mattered to her.  Phil, likewise, groaned, following her out.  The single bruise running along his temple was nearly enough to make her weep.  “Not fast enough.”  Her eyes widened with the realization that her lisp was gone.
“You did great,” squeaked Phil.  That’s when Su-Kar noticed a fairly large problem.  His bearded face and gravelly voice were two of her favorite features.  As he got into the light, Su-kar saw him clearly.  He was baby-faced.  He looked like a teenager. 
She reached out to grab for him and noticed her own proportions were off.  Su-kar looked straight down.  For the first time since she had been fourteen, she saw her feet.  Her own hands looked unblemished, youthful.  Given the expression on Phil’s face, she realized what had happened.
“I screwed up,” she hissed.  She would have collapsed, but Phil caught her.
“No, you did the best you could.  I pressured you into doing us both at the same time,” said Phil.  He had, but she hadn’t argued.  She didn’t want to live without him.  She’d been planning on healing him first, but there had been serious concerns about the amount of Mana available.
Especially after her first attempt had shorted out the entire base.
Phil had figured out she was going to heal him and then wither away, content in the knowledge that he had been saved.  He refused to go again.  Instead, he’d insisted she do both of them at once.
She’d expected them to come out of the process ancient, with so little Life Mana left in their bodies that they might have only had a few years left.  It would have been enough.  Then, somehow, all the Mana in the entire complex had been routed into her spell, supercharging it. 
The unfortunate side effect of that was that she had miscalculated their final age.  So much Life Mana had turned them both into teenagers.  They were the awkward kind, not the fun kind. 
Holding her breath, she checked her character sheet.  Everything was where it was supposed to be.  She was just a very young adventurer. 
“This will work,” said Phil.  “No one knows who we are.  No one will recognize us.  By the time they figure it out, we’ll be long gone.  We can start again.”
“We can be our own bosses,” she said in wonder.  “Together?”
“Together!  Think about it.  We’ll have plenty of time to figure out how to get O’Really,” said Phil hopefully.
“We’re going to have to drop that,” said Su-Kar.
Phil’s shoulders sagged as if she’d crushed his soul. 
“Oh, I can’t say no to you.  We’ll figure out some way to get O’Really.  How tough could the Mayor of Windfall really be?” smiled Su-Kar.  Things were looking up. 
***
Maggie groaned.  They had almost been successful.  She needed to get the collar off, but it was looking less and less likely by the second.  The boss would kill her, but she was going to have to bail on Windfall.  A sensible person would have laid low.  With all the traffic moving between the stupid town and Falcon, that should be relatively easy.  She just needed a cover story.
Focusing on her Disguise skill, she attempted to be what someone desired most.  The warehouse district wasn’t strictly the best place to do this, but it wasn’t as heavily patrolled as elsewhere in the city.  She needed to find a stupid sap.  That usually made the next step easier.  She just needed someone who wanted something, so she could convince them to go to Falcon with her.
“Are you my mommy?” asked a small voice. 
Maggie turned around and saw a young girl.  If she remembered correctly, the brat belonged to Blots.  The child was looking up at her with wonder in her eyes. 
“Why, yes, I am!  I’ve come to get you,” smiled Maggie.  “We are going to go to Falcon, where it is safe.”
Maggie heard the sound of wood on cobbles.  She turned to see a massive block of stone tumbling out of the warehouse.  It was still connected to the block and tackle.  The stray line whipped across the street, nearly catching the little girl.  Unfortunately for Maggie, the child was just a bit too short.  Maggie, however, was not.
The rope wrapped around her neck and yanked her up with so much force that it nearly broke her neck.  That would have been preferable to going through the block. 
Maggie’s last thought before she got 47’ed was wondering who that little girl actually was.
***
They all stared at the barrier and waited.  Whenever it opened up, the vile woman came, and another harvest began.  They were ready this time, but they were ready every time.  It did not matter. 
None could stand against such evil. 
The barrier warped slightly, and a half-dozen blasts of energy hit the eddy.  Like always, the barrier remained.  If blasting it with energy could have opened it, they would have done so a hundred years ago. 
“Is she toying with us?” growled someone.
The ranks shuffled.  One of the cubs whimpered.  She never made them wait this long.  This was just another terrible game for her.  Another bout of mental torture to add to all the other tortures and injustices she had inflected upon them over the years. 
Drawing on their Mana reserves, the army blasted the barrier one more time.  Something different happened. 
The barrier stretched, then it split.  One moment, the seething barrier that the prisoners had dumped their collective rage into for a century was there.  The next, it was gone. 
“A trick?” questioned one of the captains.
“Doesn’t matter,” the general yelled, expanding to her War Form.  She was flanked by a handful of wizened adults, the ones that could still manage the power.  “We die free!  CHARGE!”
“All or None,” cried her army. 
***
“I told you so,” said the little voice.  Charles was having none of it.  His dungeon was destroyed.  His plans were in ruins.  There was a small swarm of Mana-eating creatures attached to all points of his anatomy.  Concentrating, he caused another of the beasts to pop.  Another critter jumped into its place in the feeding line.  It was a good thing Charles had an endless supply of Mana.
There were a finite number of the damn things.  With the dungeon destroyed, there wasn’t a source of high-powered Mana available.  That meant that when he killed enough of them, he could get free.  There was just an incredible number of them to go through. 
“I’m going to kill him,” thought Charles.  He had initially planned on letting Jim go, once he realized how stupid he was.  He was another earthling.  He was just confused.  Charles had, likewise, been confused, but that was before he’d gotten the amulet. 
However, forgiving someone because they were confused was far different than forgiving someone for utterly fucking your plans.  The first he would do gladly, he was a Grebtharian after all.  The second he would hunt to the ends of Ordinal to destroy.
Fortunately, he didn’t need to hunt Jim forever.  He knew right where he was.
And he knew who had been helping him.  Only one demon would ever lower himself to consorting with a mortal. Michael.    
“That betrayer.  I’m going to kill you, Michael,” said Grebthar, “Because nobody fucks with the true Mayor of Windfall.”
END




From the Author

Thank you for reading Noobtown Book 7, Tower of the Noobs.  Tower will hold a special place in my heart as it took me the longest to write, but I still managed to get it out in 2022.  When life gives you lemons, you talk to life’s manager.
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