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Consume.

A rare Black skill, one decreed by the gods to never be seen again.

Max is finally getting a handle on the skill, finding enjoyment in battling and striving to grow his skills and stats. His new friends don't know the whole truth, but they flee trouble together, arriving at the human capital of Peltagow. With a new city to explore and dungeons to delve, the party sets their sights on gaining levels and acquiring stronger items.

The gods aren't done with Max, continuing to pull strings. Death is just a single misstep away for Max.

The adventure of Max, Tanila, Fowl, & Batrire continues!
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Table of Content

Chapter 1: A Combined Skill

Chapter 2: Prepping for Success

Chapter 3: Being the Nice Guy

Chapter 4: Trapped

Chapter 5: Doing What One Must to Stay Alive

Chapter 5a: Cost of Clues

Chapter 6: A Rare Opportunity

Chapter 7: Sacrifices

Chapter 8: Back in Town

Chapter 9: Mistakes Happen to Us All

Chapter 10: What We Have to Do

Chapter 11: The Problem with Skill Choices

Chapter 12: Webs That Unravel

Chapter 13: Finishing Things Up

Chapter 14: Smarter Foes

Chapter 15: One Last Gift

Chapter 15a: Realizing the Truth

Chapter 16: Goodbye to Rumstant

Chapter 17: Relaxing on the Road

Chapter 18: Caught with Your Pants Down

Chapter 19: A Master of Carnage

Chapter 20: The Bandit Leader

Chapter 21: Darkness Behind Those Eyes

Chapter 22: The Buck Tooth Beaver

Chapter 23: Gambling the Night Away

Chapter 24: Always Bet On...

Chapter 25: Peltagow

Chapter 26: The Perks of Reading Books

Chapter 27: New Dungeons, New Tiers

Chapter 28: Who wants to Farm?

Chapter 29: Vampire Bunnies

Chapter 30: Consuming Something Different

Chapter 31: Trading Knowledge

Chapter 32: Death Magic

Chapter 33: A Giant Skeleton

Chapter 34: A Mimic and Its Tongue

Chapter 35: The Voices in Your Head

Chapter 36: Learning New Tricks

Chapter 37: New Tier Woes

Chapter 38: We Often Make Stupid Decisions

Chapter 39: Trolls

Chapter 40: Regeneration

Chapter 41: A Win for Studying

Chapter 42: Coliseum

Chapter 43: Making Decisions When Upset

Chapter 44: An Older Elf

Chapter 45: Master Tang Wu

Chapter 46: Choosing Between the Two

Chapter 47: Fighting for Gold

Chapter 48: It Always Gets Worse

Chapter 49: Always Bet on Yourself

Chapter 50: Always Elves to Fight

Chapter 51: Always Offer It

Chapter 52: Alfred

Chapter 53: Losing Out on Two Thousand Gold

Chapter 54: A Conversation Within

Chapter 55: Selling and Gathering

Chapter 55a: Long Gambles

Chapter 56: Long Walks


Chapter 1

A Combined Skill

“You met her?!”

Tanila’s eyes had never been as wide as they were now.

Max noticed she wasn’t the only one with an open mouth; Fowl and Batrire had the same expression.

“I mean, I think it could have been one of the gods. I was in a temple of Phaius and giving an offering when an older woman showed up. A minute later, I couldn’t move. She had grown and then was gone. She warned me I needed to grow stronger and that I would be hunted.” Max paused and shivered as if someone had walked across his grave. “That man I killed proves she was right.”

The only sound for a minute was the wind blowing across the rocks in the dungeon.

“How strong do you think you need to be?”

Looking at Tanila, Max smiled and shrugged. “I have no idea, but we all know how weak I am.”

“What do you mean weak? You have a skill that takes most one hundred levels to acquire!” Fowl exclaimed. “Do you really not understand how powerful that skill is?”

Max realized he didn’t.

[Skill Description - Melee Weapon Mastery]

*****

Melee Weapon Mastery - Uncommon Skill: This skill provides mastery of all melee weapons, even ones not previously learned. Every attack will be more likely to hit the location they aim at successfully. Attacks will have a higher chance of critically striking and doing increased damage. Mastery grants an improved understanding of combination attacks.

*****

“I can use every melee weapon…”

Snorting, Fowl nodded and tapped the hammer on his hip. “You are a walking source of melee damage. With that skill, I imagine what you could have done against the undead. Two hammers? A tree trunk? Even those two swords you mentioned getting from that guy you defended yourself against.”

Slowly nodding his head, Max realized exactly what Fowl was talking about.

“You two done comparing skill sizes? If so, we can see what difference this will make in our ability to progress,” Batrire said as she began casting her buff. “I’m ready to enjoy some easy experience courtesy of Seth.”

Max smiled, activated his storage, and pulled out both the swords he had gotten off James.

“I guess now is better than never to try these out.”

[ Inspect Weapons ]

*****

Sharp Silver Sword (Right)

+2 Strength

Sharp - 10% increased damage when slashing

Sharp Silver Sword (Left)

+2 Strength

Sharp - 10% increased damage when slashing

*****

[Simple Stat Check]

*****

HP: 360/360

MP: 60/60

Stamina: 180/180

STR: 27+13

DEX: 18+3

CON: 28+8

INT: 12

WIS: 9

*****

“This is going to be fun,” Max said with a massive grin.

They found another group of three ogres, two with axes and one with a tree trunk.

“Can you root one of the ogres with an axe, and I’ll manage the other?” Max asked.

Tanila nodded, and Fowl rotated his shoulders, smiling as he saw Max spinning his swords in little circles.

“You scare me sometimes,” Fowl said, watching Max cast a fire and ice enchantment on his swords. “What were the gods thinking, giving someone so much power?”

Batrire grunted but said nothing, and Max was glad no one seemed to want him to answer that question. He had struggled with it himself more than once.

“Engage, and then I’ll ensnare the one in the middle,” Tanila said.

Max entered Stealth as Fowl began to move toward the ogres, sizing up the beast he was about to face. His mind told him different ways to parry that massive axe with his swords.

The ogres started to run toward Fowl as he shouted, gaining their attention.

“Resisted!”

Fowl slowed his charge when they heard Tanila tell them her ensnare had failed. Max had seen the roots reach up, but the ogre had taken two steps, ripping them from the ground and falling behind the other two by just a few steps.

“Seth!”

Max wanted to respond, but he couldn’t. Doing so would break Stealth, and he knew what he needed to do. Moving as fast as possible, he put himself in the path of the ogre on the left with an axe and prepared to attack with two weapons for the first time.

Max could see how the ogre ran, its legs and arms moving forward and backward. The axe was in its left hand, and his mind saw what he needed to do to turn this fight around.

The ogre came right at him, unaware of Max, who started his strike as its right leg planted on the ground a foot in front of him. The two swords sliced as one, catching it right on the knee and cutting its lower leg off.

The ogre stumbled, plunging face-first to the ground as its momentum sent it skidding, its axe flying from its left hand.

Spinning the moment he sliced the ogre's leg off, Max ran to catch up with the floundering beast.

Fowl had moved, engaging the ogre with the trunk as Max reached the ogre face-first on the rocks, jumping up into the air and driving both swords into the back of its neck. It barely shuddered as his blades punctured its neck and sliced the spinal cord all the way through.

He felt the second ogre with an axe enter his sphere of detection and spun in time, both swords coming up to deflect its overhead chop, sending the blade to the side where it slashed into its fallen partner's shoulder.

Max became a whirlwind of blades, spinning, slashing, and slicing the ogre before it could begin to lift its axe out of the corpse it had struck.

Massive pieces of flesh and chunks of muscle flew as Max ran between its legs, planting his feet and slicing both Achilles tendons simultaneously.

The creature started to fall backward, its legs giving out as its ankles folded under its weight. Prepared for that, Max dashed a few steps forward and held both swords up.

Its roar was cut off as both swords pierced its back and heart.

The weight of the ogre crashed down on Max, but he bent his legs, absorbing the impact. With a grunt, he pushed up and to the right, rolling the ogre off him as he pulled his swords free.

It took a few seconds to get out from under the corpse and see Fowl dealing with the other ogre, deflecting and absorbing blows from the tree trunk that kept coming at him.

The axe from the ogre he had just killed was a few steps away, and Max took the opportunity to try something new. Storing both swords, he picked up the massive axe, taller than him, and held it in both hands.

“Any time!” Fowl called out, getting pelted by rocks and wood shards as the tree trunk slammed into the ground next to his feet.

Grinning, Max ran forward, taking a few steps, skipping once toward the ogre's back before planting his feet and twisting his hips and then his arms. The massive axe swung with every ounce of strength he had, cutting into the ogre's waist and cleaving its body in half.

Its top half fell to the left, losing its grip on its weapon as blood flowed like a stream from both halves of its body.

“Holy elf tits! What the hell was that, Seth?”

Holding the axe in one hand, Max spun it around like a top before dropping it to the rocks with a clatter.

“Sorry, Fowl, I just wanted to see what I could do.”

“By the gods, that is not even fair! You cleaved an ogre in half with one strike! One strike!”

Shrugging, Max moved a few feet from the blood that was pooling around the corpse and activated his storage, pulling out a backpack and setting it down on the ground.

“Just wait till we fight the lizards in the level twenty-five dungeon. Those things are nasty.”

Fowl looked at the two women who had moved up to the corpses. “Tell me he isn’t already talking about the next dungeon. I mean, seriously?”

Tanila chuckled as she pulled out her knife and moved to cut off the ogre’s ears. “I have no doubt we will be there soon enough.”

Grunting, Fowl smirked and moved to help with the trophy gathering.

They cleared the rest of the second level with ease. Max demonstrated the power of a skill most could never imagine acquiring. Each attack he delivered was done with precision, killing or disabling every ogre they faced.

After they finished the dungeon, stopping outside the boss portal and returning to the Adventurer’s Hall, Max bid them farewell and headed off to bring Aimee for their daily grind.

It took no time as Max kept one of the large axes, cleaving an orc in half with almost every strike.

Aimee had been excited, hitting level nine after the goblin and orc dungeon, promising to bake something special for Max later.

With only about four hours of sunlight left, Max entered the first alchemist shop he had spotted while traveling to get Aimee. Puffing the Dragon seemed like an exciting name, but the magical sign outside that had a red dragon blowing smoke out of its nose had been what caught his attention.

Entering the shop, Max’s nose was assaulted by a pungent smell that made his eyes water.

“Sorry! Forgive the smell!”

Looking around, Max found a dwarf on the ground behind a counter where glass was scattered on the stone floor, and purple liquid bubbled as the man wiped it up with a weird cloth.

“Need any help?” Max asked as he pinched his nose, breathing in through his mouth and immediately wondering if that was the wrong decision. A weird sour taste now coated his tongue. He smacked his tongue to the roof of his mouth a few times, finding out it didn’t help.

The dwarf sighed as he tried to push the purple liquid into a flat glass container. “Some child was in here with their parent and knocked this over. Of course, they didn’t want to pay and… sorry, you don’t want to know all this.” He sat back onto his heels, his leather apron dripping the purple ooze onto the floor. “If you can stand the smell, I will do what I can to help you find what you are looking for.”

“I’ve smelled some pretty bad stuff in the dungeons. The taste…” Max chuckled and ran the top of his tongue against his teeth. “That’s something new. Take your time. I’ll look around.”

“Thank you!” the dwarf exclaimed, quickly returning to the task.

Max walked through the shop, looking at various jars holding different parts of monsters, liquids, flowers, and so many other things that he had no idea what they were.

“All right! Thanks for waiting! I’m Bardunac, and what can I help you with?”

Max turned around from the jar he was tapping with massive eyeballs floating in a clear liquid and saw that the dwarf had changed his apron. The most alarming feature was that he had no beard.

“You don’t have a beard…”

Bardunac grimaced but nodded. “Yes. I lost it last week when a mishap took place with my ex-assistant. Nearly lost my eyebrows as well.”

Chuckling, Max noticed they seemed less bushy than most dwarf eyebrows.

“So, besides my lack of facial hair, what can I do for you…”

“Seth. Seth Pendal.”

Cocking his thinned eyebrows, Bardunac looked at Max and took him in. “The Shade Slayer!”

Shaking his head, Max smiled. “No, I just held it off till a higher-level adventurer could come and kill it. All I did was piss it off and somehow manage to stay alive.”

“Well, Adventurer Seth, what can I do for you?”

Taking the two paws out of storage, Max held the gray-scaled paw and the red one out before Bardunac. “I’m interested in seeing what I could get for these.”

The dwarf began to choke for a few seconds, his eyes locked on the red-scaled paw.

“I’ll buy it!” he said without hesitation. “Tell me what you want for it!”

Looking down at the red paw, Max looked at Bardunac and saw the dwarf had yet to blink.

“Uh… tell me what you might offer. I was actually looking at comparing prices between a few shops.”

The dwarf struggled to tear his eyes off the paw, forcing himself to look at Max as he scratched his beardless chin.

“You really don’t know what that is worth, do you?”


Chapter 2

Prepping for Success

Bardunac muttered under his breath, but Max could hear it with his Sonar skill. “Idiot… showing my hand so badly. Mom was right; I’ll never succeed.”

Smiling at the dwarf, Max could see how he had slumped his shoulders as he talked to himself.

“Why don’t you tell me why it is worth so much? After that, I’ll tell you how I got it.”

Clearing his throat, Bardunac nodded and motioned for Max to follow him. “I have no doubt you were in the lizard dungeon, as getting one of those any other way is difficult at best. You already must know it is a rare spawn; even to say that does not do it justice. Only one or two of those are killed every year.”

Bardunac had led them to his counter, an ornate stone one with intricate carvings of dwarves battling different monsters along the front piece. A few stands with healing potions and other bottles filled with liquid caught Max’s eyes as the dwarf went around them.

Max chuckled when Bardunac reached the other side and suddenly stood six inches taller.

“It’s a platform,” Bardunac told him, smiling as he saw how Max had responded. “Being short doesn't make a standard counter easy to trade over.”

“That sounds very ingenious.”

The beardless dwarf nodded, then pulled a book out of thin air and set it down on the counter. “This is an advanced alchemy book. It has your standard notes on potions and other elixirs, but what you want is back here.”

The dwarf thumbed through the pages with precision, stopping at a tabbed sheet.

“The paw you have will be sought after by every alchemist in town.” Bardunac waited for Max to meet his gaze after looking at the book's page. “I am serious about that. Some may offer you more gold than I can, but I am willing to do something they aren’t. I will give you money and offer to share one of the elixirs I make.”

Max had heard about elixirs only once in his life. During his alchemist rotation, the alchemist in his hometown talked about how most would never see them because of the rarity of the required ingredients.

“What would the elixir you plan on making do?”

Bardunac grinned, excited that Max was considering his offer, and turned two more pages in his book. “This one,” he said, tapping the page. “An elixir of Dexterity. Depending on how they turn out, it should add one or two Dexterity points. Your paw should provide the ingredients for four of them. It will cost me a bit of money for the other ingredients, so all I would be willing to offer is twenty gold and one elixir.”

Max was doing his best to not look shocked and overwhelmed at that amount of gold and the thought of the item.

Twenty gold and a guaranteed one or two points of Dexterity… goblin nuts, what have I missed reagent-wise?

Slowly nodding, Max kept a straight face and set the paw on the counter.

“I am interested in that deal but would also like to discuss a few other things and a possible long-term relationship.”

Without a beard to hide his excitement, Bardunac’s smile almost radiated light from the amount of white teeth he was showing.

Sitting in his usual booth, Max thumbed through the notes Bardunac had written down for him. There were a lot of alchemy ingredients he and the others had missed out on, especially on the rare monsters he had killed.

Bardunac had seemed quite disappointed to hear that he had killed an orc shaman and not harvested its eyes or heart. Both of those had magical properties suited for an alchemist and their skill.

Max also managed to learn one other interesting bit of knowledge. These elixirs all granted bonus experience to the one crafting them. If this was the case, he could speak with Mr. Wright or Aimee and see if there were also rare cooking ingredients.

“You seem lost in thought,” Big D stated as he dropped off another mug of ale and deposited tonight's meal beside it. “You are beginning to make me wonder if you are an adventurer or a scholar with how much reading and writing I see you doing.”

Max saw Big D smiling, proud of his joke. Smiling so his host wouldn’t feel his joke was that bad, Max pointed to the list he had been studying.

“I learned today that I have been missing out on easy money by not farming alchemist items from monsters. I really want to know why most adventurers don’t talk about this.”

Leaning over, Big D made a disgusted face before grumbling. “Well, that’s easy. How many people want to dissect a corpse for a few extra silver? I mean, you’re talking about a heart and eyeballs. Those would require certain tools to do such a thing. And how many times have you killed something by stabbing them in the heart?”

Tsking his tongue, Max nodded. He had stabbed a lot of creatures through the heart.

“I guess that means I’ll need to find another way to kill stuff.”

Roaring with laughter, Big D bobbed his head and playfully slapped Max on the shoulder. “That’s the rub, isn’t it? Can’t kill them how you want, which means you risk getting injured in order to make more money. That is why they don’t teach younger adventurers about alchemy ingredients. Imagine if you could only kill a boss by taking off its arms and legs. How many people would die?”

Max nodded, glancing down at his list again, and noticed Dick had walked away, answering a whistle from another patron needing something.

“There goes my easy money plan,” Max muttered, storing the list and turning his attention to the wonderful-smelling plate of food next to him. Roasted pheasant, an assortment of vegetables, and two large rolls. Off to the side of all the food was a small strawberry cake with what looked like the perfect amount of frosting.

Sharing what he had learned with the group, Max and the others cleared the ogre dungeon up to the boss portal. They decided it would be best to farm the dungeon for experience until each of the other three reached level twenty-five.

They managed to farm a few items to sell to Bardunac but quickly realized Big D was correct. It wasn’t worth the time or effort.

The best gift had been the potions Max had convinced Bardunac to give him at a reduced price. Two higher-quality healing potions now sat in each of their dimensional storage. Max had bound the necklace he had taken from James to himself and sold the other to Fowl at a significantly reduced price. They then purchased rings for both women that function as storage for potions. Each had three spots that could only carry a potion. They were still three gold each, but everyone saw their importance at this point.

Fowl struggled to believe Max would sell him ten-slot dimensional storage for only five gold, knowing they were usually at least thirty gold.

Once done, Max took Aimee through two runs of the dungeon, earning her level ten. She mentioned there was something special for him to pick up later from her dad’s bakery and waved as he set off on one last task for the day.

“Seth, I don’t believe you. There is no way you can be done with this book.”

Max nodded, still holding the book for Sam to take, watching the older dwarf scowl. “I read it and have no more use for it. In fact, I even went into the lizard dungeon earlier this week and helped take down the rare red lizard.”

A coughing fit came over the older dwarf, who moved closer, grabbing Max’s arm and pulling him off to the side near some bookshelves.

“Don’t talk about that so loud,” Sam hissed after he stopped coughing. “People hear that kind of news and might be interested if you took the reagents from it.”

Nodding in realization, Max glanced around the shop and saw that the few patrons inside were not paying the two of them any attention.

“Yeah, I can see that. I was in the dungeon with a higher-level group, getting to see how the dungeon worked when my team and myself went there. It was a scary thing to see. That thing was fast!”

Sam nodded, still looking around the warehouse and ensuring no one was paying attention to them. “I have heard stories. I’m glad you didn’t die during that encounter. Did it…” Sam paused, pulling Max between two bookshelves and walking further down the aisle before turning and whispering, “Have the ability to see all around itself?”

“I’m not sure I would say it saw around itself, but more of just knew. When I got close to help the warrior fighting it, its tail almost impaled me. At no point had it looked at me, yet it knew where I was moving and barely missed me as I stopped in time.” Max paused, knowing what Sam was fishing for as a keeper of books. “Even when it faced me, it knew where to attack the other warrior. It had damage done to its face and blood in its eyes. Perhaps it can hear or detect some other way to know what is around it?”

Sam’s eyes widened, and he pulled a notepad out of his dimensional storage and wrote quickly on the paper. He glanced up at Max and almost said something but stopped and wrote down a few more things. “You don’t mind if I use you as a source for this? I rarely get to talk to someone who has actually faced this beast. This knowledge could help others be prepared in the future if they study as you have.”

“Uh… can we not use my name? I’m not sure people would believe that Seth Pendal told you about how the lizard protects itself from all sides.”

Sam snorted and nodded. “That is true. I’ll handle the source side. Still, this will verify a few things with the academic community.”

“I think you are forgetting something else.”

Sam’s bushy eyebrows became one at the center of his forehead as he cocked his head at Max. “What is that?”

“You promised to pay for the next book I would need.”

Rolling his eyes, Sam cursed, “Bookworms and paper eaters!”

Coughing, Max couldn’t help but smile, wondering what kind of curse that was.

“Bookworms?”

“Yes, boy! Those things are a menace to people like me. I’ll have you know we pay good money every six months keeping this place safe from them!”

Waving the ranting dwarf off, Max didn’t press the issue. “Well then, how about we just be thankful for that, and you show me to this book you promised.”

Scowling, Sam shook his head and strode past Max as he grumbled. “I must be getting old, betting books like this.”

Sitting in his room, Max ran his fingers along the book's spine. Sam had been very specific about how it should be handled. It was his personal copy and had to be kept in storage when not being read in a room away from all food and drink.

“Rare Monsters: Skills and Powers.”

Having read the title out loud, Max couldn't help but shiver at the possible wealth of knowledge he might uncover in this book that was clearly older than him. Sam had told Max repeatedly how he took care of this book. The leather had faded in areas, and the creases along the spine showed wear, and the paper was a different quality than he was used to. It was thicker, and on each page were notes written by Sam as he learned new things about each monster.

I could use this to hunt down possible skills to consume…

He felt the smile on his lips as he considered that thought. There was a world of possibilities; all he had to do was kill for them.


Chapter 3

Being the Nice Guy

The following two days had been nothing more than the usual clearing of the ogre dungeon as a group, followed by Max taking Aimee through only the orc dungeon.

She had managed to get level eleven and was closing in on twelve, but the leveling experience was starting to slow.

The treat Max had received from her and Mr. Wright was a special cake.

It stood three feet tall and looked like him, bald head and all.

Max had brought the Fowl, Batrire, and Tanila at Aimee’s request, and they had laughed at the single massive brown spike on his shoulder. Every part of him was detailed, like looking in a mirror.

Even the spear he held and his red cloak matched the one used while fighting in the dungeons.

“This is amazing,” Max finally got out as he walked around it a few times.

Mr. Wright had closed Big Buns for this private moment with Max and his party.

“I don’t think I could say thank you any other way,” Mr. Wright stated, holding his daughter against his side. “What you have done for me and Aimee goes beyond anything I could ever have imagined.”

Max saw the older man wipe a tear away from one eye, his daughter squeezing him tightly as they both watched Max admire their work.

“How long did this take?”

“Oh, about five days for everything,” Aimee replied. “Dad let me help, and we did it secretly in the back kitchen. Forming molds, using some other baker tricks, and more. The real fun was getting it to look like you. Dad won’t say it, but he called in a favor and got some magical assistance.”

Her dad gave a playful frown at her before he kissed her forehead and nodded.

“I’m… I’m…” Max fumbled over words.

“Tis a shame, really,” Tanila said as Max stood there, mouth open like a fish. “The person who helped with this obviously had never seen the real Seth. If they had, this would not look as nice as it does.”

Everyone broke out in laughter, even Max.

“It’s true! This cake looks much better than Seth ever has,” Fowl added. “Smells better, too!”

That night, they took the cake across the street and celebrated with patrons staying at the Two-Headed Ogre and a few special guests of Aimee and Mr. Wright. Everyone couldn’t believe the different flavors of cake that layered the creation, each being perfectly moist and flavorful.

At one point during the evening, Aimee snuck Max away to a corner and glanced around to ensure no one was watching.

“Are you okay?”

She nodded and bit her lip for a moment. “Seth… I have to ask again because my dad doesn’t believe me. Are you hoping that there is going to be something between us?”

Seeing her face and realizing what she asked, Max smiled and shook his head no.

“I’m not, and I know that you are not either.”

Aimee’s eyes widened, and she tried to speak but couldn’t.

“You have a friend who comes by even more than I do. She is a nice girl, from how you two always talk and laugh. Does your dad know?”

She nodded, glancing across the room and seeing her dad and Big D laughing as they told stories to anyone willing to listen. “He does. He just wanted to ensure I hadn’t led you on or that you weren’t hoping for something. I can’t repay you any other way and would be willing—”

“No,” Max said, cutting her off, his tone firm and louder than he had meant it to be. Sighing, he smiled, put a hand on her shoulder, and shook his head. “I mean it, no, I don’t want that from you. I am content to call you a friend and to help you be the best baker you want to be. I would never ask you to do that or anything else. The cake you made for me is greater than anything I could have imagined.”

A few tears had trickled down her cheeks, and Max held his arms open, smiling as she moved in. They hugged for just a moment, squeezing and then letting go.

Aimee wiped the tears away as she smiled and laughed.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “More than you know.”

He nodded and then motioned to the room. “We need to get back, or you might have rumors get out about us, and the gods know I wouldn’t want that to ruin your reputation.”

She laughed harder, poking him in the chest as she shook her head. “That is true… I have suffered enough already for having you in my shop as often as you are.”

Laughing, they both moved to join the others in celebrating the night.

“Seth, you are an interesting human.”

Max glanced at Tanila, who was slowly rotating her mug of ale as she watched him.

“What does that mean?”

She set her cup on the table and leaned across it in their booth.

“I have been around humans for a few years. As an elf, we are taught many things about your race. Some are good, and unfortunately…” She paused, sighing, “Most are bad. Those elves you ran into back in that other town. There are other groups of like-minded individuals. They only see the threat men posed long ago. Meeting you and watching how you treat everyone, even when dealing with the things you have… experienced. I think I understand why you were given what you have.”

Glancing at the empty room, Max leaned closer and tried to read his teammate’s demeanor. “I’m not sure I follow.”

She snorted slightly and nodded. “I can understand that. You are kind. That girl… she asked me about you and if I thought you wanted that. She couldn’t believe that you didn’t. Most men would have… taken advantage of that situation. Most would have taken advantage of her.”

Max frowned, knowing Tanila was right.

“But that’s not me. I’m not like that.”

Tanila smiled. Seeing it on her lips, Max knew she believed him.

“And that is why I think you got the skill you did,” she whispered. “Most men would have set out, doing whatever it took to gain power and get stronger. The potential of what you can become… what you will become could be achieved in horrible ways. You haven’t done that.” Tapping her chest, she smiled and then sighed. “I shared my skill. Imagine if you were that kind of person. I have no doubt they would have struck me down, trying to take it. Every person like me would be hunted. A person without your kindness…”

Max waited for Tanila to finish, but she never did. She closed her mouth and just shrugged.

“Thank you,” Max replied, giving a slight nod of his head.

“For?”

“Trusting me. Telling me this. I won’t lie. There is a struggle inside me. I can feel the skill yearning for power. It scares me. But to be like what you described… I don’t want that. I’m unsure what I would become if I go down that path.”

Tanila put her hand on the table and held it out.

Slowly, Max put his hand in hers and felt her squeeze it momentarily before pulling it back.

“And that, Seth, is why Fowl, Batrire, and I are willing to do everything we can to help you. None of us want to see the man we know become what we fear someone else would be.”

They started later the following day, each of them knowing a few more hours of rest would be good. With just another day of grinding experience planned, they would be fine going in tired.

“That portal is different. What does that mean?”

Tanila was tapping her chin, ignoring Max’s question as the four stood in the shallow water, looking at the portal to the second floor. Instead of the standard blue color, it was purple.

“Can that really be what I think it is?” Fowl asked.

“Fowl, tell me what I’m missing!” Max exclaimed, frustrated after the dwarf had spoken.

“Sorry, Seth. The second floor will be much harder today if the portal is purple. The standard blue portal represents the normal floor. Rarely does one ever turn purple. If it does, the monsters are all a rare spawn variation of the dungeon floor. Everything in there will be worth more experience but also be a lot harder to kill.”

Tanila scoffed, and Max watched as she moved closer to it, moving and circling around the purple portal.

“This is… impossible? I mean, how can this happen?”

Batrire grunted, watching their mage as she walked and talked. “It’s Seth. It has to be.”

Everyone turned and looked at their healer, who stood there, stroking her beard.

“Think about it,” she continued. “How many rares has he seen? No one usually sees that many rares in their lifetime. Let alone in a month? That is the only thing I can think of.”

Max felt the eyes of his team watching him as he considered what they were saying.

“Me? I mean, is that possible?”

“Possible? With what you have told us and have for a skill? I’d like to meet this woman you said talked to you in that temple,” Fowl stated.

Max saw Tanila as she furrowed her eyebrows and noticed her eyes darting left and right. She stood there, thumb against her lip as her mind worked.

“He draws rare things to him. Like us… like those monsters…” She paused, her eyes going wide. “Like the break and this portal. I can’t think of anything else that would cause this.”

“So what do we do? Do we risk it?” Max asked. “That break was pretty dangerous.”

“We have to!” Fowl answered, not waiting on the others. “How many people dream about a dungeon with a portal like this?! To not—”

“Would be missing out on a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity,” Batrire interrupted. “Each of us would have given anything for one of these to happen. We all know that.”

Tanila nodded and then shook her head as she started to laugh. “Gods, I hate how this makes me feel. It’s almost like we don’t have a choice.”

“Oh, we do,” Fowl replied. “We can take this rare opportunity and see what is in store for us or leave and regret this decision for life.”

Everyone laughed and nodded in agreement with Fowl.

“Well then, what are we waiting for?” Max asked as he pulled his shield and spear out of storage.

“Warrior’s first,” Tanila replied, motioning to the portal with her hand.

As his eyes adjusted, Max let out a low whistle. He had gone in first, and seeing the dungeon left his chest feeling tight.

He was standing at the dead end of a long canyon, black rock with glowing blue lines running along the ground that led deeper into the zone. The sky above was purple, with black clouds flying overhead, giving him a feeling of dread.

The eerie blue light that came from those lines almost made the rocks glow.

“Holy elf tits!”

Max didn’t turn around, recognizing Fowl’s voice. He had taken a few steps toward a line of glowing blue line a little bit ahead of where he had come in and bent down to inspect it. It looked like a crystal, the light pulsing slowly every few seconds.

“Goblin shite. We’re screwed.”

Chuckling a little to himself, Max turned around, knowing Tanila was now with them. He saw that both Tanila and Batrire had joined him and Fowl.

Then Max realized he wasn’t seeing what he had expected.

“There is no portal… Where is it?” Max asked.

Tanila’s back was to him as she stared at the solid wall of black rock forty yards away from where they had come in.

“There isn’t one,” she replied.


Chapter 4

Trapped

“Is that possible? I mean, I know it’s possible, but at this level?”

Tanila turned and looked at Max and smiled. It caught him off guard. Her smile seemed out of place, especially considering the realization that they were trapped in a dungeon until they fought their way out or died.

“Looks like we need to prepare for what is going to be in here,” Tanila said, her voice steady and calm. “We’ll do what we have always done. Fight and win.”

Max knew his eyes were moving between their mage and Fowl, who slowly nodded.

“She’s right. We can’t focus on what we can’t change. Seth, you and I will do what we have always done.”

“Kill everything while they stand behind us, getting free experience?” Max asked jokingly.

“Exactly!”

Both of their female companions shook their heads and made faces that showed their displeasure.

“As I always say, warriors first!”

Both warriors grumbled as they turned and started walking next to the canyon walls that rose at least two hundred yards toward the sky.

“Two heads…”

Max nodded, noticing the same thing Fowl had. The first monster on this dungeon floor was a single ogre with two heads, black skin, and an axe in each hand.

“It’s taller than the other ones by at least a head.”

Fowl snorted, chuckling at Max’s attempt at a joke, but it was true. This ogre was over eleven feet tall.

“Anything about these in that book of yours you read?”

“The two-headed ogre was a rare spawn. But no mention of the black skin or two weapons. They’re stronger, faster, and smarter than the usual ogre.” Pausing, Max grinned before chuckling. “What’s two times zero?”

“Zero,” replied Tanila.

“So still stupid,” Max joked, ignoring the groans from the others.

“I’m glad we can crack jokes and laugh, but you two must get serious. That thing is the first monster we are going to face. The gods only know how many more there will be or what else we will find. We have no idea how bad things will get, and we need to focus.”

Fowl and Max both let out a sigh and did their usual warm-ups. Batrire cast her buff, and Max used his fire enchantment on his sword.

“Not going for reach?”

“No. Against those axes, I’ll need to be close. Besides, the best chance I have is to counter and attack. With the sword, I can parry. I’m scared to think what its axe would do against my spear, magical or not.”

Fowl grunted and moved to the left a little. “Stealth?”

“Yeah. Ready when you are.”

“Hold up!” Tanila called out. “Let me try and ensnare it first. It would be good to know if I can even manage that.”

The snare spell failed to hold for more than two seconds. Fowl moved to block its incoming charge as Max moved to the side, preparing to attack from Stealth.

The sight of two axes that were six feet long coming at him made Fowl crouch a little lower as he prepared for an attack of proportions he had never faced before.

The speed at which both axes moved almost seemed like a blur, the strength of the ogre evident as the first blow landed against Fowl’s shield, sending the dwarf tumbling to the right along the black rock.

Max had moved into position as the ogre swung, hoping to strike before it, but the ogre had shifted, moving a step to the side as it brought both axes to bear on Fowl’s shield.

His sword slashed its ankle, slicing deep into it as the creature roared, starting to stumble as its left leg buckled slightly. The force of its attack and spin had put tremendous pressure on the left ankle, causing it to drop onto its right knee. The ogre brought the axe in its left hand toward where Max had appeared after striking it. A snarl appeared on the head closest to him as it tried to connect with the axe.

Using his position and the ogre's inability to attack him, Max held his shield out to block the attack, planting his feet and waiting for the blow.

As the axe bounced off his shield, Max swung his sword, catching the hand holding the axe's haft, slicing four fingers off, and sending the axe flying.

Another yell came from the ogre as it snatched its hand back, only its thumb and a few short stubs remaining on it. Blood poured from the wound as it tried to stand and turn. Its ankle couldn’t support its weight, and Max took that opportunity to slash down at its left leg, slicing it open and leaving a foot-deep gash across its thigh.

It tried to roll toward him, lunging at him and dropping the other axe it held.

Both heads were focused on him, and as it moved toward Max, an ice spear pierced the head on the right, hitting it right in its face. Chunks of ice and flesh showered over Max as it moved its arms and hands toward him.

Dodging to the right, Max sliced at the left arm, hitting the bone right below its elbow as he cut through its flesh.

In a matter of moments, Max resumed his butchering of the ogre one strike at a time. Every move it made toward him left it open to his sword, which carved flesh off its body like a skilled butcher’s knife. Soon, both arms were gone. Blood poured out from over a dozen wounds he had inflicted elsewhere on its massive body.

Tanila and Batrire stood back, watching Max move like a dancer as he finally slew the ogre, cutting both heads off in less than half a minute.

Only when the ogre was dead did Max turn his attention to Fowl, who was shaking his head as he and the rest of the group came up to join him.

“You okay?”

Fowl nodded, only grunting a response. They stared at the pool of blood that covered the black rock floor. Where the blood touched the blue crystal light, it turned the glow a purple color, matching the sky above. “That’s not weird at all,” Fowl stated as he pointed at the blood. “Good work, though. I think I would have been fine if only one axe had hit me. Two was more than I could handle. It literally lifted me off the ground.”

“I saw that. Sorry, I couldn’t attack before it did. It moved from where I had expected it to be.”

“Happens. Now tell me, what do we harvest off this thing?”

Max stored his sword and pulled out the notes from Bardunac and the ones he had copied from Sam’s book.

“Uhh… before I answer that, can we decide who will harvest everything?”

Max grinned as he saw the three of them giving him perplexed expressions.

“That sounds bad if you preface it that way,” Tanila stated, getting a grunt of agreement from Batrire.

“Oh, it is… we need the heart, eyeballs, and…” Max paused, coughing once and then pointing at the ogre’s loincloth. “Its balls.”

“Oh, hell no!” Fowl exclaimed. “I’ll gladly get the eyes and heart, but there ain’t no way I’m going ball hunting on an ogre.”

Storing both heads in his storage and the heart in a backpack Bardunac had given him, Max shivered after Batrire handed him the two balls the ogre had once owned.

“Someone is going to owe me big time for that,” she said with a snarl. “And when I mean big, I mean ogre nut size big.”

Fowl chuckled, nodding as he wiped his blood-covered hands on a cloth before storing it. “One down, and who knows how many left.”

The subsequent three encounters were a single two-headed ogre, just like the first. Each carried two axes, and they repeated the same process each time. Only once did Tanila’s spell hold the creature; the other two times, each broke it within a second or two.

Max found the best attack came from using one of the axes from Stealth and then switching to his sword and shield a few seconds later. The power of the strike he could deliver with the massive axe was impossible to compare to a much shorter blade. Each time, the axe had taken the entire foot or knee out, sending the ogre to a quick death.

“I don’t suppose you have gained anything from them?” Tanila asked as they continued to move through the canyon.

“Not a thing. I had hoped, but I still don’t know everything about the skill. I would assume my current stats are above every one of the ogres. They use an axe skill, and I have my weapon skill.”

“So nothing to actually consume.”

Max shook his head. “Nothing I can see, and the book my dwarf friend gave me mentioned no other skills.”

She nodded, letting out a sigh. “I guess I was hoping for something out of all this.”

Max laughed, his voice echoing along the walls of the canyon. “You mean besides ogre heads, hearts, and balls?”

Tanila chuckled, nodding. “Yes, besides those.”

“Two of them. Seriously?” Fowl asked, even though everyone knew it wasn’t a question. “How do we want to handle them?”

“How long can you hold one off?”

“Not long. You and I both know I’m the weak link against these things. They overpower me, and it will take everything Batrire has to keep me up.”

Max cast the fire enchantment on the axe he was using and nodded. “So Tanila tries to ensnare one. If she succeeds, we take out the other first and then move to the second. If she fails, I’ll injure the second one and then come help you with the other.”

“That's a lot of pressure on me,” Tanila stated as she moved into position.

“Well, the day I have earth magic, I’ll do what I can to help ease that burden.”

Fowl began to laugh, and Batrire joined him a few seconds later as Tanila scowled at Max.

“What bothers me the most is how soon that might happen,” she replied.

“Casting!”

Max moved toward the ogre on the right. He knew how Tanila had felt and believed she had made that statement earlier to let him know she knew the pressure he was under. They were in this situation because of him. This dungeon had to have shown up because of something a god or some other power decided to mess with his life. Without him, they wouldn’t survive.

Peter's words echoed in his mind… their lives depended on him.

“Resisted!”

Cursing under his breath, Max kept moving at the one he was focused on. He planted his feet and set his legs, watching as it ran right toward Fowl. It didn’t see him standing there with his axe, the back of it resting against the ground.

Everything he had went into this strike. There wasn’t time to play with these ogres. He needed to take this one out and move to help Fowl.

The ogre ran right at him, unaware of what was hidden before it. Max timed its stride, its momentum. With every ounce of power in his legs and hips, he swung the axe toward its chest, the steel edge appearing as it sliced into the ogre's sternum. The sound of flesh being cut, bones being broken, and a roar that never reached its curled lips was lost as the ogre fell forward, crashing into the ground, the head of the axe buried in its chest.

Letting go of the axe handle, Max barely ducked in time to avoid a face full of the ogre’s crotch as it fell. Coming out from that and seeing the second ogre changing its focus from Fowl to him.

It had been two steps behind the first, the spell buying them seconds, and now he stood there with two axes coming at him.


Chapter 5

Doing What One Must to Stay Alive

There was no time to dodge to the side, but he felt and sensed the ogre as it reached the range of his detection skill. Both axes were coming together, chopping like a pair of scissors ready to cut him in half.

Fowl was too far away. They all were.

He could read the attacks and see the strikes as time slowed down for the briefest moment. Both heads on the ogre were entirely focused on him.

Dimensional storage was active; he tried to go for his shield and sword but knew there wasn’t time.

There was only one option, and it scared him.

Death was coming.

[ Berserk Activated ]

The world shifted red for a moment before it went purple. The blue light of the world combined with his rage. It was a shame Max couldn’t see how amazing it looked.

The ogre he saw before him filled his mind, and his body reacted, his Strength and speed doubling.

There was no hesitation.

Max lunged forward at the ogre head-on, with only fists as his weapons.

The axe heads missed him by inches and collided together, sparks and pieces of metal coming from the impact, but Max paid no attention to any of that. All he saw was something he needed to kill.

As his fists impacted the ogre’s chest, they hit so hard that ribs broke, and his hand punctured its flesh.

He began to pummel the ogre with his right fist as his left one held onto a rib bone, allowing him to stay close to the ogre. All four eyes went wide at seeing the man who had evaded its attack and whose every punch put a hole in its body.

Ribs broke as Max punched a hole with his right hand, grabbing onto another rib and pulling himself higher. Something smashed into his back, but he ignored it, unconcerned with whatever that distraction had been.

He climbed higher, staining the ogre's black skin with red as he punched through its collarbone, snapping it and grabbing onto the protruding white and red bone with his hand.

A face bent toward him, mouth open and massive teeth jutting out to bite.

Unaware of the smile on his face, Max accepted the ogre’s gift, which it had unknowingly given him. Max’s right fist came as a blur, catching the ogre's jaw and shattering it, knocking the head back from the force.

Blow after blow rained down on the head before it could pull it back.

The ogre was falling backward, the power of each strike of Max’s fist against its head causing it to suffer in ways it had never known.

As they fell, Max found punching the ogre easier.

They bounced against the ground once, yet his grip on the collarbone never failed, allowing him to pivot so that he could turn to the other face that was howling in pain. The left head was missing its face, brains oozing from the holes his hand had created.

Max lunged for the ogre’s second head, his hands moving so fast no one could count how many blows he landed on the creature. Flesh and bones erupted from every attack he landed on its face, showering himself and the ground with gore.

And then the world turned blue again. The rage and the strength faded as Max felt himself sag, slowing down as a punch went toward the ogre, making a squelching sound as it hit the object once a head.

His back suddenly ached, pain flared up, and he realized he was hurt.

Fowl was nearby, as was Tanila, but they had not moved. The ogre was barely moving.

He realized his dimensional storage was open and rose slowly, the pain Max felt telling him that some of his ribs were broken from an attack he couldn’t remember.

Pulling his sword out, he cut the head off, realizing how badly his hands hurt from bone pieces impaled in them.

The moment the ogre's head was severed, a cold wave hit him, and Max felt relief.

[ 73 Hit Points Consumed ]

Bone fragments pushed themselves out of his hands, and he felt his knuckles rejoining how they should be. He gasped for a moment as his ribs reconnected, and he felt them pop back into place.

“Seth…”

Tanila’s voice reached him. There was concern in it. He could feel the fear she had at what she had seen. What they had all witnessed.

Storing the sword, Max sat on the creature's chest, hanging his head between his hands.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t have a choice.”

He thought he had spoken louder, but it had been a whisper, and no one heard what he said.

Tanila came to stand next to him. He could feel her, sense her, and knew she was looking at the carnage on the ground next to him. She knelt down beside him and put a hand on his shoulder.

“It’s okay, Seth. We’re here.”

He looked up, tears streaming down his face, and saw her. Saw the worry in her eyes.

“I’m sorry… I didn’t have a choice. If I hadn’t used it, I would be—”

“Max,” she said loudly as she cut him off. “You are fine. You are alive, and so are we.”

Hearing his name, his real name, from her lips felt greater than anything he could remember in a while. It reminded him of who he was. Of who he had been.

“Thank you,” he whispered, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly.

“By the gods, man, you were so fast,” Fowl said in that quiet moment. “I have never seen a man, dwarf, or elf move like that. And your fists… the power. You literall—”

“You saved us and yourself,” Batrire said, cutting off Fowl from replaying what they had all just seen. “Tanila is right. We know you wouldn’t want to risk us and only did what you had to do in order to live.”

Max nodded, taking a few more deep breaths and letting them out in a slow and rhythmic pattern.

“I was scared. That ogre turned on me so fast. Those axes were going to catch me no matter what I did. I couldn’t get my items out from storage in time to do anything that would stop them.”

Max stopped talking and looked at Tanila, still kneeling by him and smiling.

“I was afraid, gave in to that fear, and let that out in that skill. I don’t know what I am doing when” —Max held up his gore-covered hands—“I’m in that moment. I just know I must destroy whatever I am focused on.”

“It’s okay, Ma—Seth. Take a moment. Let us handle the harvesting. We all know how high the stakes are.”

Max nodded, feeling Tanila squeeze his shoulder as she stood up.

“Thanks,” was all he could get out.

“I’m sorry I can’t do more,” Fowl whispered to Max as they walked ahead of the two women through the winding canyon. “I put all my points for this last level into Strength, but I’m not sure what I can do to help relieve the pressure you must feel right now.”

Max saw Fowl tugging on his beard. Something the dwarf only did on rare occasions, and frustration was one of them.

“You do a lot. I have complete faith in your ability to protect those two.”

Snorting, Fowl shook his head and then sighed. “I thought that, but the truth is Tanila doesn’t cast as many spells as she used to. Before you, she cast a lot of damage spells… now it's so rare.”

“Seriously?” Max asked, punching the dwarf in the arm. “Do you not remember what you were facing before me? Those things are not on the same level as what we are fighting right now. It has nothing to do with your inability. Eventually, you three would have had to get another party member or two. Even now, I sometimes wonder if having a fifth would help all of us, but who could we trust?”

Rubbing his arm where Max had hit him, Fowl nodded, briefly considering Max’s words.

“Thanks,” Fowl finally said.

“For?”

“Not letting me feel like I allowed myself to feel. For telling me that I’m not worthless.” Fowl smiled, gave a small punch back, and couldn’t help but grin. “It helps to know you think we might be better with another. Not that I think we could find one anytime soon, but still…”

“I’ll say it,” Tanila spoke up before anyone else could. “Holy elf tits.”

Everyone chuckled as they stared at the portal before them. No other ogres had been present after the pair. They had walked for a mile, finding the portal pulsing near the black stone wall.

“That’s not good, is it?” Max asked.

Tsking her tongue, Tanila shook her head. “I honestly can’t answer that. I have only heard of one of these in my life, and that was from an old story. And that was inside a tower, not in a standard dungeon.”

“What are the odds that there won't be an exit when we go through that portal?”

“I don’t know. I really don’t know.”

Fowl pulled a backpack from his storage and dropped it on the ground.

“How about we eat something and take a break before finding out? Either way, we need to go in there, and I, for one, am hungry and thirsty.”

Everyone nodded, taking the jerky Fowl was handing out as they stared at the portal.

The orange portal had a glowing purple edge that matched the one they had taken to enter here.

Max went first, not wanting to risk anyone in case the portal sent them somewhere dangerous. He was content knowing Fowl would be coming a few seconds after him.

The boss room was a massive one-hundred-yard wide square room with a ceiling thirty yards above. The floors were a checkered pattern of ten-yard squares, alternating black squares and the glowing blue crystal. The entire room had this pattern, making it as bright as the sun at noontime.

In the middle of it was an ogre, seventeen feet tall and sporting three heads. In one of its hands was a sword over seven feet long.

“Is that thing real?”

Max nodded, knowing Fowl was staring at the boss just as hard as he was.

“Yup. Makes you feel a little tiny compared to it.”

“Hell, I’m afraid of getting stepped on. I mean, it's three times my height!”

“Holy elf tits!” Tanila cursed as she came up behind them. “I’m glad I’m not the one who has to cut its balls off after we kill it.”

Her well-timed joke had everyone laughing, even Batrire, who didn’t want to consider that task.

“You did look behind us, didn’t you.”

Max nodded.

“So what do we do? I mean, there is a portal.”

Max glanced at Tanila, whose face had no expression at all now. He tried to read her and couldn’t. “I’m up for whatever the group says.”

“Do we know what it can do?” Fowl asked. “Besides stepping on me or sending me flying across the room with an attack.”

“It can cast magic also,” Max answered. “It’s not a normal boss. In fact, there was only one mention of this creature in the book I got from Sam.”

“Sam?”

“You’d like him, Fowl. He is a lover of books. As a dwarf who reads as much as you do, I’m sure the two of you could talk for a good minute before running out of things to discuss.”

“It’s that rare, isn’t it.”

Max nodded. “The book he let me borrow must be over a hundred years old. He has handwritten notes that go back at least half a century. That thing isn’t a normal boss.”

“Which means it won’t drop normal loot.”

Everyone turned and looked at Tanila, who smiled as she shrugged. “I’m just saying. What are the odds we face something like this again?”

No one answered. They all just turned their eyes back to the boss, each considering what Tanila had just said.


Chapter 5a

Cost of Clues

“Phaius, we will not remind you again. Do not pester us anymore unless you prefer us to inform every other system user about your actions.”

His hands shook, trying to control his rage, but it was barely containable. Standing in the watcher's hall, he knew there was no action he could take to force them to give in to his request.

The five members of the watchers sat on their floating chairs, surrounded by strands of energy and light flowing into them through one cord connected to the ceiling. The room glowed and sparked. The ceiling, walls, and floors showed the universe spinning in space, planets twinkling as significant things happened. Staring at it all was impossible as it shifted constantly, and they watched a number of lives he couldn’t count.

He had been here many times before. He used the power and influence he had earned over these millennia to alter and adjust the worlds he had a presence on.

Every time he came and saw the room, a tiny bit of awe overwhelmed him. Every life in every universe trickled its power into here. The changes in worlds flowed into these five beings who had a role they would never give up or betray. The energy they controlled was immense, but so were the constraints upon them.

Ignoring the questions he had every time he came here, he took a deep breath, forced a smile, and bowed his head slightly. One day, he would find a clue about who had put them here and how to have that power.

“I understand, and I also thank the watchers for keeping my movements a secret.”

All five bent their heads forward at the same time. Those men, or women, or whatever they were with their bald heads and almost exact facial features, each wore the same smirk as they sat straight again.

As he was about to walk out of the room, a single voice came out from one of the five.

“Phaius, you realize you have made many enemies across the system. Perhaps you should find a way to mend old ties.”

He didn’t turn around. He wouldn’t have been able to figure out who had said that. Yet a clue had been given. A hint that would require him to pay a price.

“I am grateful for the watchers and will make a donation to the system for their kindness.”

He stopped punching the wall in the empty hallway. Neither the stone nor his hands bore any marks, no matter how hard he hit the wall.

Enemies… we all have enemies… countless enemies. That is what we do. Make pacts and break them. Try to maneuver and scheme. Power is traded for favors and favors for opportunities.

How many enemies did he have? Could he even count them all? And the number of allies he could call on needed to be increased.

Pulling up a screen, Phaius groaned as he input a number higher than he wanted and sent it. He felt the power that left him.

It's time to go and find a way to earn all that back.


Chapter 6

A Rare Opportunity

“So what kind of magic does it cast?” Tanila asked after they all decided it would be worth attempting the boss.

“No clue. The book just said it casts magic.”

Fowl snickered at Max’s comment but said nothing.

“I’m assuming your skill is down till tomorrow?”

“Yup. Unless you three want to camp here for a day and wait for it to come back up, it’s on cool-down.”

Tanila grunted and nodded.

“We can still change our mind. I don’t want to risk this unless everyone is all in.”

Batrire started to laugh, howling as her voice echoed off the walls.

They turned and looked at her, watching her as she held up a hand and continued laughing.

Fowl shrugged when he saw Max looking at him for answers.

When she finally stopped laughing and caught her breath, she smiled at them.

“You three make me laugh. We’re adventurers. We fight for our gods and earn their favor by doing so. Now we are given a rare opportunity to do something no one has in ages, and suddenly, the risk is too great.” She stopped, and her smile vanished, narrowing her eyebrows at the other three. “We fought the undead horde, expecting we wouldn’t live. We faced a shade, knowing that people would die. Yet we walked away unscathed and rewarded. Now we have the chance to face a boss that presents the same risk as all those others, but…” She paused, taking a deep breath and then letting it out. “The chance for rare loot is within our grasp. For the first time in all the moments we risked death, we finally have a chance to be rewarded for it!”

“That’s my dwarf!” Fowl exclaimed, winking at Batrire, who rolled her eyes.

“Fine. How are we going to actually do this?” Tanila asked.

Fowl was as ready as he could be. Everyone saw the hard look in his eyes.

“Remember, it may see me, and my attack might fail,” Max said as he cast a fire enchant on his massive axe. “I’m going in big. I need to try to disable it, and we need to burn it down. If it charges our casters and we can’t stop it, run. No hesitating.”

“Wanting all the loot for you two, huh?” Tanila asked, winking at him.

Max nodded as he turned and gave Fowl a gentle pat on the shoulder. “It’s up to you, bud. On your signal.”

Taking a deep breath, Fowl nodded as he let it out and then pointed his hammer at the boss. “Stealth now, I’m going in!”

Max vanished a second before Fowl crossed the faint yellow line on the ground.

The boss’s three heads focused on the dwarf warrior as Fowl entered the room. The boss took off running, crossing the checkered squares with a speed that let them know this fight was on a whole different level.

As it ran toward Fowl, the hand with no sword rose, and flames began to surround it.

“Fireball!” Tanila shouted, recognizing the patterns of flames coming off its massive hand.

Without hesitating, Fowl shifted to the left, moving away from the opening to protect Tanila and Batrire against the fireball that was about to come at him.

Moving as fast as Stealth allowed, Max realized that the speed at which he was moving and the distance between him and the boss, combined with its magical ability, might not be worth a Stealth attack.

The fireball from its hand was massive, easily larger than Fowl, who hunkered down behind his shield, preparing for the blast.

A stone wall rose from the ground a moment before flames impacted the dwarf, blocking the fireball but shattering against the force of the boss’s attack.

The middle and left heads snapped to look at Tanila, and it roared with its massive maws, turning its body toward the entrance.

Seeing the change in its trajectory, Fowl shouted at the boss as he ran toward it, trying to intercept it.

Max canceled Stealth and saw the left head focus on him as he came out of it fifteen yards away with his axe pulled back.

The sword in the boss’s right hand came at him as it planted its feet, twisting its hips and swinging low.

Grateful for the sphere surrounding him and letting him detect its movements and attacks better, Max adjusted the axe handle, angling the blade as he planted his feet and prepared for the impact.

The blades connected, and the boss’s sword bounced off with a clang, taking a chunk of Max’s axe blade along with it.

Fowl was still shouting, running at the boss with his shield and hammer and drawing the attention of its right head the entire time.

As the boss began to move its sword down at Max in another attack, an ice spear impaled the head on the left, sending the body slightly off balance for a second.

Using that shift, Max ran forward, swinging his axe and slicing into the boss’s right ankle. The axe-head dug into the ankle five inches and then stopped. The broken blade wouldn’t cut all the way through.

Its sword came down as Max let go of the axe shaft and dashed between its feet.

Fowl arrived in time to see the tip of the boss’s sword rake across the stone and crystal floor. Sparks flew up and away as he dodged the strike, reaching its right foot where a massive six-foot axe was embedded from Max’s attack. He slammed down on the boss’s pinky toe with his hammer, popping it like a grape between his fingers.

Chaos erupted while Max pulled out his swords. He cast the area of effect ice spell, hoping to give him and Fowl some breathing room.

As the ice spell started to go off, his sphere of detection picked up the movement of the boss’s foot as it lifted and tried to step on him.

Dodging to its backside, he evaded the attack only to know what was about to happen.

“Fireball!”

The hand covered in flames wasn’t pointed at him or Fowl, and even though he was under the boss, Max realized the only head not focused on Fowl or him was the middle one that hadn’t taken its eyes off Tanila.

A foot slammed to the ground next to him, and Max spun, using the momentum to slice its heel and score two massive slashes into its ankle.

“The middle head is caster!” he shouts, moving toward the right leg, struggling from the injury and the axe's weight. Fowl delivered another strike to a toe before bringing his shield up and dealing with the sword coming for him.

The clang of metal on metal rang out as Max turned to see the fireball from the boss impact an invisible wall he knows is made of air and send fire cascading around the room.

Even with his eyes on Tanila, Max saw what happened when the boss’s sword connected with Fowl’s shield. A massive gouge appeared in the shield, and their dwarven warrior's arm was crushed.

He saw Fowl pulling back, trying to free the shield wedged into his arm while trying to dodge the attack he knew was about to come.

Driving both swords into the boss’s right calf, Max pulled down and sliced the muscle and tendons.

The boss stumbled, its ankle weakened, and its lower leg not working, causing the attack that was about to connect with Fowl to miss, impacting the ground and making a horrible sound.

The vibrations of the sword's impact on the ground echoed in Max’s mind and made the world shift in his sphere for a moment.

Staggering backward, he pulled his swords free from the boss’s calf. The sphere returned in time to detect the left hand coming for him.

A fist was flying at Max’s face that he couldn’t dodge, so he decided to trade damage with the boss. Holding his swords out, the boss impaled its fist on them as it punched Max, sending him tumbling across the floor for half a dozen yards.

Not wasting the moment, Max stood up, hearing the boss roar as it opened its fists and sliced its palm apart, both swords still stuck through its knuckles.

Spitting blood, Max felt the pain from the damage the impact did. He could see Batrire casting and knew the healing would happen in moments, but he didn’t have time to waste. Every second counted.

Pushing through the pain, he pulled his spear out of storage, casting a fire enchant and draining the last of his Mana.

He saw the boss holding its left hand to its mouth as it used the teeth in its left head to pull a sword free and spit it on the ground.

His shield came out of storage three steps before he drove his spear into the left ankle, piercing the same area he had slashed earlier. The spear punctured the wound, penetrating all the way to the bone.

The moment his spear impaled its ankle, the boss jerked its foot forward, sending it pitching to the right as its right leg gave out from its injuries.

His spear jerked free as the boss fell, allowing him to thrust again, aiming for its hip and hitting a bone as the boss fell to the ground.

Rolling backward, Max managed to dodge the arm coming for him, his spear still inside the boss’s hip.

Grunting, Max rose up, pulling another axe from storage, grateful for James's having a massive dimensional storage item that allowed him to carry so many weapons. Swapping out the shield for the axe, he prepared to engage when he noticed the boss begin to glow green.

It only took a moment to realize what was happening as he saw wounds begin to close.

“It's healing!”

Realizing time was limited, Max moved toward the left head, not wasting a second, and swung the axe, cleaving into the head and slicing off a third of its skull.

Two roars that almost hurt his ears came from the boss as it tried to roll onto its right side.

Fowl was at the edge of Max’s sphere, and his backup shield was equipped. It was smaller, offering less protection, which was why Fowl stayed back.

As the boss rose to its hands and knees, Max swung his axe again, catching the right head and almost severing it completely off.

The middle head roared, flames coming from its left and right hands.

Glancing at the ground, Max saw the boss’s sword just a few feet away.

“Fire nova!”

Ignoring Tanila’s shout, Max hefted the axe he was holding toward the middle head that was now glaring at him and roaring. The axe spun end over end through the air, and the boss shifted, trying to dodge the attack.

The blade’s rotation was off, so it missed, but the shaft smacked into the side of its head, causing the flames covering its hands to go out.

The second he had thrown the axe, Max moved to the massive sword and grabbed it in both hands. It was heavier than he had anticipated, yet with his current Strength, still usable.

Lifting it up, he drove toward the boss, which had regained its focus and started summoning flames around its hands again.

Thrusting the sword, he aimed for its heart, driving the blade through its black skin and piercing the side through the ribs.

It was a race for who would finish first. Max pressed with everything he had, forcing the sword deeper into the chest as flames ignited around him, already burning his skin from the heat.

“Run, Seth!”


Chapter 7

Sacrifices

Max’s vision slowly returned. The odor of burnt flesh was the only thing he could smell.

Blinking his eyes, Max saw Batrire, Tanila, and Fowl standing over him.

“Hey…” he said, his voice croaking.

A sigh came from Batrire, and he saw the relief on the other two's faces.

“We thought we lost you. That was…” Batrire stopped talking. Her face twisted with whatever she wanted to say but didn’t.

Smacking his lips, Max tasted something familiar.

“A healing potion?”

Batrire nodded.

Taking a deep breath, Max groaned and tried to sit up, watching their dwarven healer eye him as he struggled to move.

“The boss?”

No one said anything, waiting for him to finish getting settled.

Fowl pointed to his left.

Turning to see where Fowl had pointed, Max spotted a gold chest with black and purple letters and drawings etched all over it, waiting to be opened.

“Why are you three still looking at me like that?”

“You were burned to a crisp, Max,” Tanila whispered, her voice cracking as she spoke. “Those screams… how you looked…”

As she trailed off, Max noticed Fowl bobbing his head at what Tanila had just said.

“Seth… look at me,” Batrire said, snapping her fingers near his head.

After she had his full attention, she reached out slowly with her hand, gently grabbed his face between her fingers, and moved it from side to side.

“I used every heal I had on you. The only way you can be alive is because of your skill. Just how much did you heal?”

Max saw a notification waiting to be read. When he looked at it, a wall of information scrolled by.

[ 4 Intelligence Consumed ]

[ 2 Strength Consumed ]

[ 213 Hit Points Consumed ]

[ 57 Mana Points Consumed ]

[ Consume has Consumed a Higher Rank Skill ]

[ Fire Magic - Common has been upgraded to Fire Magic - Uncommon ]

He felt the stares from his team as he read over the notifications.

Four Intelligence… that’s the highest number ever consumed…

“Just tell us already,” Fowl blurted out, frustrated at how long Max was taking.

“I got four Intelligence and two Strength. My fire magic also upgraded to uncommon.” Pausing, he turned and looked at Batrire. “I also consumed two hundred and thirteen Hit Points.”

She shook her head at him and gave a forced smile. “That’s the only way you survived. Your Hit Points plummeted so fast that I couldn't keep up even using my normal heal and my special one. You healed more in that moment than I had with both heals.”

“It was stupid and brave!” Tanila shouted, glaring at him momentarily before letting the tension in her face melt away. “We couldn’t have saved you no matter what, and I doubt you could have gotten away. Stopping the boss the first time it tried to cast it saved Fowl… had you not then–”

“There would be smoked dwarf on the menu,” Fowl said, trying to joke and ease some of the tension in the room. “Truth is that was all you, Seth. Without you, we wouldn’t have even tried.”

Max nodded, accepting Fowl's hand, and smiled as he stood up.

Once upright, he spotted his weapons collected on the floor near him.

“Thanks for getting these. I would have hated to think they disappeared when the boss died.”

Fowl smiled and nodded as Max picked up and stored his stuff.

“Are we going to stand here watching me, or do you three want to check out what is in the box?”

“Hell yeah!” Fowl bellowed, pushing Max from behind toward the chest. “You get to open it since you are the one who defeated it!”

Letting Fowl push him, Max ended up next to the chest as the others gathered around him.

“This one feels different. Like it's more powerful.”

Tanila and Batrire both nodded in agreement.

“Am I the only one who can’t feel some special magical aura?” Fowl asked, crossing his arms and frowning.

Ignoring Fowl, Max put his hands on the lid and lifted it.

“Holy elf tits,” they all said in unison.

The swirling, black, and purple, glowing dimensional storage area inside the gold chest had five items and four boss tokens. A massive black shield with a pair of crossed purple hammers, a black chain tunic, a purple robe with a design etched in black, a wooden staff with black and purple lines running the length of it, and a ring that kept changing color, waiting for a winner.

“That shield,” Fowl mumbled as he reached in, pulling it out and stepping back. The massive shield appeared to protect three-fourths of his body. He moved it as if it was as light as a feather.

Tanila pulled her robe out, the purple matching the dark color of the sky from the previous zone.

Max saw her face go white as she held it in her hands, and her mouth froze in the Oh word.

“Tanila, what is it?”

“The stats…” she fumbled for words, still in shock. “I can see its stats. I don’t have to get it identified.”

Fowl didn’t waste a moment after he heard Tanila’s words.

“By Ockrim’s beard!”

Unable to wait, Batrire pulled out the staff, the purple lines almost glowing in the room's light. Her hands began to shake as she gripped it. Max thought her eyes would pop out with how wide they became.

“Never could I imagine this,” she whispered, slowly rotating the staff.

Max reached into the chest and retrieved the black chain chest piece as the other three admired their new items, like mothers doting on their newborn babies. Holding it in his hand, he admired how light it felt, the black chain links almost shimmering.

[ Inspect Tunic ]

*****

Ogre’s Black Tunic

+3 STR/CON/DEX

10% Resistance to Magical Attacks

10% Increased Melee Attack Damage

Bonded

*****

“This is pretty nice.”

A cough came from Fowl after Max spoke, making him look at the other three staring at him as if something was wrong with him.

“Pretty nice? What do you mean, pretty nice?! I’ve never had something with a plus three to a stat, let alone three!” Fowl shouted, waving his shield around in the air.

“Do you know how much something like this might cost if you could even find a seller?” Tanila asked, shaking her robe in her hand. “Even a hundred gold wouldn’t be enough to buy something like this.”

“My bad… I didn’t mean it like that. I guess I was…” Seeing their expressions, Max stopped talking and just smiled. “I wasn’t sure what to expect.”

Fowl snorted, putting his shield in storage, and motioned to the chest. “Are we ready to deal with the ring?”

They came together at the edge of the chest, looking at the ring they still needed to see who would win.

“I won the last one,” Tanila said, crossing her arms. “I won’t try for this one.”

Batrire started to say something and then stopped. She was looking at Tanila and her face and then grunted.

“I’ll pass as well. This staff is more than I could have hoped to acquire in years.”

Fowl glanced at the two women and then at Max. He smirked and then let out a sigh. “Looks like this one is yours, Seth.”

“What? Why?”

“Without you, none of us would be alive, let alone have these items,” Batrire replied. “I honestly would give both of Fowl’s nuts for this staff. Just take the win.”

Everyone else nodded, and Max sighed before cracking a smile. “I won’t argue.”

“Just don’t tell me what it is,” Fowl said with a groan. “I don’t want to know.”

Max reached into the chest and touched the ring. A floating blue timer appeared above the ring, and thirty seconds counted down. When it ran out, the ring materialized in his hand. A solid black metal band with a single purple line running along the middle of it.

Sliding it on his index finger, it fit perfectly. The moment it settled, he felt power and Strength surging through him.

Max smiled, looking at it before showing it to the others, waiting to see how he would react.

[ Identify Ring ]

*****

Black Boss Band

20% Increase in all stats

Bonded

*****

“Holy elf tits…”

Not wanting to wait, Max began undoing his leather tunic, pulling the strings on the side to loosen it. It took a moment, and everyone watched, wondering what he was doing. Once it was off, Max pulled out his new black chain tunic and began putting it on. It began to shrink after he put it on, fitting snugly against him.

“That’s incredible,” Fowl muttered, amazed at how the armor had changed.

Still not done, Max pulled his shield and spear out, smiling like an idiot prepared for war.

“What?! Tell us what we are missing!”

Winking at Tanila, Max held up one finger.

[Simple Stats Check]

*****

Max Hoste

18-year-old Human Male

Level 1

Exp 1/1000

HP: 440/440

MP: 95/95

Stamina: 220/220

STR: 29+16

DEX: 18+9

CON: 28+16

INT: 16+3

WIS: 9+2

*****

Staring at his stats, Max realized what the ring had done. Four levels worth of stats had just been added. Simple math told him the ring only worked off his base stats rather than the items he wore.

“Uh… I’m not sure what I should do,” Max stated, glancing at the three watching him and then at his stats. “Not knowing what the ring would have been for you three, I don’t want anyone upset with passing on it.”

Tanila nodded first, and Batrire smiled and began to bob her head as well.

“I agree. Don’t tell us. It's better to know you think it is a great item. That’s good enough for me.”

Max nodded at Batrire and then pointed at the chest after he stored his shield and spear.

“Ready to collect those and leave this place?”

Everyone nodded, and as they took the black and purple glowing bands with the words Three-Headed Ogre etched on them, a blue timer appeared above the chest.

“Goblin shite,” Fowl muttered as he saw that. “I just realized we can’t do this dungeon anymore. That means we will have to consider the ones outside the walls.”

“Who cares,” Batrire said, shaking her staff. “Let’s turn in the stuff to the guild and call it a day. I, for one, need a drink.”

Max stopped walking twenty yards from the portal, and everyone turned to see what was wrong.

“I just realized something. We must be careful when we turn in these rings for the boss.”

The others' heads began to nod slowly, and Max could see the realization of that truth hitting them.

“Seth’s right. If we turn those in out in the open, it will attract some attention we would rather not have.”

“I can’t risk turning it in either. Doing so would undoubtedly attract attention I don’t want. If this dungeon is as rare as you say, even one of us turning the band in will gain the attention that you might not want either.”

“What about the things we harvested?” Fowl asked as he looked at Batrire. “Don’t tell me you endured everything you did for nothing; we can’t sell them.”

“I think I can handle that side with my apothecary connection. The rest, though…”

The mood shifted sour for a moment as they realized the points they would miss out on not being able to turn in the token.

Reaching into his storage, Max pulled it out and smiled. He was about to toss it away when Tanila’s hand caught his arm.

“Wait… what if we hold onto them a while? See how far we can progress and maybe one day turn them in?”

Max looked at the others and saw the two of them nodding slowly in agreement with Tanila.

“I’m not saying we turn in a week from now, a month from now, or even a year, but one day surely we can and when we do…”

“We will be strong enough to handle whatever comes our way,” Max replied.

She nodded.

Grinning, Max gave a small shrug and put the token into his storage.

“Well, if anything goes wrong when we do turn these in, at least we will know who to blame.”

Batrire and Fowl both howled in laughter as Tanila let out a groan.


Chapter 8

Back in Town

Bardunac looked through the three bags the group had set on his stone counter. The dwarf had a little stubble starting to show on his chin, and he absently scratched it, words failing to come.

The four of them stood there, smiling as the alchemist shook his head in disbelief.

“All of this? I’d gladly take it, but I can’t afford to buy all this right now! I don’t think anyone in town could afford to buy all this.”

Motioning to the bags with his hands, Bardunac’s face still had a look of amazement on it.

“You won’t forget we don’t want this getting out either?” Tanila asked, her gaze letting the dwarf know she was serious.

“Yes, ma’am!” he exclaimed, smiling as he spoke. “Adventurer Seth has graciously partnered with me on other alchemical ventures. I will happily keep the four of you and what you have a secret!”

He picked up each bag, depositing them in his dimensional storage, and then pulled a tray out from under the counter. On the wooden tray were eight healing potions and two bottles filled with black liquid.

“In case you need a replacement potion or two after the dungeon you fought in to get these things.” He picked up one of the bottles with the black liquid in it. “These are something I want you to try the next time you face odds you aren’t sure about.”

Fowl cocked his head, his eyebrows coming so close to his eyes that Max wasn’t sure how the dwarf could see.

“Testing something? You want us to try something without knowing if it will work?”

Bardunac waved his hand, dismissing Fowl's question and concern. “These potions are a variant of a mage’s shield skin buff. It won’t last long, maybe five minutes, but it should stop one attack completely.”

Tanila moved forward, reaching for the one Bardunac had in his hand.

He nodded and gave it to her, watching her lift it and peer at it from different angles.

“If this works, you could make—”

“A fortune. Yes, I know,” Bardunac said, cutting her off and flashing a large grin. “Everything should work fine. It’s just the length of the buff I’m not certain of, and I don’t want to use it here or sell something and have it not be certain.”

Tanila nodded, putting the potion in her dimensional storage. “I’ll let you know what I find out!”

Bardunac held Max back as the rest of the team left.

“Okay, first let me say it’s three more days till that first elixir finishes. Once it does, you can try it and tell me how many points it gives.”

Max started to laugh and bobbed his head. “I’m the test dummy?”

The dwarf grinned as he nodded. “It helps to know exactly what I’m offering when I sell something. Ignoring that, I won’t ask how you four came across what you did. As I told your team, it will take me months to process even half of that. I’ll need to trade for a few other reagents before I can prepare to use your items.”

Trying to get a read on Max’s expression, Bardunac snorted. “You and your team stood there like none of you were surprised by my statement. When the time comes to sell, I’ll make sure we have a contract at the bank so even if you four aren’t still here, you can get the money I owe in any town.”

“That’s what I like about you, Bardunac,” Max said with a grin. “You’re the first clean-shaven dwarf I knew I could trust.”

Rolling his eyes, Bardunac groaned and shoved Max toward the door. “Just keep your head down and keep me in mind if you find anything else. I already put in a request with the alchemist guild for a new assistant. I will need a lot of help if you keep bringing this stuff to me.”

Max nodded at Linda, who put down a plate of food and a mug of ale. It was still early, but she always had something cooking in the kitchen. He was busy thinking about all the other things he wanted to figure out.

[Skill Description - Fire Magic ]

*****

Fire Magic - Uncommon Skill: The caster may choose to cast four different types of fire magic. A single medium-range attack may be cast, causing damage based on the caster's Intelligence. Costs five Mana per shot. An area of effect spell may be cast, causing damage to every person or creature within ten yards not in the caster’s party. Damage is based on the caster’s Intelligence. Costs twenty Mana per cast. The caster may enchant an item with fire magic, adding damage and a burning effect based on the caster’s Intelligence. Enchantment lasts fifteen minutes and costs twenty Mana. A single, medium-range, area-of-effect fireball may be cast, causing burning damage in a five-yard radius around the point of impact. Damage is based on the caster’s Intelligence. The spell's area of effect will damage every person or creature not in the caster's party. Costs thirty Mana per cast.

*****

Max sighed, knowing that everything was only usable when in a dungeon with his team or solo other than the fire enchantment. It was hard enough keeping his skills hidden, but knowing they would damage anyone near him also meant they were limited in usage.

“You’re a hard one to read. Do you ever stay happy or sad?”

Max had sensed Big D approaching but hadn’t paid any attention as the man was still a bit away from him. “What do you mean?”

“Your face. Besides being ugly, you go through a dance of emotions, all easily noticed by someone in my line of work. Needing to talk bout it?”

“I’m not sure there is much to say,” Max lied. “Every day is a risk of life and limb, but sometimes it’s worth it. Other days, you wonder if the risk is worth it.”

Big D grabbed a chair and spun it around, sitting on the backward chair as he invited himself near Max’s booth.

“Your eyes tell me the truth, boy. Lying isn’t easy for most, and while you seem decent at it, I can tell you have something to hide.” Dick stopped talking and motioned to the room behind him. “Heck, everyone in this place, including myself and my wife, have stuff to hide. I’m just letting you know I’m here if ya need me. What you did for Aimee and her dad puts you in a special category with me. The ‘you earned my gratitude’ category. And trust me, that place isn’t easy to get to in a world where people pack up or die all the time.”

Max chuckled as he nodded his head in understanding. “Do all innkeepers have that category? Because somehow I keep ending up in those inns.”

Big D slapped the table, letting out a roar of laughter. “I can see that, boy! Something about you is different from most. You have a heart and actually care bout others. Keep that. It’s rare in this world and even more so in adventurers as they grow.”

Shifting in his seat, Max just smiled.

“Now, I got work to do, and I wanted to tell ya if you ever need me, I’m here.” The older man stood up, spinning the chair around and putting it back where he got it. As he started to walk away, Dick paused and came back to Max. “One last question. Did you and that other boy figure things out?”

Max slowly nodded, unable to hold back the wince he knew escaped from his surprise at that question. “It wasn’t how we both would have liked it, but if he returns and I’m not here, tell him I left the day after he came? It would be best for all parties involved.”

“Say no more,” Dick replied, turning and moving back toward the bar.

As the older man walked away, Max let his mind dwell on Caleb and what might happen next.

How long do I have before someone comes looking for that man I killed?

It felt weird how his brain seemed to order everything now. He had felt smart back home, but sitting here, Max realized how many mistakes he had made back in Windsor Wheel that could have left him dead on multiple occasions.

Glancing at his food, Max pushed it away. He needed to clear his head; there was one way to do that.

“You’re sure this is okay? I mean, Darla doesn’t have to come with us.”

Max nodded and smiled, seeing Aimee’s girlfriend watching them talk. She was just as attractive as Aimee and had dyed her hair blue, the two standing out in a crowd of brown, blonde, and white hair.

“Yes. She could use a little help, and I’m sure the experience would be appreciated also.”

Letting out a squeal, Aimee rushed forward, giving Max a quick hug before running to where Darla was and bringing her to Max.

“Darla, this is Seth, my friend I’ve told you about.”

The girl smiled, and Max saw how Aimee was smitten with her. A fantastic smile and perfect set of lips would steal the hearts of any man or woman it was directed at.

“It is a pleasure to finally meet,” Darla said, slightly bowing.

“I agree,” Max replied, giving a small nod. “I trust that Aimee has already told you what we could do if you wanted?”

Her green eyes twinkled, and she nodded. “I can’t say I’m not incredibly excited about the prospect of this… her advancement has been… overwhelming.”

Max grinned and sent a party invite to Darla, watching Aimee almost dance with excitement when she joined the group.

“Well then, let’s get you two a little experience today. The sun is setting, and I want to return before dark. Some of us have to get up early to protect the kingdom.”

Aimee gave Max a playful punch and shook her head. “I don’t want to hear any complaints about getting up early. You know what time my dad makes me get up.”

“Level six… I’m level six,” Darla muttered as she watched Aimee harvest the last orc. “You told me this was possible, but I never really believed.”

“It does slow down,” Aimee replied, not turning from the task she was engaged with. “I know the next three levels will be slow.”

“Says the baker who has now out-leveled her father in just over a week,” Max said, storing his weapons and watching as Darla still seemed squeamish every time Aimee harvested a set of ears. “You two should be happy I can’t take you in the ogre dungeon. Harvesting the balls off one of those isn’t fun, and I’m sure I won't be the one doing it.”

Both women looked at him, eyes wide and uncertain if he was kidding.

“Oh, I’m serious. Ask Batrire next time you see her, Aimee. She will tell you how much fun that was.”

A green tint came over Darla’s face, and Max chuckled at that sight. “That reminds me, Darla. I never asked but was wondering what your profession is.”

Darla grinned and then leaped forward suddenly, her body moving gracefully as she danced around the dungeon with a few different moves.

“I’m a [Dancer], but no matter how many times I say it, it never feels as glamorous as some think it might be,” she answered after coming to a stop.

“And yet I keep telling her she is amazing, and I could watch her move like that all day long.”

Max nodded, watching Aimee wink at Darla, who playfully rolled her eyes and shrugged.

“Still, I’m the fourth generation in my family, and we perform all over town. It is a lot of work, but now, I'll be better than ever with these levels and the attributes I can spend.”

“Maybe the next time you perform, you can invite me. Aimee and I could come and watch you.”

Both girls' faces scrunched as if struck, and Max saw the hurt each of them tried to hide. Neither spoke, and Max’s brain figured out what was going on and why they acted like that.

“Your parents don’t know…”

Both of them nodded slowly.

Darla started to open her mouth, but Max waved her off.

“Don’t worry about it right now. You can talk about that another time. Let's celebrate your experience and hurry up and turn them in. I need to get a few things done, as tomorrow is going to be a new challenge for me and my team.”

“A challenge? For you?” Aimee asked. “How bad must that be?”

Max grinned and gave a playful shrug. “Only tomorrow will tell.”


Chapter 9

Mistakes Happen to Us All

“I’m on it!” Max shouted as he cast an ice bolt at the kemonomimi that had run past Fowl and was sprinting at Tanila.

The ice bolt struck it in its back, not damaging it much, but enough to slow it down and draw its attention off their mage.

Fowl had two male cat warriors on him, and Max had dispatched one already, but the fact that his current target had completely ignored Fowl was a new experience. Stealth wasn’t worth it if enemies were going to attack their back-line support.

The female cat warrior lunged at Tanila, slamming into an earth wall that appeared a second before it was going to reach her. Its claws raked against the stone wall, taking a chunk out, but the warrior couldn't destroy Tanila’s barrier.

Casting another ice bolt, Max was grateful for the air wall that Tanila managed to cast in time to block the attacker from getting around the stone wall she had summoned.

Max threw his spear as he cast the ice bolt, watching it fly and pierce the leather-clad warrior from behind, through the stomach, sticking out from both sides.

It screeched, turning to see where the attack had come from, only to take his ice bolt in its chest and find Max five steps away, a sword appearing in his hand.

By the time he made it to the warrior, his shield was gone, and both swords were moving, a high-low double attack coming as the cat tried to block with its arms, only to find them chopped off and a leg missing a moment later.

As it crashed to the ground, only a second passed before Max drove the swords into the creature's chest, ending its life.

The cold sensation he felt was barely anything.

[ 22 Mana Points Consumed ]

Yanking the swords from its chest, Max put one in storage and pulled his spear free from the creature.

“Thanks,” Tanila gasped. “Eight seconds!”

Max nodded, spinning around and running to Fowl, who was blocking the attacks of the two cat warriors easily. Fowl’s skill and new shield kept him relatively safe as he used his hammer to parry the claws that got past the shield.

As he ran, Max stored the spear, glad to have it back, and traded it out for the sword. Since these creatures only had long and sharp claws, he preferred to go completely offensive and use his Strength and power to deal with these beasts.

“Shift right!” Max shouted as he came up on the left cat warrior, his swords moving so fast that the cat warrior couldn’t dodge even if it had known what Max was doing. His new stats after including the ring and chain shirt were unbelievable.

The silver sword sliced through the cat’s right arm and shoulder, leaving a foot-long cut that ran through its chest. It howled in pain as its armor did nothing to stop the attack. With his gear and Batrire’s buff, he was at fifty-two Strength, and these swords cut through the cats like paper.

His second sword came at the cat warrior’s right leg, cleaving it off completely.

He heard Fowl grunt as the dwarf focused on the warrior before him.

Running past Fowl, the other cat warrior broke free and charged Max, its clawed hands held to the side as it ran.

Max darted to the right as they collided, delivering a brutal two-hit combo that left the cat headless and without a left arm.

A chill came over him as the creature fell dead.
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[ 22 Mana Points Consumed ]

The cat had managed to slash his arm, but the trade-off was it died. Max knew he would heal after he killed it.

Turning around, he jogged to where Fowl was, watching the dwarf hit the last cat warrior with his hammer and hearing the sound of a bone breaking in the arm that had just tried to slice Fowl open.

“Hurry up,” Fowl grumbled, knowing it was easier if Max ended things instead of letting him finish this alone.

Max came up from behind with a nod, beheading the creature in a single strike.

“Gods, you make me want to hate you sometimes,” Fowl declared as he kicked the headless cat. “Now I see why elves hate humans so much.”

Grinning, Max flicked his blades to the sides, sending the blood on them flying before returning them to storage.

“I’m not sure how this is my fault. Perhaps you should talk to your gods about why they made you so short.”

Fowl spun around when he heard Tanila chuckle and scowled at her. “At least we can grow a beard,” he replied.

“Yes, everyone wants a beard so they can worry about food and other things getting stuck in it. Nothing like having something else to wash and keep clean.”

“Stop it, you two,” Batrire said, chiding them for their teasing. “This conversation has been had too many times, and we both know it ends with you two acting like babies when it is over.” She held up a hand, stopping Fowl as he prepared to reply. “We need to rethink how we handle these groups. We haven’t even hit the dungeon yet, and I don’t want to walk into this unprepared.”

Tanila sighed and nodded. “I guess Stealth isn’t an option, is it?”

“Not unless I want to get the aggro of the whole group on me from the start,” Max replied, scratching his chin as he considered it. “Based on how far apart they were out here, it might be possible, but it would also mean a good twenty yards or more between me and Fowl. That is a long time without any backup, and I’m unsure how to deal with these cats.”

“Kemonomimi, Seth. They are called kemonomimi,” Tanila stated, shaking her head. “No one likes to call them cats.”

Fowl raised his hand and started to reply but stopped when he saw Tanila’s expression.

“Sorry, it’s easier to say cats versus that long name.” Holding his hands up while acting like he was afraid, Max grinned. “Help me with this kemonomimi warrior! Oh no, I mean the other kemonomimi warrior!”

Batrire couldn’t help but snort, seeing Tanila grimace as Max had fun proving his point.

“Fine… you can say cat inside, but out here, I expect you to show some respect to their official name.”

Nodding, Max bowed, giving a grin as he pulled out a knife and moved toward the furthest corpse.

The dungeon Fowl had picked today was outside the walls, and moving along the forest to where the dungeon was located resulted in a few fights they had not been ready for. Even skirting the woods, the occasional pack had come out of the trees, descending upon Max and Fowl.

The fights ended quickly as each group only had three warriors, and Max learned to keep his swords out, always ready for what might happen.

Seven fights later, they finally reached the blue portal inside a small group of pillars. The setting reminded Max of the dungeons he had fought inside at Windsor Wheel, and he almost asked if they were all like this.

“Ogre shite,” Fowl cursed as they entered the dungeon. “You have to be kidding me.”

Max grunted, seeing and feeling what Fowl was upset about.

A thick jungle was thirty yards ahead, the sounds of birds, insects, and other creatures creating ambient noise through the dungeon. Worse yet was the humidity that already had him beginning to sweat.

“My sack is going to smell awful after today,” Fowl complained to Max, glad neither Tanila nor Batrire had portaled in yet.

As the two women came over, both groaned after a few seconds, and Max saw Tanila beginning to shake her robe a little, trying to circulate air inside it.

“I never considered how bad a dungeon’s environment could be,” Max stated, motioning to the jungle. “Are the higher-level ones going to be this oppressive with heat and cold?”

“You bet your arse they will be,” Fowl said, pulling his shield and hammer out of storage. “I’ve heard stories of dwarves that turned into popsicles. Worse yet are the towers where a floor might take a week to get through, and you must have food and shelter.”

That thought made Max grateful this might only take a few hours.

“Okay, you two, let’s stop complaining and get it over with. I’ll buff, and then we can head out. Max, you take point. Fowl, stay near us.”

Nodding, Max cast his fire and ice enchantment as Batrire buffed the group. Once they were ready, they set off, moving into the jungle.

Their path was blocked by giant trees, vines, full-grown bushes, and various plants. Thick two-inch wide shoots rose up over fifteen feet, and Max had to hack a path through them.

As he came through a section, he heard a roar.

“Incoming!”

Sensing the movement on the other side of the shoots, Max gave two massive sweeps of his sword, making a path into the clearing on the other side.

Two cat warriors came at him, and behind them, he saw two more with bows aiming in his direction.

Dashing forward, Max faced the problem of being stuck in the path he had created.

The two warriors were taller than the ones outside. Seeing them for the first time, he noticed much more than their height. They were stronger, based on their muscle density, and wore metal armor over certain parts of their body. Their chest, forearms, and legs each had a metal piece attached. The bracer on their forearms had a row of sharp knife-like hooks, providing damage and protection.

They also moved faster.

He had anticipated them being slow, but they were on him within two steps, swiping with their claws combined with using their legs to kick.

After he parried the two cats, they adjusted their strike, closing their fists, which he saw had metal bands over their knuckles.

His sword clanged off the hand protection. Both kicked the moment he parried their fists, one attacking low and the other going for the middle of his body.

He could see one of the archers preparing to fire, and the choice he had at that moment left him frustrated.

Dodging the low attack, Max moved into the kick toward his side, tightening his core and preparing for the impact he was about to take. The arrow he knew was coming flew by him, hitting the tall grass behind him and piercing one of the tall plant shoots.

The impact of the kick hurt, but nothing was broken since he moved into it, lessening the blow because the warrior never got a full rotation.

Now in close, Max used both swords, one striking toward the left warrior's neck and the other coming for its right side.

The cat tried to move out of the way, but it was helpless against him, and the realization that it couldn’t stop both attacks flashed across its face before its right arm came up, the metal bracer blocking his attack partially. It was strong, but it wasn’t as formidable as he was, so Max’s sword sliced down into its shoulder, breaking the collarbone.

At the same time, the attack on its right side connected, his sword cleaving through half of its torso.

It roared, sagging backward and falling as Max’s sword slid from its waist.

The warrior on his right came at Max, leaping toward him. Its mouth was snarling, sharp teeth bared as it came at him.

His position was off, and he could not dodge or block the warrior. It slammed into him, making him take two steps back as it staggered him slightly, its teeth trying to get to his neck. Max pressed with his right arm, fighting to keep the snapping jaw from his throat where his leather cap didn’t provide enough protection along his neck.

He sensed Fowl moving on his left, drawing the attention of the archers as he ran past Max.

The pain of the bite to his shoulder wasn’t terrible as the teeth didn’t penetrate his chain, yet the bite strength of the warrior was terrifying. Had it latched down on his neck, there would have been no telling the damage it would have done.

As its claws raked across his armored back, Max brought his left arm in and up, driving the sword through its side and into its chest. The cat warrior jerked back, and Max twisted his hand, the blade turning inside. The cat released its bite on him, trying to use its right arm to push his head to the side and try again.

Max felt the ice spear enter his perception from behind before it pierced the warrior’s face, driving it away from him. Tanila's attack drove the cat warrior far enough back that he could use his right arm and hand, turning his wrist and driving the sword up and into its left armpit.

The warrior fell off him toward the ground where his fallen comrade was.

As Max moved to finish the warrior off, a pain like none he had ever felt before flooded his being.

He stumbled, driving the sword into the warrior's chest, killing it.

Cold power flooded over him, and simultaneously, a burning sensation overwhelmed his left eye.
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[ Consume has detected an injury it cannot heal ]

The notification scared him as Max realized what he felt at that moment.

An arrow was stuck in his left eye.


Chapter 10

What We Have to Do

Dropping the sword in his left hand, Max felt his hand shaking as he reached for the shaft he could see with his right eye. Grabbing it, he hesitated. He saw Fowl fighting one of the archers, and the other, which must have shot him, was nocking another arrow.

Bending down, he grabbed the sword he had just dropped and sprinted toward the archer. It fired a shot, but he used his sword to deflect it to the side as he closed the distance.

He didn’t want to kill it yet, so he came at it, feinting for a chest attack and changing his swing to cleave off its arm at the elbow.

The cat hissed in pain but was unable to prevent the second sword from taking its opposite knee off, sending it to the ground.

He noticed Fowl had the other archer down and was braining it with his hammer.

As the creature he fought tried to move and get up, Max cut off its other arm at the shoulder with one quick swipe, sending it crashing back to the ground face-first.

Stepping over it, he drove his sword into its spine near the hips. The cat flopped on the ground, one arm barely attached, unable to turn over.

Turning around, Max saw Fowl looking at him. His face couldn’t hide the horror of the sight of Max with an arrow sticking out from his eye socket.

“Seth, stop moving!”

He felt Batrire in his sphere of detection and knew she was coming over. However, he couldn’t see her as his left eye throbbed with pain.

Fowl bashed his enemy's head with his shield and turned, joining the other two who had arrived.

“Is it—”

“Don’t move,” Batrire said again, cutting off Fowl, who couldn’t bring himself to move closer to Max.

“How bad is it?” Max asked, seeing the look on her face.

“I don’t think I can fix that,” she replied, stopping a few feet from him as she looked at the injury. “What about your skill?”

Max started to shake his head but stopped when he saw her open her mouth.

“No. It told me it couldn’t fix this injury.”

He could see the look of pain on Batrire’s face. She was biting her lip, and her nose was more wrinkled than usual. She had held her breath after asking her question, hoping his skill might fix this. He heard her let it out slowly after his reply.

“I guess this means I need to pull it out and kill that thing when I do?”

“No… I need to cut it out, or you might pull the eyeball out, and that would be even worse. I can use my special heal right after, and you can kill that archer simultaneously. Perhaps those two will help with the pain, but… this will hurt a lot.”

Max grunted and stepped back, not needing to turn around to see where the archer was bleeding out and moving less.

“Let’s hurry up then. This thing won’t last much longer.”

Batrire nodded, pulling a knife off her belt and casting something that made the blade glow momentarily.

“Bend down. Fowl, you sit on that creature and keep it still. Tanila, hold Seth’s head.”

Everyone moved, not waiting, as they knew the nature of this injury was horrible.

It surprised Max after it was over. The pain had been horrible, different from when he had actually been shot in the eye.

Batrire had been quick, sliding her knife along the shaft and splitting the eye from top to bottom. She had pulled the arrow out, keeping her fingers on the eyeball to prevent it from coming out. Blood and liquid had poured down his face, and had Tanila not held his head, Max wasn’t sure he could have kept it still. The pain was horrible. Worse than any he could remember, even what he could remember of the fire from the last boss fight.

And then she had the arrow out and cast her heal. Immediately, the pain subsided, and he felt his eyeball coming together, but no sight returned.

Driving his sword into the archer's heart, he felt no cold rush of relief.

Instead, the same message came again.

[ Consume has detected an injury it cannot heal ]

“Are you okay?” Tanila asked, letting go of Max’s head.

Turning slowly to the left and right, Max nodded and tried to smile.

“It’s not something I want, but at least I have my Sonar skill. I can still detect everything as before. I just can’t ‘see’ past that. I know there are trees, bushes, and more over there, yet… I can’t see it.”

No one said anything for a few minutes.

Max eventually put his swords away and pulled out his knife. “We need to harvest these things and keep hunting.”

“What? No, that's not—”

Max turned to Tanila, who froze when she saw the look Max was giving her.

“I’m not crippled. I can still tell what is going on around me. We all know that we need to press on. For now, our options are limited. A dungeon is the only way to get you all to level twenty-five. Once there, we can try a different dungeon, but for now, we need to fight.” He paused, closing his eyes for a moment. Max took a deep breath and let it out. “I need to fight. If I don’t, I may give up, and I have seen what someone looks like with that life. I won’t be that person.”

When he opened his eyes, he saw Tanila wincing but giving him a nod.

“Want me to lead?” Fowl asked.

“No, I still got this. I’ll just use a shield and a sword for now. I’m not blind, and you all know that. It’s just different.”

Once the corpses were harvested, they set off in silence. Everyone was still determining how the rest of their time would go.

Max was like a caged animal. Rage filled him. A hunger also filled him, but he played it safer. They stayed away from the thick, tall shoots and worked their way through the forest, using trails he found and areas that required less chopping. Even if he was unable to see, his sonar skill helped him in every fight as he only had to keep an eye out for the archers.

The fights took a little longer, and Tanila provided more magical damage, but as the hours wore on, they eventually reached the portal to the second floor. Eight more groups had died by their hands, and no other significant injuries were sustained.

When they came to the second floor, a breath of relief was released by all that the hot jungle floor was no more, replaced with a wide-open grass-filled plain.

“Do we keep going or…” Fowl asked, trailing off as he saw Max rolling his shoulder and stretching his neck.

“We didn’t come just to go back home,” Max answered. “I’m fine. Really. I won’t win any beauty contests, and I see the looks you give me.” He didn’t turn back to face them, knowing that they couldn’t help but cringe each time they saw how his eye must have looked. He had been tempted to try and see his reflection in his sword, but right now, he needed to ignore it. He needed to learn to fight without that eye.

“If I wasn’t injured, would we even ask that question?”

Silence hung for a few seconds, and then Max sensed Batrire start to cast her buff. As she did, he cast the fire enchantment on his sword.

“Ready when you are,” Batrire replied.

Nodding, Max moved out into the second floor. Right now, killing was the only thing on his mind.

The first four packs were easy for them to handle. Two cat warriors and two cat archers were nothing for them. Once Max realized he could finally Stealth again, they became even more straightforward as he cut down the first warrior, and then he and Fowl blitzed the archers as Tanila rooted the second warrior.

“We need to stop, Seth. This is too risky.”

Max shook his head no and pointed at the group of six before them. “Fowl, you’re wrong. That is actually not that different from the others. Four archers are no big deal. They can’t do much to us with our shields, and they are clumped together. Once I get close, I’ll cast an area of effect spell and make it even easier.”

Fowl turned and looked at Tanila and Batrire, trying to get them to see the folly in Max’s plan.

“He’s right,” Tanila said. Fowl gave a slight sigh as she spoke. “Seth can do all of that, and we can easily win. I’ll ensnare one warrior, ice bolt one of the archers, and you two deal with the other three.”

Max snorted, seeing Fowl’s face go slack at Tanila’s comment.

“I know what you are thinking, and please stop. I’m not weak, and neither are you.”

Fowl spun on Max and glared at him. “You are hurt. You’re angry, and every one of us can see that. You’re not thinking straight!”

“I am thinking straight,” Max countered, not letting the rage or anger fill his face. “Imagine being in my boots. You can give up and head home, and the question is, how many days will you give up in a row? How many times will you say not today, until so many days have passed that you never go adventuring again? Would you let the fear keep you from doing what you are built for?”

Fowl opened his mouth and shut it. He could see that Tanila and Batrire knew this already. They understood immediately what was going on. “But why risk it? This isn’t a group we need to fight.”

“We do, and we will again. How many days will we come here, face a similar group, and give up?”

Fowl realized Max had stopped, wanting an answer. Grunting, he shifted and then finally sighed. “I don’t know. Can you promise me that you’re not rushing in blind… I mean—”

“It’s okay, Fowl. I’m blind. Everyone here knows it. My left eye can't see, yet I can still use my sonar. Part of all this is learning to adapt. All I can think about is what would have happened if I suffered an injury like this before, and we got to the last dungeon, and I hadn’t practiced. Imagine how badly that might have gone.”

Max moved over to where Fowl was, putting his sword in storage. He gripped his friend's shoulder and stared at him, smiling as softly as possible.

“I get it. You’re angry. I know you don’t want to admit it, but as warriors, we both know how it feels when someone in our group gets hurt. Trust me, though. I’m doing this for all of us.”

Fowl’s chest shook a moment as he fought back his emotions. A single tear rolled down his wrinkly face, and then a smile appeared on Fowl’s lips.

“You’re right. I did blame myself. I’m sorry.”

Punching Fowl in the shoulder, Max shrugged and pulled his sword out.

“If we’re done crying, we need to move on before our buffs expire. Besides, we got this. I know we can do it.”

Rotating his shoulders, Fowl chuckled and then nodded. “You’re right, we do.”

Laughter behind them made both turn and look at the two women standing there, arms crossed.

“We were wondering if you two would kiss and make up. Glad to see it finally happened,” Tanila said as she moved away from Batrire. “Now, if you are ready, let’s finish this dungeon. I’m hungry and don’t want to eat some jerky.”

Chucking, Fowl made some kissing noises as he puckered his lips.

“Gods, no,” Max said with a grunt. “I have no clue where that mouth has been, and I don’t want to know.”

Fowl started to say something before a loud grunt cut him off. Seeing the look Batrire gave him, he smiled and shook his head.

“No… no you don’t.”


Chapter 11

The Problem with Skill Choices

Max’s plan had worked almost exactly as he had hoped.

He went in stealthed. Right before he got to the first warrior, Fowl ran forward, getting their attention and using his massive shield to block the initial attacks from the archers.

A single strike of Max’s sword cut the warrior's leg off, sending it tumbling to the ground. The moment it was down, Max took off running for the archers, whom he set upon.

The moment Max got close, he cast his fire area of effect spell, seeing what it did for the first time. The smell of burnt fur and flesh filled his nostrils as he watched the three archers caught in the blast struggle to escape. That was all he needed to quickly dispatch two before engaging the third. Fowl arrived, slower because of those stumpy dwarven legs and his much lower Dexterity, to engage the fourth.

Before the ensnare wore off, all four archers were down.

“I guess I shouldn’t have doubted you at all,” Fowl admitted as he watched Max finish off the first warrior from the group.

“I never doubt you,” Max teased, earning a groan from the two women. “Regardless, it went well, and we are ready to do it again.”

They killed ten more groups, getting Fowl, Tanila, and Batrire all level twenty-five. Two groups later, they found the boss portal and called it a day.

Outside of the dungeon, they found half of the day gone. They engaged only the same groups of cat warriors they had to on their way to town. As they walked along the road toward the gate, Fowl moved to walk by Batrire as they discussed possible skills to learn at the guild hall. The choices wouldn’t be easy as they would have to wait another twenty-five levels to choose again.

“Decided what you will pick?” Max asked Tanila as she walked next to him.

“I don’t have a clue,” she admitted, frowning as she considered the options. “A magic skill like mine provides a few possibilities, but the real problem is the rank.”

“What do you mean?”

Snorting louder than she had intended, Tanlia covered her mouth, turning slightly red and taking a moment to regain her composure.

“You don’t have the problems we do. Your skill allows you to learn whatever it consumes at the level that it is. You can even upgrade a skill like it did your fire magic. For us, the skill we pick will need to be ranked up. That means we must decide how to spend our level-ups every ten levels. Now, I have saved mine from level twenty, which means whatever I get can be upgraded to uncommon. After a skill hits rare, the cost to upgrade it only gets progressively worse. Imagine spending years, for many adventurers, trying to earn enough gold or take on a quest, usually dangerous enough to end your life, just so you can upgrade it. I don’t have anywhere near the money it would take to upgrade my elemental magic skill.”

Max listened, making mental notes as Tanila explained some things he already knew.

“But then why the hard choice? What skills could you take?”

“There are skills like Arcane Magic that would open up some other possible avenues of damage and survivability. I could pick a skill like [Enchanter] or some other money-making class to help me earn money for later rank-ups since I already have Elemental Magic. I could even take a sword skill, but we both know that would be a waste.”

Tsking his teeth, Max nodded and considered what it must be like for most adventurers who had to carefully plan out their skills, usually long before they could actually get them.

“What were you going to take before I came along?”

“Now, that is a wise question,” Tanila replied, nudging Max with her shoulder. “Before, I would have taken Arcane Magic because of the mage armor it provides. Now, with a possible potion I still haven’t tried, it doesn’t hold as much of a need. You provide a lot of protection, and your use of magic helps to control the battlefield even more.” She paused, rubbing her eyes for a moment as she grinned. “Even that spear throw you did shows how far you have progressed in your weapons mastery skill. All those things mean I could take dark magic. It’s frowned upon, but no one but you three would know I have it unless I showed it to someone else.”

Max turned and saw Tanila raising her eyebrows rapidly as she knew what was coming next. “What does dark magic provide?”

“Oh, there are lots of nasty things, from damage over time spells, blinding, curses, and another binding spell. Higher ranks can be pretty nasty, but most people don’t like dark magic. There is a mindset people still have that it's evil.” She rolled her eyes as she waved her hands up in the air. “Evil!” she said with a cackle.

“You two okay up there?” Fowl called out from behind.

“Yeah. Just listening to our mage tell me about how she plans on sucking our souls dry with her new skill.”

“Just as long as she tells us beforehand, I’m okay with it!” Fowl replied, returning his attention back to Batrire, who was unhappy he had ignored her.

“Anyways… yes, there is soul magic, dark magic, arcane magic, chaos magic, and about eight other kinds of magic that I can choose from. Each has its own strengths and weaknesses. Before, the decision was an easy one. Now… with you…” Tanila groaned as she paused. “I may wait a day before I actually decide.”

Nodding, Max could see the dilemma she was in.

“Wait, you just said something important.”

Tanila glanced at Max and saw how he was smiling. She scrunched her eyebrows, scanning the ground a moment as she considered what she had said and perhaps the path she should take. After a moment, she shook her head, unable to figure it out.

“What? Do you know the skill I should take?”

Max shook his head and then winked at her. “No, but you aren’t planning on leaving me anytime soon. Knowing you’re basing the skill you will pick on me being around means that you aren’t going to suck my soul out anytime soon.”

For a few seconds, Tanila laughed so loudly that Max had to take a step away. He stopped, waiting for Fowl and Batrire, who came up with puzzled looks on their faces.

“What was so funny?” Fowl asked, interested in what had made their mage laugh so hard.

“Oh, I just figured out that Tanila doesn’t plan on sucking my soul dry for a while. I just realized you guys aren’t going to kick me out anytime soon.”

Batrire snorted and tried to kick Max in the rear but missed as he deftly dodged the attack.

“Fool. Why would we get rid of our cash cow? Of course, you’re stuck with us.”

The three of them all joined Tanila in laughter for a moment, a rare sight for anyone who might have seen them.

Bardunac adjusted the small circular glasses he was looking through at Max’s left eye. He grunted and groaned every few seconds as he changed the lenses. The light that he shone and the drops he put in never healed it or allowed Max to feel or see anything.

“Well, the good news is there appears to be no infection. Your healer did a great, impressive job salvaging the eye. That it reformed as it did is unbelievable.”

The dwarf tapped Max on the shoulder, signaling he could sit up from the table he was lying on. “I won’t say there isn’t a way to heal it, but I have nothing that can. I have no doubt that someone in the capital could make it happen for the right price.” He jumped off the block he had been standing on and landed on the stone floor with a soft thud of his boot. “You might even talk to the Adventurer’s Guild and see if they could put a quest out or something. I have no idea how much that would cost…” he said, pausing as he noticed Max watching him, not having gotten off the table. “Sorry, I know it's not the news you’re hoping for.”

“It’s fine,” Max replied, swinging his legs over the edge of the table and dropping to the floor. “I’ll make do for now. I appreciate you taking a peek.”

Bardunac nodded, moving to the main room to check on his new assistant.

Part of him was upset. The other part of him didn’t know how to respond. Had it been any other warrior with this injury, adventuring would have been almost impossible. Still, he could see Bardunac and his assistant moving around the other room on the other side of the wall.

I’m not blind… or not, at least entirely.

Max put on his best smile to join the others waiting for him in the storefront area. There was no reason to be upset. He had something he hadn’t had in a long time. Friends.

“I’m so sorry,” Aimee said again through tears that had turned her eyes red. Mr. Wright stood behind her, bobbing his head in agreement with her.

“It’s okay. Really. I am fine,” Max repeated once more. “In fact, I’m here to take you through the dungeon real quick.”

“You can’t!” Aimee exclaimed, shaking her head as she wiped her forearm across her face again. “How can you fight with only one eye?”

Max grinned and looked at her father, who was still trying to get a read on the young man, who didn’t seem distraught by the lack of an eye.

“I’m okay, Aimee. I could actually clear that dungeon with you blindfolded.”

Mr. Wright snorted, and Aimee glared at Max. “That’s not a funny joke.”

“Seriously. Those monsters present no threat to me. My stats are way above theirs, and you know it. How many times have you stood there in shock, each sliced in half and knowing that none landed a hit on me?”

Biting her lip, Aimee tried to catch her breath but finally gave a quick nod.

“Exactly. Now I’ll give you a choice. You can come with me and hog all the experience, or you can bring your father too, and we can get you both a little bit.”

Mr. Wright coughed a few times, smacking his chest with his hand before finally catching his breath. “You want to take me? Why?”

“Why not?” Max asked with a smile. “Why should your daughter get all the fun and experience? I have no doubt she has probably teased you more than once about being at a higher level than you.”

Aimee’s cheeks went bright red, and Max saw the grin on her father’s face.

“Well, I’d be delighted to see the inside of a dungeon,” he answered, putting a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “Perhaps we could even schedule a turn with just me.”

Aimee wheeled on her father, about to say something, when she saw his grin and shook her head. “You know, sometimes you’re as tough as the crust you cook.”

Feigning injury from her statement, her father clutched his chest and acted like he couldn’t breathe.

“See what I have to put up with, Seth! A daughter who mocks my baking and my level.”

As the three of them laughed, Max felt the anger he had still been holding onto fading away. He could still do what he needed to.

“I’m level nine,” Mr. Wright repeated for the third time. “Nine… do you hear me, nine!”

Aimee rolled her eyes at Max while she bent over and cut off the orc's ears.

“That’s nice, Dad. Maybe one day, you will catch up with me.”

Max couldn’t help but laugh as her father groaned loudly.


Chapter 12

Webs That Unravel

Max constantly had to convince everyone in the inn's main room that he was fine. It was so bad he finally took his food to his room. Tomorrow, he needed to run an errand after the dungeon, and right now, he wanted to research the boss for the one they were in.

They hadn’t planned on killing the boss yet; instead, they were farming the dungeon and waiting for everyone to decide what skill they wanted to choose for level twenty-five.

The kemonomimi boss had four possible skills listed. The book recorded that the boss only had three skills, but Sam had handwritten a report of a fourth one in his book. The fact that the dwarf was letting him use his personal books meant something; someday, he would have to give the dwarf something in return.

That thought reminded him of what was buried deep in one of the backpacks.

That book… but how would Sam handle that book…

Putting the thought aside, Max read the list of skills over again.

The boss was believed to have a martial art style of fighting, with a power kick or slash as well as one or two other skills. Each one was listed as delivering a blow that was twice its Strength. It also had a skill that was rarer but more dangerous. The skill listed was Flurry, and it gave the boss six attacks over two seconds. The two rarest skills that were highly unlikely to be present were Ten Punch and Beastial Fury. Both were recorded as having been used by leveled-up versions of the boss centuries ago. The Ten Punch was a single move that sent ten attacks at once, all spread a little bit out from each other. Bestial Fury’s description stated the boss attacked twice as fast and hit harder. It sounded to Max like Berserker but without mentioning the boss losing all control or attacking wildly.

Putting the book back in storage, Max took a moment and dug out the book he had gotten from Serhmy. Looking at the language that made no sense to him, he knew Sam would be his best chance at figuring it out.

“You seem more focused,” Fowl stated as he cut off a pair of ears from a corpse. “Like maybe losing an eye was a good thing.”

Max shook his head, trying not to laugh, but couldn’t help from grinning. “Perhaps you should lose one, and we could pretend to be twins.”

“I would offer to do so, but we both know three eyes are better than two.”

“Would you two shut your talking and just finish up!” Tanila shouted, tired of the constant back-and-forth Fowl and Max had been doing for the last two hours.

“Let them be. It’s how they work this all out,” Batrire said, waving the elf off.

“Men…” Tanila replied, growling as she spoke.

They cleared the dungeon to the boss portal again, shaving almost an hour off their run yesterday. Tanila and Batrire hung back, watching Max and Fowl act like two teen boys, working through the harsh words they had yelled at each other the day before.

“What is it about men, and how that works? They beat the snot out of each other, blew up, and then it's like nothing happened the next day. With women…” Tanila glanced at Batrire, who was smiling at her, waiting for her to finish. “Well, you know.”

She nodded, not saying a word. Both of them knew. Sometimes, a lifetime was spent making another person suffer if they felt the offender deserved it.

“Gods, Seth,” Sam whispered as he glanced inside the book Max had given him. “Do you have any idea what this is?!”

Nodding, Max didn’t bother looking around. He could tell that no one around them could hear or see the book he had given Sam. “I do have an idea. I almost died because of the elf that had it.”

A frown formed on Sam’s face. “Damn zealots,” he muttered under his breath. “Well, since I have the book and you’re standing there, I can imagine how that played out.”

“But can you read it?”

Shaking his head from side to side, Sam had a partial frown as he looked at a few pages. “Some… I can read some words, but it would be painstakingly slow. I could maybe ask… Wait. Why did you give this to me?”

“I don’t want it, and I feel I owe you something for the books you’ve been sharing with me. I know they are your books and not the stores. The notes have been extremely helpful.”

Sam smiled and tapped the book against his palm. “I won’t lie… one of these is extremely rare. Most who carry one are not to be trifled with. The fact that you have it says the same thing about you. Are you sure you don’t want to sell it? I would gladly pay.”

Waving a hand, Max smiled and shook his head no. “Just one friend gifting another.”

Sam’s white beard rose as a smile appeared. He extended his hand and chuckled as they shook. “It’s been a while since I’ve had a friend who didn’t piss me off every day. Let’s see how long you can keep up the streak.”

“Well, I’ll add one more day to whatever the count is then. I need to run. I got a friend to help out. Until next time.”

Max gave a slight bow, adding a hand gesture and trying to be fancy as Sam laughed and shooed him away.

After Max had disappeared from view, Sam opened the book again, running his finger along the lines of text. He shivered, even though the warehouse was kept at the perfect temperature. The line he read chilled him to the bone.

“Until the land is cleansed, every man and dwarf must be killed.”

Shaking his head, Sam stored the book in his secret dimensional storage with all the other books he didn’t want anyone to find.

“Damn zealots,” he muttered again before moving toward the store's entrance.

“Where’s Aimee?” Max asked Mr. Wright, who was apparently waiting for him.

“Dealing with some friend troubles. She told me to tell you she was sorry she couldn’t make it today.”

Hearing the tone in which Mr. Wright spoke, Max understood enough to know there was no chance she would show up today.

“Well, would you like to take her place? One more level, and we can get you that skill up.”

Glancing around the shop and seeing things under control, the [Baker] grinned as he took his apron off and started to fold it. “I’d be a fool not to.”

“I’m serious, Seth. Anything you ask that I can do, just tell me, and I’ll make it happen.”

“You’re doing it. I can see how you love your daughter and your employees. Keep on taking care of her. That’s all I’ll ask for.”

The older man nodded and held out his hand. Max shook it, smiling as he saw Mr. Wright bouncing excitedly.

“Well then, consider it done. Now, if you will excuse me, I need to go level my skill!” His voice was as high as Max had ever heard it.

Waving as the [Baker] took off at a brisk pace, Max couldn’t help how his smile grew. Things couldn’t be any better.

Just as that thought finished, Max froze. He could feel the people in the Adventurer's Hall moving around him. It was still weird how he could sense them, their weapons, and even some of their facial expressions and bodily features. Slowly, it was getting better, almost like he saw them with his eye and not just knowing they were there.

Max knew exactly who approached him quickly from behind, faster than most, when they were two yards away.

“Adventurer Seth, can I ask for an autograph?”

Turning slowly, Max saw Caleb putting on the best smile he could as three other adventurers came up behind him quickly.

“Oh… your eye,” Caleb said, cringing at the sight of it. “Are you okay?”

Max nodded, taking his helm off and storing it in his storage. “Dangers of adventuring. Perhaps one day, I can get it fixed. Now you asked for an autograph?”

Caleb nodded, motioning with his eyes to the men behind him. “If you wouldn’t mind.”

Nodding slowly, Max looked and pointed at a counter where some paper and pens were nearby. “Let me grab a piece of paper quickly, and I’ll give you one.”

As Max strode to the counter, he heard Caleb tell the men who must be his team to give him just one more minute as he wanted this. He could sense Caleb coming after him.

Max grabbed a piece of paper and pen at the counter, leaning over and preparing to write.

“What is wrong?” he asked, not letting his face show concern.

Caleb smiled, acting like everything was okay. “One of our group is missing. The others in my group are worried and sent word to someone. I’m not sure, but they seem overly anxious. The way you stormed out that day… he never returned. Should I ask?”

Laughing, Max waved his hand as if telling Caleb something, and then Caleb joined in for a second, realizing what the charade was.

“No. A man named James is dead because he followed and attacked me. What do I need to do?” Max asked as he started writing on the paper.

“Run? I don’t know. It may take a week, but I’m sure someone will come at some point. I just hope it's not Trina… she’s the one that knocked you out.”

The pen froze. Max couldn’t help it, but that memory flashed through his head.

Picking up the paper, he sighed, tore it up, grabbed another one, and started writing again.

“They're coming closer. You need to get back to them. If we are friends, Caleb, don’t try to find me again. They won’t care who they hurt to get to me.”

“Why, though? What’s so special—”

“Here you go,” Max said, interrupting Caleb as the men got close enough to hear them. “I hope it somehow helps make you a better adventurer.”

Taking the paper, Caleb smiled and gave a slight bow. “Thank you again!”

Max had walked away as casually as he could. He felt the men’s eyes on him for a moment, but then they focused on Caleb, who seemed ready to start the dungeon they had planned to go hunting in.

Once outside the building, he kept the same pace, going over the south bridge, taking his time, and buying snacks while constantly scanning behind him. He didn’t spot anyone as he spent an hour making twists and turns, going into shops, and trying to be inconspicuous.

When he decided no one was following him, he increased his pace, heading to his room.

Max realized he was panting. He was scared. The memory of the woman, Trina, who had knocked him out with a single punch, flashed through his mind again.

Caleb had seemed afraid of her, and Max did not consider him weak. That scared Max even more.

“I understand. Do what you need to do, Seth. Just know you’ll always have a place here.”

Max watched as Big D walked away. He could see and hear the man was concerned. He would have to tell his party the news tomorrow, and they would decide what to do. If everything was still on pace, Bardunac should have the elixir done by tomorrow. That would allow them to determine whether it was time to leave for the capital.

Heading back to his room, Max felt the life he had built starting to crumble again.

One random thing. One string of fate pulled Caleb to him and endangered everything he thought he had built up.


Chapter 13

Finishing Things Up

Batrire spat on the ground. She had already cursed for a solid minute, and Max almost pulled out a piece of paper to write down some of the ones she had said.

“That doesn’t leave us many choices, does it?” Fowl asked as he watched Tanila tapping her chin.

“Batrire’s right,” Tanila answered. “It does suck goblin nuts, but we really can’t wait more than a day or two. We need to do the boss today if we are going to do it and then leave by tomorrow or the day after.”

“I’m sorry for dragging you all into this problem of mine. I never intended to force you to choose between me or this—”

“Seth, stop,” Batrire said as she glared at him, interrupting his poor attempt to apologize for what was happening. “This isn’t your doing. You didn’t choose your skill, and we accepted the consequences of partnering with you. We are…” She paused. A tear started forming, but she sniffed and blinked to prevent it. “We are a family. A weird, ugly arse family but still the only one I have had since I left home with Fowl. If I have a say, no one is taking that away from me.”

Fowl started to sniff and hugged Batrire, who groaned as the dwarf embraced her from the side.

“A family,” Tanila said, her voice sounding as if she had to say it out loud for it to be real. “I like that.”

Max gave in. Everything he thought might change their minds or convince them they were safer without him was gone. The words Batrire uttered broke the barrier he had kept up the last few weeks. Not getting too close, expecting he would have to leave by himself at some point. This was the reality he had believed in.

To hear that they would stand by him no matter what and to be called family was too much.

“I owe you… family or not, I owe you…” Max said, fighting against the emotions raging through him.

“You bet your ogre’s nuts you owe me. That next boss item we roll for is mine,” Fowl said, trying to sound tough as he spoke.

His attempt succeeded, causing everyone to laugh and take a deep breath, able to move past the potential emotional breakdown they were facing.

“Well, let’s get our arses in gear then,” Fowl said, pointing toward the direction they needed to go.

Any tears that had been close to falling were wiped away as they blazed through the dungeon. Every fight flowed better than they could imagine. Two days of practice had allowed them to understand their foes and how they attacked.

“Warriors first,” Tanila said, grinning as she always did when she made that statement.

“I wouldn’t want it any other way,” Max replied, winking and moving to the orange portal that pulsed before them.

“Who comes up with these boss rooms?” Max asked as Fowl let out a whistle. “Is there a reason why they can’t all be the same?”

“Wouldn’t fighting on a flat floor in a certain size room always get old?”

Max frowned and shook his head as he glanced around the room with his one good eye.

The seventy-five-yard diameter circular room was made out of worked green bricks. An open sky appeared above the thirty-yard-tall pillars and walls. Every five yards were three-yard wide stone pillars.

“Line of sight is going to be a pain, and then fighting that thing will be nasty.”

Fowl shook his head as he tsked his teeth with his tongue. “I’m not sure. Those pillars will act as a solid defense against the boss, and with no weapons, its hands and feet aren’t going to have the problems we will have when attacking. Besides, we can always fight side to side and hold off the boss.”

“Maybe…” Max said, pausing as he bit his lip. “Something just feels off, and I can’t put my finger on it. Why limit the boss’s attacks? Why provide natural defenses against it?”

“Seth’s right,” Tanila said as she glanced around the room. “Perhaps if Fowl had more points in Intelligence, he would be able to see it.”

Scoffing, Fowl gave Tanila a good view of his middle finger while trying to look around the room for more clues. “I still don’t see it.”

“Those pillars will also limit your ability to get to us. If the boss chooses to target us, there is a good chance you might not make it in time. We also have to shift constantly and be closer to the fight in order to see the boss. Either you fight it over here, or we fight it in the middle.”

Max nodded at Tanila’s assessment. He had realized the line of sight would play a major role. Near the entrance where they stood in the ten-yard wide tunnel that returned to the exit portal was the best spot to engage. They could fight at the first two pillars, using them as protection against the boss while also helping to keep it contained. It would allow Batrire to heal them and Tanila to cast when the moment came.

Once the portal activated, Batrire cast her buff as Max enchanted his spear with a fire enchantment. Once it was enchanted, he stored it and took out his sword, choosing to cast the ice enchantment this time. Max realized any possible slow that came from it would be better.

Fowl looked at him for a moment and then snorted. “Must be nice to have that in one's arsenal.”

“I’m just using what the gods gifted me with,” Max replied, shrugging his shoulders before motioning at the glowing yellow line a few yards before them.

“You all ready?” Fowl asked.

Two grunts came from behind, and Fowl took a deep breath and then let it out as he rotated his shoulders.

A shriek came as the boss aggroed on Fowl the moment he darted across the line.

“Goblin shite!” Tanila shouted as Max and Fowl moved to get into position but saw the boss jumping from pillar to pillar as it closed the distance.

They realized the reason for the pillars wasn’t to help adventures but to allow the twelve-foot boss to easily navigate the room.

Max swapped his sword for his spear without hesitating, realizing they were already behind in this fight.

“Aggroing it!” he shouted, even though Fowl was just a few yards ahead.

As the boss came, bounding at them, Max stayed a few steps behind, betting he could stop what he thought might happen.

Fowl planted himself between the two pillars, preparing for the boss to engage him when it leaped off a pillar, jumping over him and approaching the casters.

Max had read the movement, expected it, and as it entered the air, flying above Fowl, Max tossed his spear, sending it at the boss and impaling its leg.

The spear buried itself in the boss’s right thigh, causing it to land awkwardly as it came down in front of Max. Max had pulled his sword out the moment he tossed his spear and prepared to attack.

Two clawed hands swept toward him. Massive nine-inch claws appeared at its fingertips, streaking toward Max as he planted his feet and prepared to block the attack.

The sound of its nails across his shield made him wince, almost not getting his sword up in time to deflect the left hand that was slashing toward him.

Max angled his sword, using all of his Strength to absorb the attack that almost sent him tumbling sideways.

Another scratching attack came at him from the left, and Max managed to get his shield in place again, getting sent back to the right.

Without looking, Max sensed Fowl coming up behind the boss and taking a swing at it with his hammer.

His attack bounced off the right calf, not doing much damage, but it reminded the boss someone was behind it.

It spun on its left leg, its right foot coming around and slamming into Fowl’s shield. He stumbled back two steps from the attack but returned to the boss a moment later.

Max darted forward as it kicked at Fowl, slashing at the left leg that was the base of its balance on the floor.

His sword cut a gash along its calf, earning him a backhanded swipe as the boss did a summersault and twist in the air, landing it faced Max.

As it came down, clawing at Max, the spear in its right leg caught behind its left leg for a moment, ripping it out and opening a massive hole in the thigh.

Somehow, the boss didn't fall, but the strike it hit Max with didn’t have the intended force and bounced off his shield. Using that opportunity, Max swung again, nicking the hand as it came off his shield and almost getting a finger in the process.

It jumped to the side the moment it got both feet on the ground, moving to Max’s right.

It ended ten yards from Max, close to one of the outside pillars, then flashed red and rushed toward him. As it came, Max put his sword in his storage and used both hands to brace for the incoming strike.

“Help him!” Fowl shouted, aware that some attack was coming, but no one knew what it would be.

It planted its left leg, the right leg snapping toward Max, and the speed of it was almost impossible to catch. His sphere of detection from sonar allowed him to track it and put his shield where he needed it to be, and Max knew what to do.

The kick hit him dead center of his shield, and Max flew back through the air. The moment before the kick connected, Max leaped backward, using his own momentum to lessen the impact of the kick.

Max flew over twenty yards from the point of impact like a ball hit with a stick. He felt the ground coming close and twisted as he turned over and over in the air. He had closed his eyes, trusting in his sonar and realizing it was better suited for what he was dealing with.

As the ground came, he swung his legs wide, adjusting his turning to a controlled movement. He landed on his feet and rolled once along the ground before standing back up.

Coming to his feet, he opened his eyes, seeing the boss charging at him.

His sword came out again, and he rushed forward, ready to take the fight to the boss.

Batrire cursed, her heal going off right as Max stood up, healing the fractures and injuries he had sustained from that blow.

“I can help!” Tanila cried out, but no one told her to engage. If she aggroed the boss, there was no guarantee they could get it off her.

Max made the hard choice. Mana was limited, and his ability to keep casting was limited. Casting was something he couldn’t do over and over. Right now, though, he needed to slow things down.

He began casting his ice spell, creating an area of effect to give him the needed edge.

“I can’t get its attention!” Fowl shouted as he sprinted after the boss.

The spell went off right as the boss reached him. Its attacks went from blazingly fast to slow enough that blocking both claws would be no problem.

For a brief moment, Max thought he saw the boss realize the attack had slowed, but there was no time to change its strike. One claw bounced off his shield, and the other was out of position, expecting Max to have been staggered like the first time. Able to resist the blow, he swung his sword, catching the bottom two fingers on its left hand, severing them as its attack whiffed his head.

The speed of the fight felt normal for just a few seconds.

Max moved toward the boss, slamming his shield into its injured right leg as he simultaneously jabbed his sword in.

It pierced the skin, hitting the femur and sliding along it on the inside of its leg, cutting flesh and muscle with ease.

The boss brought both hands down toward Max, yet even though he wasn’t looking up, he could see them coming, his sonar reading the attack as it started.

Taking one step back, he held his shield overhead, pulling his sword out as he moved.

Max realized right then that the attack from above had been a feint.

“Goblin shi—”


Chapter 14

Smarter Foes

The right knee came forward, catching him in his chest and chin, sending him flying backward.

Max hadn’t even considered that a possible attack, especially after just making another massive wound to that leg.

Even being only a few feet away, the speed of the knee as the boss shifted its hips and caught Max square in the chest and face.

He flew through the air, barely a few feet off the ground when the boss’s two hands came down at him.

There was nothing Max could do. He braced for the impact he knew was coming, only to see it smash a foot above his chest into a shield of air.

The shield broke, but it had done its job, stopping almost all the force that an overhand attack would have delivered to him.

It caught his legs, sending him tumbling to the ground about eight yards away.

The landing on the floor was not pretty as he slammed face-first into the stone floor, barely holding onto his sword and shield.

The boss was charging, preparing to attack again, and Max grimaced, feeling the bones in his face and chest rejoining as Batrire cast another healing on him.

A kick came as he started to rise, and Max rolled to the side, dodging it by a few inches.

A left backhand came toward Max as the boss spun after its missed kick. Seeing the attack as the boss pivoted on its left leg, the timer in the top corner of his vision flashed red.

Holding his shield up, Max got to his feet just in time for the boss’s attack to connect, sending him rolling to the right.

He heard a curse coming from Fowl and knew the warrior had just managed to get to the boss and dodge the attack meant for him. The dwarf slammed into the boss's left leg, causing it to stumble slightly as it had yet to get both feet down.

That moment created by Fowl gave Max the time he needed to get to his feet and try again.

The boss was more complex than anything he had faced yet. Even harder than the three-headed ogre.

How to beat this? I can’t keep letting it hit me forever…

The right leg of the boss was still bleeding, and their Strength was close, but Max knew the boss was stronger. The longer the fight went on, the more chances the boss would have to use its skill again.

Putting his sword and shield in storage, Max pulled out one of the large axes he had kept from the ogres. It was time to go on the offensive.

The boss came running toward him, but there was a limp now as its right leg struggled to move as quickly as before.

The book said it fought with Intelligence… let's see if it does.

Holding the axe back, ready for a massive swing, Max saw the boss react as he thought it might. It slowed its approach, bringing its claws back to near its main body and preparing to deal with the attack Max might deliver with his weapon.

“Run, Fowl! Hide behind a pillar!”

Judging how fast he could swing that axe, he could see the boss reading his movements. It had to know it was stronger, yet its weakness was the lack of armor. Its catlike fur only did so much, and its skin had yet to stop any of his strikes.

It’s strong and fast but doesn’t have a lot of Hit Points!

Max knew Fowl had moved back a few steps, not getting close.

It was time to end this. The odds of winning were limited, and Max knew it.

[Berserker Activated]

He was only two strides from the boss when the world went red.

The rage took over, and Max missed the boss’s eyes, realizing something had changed the second Max dashed forward.

His axe was a blur, hacking at the boss who towered over him. It tried to dodge and leap away, but Max’s sudden burst of speed and Strength caught it off guard. The head of the axe slashed into its left leg, catching it right above the knee as it leaped. Bones shattered, and the ligaments were destroyed. The only reason it hadn’t been cut clean off was its momentum to the right had mitigated it enough.

It crashed to the ground, rolling to its side, seeing the axe coming for it again. The distance between them was gone in a second, and Max swung the axe, driving it down on the fallen boss.

Rage drove him with no concern for where he attacked. All he felt was the cold need to end its life.

Lifting up its left hand, the boss roared as the axe split its hand all the way down into its forearm and got wedged between the bones.

Unhindered by the setback, Max ripped the axe free as his hips pivoted, sheering off the inside of the boss’s arm.

It tried to roll, realizing it couldn’t attack or stand now, only to find the axe again coming for it.

Max’s strike clipped the left shoulder as it rolled, taking a chunk out of it and shattering the joint.

As the boss rolled and accepted the pain it knew would come, it swiped at Max with its right hand, catching him in the side and sending him flying across the room as its claws raked into his legs.

The axe clattered to the ground as Max rolled. He rose to his feet and stumbled, his left leg not working, and crawled across the floor. As he crawled a few feet, suddenly, his leg worked. Unaware of the heal, he charged, running at the boss with nothing but his fists.

And then the world returned to normal. The red rage was gone, and Max felt himself sag momentarily.

The boss was on the floor, blood pouring out of the left side of its body. Its leg buckled every time it tried to lean on it, and the boss’s arm hung limp against its side.

“I got this!” Tanila shouted.

A fireball exploded on the boss, and a few seconds later, an ice spear pierced its chest.

It tried to move and dodge the onslaught, but it couldn’t.

Fowl, seeing an opportunity, raced toward the boss. The boss flashed red as Fowl ran toward it, and Max tried to shout, but it was too late.

The shout from Fowl told the boss he was coming, and its right fist slammed into the dwarf, barely blocked by the edge of his shield that covered the left side of his body.

A crack echoed through the room as Fowl flew back and hit a pillar twenty yards away with his back.

Max saw Fowl’s Health plummet on the team view and knew Batrire had used her special heal the moment he got hit. When his friend hit the wall, thudded against it, and fell to the ground, Max watched as Fowl’s Health again dropped.

Racing toward Fowl, he saw a heal give a little Health back, but he was still under 20 percent. Whatever had happened almost killed Fowl.

A potion was in his hand, and the lid was off when Max got to his dwarven ally. Bones were sticking out in his legs and one of his arms. His hammer was nowhere to be seen.

Rolling him over as carefully as possible, Max poured the potion into his friend's mouth and held Fowl’s nose and mouth until he choked down the drink.

The sounds of bones adjusting and watching them slide back inside his friend's arm and leg were horrible sights to see.

Tossing the flask to the side, Max turned to see the boss, barely moving but suffering from the spells Tanila had kept throwing at it.

“Batrire, come help him!” Max shouted as he moved to where his axe was. “Tanila, it’s mine!”

The boss was on its back, chest slowly rising, and the amount of blood on the floor was impressive. To consider how much blood it must have lost and still managed to deliver that blow reminded Max that nothing was ever dead until it never moved again.

As he walked toward it, skirting it till he stood near its head, Max saw it trying to move, but its time was done.

Consume it!

The voice came again… Max froze for just a second. It had been a while since he had heard it and had believed he had just made it up that first time. Now, there was no denying he had heard a voice inside.

The hunger to kill it was there. It had been a good fight, but this creature needed to die. He needed to kill it. He needed to consume it.

Hefting the axe overhead, Max drove the blade into the boss's skull, splitting it in half.

Cold power filled him and made him feel alive.

[ 2 Strength Consume ]

[ 3 Dexterity Consumed ]

[ 49 Hit Points Consumed ]

[ Consume has Consumed a Skill ]

[ Skill does not match beings body type ]

[ Consume is adjusting skill ]

[Would you like to learn [Power Strike]?]

[ Yes / No]

“Seth!”

Staring at that information that flooded him, Max turned and saw Batrire standing over Fowl.

Letting go of the axe, he staggered for the first two steps and ran to where Fowl was.

His Health was up past 60 percent, and the color of his face was better.

“You still need another half minute before I can give you a potion, so just rest,” Batrire said as she gently brushed the hair matted with blood on Fowl’s head.

He started to talk, and she shushed him.

“He’ll be okay?” Max asked, still looking at his friend and how he was crumpled on the ground and the Health bar on the party display.

Batrire nodded, not taking her eyes off Fowl. “Yes. Great thinking with the potion. I want to wait on the healing and let another potion do what it can. It’s better for stuff like this.”

Tanila put her hand on Max’s shoulder and smiled when he glanced at her. “What made you change tactics?” she whispered as they watched Batrire tend to their friend.

“A book I have mentioned, the boss was smart. It has a skill like mine, or… it has had a skill when leveled up enough that makes it faster and stronger, but it doesn’t lose itself as I do. It was injured, and I…” Max paused as he watched Batrire pull out a potion, remove the lid, and pour it into Fowl’s mouth. His Health rose to almost 90 percent, and Fowl let out a small groan as he licked his lips.

“I wasn’t sure we could win. The longer the fight, the more it could use skills, and as you saw… they hurt.”

“You bet your elf tits they hurt,” Fowl said with a grunt. “It felt like a giant had kicked me or something.”

Max and the others chuckled as Fowl sat up, letting Batrire help him as much as she felt she should.

“I’m not sure of a giant's Strength, but you got smacked by at least a sixty-plus one when it hit you. “

“Sixty plus,” Fowl muttered before his face went blank, and he turned to look at Max. “Should I ask how you know that?”

Wincing, Max grinned. “I gained two Strength points from it, putting me at a thirty-one. I’m sure it was still stronger than that, and the skill doubles it so…”

Everyone let out a small groan, considering the kind of power behind an attack.

With Fowl back on his feet, he stretched slowly and slightly popped his neck.

“I guess I owe you another one,” he stated with a slight laugh. “I’m never going to get anything nice at this rate.”

Max laughed and then pointed to the glowing chest that could barely be seen through the room's pillars.

“Maybe we should go and find out what’s inside.”


Chapter 15

One Last Gift

“Go for it. It’s your turn,” Max repeated, nudging Fowl, who stood before the lid of the silver chest. Gold-etched carvings of the kemonomimi decorated the sides.

Grinning, Fowl didn’t hesitate and lifted the lid, each of them glancing inside to see what was there.

“Well, I’ll be a troll’s uncle,” Fowl muttered as he saw the items in the dimensional storage of the chest.

A pair of black chain leggings, a crystal-looking ring, a gold armband, and a plate helmet with a red feather on it waited to be claimed. Next to those four items was a necklace, changing shape and color, with it yet to be decided by who won the roll. Four silver tokens with “Kemonomimi Prince” etched on them brought a sigh from Tanila, as they hadn’t gotten to turn in the last boss token they had won.

“That is an interesting helm,” Max muttered as Fowl pulled it out. A grin almost covered the dwarf's entire face as he took off his chain coif and stored it, putting the plate one on. It adjusted some, leaving slits for his eyes to see but covered his whole face otherwise. A massive, one-foot tall, red feather moved every time Fowl shook his head.

“It’s… definitely better than your old helm,” Tanila said, trying not to grin. “The good news is we can’t see your face.”

“Go hump an ogre,” Fowl cursed as he flicked his head back. “I think I look rather gallant.”

Batrire nodded, rolling her eyes as she reached into the chest, claiming her band and slipping it onto her arm.

“Sucks we need to get these identified,” she stated after checking to see if they were already identified.

Tanila took her ring and slipped it on while Max took his chain pants and put them in storage.

“No point trying these on till I know what they do.”

“And the necklace?” Fowl asked, his voice sounding weird from inside the helmet.

“I’ll pass,” Max replied, moving a few steps back from the chest.

“As will I,” Tanila stated.

“Guess it's just you and me, babe,” Fowl said, his voice cheerful. Had his face not been covered, Max believed he’d have seen the dwarf grinning.

“No, you take it. If I win, I don’t want to listen to you pout all night.”

Tanila snorted, knowing Fowl was glaring at her, and ignored it.

“Well, I won’t ask twice,” he replied, activating the item. Once the timer ended, he held up a silver necklace with a brown stone set in the middle of it.

“Can’t say how excited I am to get this appraised.”

As they walked back to town, thankful that there was no kemonomimi to fight since the dungeon was cleared, Max considered the options everyone was discussing.

“Do you really think we can leave by tomorrow?” Fowl asked. “I mean, we all know that nothing is keeping us here.”

Tanila motioned at Max with her head, and Fowl grumbled quietly.

“It’s okay. Fowl’s right. We all know the life of an adventurer means we don’t stay in the same spot for long. I can still get one more dungeon run for Aimee and her father before telling them I need to go. They both know to expect it.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s any easier, Seth,” Batrire said as she stroked her beard. “What about Bardunac? Do you want to collect some of the items he has and take them to Peltagow?”

“I think we can trust him. Besides, it might be hard to explain having those items at our level, and would you really want to try and run all over town selling them? Eventually, someone would talk, and then the truth that four people sold more rare items than imaginable would cause problems.”

Batrire nodded and just kept walking.

“So what time tomorrow do we go if everything is finished by tonight?” Tanila asked.

“Four hours after sunrise? I can get us a ride, as I don’t want to make that journey on foot.”

Everyone agreed on the time and method for passage. Tomorrow, if everything went okay, would be their last day in Rumstant.

“Aye, it’s done, and I was wondering if you would make it in today,” Bardunac said, smiling as he pulled out a clear vial filled with clear liquid. “I know it doesn’t look like much, but it’s the real deal.”

Max took the vial and pulled the stopper, smelling it and then glancing up at Bardunac. “There isn’t a smell… like none at all.”

The dwarf, who finally had noticeable stubble, laughed as he nodded. “Were you expecting it to glow green and smell like apples?”

Shrugging, Max nodded and put the bottle to his lips. Tipping his head back, he poured the liquid into his mouth, immediately regretting that decision as the taste hit his tongue. There were no words to describe it other than the worst taste in his life. He almost choked as he forced it down his throat and winced as he smacked his tongue against the roof of his mouth.

Bardunac started laughing, pulled a water skin out from his storage, and handed it to Max, who immediately took a long swig from it.

“Yeah… no one wants to know about that before they drink it,” Bardunac admitted, his grin never leaving his lips. “You will be happy to know some of the other elixirs taste far worse.”

“Gah… I mean that taste… what is it?”

The dwarf shrugged, took the vial from Max, and deposited it in a tray. “No clue. Just how the reagents combine together. Now, it will take a moment to kick in, but when it does, you will—”

Bardunac stopped talking when Max’s whole body spasmed suddenly and shook for about five seconds. “Ahh yes… there it is. Now you can check your stats and see how many points it added.”

Grumbling to himself, Max checked and saw that the elixir had given him two more Dexterity points.

“Well, the good news is I gained two points. The bad news is I’m not sure I would want to do that again anytime soon.”

“Hah, the jokes on you,” Bardunac replied. “You must wait at least a year before taking another elixir for the same stat. Even if you had two, you could only drink one and get anything from it. The other would just be wasted.”

Still rubbing his tongue against his teeth, Max nodded and blew a raspberry.

“Okay, now for the really bad news,” Max said, watching as the dwarf made a face.

Max finished killing the last orc in the dungeon and, as always, continued to banter with Mr. Wright and Aimee while they harvested the orc ears.

Knowing this was the last time they could do the dungeon with him, he stared at the portal down the long hallway from where he was standing.

“What are you thinking, Seth?” Mr. Wright asked. “You seem different today.”

Max nodded and sighed, turning to see them looking at him with a concerned expression.

“We need to kill the boss.”

“Why would we need to kill the boss?” Aimee asked.

Her father looked at Max and cocked his head for a second before starting to slowly nod.

“You’re leaving town. This is our last run, isn’t it?”

Max nodded and saw Aimee’s face go white.

“You’re leaving? Why? I mean…” She paused, trying to fight back the tears that had appeared when she heard the truth.

Max moved to where she was, held out his arms, and waited. She started to cry and turned for a moment, hiding her face as she wiped away the tears.

“Know I don’t want to, but I have to. I can’t tell anymore, but one day, I hope—”

“It’s okay, Seth,” Mr. Wright interrupted. “We owe you more than we can ever repay, and both know you must go. Isn’t that right, dear?”

Aimee nodded but still kept her head turned, wiping the flood of tears that hadn’t stopped yet.

It took a little bit, but once she felt the tears were over, she turned, eyes all red, and gave a pained smile at Max. She moved to his open arms and squeezed him as tight as she could.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you for everything… for these trips, Darla…”

“You’re welcome,” Max replied, giving her a gentle squeeze and smiling as he saw Mr. Wright nodding at him. “You are an amazing woman and most likely the best baker in your family's business.”

His statement brought some laughter from Aimee as she kept her head against his shoulder.

“Just remember to follow your heart and be the kind person I know you are.”

She nodded and gave him another tight squeeze, secretly wondering if she could stop him from leaving if she didn’t let go.

Lowering his voice so only she could hear, Max whispered, “Listen and don’t react if you can. I have to leave to protect you. People are after me, and I need to move on. I can’t tell you more, but I am grateful for the day I stayed with Big D and met you and your dad. Be strong for him.”

He gave her another hug before gently prying her from him and looking at her eyes, ignoring the redness of them.

She couldn’t hold back the surprise at what he had said but nodded. “I’ll never forget this.”

Giving a playful grin, Max winked and then let out a laugh. “Oh, I don’t expect you to. In fact, if you ever have a child, just remember that Seth is a great name.”

She started to laugh and rolled her eyes as her father came over and embraced her.

“Now, if we are all done crying, how about we kill a boss, and you two get a magical item?”

The boss was a joke at his level, and Max understood now why the adventurer’s guild sent in higher-level people to clear them out. It had only taken one thrust of his spear to pierce the orc’s head, killing it instantly.

The treasure box was a fun moment as he let Aimee open it and watched her eyes sparkle when she realized that inside it was a necklace for her. She pulled out the silver necklace with a green gem set in it and held it out for a while, staring at it in disbelief.

“Why a necklace?” her father asked as he reached in and pulled out a matching one.

“I have no clue,” Max replied as he shrugged and pulled out a small knife. “Sometimes I wonder if the dungeon knows the best item you could use or if it is random. The truth is neither of you needs a weapon or armor. A necklace or ring would be best, but since you work with dough, a ring might not be that great.”

Aimee scrunched her face after putting the necklace on. “Why can’t I see what it provides?”

Her dad put a hand on her shoulder and gave her a wink. “We have to get it identified. Don’t worry, we can do that outside.”

She nodded and smiled before noticing the floating time appear above the chest.

“Uh… Seth, is something bad going to happen?”

Laughing, he shook his head no and pointed to where the portal was. “It will kick us out after the timer ends. Most of the time, we just use the portal if we are ready.”

She nodded, then moved to where he was and hugged him. “Thank you again.”

He nodded and didn’t force her to let go. The three stood there, Aimee and Max hugging as her father watched them, and the timer ticked away.

Max waved as the two of them headed out of the Adventurer’s Hall to find a magical shop to identify their items. He would have offered to have it done here, but the guild frowned upon using their resources for non-adventurers since they gave a discount to adventurers.

Moving to the line where adventurers waited to get their items identified, Max couldn’t help but smile.

He didn’t want to leave, but knowing he had done something right made it a little easier.


Chapter 15a

Realizing the Truth

“What do you mean James hasn’t checked in?” Trina shouted at the man who had handed her the paper. “It’s been a week! Have you done anything to find out why?!”

The man bent his head and shook it quickly, visibly shaking even though he was a foot taller and over a hundred pounds heavier than her.

“Not yet, ma’am! I wanted to mak—” Jumping to her feet, Trina slammed her hands on her desk, making the stone vibrate from the force. She had replaced the last wooden one with this one after it broke under her previous fit of anger.

“Get someone out there, now!” she shouted, her face red as she pointed toward the door.

As the man darted toward safety and escaped from the woman every person in this building feared, her voice caused him to freeze mid-stride.

“Wait! Send three men! All above C rank!”

The man nodded and waited.

Seconds felt like years passing as no sound came for a few moments.

“What are you waiting on? Go!”

Sprinting toward the door like it was a matter of life or death, the man ran out of the room, closing the only thing standing between him and the woman, who was now panting with frustration.

A single swipe of her arm sent papers flying everywhere. Her desk frustrated her right now. Slamming her fist into it multiple times, it absorbed the beating she gave it, not once chipping or fracturing under her blows.

“What in the gods' names have I gotten myself into?” she muttered, huffing as she looked at the mess of her doing on the floor. The carpeted room, the bookshelves, and the couches all seemed out of place with her demeanor. It was meant to show she was calm, restrained, and well-informed of all the guild’s doings in the capital. Instead, the problem child Terrance had given her over a month ago still kept springing up and caused her problems.

Just when I thought it was done… when I could finally believe there was nothing to worry about…

Sitting down in her chair, Trina ignored everything in the room. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on the problem at hand.

James was listed as a D rank adventurer and wasn’t weak, but for him to be missing wasn’t unheard of. Yet a week of no communication was abnormal.

What were the odds something had happened to him?

He wouldn’t go into any dungeons and could play his role as a nobody well.

Caleb and his group would be safe with him if something happened.

The problem was, what could have happened?

Every scenario she ran through in her mind led to only one possible conclusion.

The boy must have been alive and killed him.

Her order to send three C rank adventurers wouldn’t go unnoticed.

Choking down the lump in her throat that suddenly formed, for the first time in a while Trina felt afraid.


Chapter 16

Goodbye to Rumstant

Max had tipped the guild identifier a silver coin. The man had been appreciative as most never tipped little or nothing.

It had been funny, considering that he had given away the money without thought. He was rolling in money in comparison to a month ago. The idea of giving away that amount would have seemed impossible back then.

Still, the dwarf had taken care of him quickly and made no comments or statements when he finished the process.

The dagger was mostly worthless, only having a bonus of one Dexterity to it, yet he kept it as a reminder of his time with Aimee and her father.

His pants had been a pleasant surprise.

[ Identify Pants ]

*****

Quick Black Chain Pants

+ 2 STR/DEX

10% Movement bonus

*****

He had been surprised that the pants were not bound like so many of his other items. The movement bonus wasn’t something he considered that amazing, but he remembered his boots also had a movement enchantment and saw the potential it gave him. That small percentage would add especially when stealthed, or running to help out a teammate.

With that taken care of, Max turned in the orc boss token, earning a smirk as the attendant knew it was well below his current level.

With those things done, Max finished his last task before retiring for the evening.

“Take these and stop arguing,” Sam huffed as he shoved the three books into Max’s hands. “You will need them where you are going.”

Frowning, Max sighed and finally took the books and put them in his storage. “Are you sure? I feel I’m taking advantage of our friendship.”

“Bah, what kind of friend leaves so soon?” Sam declared, pretending to be upset before grinning and extending his hand. “Just be safe and remember to send me any updates on skills you might experience.”

“I’ll just address the letter to ‘The Grumpy Old White-Haired Dwarf.’ I’m sure everyone in town would know who I was talking about.”

Sam nodded and glanced around the room before leaning in.

“I’ve been reading some of that book you gave me. You need to know they don’t play around. If someone tells them you killed one of their own…” Sam paused and then made a throat-slicing motion with his stubby finger.

“I understand. I didn’t plan to go to their capital and announce what I did.”

“Bah, it’s smartasses like you that made me choose to not have children.”

Both stood staring at the other before Max broke and lost the contest, blinking first and seeing Sam grin.

“It’s not fair only having one eye.”

Sam’s face got serious, and he nodded and tapped right below his eye. “When you get to the capital, ask around. Someone can help with that… it won’t be cheap, but if you plan on continuing this adventure stuff, you won’t want to be without it.”

Max nodded and moved to leave. “Just remember, if anyone asks about me, you know nothing. Just sold me some books.”

“Remember who?” Sam asked, feigning ignorance.

“Take care, Sam, and thanks again for everything.”

Sam nodded and watched as Max walked toward the exit.

Ockrim, watch over that one, please… something tells me that boy is special.

Big D and Linda had already heard about his plans from Aimee, and both had handled the news better than Max had expected.

“It happens all the time,” Linda stated, wearing the same smile she always had. “We can’t say we like it, but it’s part of the job.”

“Trust me when I say we’ll miss you more than many,” Big D added, winking at Max. “There be some we are ready to see go, and you’re not one of those.”

“I can’t thank both of you enough. The food has been some of the best I’ve ever eaten.”

Big D laughed, starting to open his mouth to say something witty, when an elbow from his wife caught him in the ribs, taking his breath away.

“I know. I hear that compliment all the time,” Linda replied, glaring at Big D, who was wheezing a little from the blow she had delivered. “Still want breakfast in the morning, though?”

Max nodded.

“Good, I’ll have it at your usual time. Anything else?”

“I’m good, thank you again.”

She nodded and moved back toward the kitchen, having taken enough time saying goodbye while the inn had gotten full of hungry patrons.

“I better get to work,” Dick said as he nursed his ribs. “I wouldn’t want to get beat up again for not doing my job.”

Chuckling, Max grinned as the older man made his way around the room, checking on everyone's drinks and getting a count of who needed more.

Sitting back down in his booth, Max picked at the plate of food. It was good, but right now, he needed to unwind first.

The transportation had been relatively easy as he found a place on the west side of town with multiple options. His budget allowed him to get a covered wagon with room for the four of them and two workers who would handle the animals and cooking. They would set out with three other carts, all bound for the capital.

What bothered him was the unknown. He knew the capital was at least three times the size of this Rumstant. Multiple Adventurer’s Halls were in the capital, one in each quarter. A massive one reserved for only the highest-level adventurers was located in the central part of the capital. Not far away from it was the tower.

The stories of how the kingdom built its capital around the tower were told to every child during school. Everyone knew that treasure, power, and untold glory could be found inside it. If he remembered right, there were a hundred levels, but only a few people in the history books had ever conquered all one hundred of them. Each of them had ascended to a new realm.

Sitting there, playing with his mug, Max wondered what that meant. The idea of ascension had never been something he had given the time of day before. Now, it tugged at him. What was there to ascend to?

What was so special about the tower, and what did it give the people who conquered it?

The words of the woman back at the temple in Windsor Wheel echoed in his mind again.

Grow stronger… No room in the heavens for one afraid…

It seemed like a challenge. One he felt he would one day need to attempt.

Waving goodbye again to Big D, Max glanced at the Big Buns shop and paused. He wanted to go in but knew it wouldn’t be the right move. There was no point causing Aimee any more pain after last night. It's better to end on a happy note.

Bardunac had a few pieces of paper for him to sign, and after taking care of that, they parted ways. A tray of healing potions was stored in his dimensional space in case of emergencies.

He had promised that in a month or two, money should start flowing into the account they had set up and that Max was welcome to send a letter anytime if he had questions or needed something specific.

Leaving the shop, Max wondered if he should have shown Bardunac the eyeballs that Fowl had collected from the three-headed ogre. While he was out and Batrire had taken care of him, the dwarf occupied his concerned mind by plucking two from the caster's head and two more from another head before the body faded away.

Everyone agreed that it would be hard to trust someone with those. Maybe in a year, Bardunac would prove himself worthy of that.

“I was beginning to wonder if you were going to show,” Fowl said as he held out a hand.

“Please. It would take an army of dwarves to keep me from leaving town with you all.”

Max felt something different when he shook Fowl’s hand.

Looking him up and down, Max tried to figure out what it was.

“Somethings different, and thankfully it's not that damn helm of yours.”

Fowl grunted and gave a twirl, smiling like a kid who found out they got a whole cake to themself.

“What am I missing?”

“He picked his skill,” Batrire said, earning a snarl and glare from Fowl before he turned back to Max and smiled.

“Yes… I planned to tell you later, but someone ruined my surprise.”

“Well, what is it?” Max asked.

“I upgraded the bulwark skill to uncommon last night, and then…” Fowl paused, pulling out an empty coin purse. “I spent all my money on armor.”

Max tapped his chin and tried to remember anything he could about that skill.

“I know it has to do with defending, but I don’t know the details.”

“As you shouldn’t, mister. I’m a damage-based warrior who tanks everything,” Fowl replied, rolling his eyes as he made up that title. “It requires plate armor and improves my defenses while wearing it, makes me resistant to being knocked around by those with a higher Strength than me, and has an active ability I can use once daily.”

Nodding, Max could see the value in everything Fowl had just said. “What does the ability do?”

Grinning and displaying every one of his teeth, Fowl rubbed his hands together. “For five seconds, I deflect or parry up to five incoming attacks that I can see. At higher levels, the time and number will increase.”

“That’s utter goblin shite,” Max exclaimed. “Every attack?”

“With a weapon or fist. It's not a magical spell, sadly. But if I ever get the skill to Legendary, I’ll reflect a percentage of the damage back to the attacker.”

“Legendary, he says.” Batrire scoffed. “Like he’s getting that anytime soon. He’ll be white in the short hairs before that happens.”

Fowl’s cheeks turned red, and Tanlia laughed uncontrollably at Batrire’s comment.

“No talking about my short hair, or I’ll—”

Max waited to hear what Fowl would say, but he noticed the look Batrire had given him and understood why the dwarf had stopped talking.

“Do either of you want to share what you picked?”

“We can later,” Tanila said. “We need to get to our transportation and ensure everything is set. Once we are on the road, it will be easier to relax and talk about what to expect in five days when we get to Peltagow.”

Everyone nodded and headed in the direction of the west gate. Five days was going to be a long trip.

“Now listen, you have this entire cart, and all you bring is the four of ya?”

Max nodded and saw the owner of the service he had procured transportation from grimace. “We don’t need to carry anything else. If you want to put a few extra items in the cart, I think it would be okay if you don’t cramp the cart up.”

Mr. Reed glanced at the four of them again, then at the massive cart he had hitched up for them, and shook his head. “You could have gotten a carriage if you weren’t going to take supplies with you.”

“That is true,” Max replied, flashing his best smile, “but if you remember, the price you quoted on a carriage was way more than the cart.”

Scratching his head with a finger, the older man nodded and finally sighed. “No point changing it now. I ain’t got the time to add more stuff, so it looks like the four of you could have a party in the back of that thing with all the room.”

“We will make it work. Thank you again.”

Waving Max off, Mr. Reed turned and moved to one of the other three wagons that would be part of the trip. Each of them was packed to the limits, and Max understood the man’s frustration. He had expected Max to be transporting goods. Having a cart paid to go to the capital meant it could come back here with things to sell. It had been a good deal for Max.

“Looks like we will travel in style,” Max said as he motioned to the back of the cart and offered a hand to Batrire and Tanila.

Once they were in, he turned to Fowl and smiled.

“Would you like some assistance, sir?” He gave a slight bow after asking his question.

“Well, I would be delighted,” Fowl replied, returning the bow.

Without waiting, Max darted forward, slid his hands into the dwarf’s armpits, and lifted him up, setting him in the cart.

“What do you think you're doing?!” Fowl howled, ignoring the laughter of the two women behind him. “Don’t you know you're not supposed to pick up a dwarf like that?”

Max nodded and shrugged. “I did ask.”

“Gods and elf tits,” Fowl cursed as he moved deeper into the cart. “I swear I’m going to stab him while he sleeps tonight.”


Chapter 17

Relaxing on the Road

They had been riding in the cart for most of the day, except for those few times they had stopped.

Tanila and Max watched Batrire and Fowl sleeping against each other. The two of them were snoring loud enough to scare off any wildlife for miles.

“They do make an… interesting couple,” Max said, trying not to laugh as he stared at them. “It’s weird for me. Seeing dwarves like them. My town only had a few, and I can’t say any of them were very friendly.”

Tanila nodded and stretched, ignoring the bumps in the road and thankful for the blankets Max had taken out of his storage. “They have always been two peas in a pod. Fire and ice, oil and water, clean and stinky.”

Max turned and saw Tanila looking at him. He realized this was one of the first times he had seen her hair unbraided. “Your hair looks nice like that. Is there a reason you don’t always wear it down?”

Cheeks going red, Tanila bit her lip and nodded slowly. “You don’t know much about elves, do you?”

Max shook his head. “I didn’t get to spend any time with the elves in our town. Most were either in higher jobs or paths I could never reach. A few were trainers for those wanting to be mages. Other than that, no, I don’t have a clue about elves… except for the four who tried to kill me.”

Frowning, Tanila nodded as she pulled a brush out of her pack and started combing her brown hair. Even in the setting sun that streamed in through the opening behind them, it shone with each stroke.

“It bothers me that you experienced that. There are some just like them in every elf village or town. Those who preach and proclaim the destruction of all the races. The rulers keep them and their message suppressed, but… there are always young ones who join, lured by the power they promise and the blessing of our god.”

She paused as she worked a spot in her hair with something in it.

“Elves are proud, and many would call us grouchy. I, of course, am not like that,” she stated, chuckling when Max snickered at that statement. “The hair is a symbol of many things. Some never cut their hair. Others may keep it short. For women, their hair is almost always braided whenever they are in public. If they are married, they might not have it braided when out with their spouse… to see an elf like me with her hair down could mean many things.”

Max sat there, not saying a word, keeping a small smile on his lips.

She grinned, impressed that Max hadn’t spoken, and continued brushing her hair. “Some say it means they were flirting with a man by having her hair down, or it might mean they felt safe or considered them family. Batrire and Fowl have seen my hair like this many times.”

“And me?”

Tanila rolled her eyes, but the smile never left her lips as she watched Max’s face, looking for emotions he might let slip.

“I am safe with you. I know that means something to you… we both have been hurt, and that makes it hard to trust… You are also kind, and it is easy to see how you might have been taken advantage of in your younger years.”

She put the brush down and picked up a comb made of a bone Max had never seen, the red color catching his interest.

Lowering her voice, Tanila leaned closer to Max to ensure the men driving the cart up front couldn’t hear her. “You have a skill that could grow stronger by taking advantage of others and their trust. A knife, spear, or sword during the night would give you power most could never dream of, and yet…” Tanila bit her lip hard enough Max was almost afraid she would break the skin. “You don’t. We couldn't have stopped you if you attempted to strike Batrire or myself down. Part of me isn’t certain the three of us could take you.”

“I would never—”

She held up her hand, stopping his defense of himself.

“I know. We all know,” Tanila said as she motioned to the two dwarves sleeping soundly. “That is why they can sleep like that. They trust you and know you would protect them if something were to attack.”

She sighed and ran the comb through her hair a few times, getting the last of the knots she had found out.

“Seth, I will follow you wherever you ask because I believe the four of us are meant to be together. I believe someone is pushing us down this path.” Taking her comb and shaking it at Max, she smiled before returning it to her pouch, pulling the brush out again, and working over the spot she had just untangled. “Elves believe the gods do that. I believe the gods do that.”

Max just nodded and said nothing. He leaned his head against the cart's edge and held back the sigh he wanted to let out.

“Thank you.”

He couldn’t see Tanila with his left eye, but he could sense everything about her as she sat beside him, watching him again.

“You’re welcome. Now, find out how much longer till we stop for the night. Unlike those two hairy dwarves, I prefer to sleep without bouncing around all the time.”

Max had taken the first watch when they stopped, ensuring the men that he wanted to do it. It had brought only a few complaints when they realized he was serious. No one asked questions after he went to their wagon and came out a few minutes later with his armor and spear.

A gentle breeze blew, and the fire in the center of camp crackled and popped as it burnt the logs he had added a little while ago. The moon hung in the sky, one-half hidden, the other a brilliant white.

He wasn’t ready to sleep just yet. The words Tanila had said nagged at him. The idea that someone was directing his path frustrated him more than he imagined it could.

How can a god make me do something I don’t want to do?

Dwelling on that thought, the dungeon with the ogres came to his mind. He had been forced to fight, unable to leave the second floor. If a god had made that happen, there was a reason.

His head hurt trying to figure out all the little things that might be one large connected web. Some spider out there forced him to retreat and move until he was stuck, unable to escape before they consumed him.

Then, his heart stopped momentarily, and Max felt a new fear come over him.

What if they want me to grow stronger so they can one day kill and consume me…

The next few hours were filled with more frustrating thoughts.

When the time came to wake up the second watch, Max wasn’t sure he could fall asleep. His mind was taking him down a dark hole.

“Did you get any sleep last night at all?” Fowl asked as they waited for the men to finish cooking their lunch. “You have been dragging all day.”

Shaking his head, Max frowned and glanced around the area. “Where are Batrire and Tanila?”

“They needed to answer the call of nature. Why?”

Max saw a look of concern appearing on Fowl’s face. “I didn’t see them go. I guess I really am tired.”

“Take a nap in the wagon. Just a few hours, mind you, but I’m sure you need it.”

Yawning, Max covered his mouth and nodded. “I may just do that. After a good lunch, I will probably pass right out.”

Glancing around, Fowl saw that none of the caravan workers were present and grimaced. “Based on that smell, I doubt it will be a good lunch.”

Max chuckled and, without looking around, knew he was safe to do what he did next.

Pulling a box out of storage, Max popped off the lid and reached in. When his hand came out of the box, a strawberry muffin with frosting was in it.

Max saw Fowl’s tongue moving against his lips and waited to give it to the dwarf he was certain he was about to drool.

“Oh, diz is gudd,” Fowl moaned as he shoved the whole treat in his mouth in one bite.

“Shhhh,” Max chided him, pulling a cupcake out for himself and then quickly returning the box to his storage. “Big D and Linda had a treat for me when I left. I figured we might as well eat our dessert first.”

Fowl nodded, licking his fingers and grinning as he did.

“You going to give the girls any?”

Shaking his head from side to side, Max smiled. “You know I will, but if I can make them squirm a little beforehand, I won’t pass that up.”

Laughing, Fowl stood up and slapped Max on the shoulder. “That’s one of the things I like about you, Seth. Finding ways to piss off a woman and not worry about how they will get you back.”

Fowl was right, and Max was asleep the moment he laid down after lunch. Fowl woke him up a few hours later as they continued their journey toward the capital.

Max would read Sam's books, letting Batrire and Tanila enjoy them, but Fowl was content to sleep for hours on end.

Tanila and Max sat by the fire, laughing at stories each shared, trying to keep the noise down as they kept the first watch.

She had decided Max needed someone to help him stay awake, and Max was happy to have her company.

When the moon reached the point in the sky that signaled the next shift, he woke up the next two and helped Tanila get into their cart.

“You’re not coming?” she whispered, watching him walk away from the camp.

“No, I need to go and use the restroom.”

She shook her head and ducked inside the tarp, giving Max the privacy he needed.

Ignoring her, Max headed toward the tree line. It had been ages since he had to piss this bad, and he thought his bladder was going to burst.

Max realized as he stood by the trees, his chain mail armor pulled down past his thighs, that no one ever talked about how hard it was to use the bathroom when prepared for battle.

None of the stories he had ever heard mentioned warriors in full plate having to pee or dropping a load. It would take forever to get that equipment off and on.

Glad no one was able to see him in the moonlight, bare arse cheeks feeling the wind, he let out a groan and heard the heavenly sound of water splashing against the bark of a tree.

Doing his best not to moan, Max stared at the tree before him.

And then he froze.

To the left and right, he felt two people coming toward him slowly through his sonar skill. They were crouching and moving at a pace he knew far too well.

Two people stealthed…

He tried not to panic, but his bladder kept going as they kept inching forward.

Realizing he was going to be caught with his chain pants down, Max started to chuckle, spinning around and sending a spray off in a circle around him.

Both forms paused as he turned around.

The seconds ticked, and Max knew he was running out of time, as were they. Their Stealth would end soon.

With no other options left, Max did the only thing he could think of.

“You two going to stare at my manhood all night, or are we going to dance?”


Chapter 18

Caught with Your Pants Down

Max couldn’t help but smile as neither of the men moved.

Unsure if it was from being called out from Stealth, his lack of concern at knowing they were there, or the steady stream still flowing, Max lowered his hands and finished up, quickly pulling his chain pants up.

Behind him, Max sensed another person coming toward him. Feeling a grin appear, he put his spear up and pulled out his two swords.

It had only dawned on him a few days ago that things put in the dimensional pocket did not experience time as usual. He could enchant his weapons and store them, and after checking a timer, the enchantment would last over a week before it was even halfway gone.

The two he had initially spotted dropped out of Stealth, a dwarf and a man, each holding a dagger. The moon provided enough light to see they were in black leather, but he didn’t need it. He could see the shape of their faces, the frown each wore, and the way their hands trembled slightly.

As the two men moved slowly toward him, Max could feel the one behind him creeping closer. He realized it was a woman, lanky and tall.

“You seem awfully sure of yourself,” the dwarf said with a growl. “Pissin’ in the woods at night away from your wagons. You haven’t even called fer help.”

He could tell what they were doing, drawing his attention and keeping him focused on them. The woman was only five yards away, moving quickly to be in position for a three-person attack.

It was then that Max noticed the aura around the man and the dwarf. It was faint but there.

A hazy red outline hung around them. Not enough to cause problems but enough to tell everyone who saw them that the system recognized them as murderers. They had to have attacked someone in the last three days to still be flagged.

Max nodded, lowering his stance a little and preparing for what was about to happen.

Casting his area of affect ice spell, he waited till it was one second from going off and then dashed toward the man on his left.

He had been ready, but his dagger did nothing to protect him from the spinning sword attack Max unleashed on him. Both swords came across in a high-low pattern, Max’s feet twisting as his hips spun him around, bringing both blades circling back to his target.

The man wasn’t slow, but there was nothing he could do. His dagger parried the first attack before the other sword came and sliced his left leg to the bone. The second salvo of attacks took off his left arm and sent a sword into his body, piercing his chest.

The momentum and movement of the attacks never slowed him as Max continued sliding right, swords out toward the dwarf who had rushed to join the fight only to realize it was over before it had started.

He tried to stop, glancing toward the woman who was still stealthed and now only three yards away.

“She can’t help you,” Max said, showing his teeth.

The dwarf flinched, and the woman froze.

A dagger flew from the woman. Max saw it coming, lifting a sword and deflecting it as she came out of Stealth.

“Who the hell are you?” the dwarf hissed, glancing between him and the woman covered in black leather from head to toe. Only her silver braid hanging against her back.

A goddamn female elf…

She stayed low, pulling a pair of daggers out from behind her back, and then whistled.

Movement came from the forest, and Max felt more people entering his field of perception.

Suddenly, a cold sensation washed over him.

He had hoped for it.

In truth, he longed for it.

The moment the two men showed up within his sonar skill, the hunger he sometimes felt roared inside him. When he saw they were red, he realized they could be engaged with no worry of the system listing him as an attacker or murderer; it had almost consumed him.

[ 2 Dexterity Consumed ]

[ 20 Magic Points Consumed ]

[Consume has successfully Consumed a skill]

[Would you like to learn [Backstab]?]

[ Yes / No]

Max couldn’t help but grin, even knowing there were half a dozen people now in his sphere of perception.

He ignored the choice for now. He didn’t want to possibly stumble as he sometimes did when learning a new skill. His body already felt alive from growth in Dexterity.

Kill them all. Take their power. We need it.

The voice was back, and Max knew what it wanted. The same thing he wanted.

They continued to surround him, each staying on the outer edges of his detection area, but now Max counted eight. Each of them had that same red glow.

Permission to take what they had.

“This feels like a fair fight,” Max declared, cracking his neck and focusing on the female elf. He could see she was different. How she moved and flowed, everything about her screamed danger.

She laughed. Her soft voice carried across the open field.

“You sure are full of yourself. I’m impressed that you knew we were here, and that attack on poor Mizar shows you have some skill with swords. But let’s be honest”—she paused, her voice turning hard and gaining an edge—“do you really expect to walk away from here alive?”

Motioning with his sword at the others around him, Max gave a slight shrug.

“The real question you should ask yourself is how many, including you, will die.”

He felt the change on her face. She frowned, put off by his lack of concern for the situation and the fact he had not tried yelling for help yet. Bravery and stupidity were common enough, and there was no way someone strong enough to deal with all of them could be here.

As the woman paused, Max realized there was one with a bow. An arrow nocked but not pointed at him. Three of them had swords, and another two had axes. That just left the woman and the dwarf with daggers.

She was the closest, and Max believed he needed to take out her first.

Even if she had offered to let him walk away, he would have said no. He needed this.

Casting his ice spell again, he waited, knowing when it would go off and the shimmer around his feet would appear.

Once more, he darted forward, racing toward the elf, as his spell activated, and played his trump card.

There was no time to play games.

[ Berserker Activated ]

The color shift at night would have reminded him of that battle against the wolves if he could have remembered the way it had looked.

He would have noticed the woman’s expression as he reached her before she could react. His swords were a blur as his ice spell extended around him, slowing her movements and reactions. She flickered green for a moment, and the strikes he swung at her crashed against her two daggers that blocked them. Her knees gave out, and she was crushed to the ground under the strength of his attacks. The only reason she could still hold her arms and daggers up was the skill she had activated.

The flurry of blows he sent was blocked for two seconds, then she flickered green again. The following two strikes shattered her arms, the strength behind his attacks too much for her to handle. Without the ability to defend herself and unable to move in time, Max swung again, one blade slicing her left arm off at the shoulder and the other cleaving her body diagonally.

He felt a pain in his back but ignored it. Pressure increased him for the briefest moment, and with the light in the woman's eyes fading, he spun, blades whirling around like a tornado, catching the dwarf who was not expecting the speed or power of that strike in the face.

His face was gone in less than a half second, making the second sword that came at him moot, even though it almost cut him in two.

A man with a sword was charging him, unable to believe what he had just seen. Two of them were struck down so quickly.

Max’s eyes locked on the attacker, lunging at him, as he pulled his sword free of the dwarf, releasing a spray of blood as the blade came free.

His attack tried to block and dodge, but it was futile as the one-eyed man came at him with a fury and aura that froze him to the bone.

Max ran past him, his combination strike having decapitated the attacker.

Spinning, he found the archer ten yards away, having just fired an arrow. Max didn’t notice it in his rage. All he could see was the archer.

Four strides carried him to the man, cleaving his bow in half as he tried to protect himself and ending his life a moment later.

Screams were coming from all around him. Screams that Max couldn’t hear or recognize. His mind wouldn’t allow it.

Two more men fell before the last two turned to run.

The sounds of their feet sprinting in different directions didn’t matter as Max turned on the one closest to him. Running after the man, he chased him down. He had only taken eight seconds to find and kill that target.

Max scanned the area, spinning around, wanting and needing something to hunt. He couldn’t sense anything in his skill range, and the vision in his right eye was blurry. Blood had run down his face and into it, but Max couldn’t figure that out.

Shouts came from the south of him, beyond the trees he was in. Running as quickly as he could, he saw a few torches and a light.

He saw a man he should have recognized. A dwarf running toward him.

Four steps later, Max stumbled over his own feet.

A massive shock hit his system as awareness of his surroundings sank in.

There was a look of terror behind Fowl’s eyes as the dwarf held his shield and hammer ready. Tanila held her hands out at him, a spell waiting to be cast. Fear in Batrire’s eyes as she took in the blood-soaked figure of a man they called a friend.

“Seth! Seth, it's us!” Fowl shouted.

Shaking his head and realizing his situation, Max held up both hands and dropped his swords.

“Sorry… I…” Max paused, seeing the men from the wagons coming toward them. They stopped further behind his allies. “Bandits… they tried to attack me, but I…”

Max shook his head and finally understood why he couldn’t see well from his right eye.

He tried to wipe away the blood with his hand, but it didn’t help. He was drenched in it.

“Let me,” Tanila said, rushing across the gap between Max and them, letting the spell she had prepared vanished. She wiped her robe across his eyes and then his forehead, allowing him to see the pained look on her face. “Are you okay?” she whispered.

He nodded slowly and cringed. He tried to smile but couldn’t.

“Are you all right?” one of the men from the caravan called out. “Are there more?”

Max realized he didn’t know the answer to that. He wasn’t sure if he had killed them all or if some had gotten away. Right now, he was more scared that he had regained himself only ten yards or so from his friends and knew that he was about to have attacked them.

“I’m not sure… there were nine, but—”

“Nine?!”

He could hear the men murmuring, asking each other if that was possible. How could he have taken on that many and survived?

“Join the party, Seth.”

Max turned and looked at Batrire, who was staring at him.

He saw the notification and clicked accept.

She huffed and shook her head before coming toward him.

“Let’s go. We need to see what took place.”


Chapter 19

A Master of Carnage

“Dear gods,” Fowl mumbled as he held a torch over the corpses they were looking at. “I’m glad the caravan men let us inspect this area. I doubt they would have been able to handle this.”

Max stood there silently, taking in the carnage strewn around him.

Arms, heads, torsos, a leg. Blood everywhere. He wasn’t sure if he was glad to have Fowl's light orb out as the scene was gruesome. Like something out of a horror story.

“I only count eight,” Tanila said, her voice steady as she spoke. “I think I found the direction the one that escaped ran.”

“We should follow. We need to see if we can find their camp.”

Fowl looked at Batrire and frowned. “In the dark? You want to run through the woods in the dark and see if we can find their camp?”

She nodded, and Fowl sighed when he saw the look she gave.

“Do we loot first or?”

“We go now. There is no time to wait,” Batrire repeated, glancing at Max, who was still taking in the scene. “You going to be okay, Seth? Can you come with us?”

Nodding slowly, Max pulled out his sword and shield and then sighed.

“Sorry… I didn’t realize it would look like this.”

“Don’t apologize,” Tanila snapped, shaking her head at him. “They were content to attack you and most likely us. The fact that you aren’t marked as an attacker tells us each was guilty of multiple offenses. Now, let’s go. We need to try and find them.”

Nodding, Max moved to where Tanila had said the trail went, taking the lead as she came behind. Fowl put Batrire in the middle and took up the position at the rear.

The path was easy to follow, even in the dark. The one that had run did so without concern for Stealth or hiding. The number of broken branches, scuffs on trees where they had run into a trunk, and torn-up dirt patches that marked a path to the north were almost comical. It took them over ten minutes to spot a glow up ahead through trees, where voices and shouts could be heard.

They put out the torches, and Fowl hid his light orb as they crept up to the camp.

“What the hell do you mean dead?! That makes no sense! One man against the nine of you?!”

A loud female voice rang out through the trees, her frustration at the story she heard not abated.

Other sounds were coming from the area, and Max tried to see as best he could through the trees, but the camp was hidden.

“Stay here,” he whispered. “I’ll check.”

The other three crouched down and waited as Max activated Stealth and moved closer. When he arrived at the tree line, the sight of what he found in the small clearing shocked him.

Five large wagons like the ones they were in were packed full inside the clearing. Horses were tied to a post, and a dozen tents were set up. A single fire was burning bright, and over the noise of shouting and movement, Max saw four more bandits moving around while one man took a tongue lashing from a massive woman in the middle of the camp.

She had to be almost seven feet tall and made most of the blacksmiths he had ever met look short in comparison. Her red hair hung loosely over her shoulders as she continued strapping on her armor. At no time did she stop berating the one who escaped.

Everyone in camp but that woman had a red aura around them, barely noticeable but there.

Moving back, Max got as far away as possible before his Stealth expired.

“What do we do? We can attack those five, but the woman isn’t flagged.”

“That’s because she is the leader,” Tanila answered. “She most likely moves the goods and keeps them in line because she can kill them without having to get her hands dirty.”

“We need to catch them all, though. What if only Seth attacks her? Then we could protect him until it wears off.”

Batrire glared at Fowl, who held his hands up in surrender.

“I’m fine with that,” Max replied. “If someone has to be flagged, it should be me. As long as I don’t kill her, it’s only three days, right?”

Tanila nodded and motioned to the camp. “We don’t have a lot of time before we lose the element of surprise.”

“Are you sure you’re okay with this, Seth?”

Smiling at Batrire, Max nodded. “Family protects each other. I trust you with my secret and my life.”

She smiled and then nodded at Tanila. “Let’s go.”

As the group got closer, Max pulled out his swords. If they had to take the woman captive, he didn’t want everyone to know all the skills that he had.

Casting his enchantments again, he moved toward the clearing, finally paying attention to the notifications waiting to be read.

[ 3 Dexterity Consumed ]

[ 2 Wisdom Consumed ]

[ 1 Dexterity Consumed ]

[ 1 Dexterity Consumed ]

[ 1 Dexterity Consumed ]

[ 1 Dexterity Consumed ]

[Consume has successfully Consumed a skill]

[Would you like to learn [Backstab]?]

[ Yes / No]

[Consume has successfully Consumed a skill]

[Would you like to learn [Evasion]?]

[ Yes / No]

[Consume has successfully Consumed a skill]

[Would you like to learn [Archery]?]

[ Yes / No]

His mind struggled to acknowledge all those notifications. All the points in Dexterity were impossible to even believe.

Three skills? I gained three skills…

He wanted to click yes on all of them, but he couldn’t. The fear of how his mind had responded when he learned weapon expertise held him back. The hunger he had felt earlier was gone, as if satisfied for now.

He noticed Tanila waving at him, turned, and gave a thumbs-up, activating his Stealth and moving through the bushes.

The camp was still in chaos as the bandits ran around, throwing items into a cart, and another started to get horses hitched up.

Moving quickly, Max moved to the cart they were loading and waited for one of the bandits to come close. The Stealth timer was red, but Max still had time and waited.

As the bandit arrived and prepared to throw a chest into the open back end, Max thrust his sword into the man’s throat, cutting off the gurgling noise. The chest started to drop, but Max grabbed it, put it into the cart, and let the man slide off his sword and into the dirt.

No cold sensation came, and Max resigned himself to the idea that it most likely wouldn’t since he had already gained nine Dexterity points tonight.

Glancing at the tents, Max snuck over toward another bandit. He could sense two people near him. Both were throwing things in a trunk.

A large tent in the middle stood out, and he assumed the leader must be there.

Quickly moving to one of the tents, Max didn’t worry much about noise with the hustle and bustle around him.

The dwarf inside was grumbling, cursing about the bitch and her attitude and how she could chew on a few ogre nuts.

Max Moved into the tent. The second the flap opened, the man stiffened and went quiet. Max grinned as he slid his sword into the bearded dwarf's back and covered his mouth. Undoubtedly, he had been concerned that the woman had come in behind him.

Only a tiny grunt came as the dwarf died. Max could sense no change in the man a few tents over and dropped the dwarf to the ground.

As he started to leave the tent, the massive woman’s presence entered his detection area, and he froze.

“You fools need to hurry this up! And where the hell is Jenkins?”

The woman stayed where she had stopped, and the man nearest to him came out of the tent.

“He was taking something to the wagon. He should be back now unless he needed to take a piss.”

“Everyone to me now!”

Sounds came as the three remaining bandits ran to her, and he heard the cursing as seconds passed and no one else came.

“Get your weapons! He’s in the camp!”

His heart was pounding, and Max knew it was time to act. This would be an exciting fight if that woman decided to join. He could sense how she stood, and it was different from the others.

A whistle came, and Max knew it was Fowl. The bandits turned to see where the whistle was coming from.

Activating Stealth, Max moved out of the tent, slipping slowly past the flap.

“You said it was one man who killed everyone! There are three of them out there, and that is a dwarf!”

“Boss, I’m telling you, it was just one man! He carried two swords and cut down—”

A gurgle caught their attention from the bandit Max had just killed that had been closest to him and farther away from those two.

Max grinned as he let the body fall to the ground and saw them turn around.

“It’s him…” the bandit almost whispered, his voice trembling. Max realized the man was also pissing his pants.

The woman looked him up and down and then gave him a sneer.

“Go get him!” she ordered.

The last bandit glanced at her and then at Max. It was apparent he wasn’t sure which one was more dangerous, and his hesitation earned him a dagger to the throat.

Max had barely seen the attack. The woman struck so fast that it was a blur. Even his detection ability had struggled to catch that attack until it was in motion.

She glanced at the last of her crew, shaking and drenched in his own piss, and shook her head.

The dagger she had used to kill the bandit who hadn’t obeyed flew from her hand into the man’s eye.

He screamed for just a second until his brain stopped working.

She then slowly turned to face Max and smiled.

“Well, you look exactly as that fool described you.”

She didn’t move, but everything about her told Max she was faster than him by a lot. Even with his buff and all his gear, there was no doubt she would not be like the rest of the bandits.

“And who might you be?” Max asked as he watched Fowl and the other two run behind her.

“Just a helpless victim of a group of bandits. Grateful for you and your friends to save me.”

Her voice was so sweet it bothered him. She gave a playful smile and then waved at the camp with one of her hands.

“I was never sure if I could escape, but thanks to you, I can. Now, if you will excuse me.”

She started to walk away, moving slowly, her eyes watching Max the entire time.

“You just going to walk away?” Max asked, taking a few steps in the direction she had moved.

Pausing, she turned and put her hands on her hips. She smiled in a way that felt almost dirty. “Do you really plan on trying to stop me? It would mark you as the attacker, and then I would be free to do whatever I wanted to defend myself.”

She rested her hand on the pommel of her sword at her waist.

“I’d prefer not to kill you, but part of me would be totally fine with that.”


Chapter 20

The Bandit Leader

The woman nodded slowly as she read Max’s face. She could see that he was not like most men by how he stood there, both swords at his side and ready to be used.

Could Billy have been right? Could this man really have done all that on his own?

She had noticed only Max was covered in blood. The rest looked like they hadn’t done a thing against her crew. Knowing he had taken out three of her men so quickly unnerved her even more. Worse yet, he hadn’t flinched when she killed her own men.

“Do you honestly think you can win?”

Max smiled. Her voice had changed. She had stopped hiding behind the facade she would typically use around others and revealed the actual person behind that mask.

“It’s funny because I was going to ask you the same thing. You would be fighting four of us, and while I can see you are skilled and fast, I know my team. It would be fun to fight against you, but you won’t stand a chance if this happens.”

Max lifted his right sword slowly as he pointed it at her. “Just know we will all gladly flag ourselves if we must. I’m sure the guards would understand, especially when the caravan men agree with our report.”

He watched her tap her fingers against her sword. She wanted to draw and use it but wasn’t that dumb. If she attacked first, she would be in a bad spot.

Weighing the options, she saw that the odds of getting out of here alive were dropping quickly. She could try and run if there was no mage, but if that mage could stop her…

“Fine. What if I surrender?”

Max watched her as she held her hands up, grinning again as she watched him.

“We would tie you up and take you with us to town.”

“You think that would be a good decision? A trip for three days?”

Tanila nodded behind the woman, and Max saw how Fowl and Batrire were standing. If he moved, they would move.

He sighed and shook his head slightly.

“I’m tired of this game. Choose now. Surrender and take your chances on the way back to town, or I’ll start the fight, and we can see how things go from there.”

“But what if—”

“No,” Max interrupted her, and his voice was as deep as he could make it. He was tired and knew he would have to make that first move if she didn't take him seriously right now. There would be no surrender. “Stop talking. Either surrender now, or I will start this.”

She read his eye. His eye. How could a one-eyed man do this? She started to consider her chances again, but that one eye told her everything she needed to know. He would not hesitate.

“Fine, I surrender.” Holding her hands out in front of her, she winked. “Come tie me up.”

Max shook his head.

“Not going to happen like that. First, drop all your weapons, then take off all your clothes and—”

Her eyes went dark, a bit of fury behind them. “You expect me to strip naked!”

“I do. Until I ensure there isn’t a weapon hidden anywhere on you, I won’t believe you are serious.”

“But I won’t—”

“Then that leaves us with no other option.” Max shifted his stance and brought both swords up slightly.

Her eyes went wide, and she almost reflexively went for her sword. She heard the movements behind her and knew there was no other choice.

“Fine! I’ll strip! But don’t expect me to let you—”

“I won’t,” Max growled. “I’m not the type to take advantage of others.”

His insult hit home as she frowned, but her choices were gone. She hadn’t lived this long to pick a fight and die like this. There would be other chances. Chances to survive and get revenge. Of that she was sure of.

Her weapons began to fall from her like rain. Her sword and four daggers were on her belt, two more in her boots, one under her armor, and a small one in her hair.

Max almost smiled as the impressive collection grew, amazed that so many weapons could be hidden like that.

Once the weapons were gone, she started to take her armor off, attempting to be seductive as she did it, but the way Max looked at her shut that down. It was apparent he wasn’t going to be distracted. Underneath the armor, two more small knives fell out, and soon, all she had left was her undershirt and shorts.

“Take them off.”

She growled, not embarrassed by the thought of being naked but the fact that Max was so thorough. Grimacing, she took off the top, exposing herself and plucking a dagger from between her breasts that was tied to a small string. From there, her bottoms came off, and she smiled when she heard the dwarf behind her cough.

“And now?”

“Batrire, go get me some rope, please.”

The dwarf nodded and moved to search through some of the items in the camp. It took a few minutes, and finally, she held up a long coil of rope.

“Take off the rings and your earrings, too.”

She started to protest but knew it wasn’t going to change anything. Cursing to herself, she pulled them off, carefully setting them down on the ground next to her pile of weapons. She half considered trying to make a run for it, but that moment was gone.

“I want those back,” she growled as she stood up.

Max nodded and then pointed to an area a few yards from where she was. “Move there.”

It took Max five minutes to ensure he felt she was adequately tied up. Grateful for all those knot-tying lessons his father had given him, he used over twenty yards of rope to bind and rebind her hands, arms, and body. He then fetched a blanket and put it over her.

Pulling a backpack out from his storage, he stuffed all her items in it and then stored it with his weapons.

“Let’s go. I’m tired, and it’s late.”

Fowl and the others nodded as Max held onto a small piece of rope tied around the woman’s neck.

“You still haven’t told me your name,” the woman said as she followed Fowl and Batrire.

“I haven’t because you haven’t told me yours either.”

She huffed and shook her head. “My mother calls me Lydia.”

Max grinned as he didn’t believe that name for a moment. “Well, everyone calls me Shade Slayer,” he replied, turning around slightly to wink at Tanila, who rolled her eyes.

He felt the woman noticeably straighten up.

There was no doubt she would give up trying to run now.

The night had been a restless one. He had tied Lydia’s legs and bound her to the edge of the cart inside. She was given another blanket, and they ignored her complaints, offering her a choice of being quiet or finding a sword in her throat. After that, she stopped talking and lay down.

Tanila had waited outside the cart as he cleaned up with some water the men had heated up.

All of the men from the caravan were in shock at the sight of the bound naked woman and him covered in blood. After being told to stay away from her, they all nodded, not wanting to have any part of what they were not involved with.

“Are you okay? I mean, really okay?” Tanila asked, making sure no one heard her.

Max nodded, continuing to wipe himself clean and occasionally dipping the rag in the pot of warm water.

“It was not what I wanted to do, but I had to do it.”

He felt her watching him and tried to ignore it. Blood kept coming off with every wipe of the cloth. It had been rung out so many times, and it seemed like there would be no end.

“I’m serious. We saw how you looked when you came rushing at Fowl. It was… terrifying.”

Max nodded, trying not to look at her but acknowledging the truth of that statement.

“I’m sorry. There weren’t a lot of choices. There were nine of them, and I got caught with my pants down.”

Tanila couldn’t hold back the chuckle, and she shook her head, glad to see him smile a little.

“Should I ask what you got?”

Max whispered, aware no one was nearby. “Nine Dexterity and three skills. I need to accept them, but I haven’t had a moment yet since I wasn’t sure how I would react when I did.”

He turned his head slightly and saw the look on her face. “Oh, and two wisdom. I almost forgot about those.”

“That’s… im-impossible… I mean, it's not, but…”

Max just nodded and then stood straight, wiping his face and smiling. “Can you watch over me while I accept them? In case something bad happens?”

The worry disappeared from her face, and she smiled. “Always.”

Max pulled up the notifications, still waiting for an answer, and selected yes on the first one.

He winced a little as knowledge flooded his brain. The art of striking from behind seemed like second nature, and now he could see how to properly apply the most damage.

Nodding, he smiled at her and held up one finger.

Choosing yes on the next, his body and mind felt a rush of power. He understood how to dodge better and how to slip away from attacks. His mind was alive with knowledge, and he also knew an ability was waiting to be used with this knowledge.

Snorting, he chuckled, not nearly as affected this time around.

Holding a second finger, he focused on the last notification and chose yes. An understanding of how to use a bow seemed so simple now. He had never been good with one as a kid and didn’t like to admit how many animals he had missed while hunting. For some reason, this skill barely impacted him.

“All done,” he stated, sitting on a log near the fire.

Tanila moved, sat next to him, and leaned over. “So tell me what you got.”

“Backstab, Evasion and Archery.”

Her mouth hung open as she stared at him.

“Those are… strong. Like really strong.”

Max nodded. “Give me a minute. I want to see the descriptions.”

[Skill Description - Backstab]

*****

Backstab - Uncommon Skill: This skill provides bonus damage to attacks from behind. A max of 200% bonus damage may be applied if the user is hidden and strikes. The maximum bonus damage is 50% if the user is not hidden. Target type may affect damage done.

*****

[Skill Description - Evasion]

*****

Evasion - Uncommon Skill: The skill provides an increased understanding of evading all forms of attacks. This only applies to attacks that the skill owner is aware of. It may not be used against hidden attacks. Skill grants a usable ability: Parry. Parry will block all frontal and side attacks for two seconds. Attacks will be stopped, but the power behind the attack cannot be fully mitigated. Some magical spells can be blocked. This ability has a twenty-four-hour cool-down.

*****

[Skill Description - Archery]

*****

Archery - Common Skill: This skill provides mastery with bows and crossbows. Increased ability to load both weapons and have a greater chance of hitting the intended target.

*****

Tanila shook her head and just smiled as Max told her what each skill did. After a moment, she looked around once more and couldn’t resist.

“Seth, just how strong are you now?”

Chuckling, Max grinned. “Let me see.”

[Simple Stats Check]

*****

Max Hoste

18-year-old Human Male

Level 1

Exp 1/1000

HP: 340/340

MP: 95/95

Stamina: 170/170

STR: 31+6

DEX: 32+6

CON: 28+6

INT: 16+3

WIS: 11+2

*****


Chapter 21

Darkness Behind Those Eyes

It had taken a while to calm Tanila down after he shared that information with her, but eventually, they joined the others in their wagon and slept soundly.

Fowl had stayed up all night, keeping watch over the woman whose only covering was the blankets put on her and the ropes wrapped around her.

The following morning had gone about as well as Max could hope for. Lydia had wanted to protest she needed to use the restroom and a few other issues, but after Max’s simple statement that, again, she could choose death or obedience, she bent under his gaze.

Max stayed with the carts and two of the caravan men as the others went into the woods and collected the loot and whatever supplies they could find. The men drove two wagons full of goods and other supplies through a twisting forest road and reached the camp well after midday. The horses had all been brought with them, and Fowl seemed excited upon their return.

Lydia, on the other hand, looked as if she had sucked a lemon.

A few other caravans had passed them as they didn’t move from their spot. None stopped after learning they were fine and some bandits had been killed.

They wouldn’t leave till tomorrow since there wasn’t enough light left in the day to make moving worthwhile.

Max watched Lydia try to find a way to loosen or break her bonds as they broke camp. He would stand outside the wagon and use his skill to see her struggling, flexing against the ropes.

Every time he came to check on her, she would stop, and each time, he tightened them.

She was in a foul mood this morning, frustrated at seeing the goods she had worked so hard to steal following the other carts toward Peltagow.

“What will they do with her? I mean, I’m assuming it’s jail or death?”

Tanila nodded, looking up from her book, watching the redheaded woman glaring at them. “Based on what we found and saw, I don’t know how she will be allowed to live,” she replied but gave a shrug as she turned back to her book. “Who knows, though. You humans and your courts sometimes make things impossible to guess the outcome.”

Max nodded, understanding the truth of that statement. Sometimes, it did seem that way.

“I’m surprised she didn’t fight. I half expected her to. Everything I felt told me she would.”

Putting a finger on the page she was reading, Tanila closed the book and looked at Max.

“You don’t have a clue, do you?”

“About what?”

“You couldn’t see your face. The way you looked at her. How you spoke to her. I was nervous that you would kill her no matter what. It’s not that she doesn’t deserve it, but how you looked when you faced her down was a little like when you almost attacked Fowl.”

“But… I mean…” Max tried to defend himself, but he couldn’t. The truth was he had wished she would have fought back. Knowing how strong she was. The desire and hunger he felt yearned for that. “Was I that bad?”

Tanila chuckled as she nodded. “I doubt many would have fought against you. It was a scary sight seeing you covered in blood like that.”

Grimacing, he nodded. It took a good part of the morning to get clean. Chainmail was fantastic against weapons, but blood flowed right through it.

Halfway through the day, a shout came from the drivers, and Max and the others moved to the front to see what was up.

“A patrol,” Lincoln, their driver, informed them. “Capital guards to keep the roads safe.”

Max heard Lincoln scoff after he said that, everyone keenly aware that none of them would have probably lived if Max and his team weren’t with them.

“I’m Sergeant Douglas, and word on the road is you have captured and killed some bandits.”

Max nodded as he watched the group of five soldiers studying them.

“We did. There were thirteen bandits we killed and captured their leader. She is in the cart behind us. I will warn you, she is a bit of a handful.”

A couple of chortles came from the men behind their commander, who ignored them and nodded. “I’m going to assume you are willing to give a report. Do you wish for us to take the prisoner off your hands?”

“While I do wish that, I am not sure how easily that would be for all of you,” Max replied, grinning as he spoke. “Perhaps it would be better if you saw for yourself.”

Twenty minutes later, Sergeant Douglas was on his horse, leaving one of his privates with Max and the caravan.

“I appreciate your willingness to keep her with you longer. I can’t imagine that she has been easy to deal with. We had reports of bandits moving around in this area and to the south, but trying to find a group is not always easy.”

Max nodded and shrugged. “What’s two more days with her? Having your man with us to help keep watch at night is about as much as I can hope for.”

The sergeant turned and gave a few last instructions before he and the other four men hurried back toward the capital.

“Well, Private Felix, I am sorry you got roped into this, but hopefully, we can tie these loose ends up soon.”

Everyone groaned at Fowl’s joke as they climbed back into their wagon.

“As the sergeant said, I’m glad to be able to assist.”

Nodding, Max moved to his spot in the wagon as the private got on his horse and followed along the side of the cart.

“What have we gotten ourselves into?” Max asked as the cart started moving again.

Tanila laughed and picked her book up from where she had left it. “Only the gods know, but it sure seems like they enjoy giving us a hard time.”

One never knows how much they enjoy sleeping until they don’t get enough. Fowl had helped watch Lydia during the night as he could fall asleep without problems during the day. Max had tossed and turned, worried about his friend, but that first morning he woke up after not having to watch Lydia or worry about her was amazing.

Private Felix had stayed up all night, keeping her outside and tied to one of the logs. She had complained at first, declaring the indecency of it and more, but one look from Max had ended her complaints while he was around.

As they rode, Felix slept in the wagon, getting some rest for the night shift he would endure.

Max and the others talked often about their plans once in the capital. They could choose from any of the four sections as their starting place. Each section had dungeons unique to that area, and they needed to hit level fifty before they could attempt the first floor of the tower. Fowl lamented that getting that high would take months of grinding through the dungeons.

Boredom was the worst part of the trip. Eventually, Max ran out of things he wanted to talk about with others. They couldn’t spend all day whispering, and he had given up trying to read on the road. Having only one eye made that task almost impossible with every bump they hit.

“A little over one more day,” he stated as they laid down for the night. “I’m ready for a real bathroom, a bed with a mattress, and some good bread.”

Fowl laughed and rubbed his belly.

“I’ll agree with you there. Every day, those biscuits are as hard as a rock.”

Max bolted up as a shout rang out from camp.

With no time to get dressed, he threw on his boots and grabbed his sword, opening the flaps of the wagon.

The others were rising, struggling to get up and grab their weapons right behind him.

Max stuck his head out and felt something flying toward it the second it came out from the protective tarp.

Instinctively, his body moved, pulling himself toward the wagon as his free hand gripped the back gate. His head turned sideways as he yanked himself down, and a dagger rotated past his cheek, catching it slightly and cutting it open.

“Goblin shite!”

It was Lydia’s voice, and he saw her cutting off the last rope as Private Felix held his throat, blood seeping between his fingers.

“She’s free!” Max shouted as he jumped out of the cart, pulled out his other sword, and ran toward the woman who took off out of the circle of wagons.

She carried Felix’s sword as she ran, weaving and darting through the opening between the wagons as she headed south.

“I got her! Stay back!”

She was fast, and Max struggled to keep her in his sphere of detection. His eye allowed him to see her white skin in the moonlight, but keeping sight of her would be challenging once they reached the forest.

Once outside of the wagons, he cast an ice bolt, sending it streaking across the grassy area the capital kept clear of trees to prevent caravans from having to camp alongside the woods.

It slammed into her leg, causing her to stumble and almost pitch forward, but only slowing her down slightly. The red aura around her radiated brightly, as she had just killed Felix.

He fired two more shots, each of them hitting the same leg and bringing a cry from her lips as the edge of the forest loomed so close. She was slowing down and desperate for the safety she thought the trees would provide.

Sending one more ice bolt at her, Max knew this was about to turn into a melee fight. He didn’t have any armor, but neither did she.

The ice bolt hit the same spot on her right leg again, this time sending her to the ground, where she rolled before standing, breathing hard as she faced him.

“I’m not going to the capital,” she growled, sneering at Max and shaking her head. “I don’t know who you are or how you can do all that, but none of it will save you.”

Max grinned. Maybe she could see the whiteness of his teeth, but he didn’t care. Lydia had picked the wrong person to fight, and the voice was calling inside him. It had been calling for three days as she lay there bound and unable to defend herself.

It wanted him to take what was hers for himself.

She crouched low with a slight limp as blood flowed down the back of her leg. Her skin glistened in the moonlight from the sweat forming after their small run.

“I’m going to kill you,” she hissed, spinning the sword in her hand for a moment as she watched and waited for Max to approach.

“Then come at me,” Max replied with a grin. “If this takes too long, my friends will be here, and we both know how that will end.”

She lunged and thrust with the sword, and Max used his blade, deflecting it as he read her movement. The attack had been a feint as she swung her fist, trying to hit him in the face, but with his new evasion skill, these attacks almost felt telegraphed.

Over and over, she attacked, swinging, chopping, and thrusting while occasionally adding a kick or a punch, and each time, Max danced with her, blocking, parrying, or barely evading the attack by a few inches.

He could see the look of frustration and fear on her face as Max appeared to be toying with her.

She grunted, flustered by the lack of success she was having.

“Do something!” she yelled as she moved back a step, positioning herself for another attack.

With no hesitation, Max moved toward her, his sword coming at her head-on. She moved her sword to parry, and as she prepared to attack, her eyes went wide, seeing a second sword appear in Max’s hand.

Jumping backward, she felt the sword slice her leg, a gash appearing on her quad.

Max’s swords became a flurry of strikes and slashes, nicking her and drawing blood all over her body. Over thirty cuts had appeared in half a minute, each one an inch deep.

As Max pressed the attack, Lydia stumbled, unable to withstand the salvo, and then she felt pain come from her wrist. Sparing a glance as Max seemed to give her a moment of rest, she saw her hand was gone, cut off at the joint.

She saw the flash of metal and then felt the same pain again, her other hand falling toward the ground.

“Who are you?” she cried as blood gushed from both wrists. She saw Max smiling at her, and for the first time in her life, a chill like never before ran down her spine.

Max heard himself laugh at that question. It was as if, for a moment, during the fight, he hadn’t been himself. The thought of toying with someone like this felt foreign. It felt evil.

“Forgive me,” he whispered, his arms moving almost on their own as his swords came together at her neck.

A rush of cold came over him. He felt alive as the power flowed through him.


Chapter 22

The Buck Tooth Beaver

[ 3 Dexterity Consumed ]

[ Consume has Consumed a Skill ]

[ Skill Consumed Cannot be Merged - Rank is equal ]

[ Skill Consumed Cannot be Merged - Rank is equal ]

[ [Dagger Mastery] was discarded ]

[ [Sword Mastery] was discarded ]

Max felt satisfied and frustrated at the same time. He had hoped for more, wanted more.

Why isn’t this enough… just how much do you need?

No reply came, but Max knew whatever it was that had spoken before was still there. This skill he was given was more than just a regular skill. It craved power.

His chest was heaving, and he didn’t know why. He wasn’t tired or hurt. Lydia hadn’t landed a single hit on him.

I’m losing my mind…

The fear was overwhelming when he considered how he had felt a few nights ago. All the power and skills he had gained had awoken a thirst.

“Seth?”

Fowl was behind him, shield at the ready. Max had sensed him coming up.

“I’m okay. You’re safe.”

Fowl lowered his shield and put it away. “You sure? That looked…” Fowl couldn’t bring himself to say what that scene he had watched looked like. His friend had changed these last few days, and he could see it. “It’s the skill, isn’t it?”

Max nodded slowly. He took a deep breath and then put both swords in his storage. Turning around, he saw the look on Fowl’s face in the moonlight. “I’m okay now… a moment ago, I wasn’t. My skill is… it toyed with her. I mean…”

Fowl watched Max, trying to finish his thought. It sounded weird to hear him say it.

“Your skill toyed with her?” he asked, speaking slowly and carefully.

Max nodded again. “It was different this time. Ever since those bandits attacked me. I’ve always wanted to grow stronger, to gain skills, and suddenly it was like a dam broke, and it… I now know how quickly that can happen by doing what I just did.”

“You mean killing people?”

The way Fowl had said it pierced his core. It was true. Creatures, animals, monsters, they all provided growth but nothing like people had. Elves, dwarves, and humans all made him stronger at a faster pace.

“Yes. I just gained three Dexterity. That is twelve points in two days, Fowl. Twelve points! How long does that take to happen in a dungeon at our level? And the skills… three skills, and just now it tried to consume another, but it couldn’t, or I mean it…” Max raised his hands in frustration as he tried to explain it. Gazing at his friend, Max saw the dwarf not judging him. His face was soft, lips smashed together like when one hears bad news. Fowl was concerned for him, and Max knew it. “I don’t want to be a threat to you three or anyone else! I didn’t want to be like this ever, and now I don’t have a choice!”

Glancing over his shoulder, Fowl saw that no one was behind him. It was just the two of them in a clearing in the moonlight.

“Listen, Seth. No matter what, I will always be here. You’re family. You have done more for Batrire and myself than you can imagine. When our time to stop adventuring comes, you have shown us how we can help our family and friends. You gave us hope and belief that our god gave us the skills we have so the four of us could travel together.”

Fowl took a few steps and moved till he was two feet away from Max. “Don’t give up and always keep fighting. What you did, any adventurer would have done. That woman killed a guard. We can only assume she ordered the killing of many others. You gave her the death she deserved.”

Max grunted but nodded at Fowl’s words. She had deserved death. The death he had given her was probably kinder than what she really was owed. “Thank you, Fowl. It means a lot having a friend and little brother like yourself.”

Fowl laughed and gave a playful punch to Max’s stomach. “Come on. I’ll grab her head and leave the rest for the animals. She doesn’t deserve a burial.”

Tanila leaned against the cart edge and massaged Max’s bald head as he slept. Fowl had told them how it had gone, and Batrire had offered to watch him, but she had declined.

Her mind raced as she tried to recall anything about a skill like Max's. None of it made sense. Starting with a Red skill was rare, and her race made sure to influence those individuals as much as possible. To know there was something even more powerful, like Max’s skill, was challenging to comprehend.

And yet he was lying next to her. His growth had been incredible in these last few weeks. The skills he now possessed would make him a formidable opponent.

Thuyja help me to guide this one. I know you have a reason for us all coming together.

Having prayed, she closed her eyes and let the exhaustion she felt overtake her. What she wouldn’t give for a real bath.

The following morning, there was a somber mood in the caravan. The men felt guilty about not being able to help Private Felix and blamed his death on their own actions. Max and the others tried to convince them that Lydia had been a powerful warrior, and the odds were they would have died, too.

A sense of urgency had them pushing the horses, trying to get to Peltagow sooner.

The landscape began to change drastically as they got within a day of the capital. The woods disappeared, and massive sections of farmland appeared. Houses were seen regularly, and a steady stream of carts, wagons, and travelers were on the widened road.

Occasionally, a cart would be on the side of the road, selling food and other items to those who might need something they had.

Every time they passed one, Max saw the hopeful look of the person manning it that they might stop and purchase something.

“This is insane,” Max muttered, trying to count the number of buildings and homes in the distance. “So many people and everyone is doing something.”

Fowl scoffed and shook his head. “You might be surprised how many people do nothing. Towns and capitals have a knack of collecting their fair share of freeloaders.”

The land began to slope gently downward as the road headed toward the central city. They were still a solid eight hours from the main gates, and most of the land he saw was packed with something.

A patrol had come by, and the caravan had flagged them down. Informing them of what had transpired and showing the body of Private Felix as well as the head of Lydia.

The three-man team took off at a gallop, heading back to report the news and promising that someone would be in contact with them soon.

“Nothing like guards and the trouble they bring,” Batrire huffed as the two men and the woman rode off. “This may bite us in the arse.”

Fowl nodded, but then he tapped where his broach was. “No worries, either way, we will be richly rewarded.”

Max saw the look Batrire gave Fowl as she held a finger to her lips.

Fowl winked at Max and motioned with his fingers, signaling money and lots of it.

They stopped at a massive inn along the main road.

Having never traveled like this or ever seen so many people in one place, it surprised Max to find inns every so often beside the road with a huge fenced-in area where caravans could leave their horses and wagons overnight while going inside the immense building for those staying the night.

Six floors comprised the huge stone inn called The Buck Tooth Beaver. The caravan team told them to go ahead and get rooms and that tomorrow, a few hours after sunrise, they would meet back here.

“Holy elf tits,” Max muttered as they walked toward the enormous doors where people funneled in and out in droves. “Are those really statues of beavers?”

Fowl snorted as he nodded, and even Tanila had a perplexed look on her face.

“Why would humans do this? Do you all worship beavers or something?”

Max shrugged and shook his head.

“Welcome to The Buck Tooth Beaver! Step inside, do a little shopping, try some freshly cooked meat, and talk with the hostess near the stairs in the middle if you need a room!”

Max waved at the male and female in their bright red outfit standing on each side of the doors, greeting everyone.

“They seem awfully perky,” Fowl whispered as they passed by. “It almost feels creepy, like a cult.”

Max agreed, but as they entered the building, he had trouble focusing for a moment as his sense of smell, sound, and sight were overwhelmed. People were everywhere, looking at items and stuff to buy, many with a beaver etched on a part of the armor or cloak. A few smaller kids ran around with stuffed beavers, laughing and begging their parents for more items. A long wall of stuffed beavers was on his left with a massive sign that read, ‘Proudly stuffing every beaver we find.’

“Gods, do you smell that?” Fowl asked as he sniffed the air. “I haven’t smelled anything that good in ages.”

Drool started to form near the edges of his mouth, and Max nodded in agreement. His stomach rumbled, and the other three laughed.

“I guess we need to find somewhere to eat and get a room,” he said, pointing to the sign hanging from the raised ceiling.

A pile of empty plates was stacked in the middle of their booth table, and each of them was rubbing their belly. Even Tanila had given up, letting go of the manners she often tried to maintain, and groaned as she held her stomach.

“That was so good, but I over ate.”

Fowl nodded as he reached over, plucked a beaver nugget from a bowl, and popped it in his mouth.

“Bread that wasn’t burnt or hard, and that meat… I don’t think I’ve had meat so tender and juicy in forever,” Batrire replied, her eyes closed as she leaned her head against the wooden backing of her seat.

“I’m going to be sick,” Max groaned. “I should not have eaten all of that… the only good news is that the bathrooms they have are the cleanest I have ever seen.”

A murmur of agreement came from the others. Each of them had been excited at not just getting to use a real toilet but one that almost sparkled. It was so clean.

Dinner had been more expensive than Max had expected, but Fowl had graciously paid, explaining that, later, he would share some of the newfound wealth he had acquired.

The inn gave them three rooms right next to each other, and Max ignored how the hostess tried to verify they didn’t need just two rooms.

Everyone went to their rooms except Max, who had one more stop to make. Each floor had a drawing of the massive inn’s structure, and on the sixth floor was something he had only heard of as a kid.

A casino.

Taking the stairs, Max was impressed by the presence of security on each floor and how clean everything was. Even with the amount of traffic present, someone was constantly sweeping or cleaning any dirt or trash the patrons left behind.

As he made his way up the stairs from the fifth to the sixth floor, a large amount of noise came from above. Laughter, shouting, and more never seemed to stop.

As he reached the landing and found a set of glass doors that spun around, Max was stopped by a pair of dwarf guards who had eyed him the moment he had come into view.

“Evening, sir,” the blond-haired dwarf on his right said. “Planning on testing your luck tonight or simply looking?”

Trying not to glance past the two men, Max smiled, patted his shirt, and smiled.

“I’m actually wanting to try my luck tonight.”

“We are glad to have you here then. Let me say welcome to the Beaver Casino and give you a quick rundown of the rules. First, no fighting. You draw steel or cast a spell; we won’t hesitate to put you down. If someone else attacks you, we ask you not to attempt to fight back. Trust me”—the dwarf leaned forward, and his gaze felt slightly overwhelming—“we will handle it swiftly. We employ a few A rank adventurers to help keep you and everyone else safe.”

Max nodded, trying not to look surprised at such a high-level adventurer being here. An A rank would be someone who was easily able to progress through early levels of the tower.

“Second, no cheating. I’ll assume by the look on your face and how you’re acting this is your first time. Don’t give in. We have ways of catching cheaters, which never works out well for them.”

Bobbing his head again, Max waited for the dwarf to continue.

Seeing that Max wasn’t talking, the blond-haired dwarf smiled and moved off to the side while extending his right hand toward the glass door.

“Last, go have fun! Remember to limit your gambling.”

Nodding his head, Max grinned, moved toward the door, and stepped through the spinning glass, stopping a few feet after walking in.

Like a kid in a candy shop with a silver coin, Max didn’t know what to try first.


Chapter 23

Gambling the Night Away

The noise of the room took a few minutes to acclimate to. Max’s sonar skill had struggled at first to handle it, but after slowly moving around and steadily breathing, the headache he had felt at first disappeared.

All over the massive room, with what must be fifteen-foot ceilings, were signs hanging above the different games one could play. Huge wheels were scattered around the room, spinning with various colors and symbols on them, earning groans or cheers depending on where they stopped.

Many tables had dice, and people gathered around them, blocking what was happening from Max’s view.

Some tables had cards, where the workers from the inn stood in their red outfits, handing out cards and keeping the game moving.

Everywhere was chaos. It was organized chaos but still chaos. Amid the men and women of every race, servers brought mugs of ale and colored drinks in fancy glasses.

“Need help?”

Max had felt someone coming near him, but it was hard to tell where they were headed in the mass of people.

“Do I look that overwhelmed?” Max asked as he turned and saw a female elf with a rare shade of red hair tied back in a braid. Her red outfit had a silver fringe along the collar and sleeves that differed from many other employees.

She smiled and nodded before waving her hand around the room. “My name is Adharza, and I am one of the casino managers. I am happy to help introduce you to any of the games. Forgive me if I am forward, but you have never done this before, have you?”

Unable to hold back his laughter, Max shrugged and nodded. “Everyone keeps saying that. Is it that obvious?”

She grinned back and nodded. “I have done this for a while. One learns to spot those who are truly new at this, and you, sir…”

“Seth.”

“You, sir, Seth, have that aura about you. It’s nothing to be ashamed of, but we would prefer to make your first time more enjoyable.”

“I don’t even know where to begin. It is a bit overwhelming, and I find it hard even to know where to start.”

Adharza motioned toward a walkway on her right and smiled. “Well, let me give you a tour.”

Half an hour later, Max was back where he had started. She had shown him every game of chance in the casino and even handed him a card worth two silver at one of the unique tables marked for first-time visitors. He waved as she walked off, moving to assist the next person she had noticed.

The first game he found mesmerizing involved a metal box with different gems. One would put a coin in the slot and pull on a handle. The lights would light up randomly, and depending on how the five gems across four different rows lit up, one could walk away a winner.

He put a copper coin in and pulled, unable to look away as the lights flashed before slowly coming to a stop on a pattern that signaled he had lost. Five copper later, and with no win coming, Max realized how much luck seemed to be a part of the game. Near him were others putting coin after coin into the slot and pulling fiercely on the handle. Some talked to the machine before each pull or said a prayer. Most never won, and the few that did never seemed to come out ahead.

Seeing the futility of this, he left, ignoring the flashing lights that called for his attention in search of another game to play.

“Would you like to cash in that card?”

Max nodded and handed the man at the large table a flat wheel with two arrows pointing to the winning spots. Across the stone table were different colors, numbers, and symbols. On the wheel were two separate sections, each with a place for one of the arrows to stop at. The outer edge only had two colors and numbers, while the inner edge had different images.

“Put these tokens on any square with the yellow or blue numbers. If you win, the payout is based on the chart above. You can also play for the wheel. Choose the monster Strength, and if you win on both ends, there is a multiplier for that as well.”

Max tried to figure out the odds and was overwhelmed, so instead, he watched what the other six people near him were doing. Some bet on yellow only, while others bet on blue. A few put tokens on different numbers, claiming they were lucky. Only one bet on the monster ball.

“It’s easy,” the elf said. “If you win, choose if the monster will be higher or lower on the power end. The greater the difference between the middle two, the higher the multiplier if you are right.”

Max nodded even though he didn’t have a clue and copied the man. Putting one red token on yellow and the other on the monster square for lower.

“Spinning!” the worker said, and he twisted both wheels, sending them around and around. The sound of the arrows clicking against the tiny pins on the circle rang out.

As the wheel began to slow down, a few more people leaned over to put more tokens on the table until the employee shouted, “No more bets!”

Anticipation gripped him as he realized how excited this made him feel. The wheel slowed down, and the outer circle clicked slower and slower. As it did, everyone at the table leaned in to see where it would stop.

“Yellow 42!”

Groans and cheers came from around him, and Max smiled, realizing he had won. The clicking sound caught his attention, and the other wheel inside was slowing down now.

“Ogre!”

The elf he had copied did a ‘yes!’ followed by a slap to Max’s arm. “We won both!”

Tokens were handed out to Max, the elf, and a dwarf while the others groaned.

“Eight tokens?”

“Congratulations, sir. You won both bets, so you made four times your money.”

The elf smiled, and Max grinned. “Thanks for helping me win!”

“Maybe you were my good luck,” he replied. “I don’t win every time, but I enjoy this more than the other games.”

Seven more rounds went by, and Max had managed to earn ten total tokens, having lost and won randomly.

Each time, though, he realized something was going on with the wheel. His skill let him hear the cadence. He watched it like a hawk and saw that once the dealer called ‘no more bets, ’ it always did the same thing. It always made the same number of clicks before coming to rest.

At first, he wasn’t certain, but he was right almost every time. The color was easy to get, but the number was more challenging as they flew by so fast. Three more games went by, and each time, he waited till near the last second, acting like he wasn’t sure, mimicking the behavior of all the others next to him before putting a single token on the yellow or blue. Each time, he had been right on the color.

“It looks like you are figuring it out!” the elf exclaimed, impressed at Max’s luck.

Max laughed and shook his head. “It’s my first time, so I’m just trying to guess.”

The elf snorted, and Max noticed something in his sphere. A person had moved in and was watching him.

He lost the following two on purpose, picking the wrong color even though he did everything the same, and the person left.

“Guess I’m not as lucky as I hoped,” Max complained, watching his tokens get retaken.

Max continued this pattern for thirty minutes, figuring out the rhythm even more. Winning, losing, and always staying near the same amount of tokens in the long run.

In the last five attempts, in his head, he picked the three numbers he guessed might win, and twice, he would have won. The odds weren’t as good, but still, they were better than nothing.

He had tried to figure out the monster wheel, but there was no pattern. It had its own movement, so he started to play with both.

When he felt ready to try big, Max was up twenty tokens.

Yawning, Max looked around the room. “What time is it?”

The worker smiled and pointed at a set of lights along the top. “Two hours after sunset, sir.”

Shaking his head, Max realized he had been here far longer than he had thought.

“They don’t use windows. Keeps us in here longer, and we lose more when tired.”

Max saw the elf man sipping on some drink after talking.

“Does anyone ever really play the numbers? I mean, I see a few, but why not?” Max asked the man as the employee started the wheel again.

“Fool’s bets,” the elf hissed. “Only a fool bets on those. Sure, the odds look amazing, but the chance of winning is slim.”

Max nodded, his skill keeping track of the wheel as he pointed at the numbers. “But you can play more than one, right?”

The elf choked on his drink as he took a sip and smacked his chest. As he cleared his throat, Max threw a bet on blue, knowing it would lose but acting like he had almost forgotten to bet.

“Sure you can. You could put a token on every number but lose even more. In all my time, I’ve seen only two people win on a number, and both times, it was with just a silver or two. Never enough to earn what they had lost.”

“What about the numbers and the monster square?”

The man groaned, shaking his head as he wiped his tired face.

A few other groans came as the wheel stopped, and Max knew his token had been taken away.

“You have to play an equal value on the monster and the highest bet on the board. You break even if the board is right on the color and the monster wrong. Get the color wrong and the monster right, and you get nothing.”

Max nodded but grinned, pointing to the odds listed above. “But bet on both and win both, and that would be a fortune.”

Scoffing, the elf shook his head from side to side. “Trust me. It’s a fool's bet. There is a reason the house always wins. The fact you are up at all is a sign you should probably walk away and count this day a success.”

Max shrugged as he pointed to the elf’s stack of chips. “You’re up, though. I mean, why don’t you quit?”

He started to laugh, and then the elf’s laughter turned into a roar as he bent over and gave Max a playful tap on the arm. “Because I’m up. This is all I do now. Drink, watch people, and try to have more wins than losses. Like I said earlier, you seem to be my lucky charm. I haven’t had this great of a day in a while.”

The wheel spun, and Max focused on it again.

If someone up there likes me, maybe they can help me win here…

The dwarf beside him muttered a prayer to Ockrim, and Max tried not to sigh. He wasn’t desperate enough just yet to start praying to the gods.

Yellow 28, blue 39, yellow 72, blue 13…

“No more bets!”

“You forgot to bet,” the elf said as Max stared at the numbers.

“Goblin shite, I did…” Max replied, knowing full well he had chosen not to for a reason.

“Blue Thirteen!”

Max kept his face straight but knew it was time to go big.


Chapter 24

Always Bet On...

“Sir, do I need to change coins into tokens?” Max asked as the employee and his partner collected losses and handed out the winnings.

“You do, sir. You notice everyone has a different color token. That is to help keep down problems of who bet what. How much would you like to trade for?”

Yawning again, Max stretched.

“I’m tired, and I came here with a limit. If I don't try something stupid, I’ll never get enough money to fix this eye.”

Everyone around him chuckled at his statement, words spoken by many fools before they lost everything.

“How many coins would you like to exchange?”

Max reached into his storage and pulled out a coin purse. He brought out five coins and set them on the table.

Whispers and murmurs came from everyone around him as both workers glanced at him and the coins.

“Five tokens, please, one for each.”

“Are you sure, sir?”

Max nodded, ignoring the expressions from both employees and the patrons he could sense facing him.

The man nodded, took the coins, deposited them in a box, and handed Max the same red-colored token he had stacked before him, but each was marked with gold etching.

“Are you sure about this?” the elf asked, leaning in close.

Bobbing his head, Max put one on yellow and smiled. “I got nothing left if I ever want to get my eye fixed. Besides, it’s been a long week and I’m ready to turn in.”

The wheel started turning, and the elf stared at Max. He hadn’t bet yet, and Max could see him struggling to decide what to do.

“No bets!”

Everyone watched the wheel, and others had gathered around, waiting to see what would happen.

Max knew he would lose now. It was going to come up blue fifty-one.

“Blue Fifty-one!”

Max winced, and everyone around him groaned.

The older elf sighed and shook his head but said nothing.

Two wins in a row followed. Six gold tokens sat before him, and Max grinned like he was having the most incredible time of his life.

“You should stop… I mean, you just won a gold coin…”

“Would you stop?” Max asked the elf and watched as the man grimaced, shaking his head from side to side.

“That’s a good point,” he finally stated and laughed. “No… I wouldn’t.”

The wheel started, and Max glanced up at the clock. “Oh man, I need to head to bed. I can barely keep my eyes open.”

Picking up a token, he held it out over the board of all the numbers and watched the wheel.

Everyone watched him, and Max heard the older elf begin to say something before stopping himself.

He counted the numbers, knew where it would come, and then bet wrong.

“No more bets!” the dealer cried out, his voice shaky at the sight of a gold token on the numbers.

Time stretched as people gathered around to see the fool betting gold coins.

“Yellow Twenty-two!” the man cried out happily.

Groans erupted around Max, and people muttered about the idiot losing a fortune.

“Damn, that was not what I had hoped for,” Max said, playing the role as best he could.

He looked at the elf who just sat there, his mouth moving and no words coming.

The wheel started again, and Max felt the crowd still around him.

He placed another loser and heard them groan again.

The wheel was his. Every time, he knew the correct number. Every time, he intentionally chose wrong.

“Son, stop! Please, you’re killing me. If you want to lose money this bad, just throw it in the street or, better yet, use it to have some fun with some women or men, but…”

Max saw the older elf falling apart. Max was down to two gold coins. He had thrown away a fortune by any standards.

The wheel started, and Max sighed.

“Go big or go home my dad always said.”

Saying that, he slid a gold coin on the high monster spot.

No one at the table said a word. Silence in the small area around him replaced the din.

The wheel clicked. The sound of it and its movement in Max’s mind. He saw the number. Knew the number.

Putting the gold token on the blue forty-three spot, Max pulled his hand back.

The employee coughed and then realized he needed to speak.

“No more bets!” he shouted, his voice breaking from the pressure of what he was witnessing.

People flocked over. No one expected him to win. It was a fool's bet, and everyone came ready to see another patron sent home broke.

Max bit his nails, watching the wheel. It clicked, slowing down more and more.

And then it stopped.

Silence stretched on for a few seconds as the worker stared at it.

Max stared at it.

Everyone who could see was looking at it.

“Call it,” came a female voice.

“Blue Forty-three!” the employee declared, not in his usual loud tone but in one of disbelief.

Max looked at the elf next to him with wide eyes and then back at the spot he had marked.

The man was on his feet, disbelief on his face.

“I won,” Max whispered. “I won. I won.” Each time he spoke, it was louder.

“Wait,” the elf man said, pointing at the spinning monster wheel.

Every eye that was able to get here was focused on it. Images passed, each getting their turn to be chosen for just a moment until it finally stopped.

And then the crowd erupted in cheers.

“Sir, I need to remind you that for your safety, we will post a guard outside of your new room for the night. I also have to ask you to abstain from any more gambling in our facility for the foreseeable future.”

Max nodded, doing his best to look stunned at the four bags of coins he saw sitting on a tray, waiting to be collected.

“I won… I mean, I actually won.”

Adharza nodded, her face emotionless. A tight smile was forced there as she watched Max. “You did, sir. You won. Congratulations on that feat. Are you sure you want to collect your winnings, or would you prefer to keep them in our safe until you decide to leave tomorrow?”

“I’ll take them if you don’t mind.”

She nodded, and Max reached over, taking each pouch and storing it in his dimensional storage before grabbing the next.

“Thank you for the room. It’s way nicer than I could have imagined.”

She gave a slight bow and motioned to the two men who were with her.

“If that is all, I wish you and your party a good night.”

She turned and left, and Max moved to the door and clicked the multiple locks in place as he had been instructed.

Turning around, he saw Batrire, Fowl, and Tanila staring at him. Each of them had been asleep when the workers had gone to their room and awoken them, summoning them to come up here and join Max.

“What the hell did you do?” Tanila hissed as he approached them. “They mentioned you won in the casino, but what happened?”

“I won a game,” Max replied, taking one of the pouches out of storage and tossing it to Fowl.

The dwarf caught it and was surprised by the weight. Opening the pouch, the dwarf’s eyes almost popped out of his head.

“Dear gods!” he exclaimed, putting a finger inside and touching the contents. “Is this real?”

Max chuckled and nodded. “I sure hope so. If those aren’t real coins, things will be bad for all of us.”

Fowl had passed the bag to Batrire, who had the same look of shock and disbelief on her face.

“How many coins? How much did you win?” Fowl asked, still shaking his head.

“Two hundred gold coins.”

They had a contest to see who coughed hardest and fastest when he announced that number.

Batrire momentarily lost her grip on the pouch, and a few gold coins fell to the floor, bouncing and providing a visual representation of his success.

“How?” Fowl gasped, still trying to catch his breath.

“I prayed to the gods, and they must have heard my prayer,” he replied as he tapped his ear and used his eye to look around the room. “The good news is I can hopefully now afford a healer to fix my eye.”

Tanila snorted and shook her head. “For this much, they might be able to give you a new pair.”

They slept better in the beds they had been provided by the inn than any other bed before. Blissful sleep came, and Max felt refreshed as the light orb woke him.

The others came out of their rooms, all looking well-rested.

“Can we take that bed with us in the cart? Perhaps the inn will sell it to you?” Batrire said as she took a piece of fruit off the table.

“I don’t think they want to ever see me again,” Max replied. “I had the distinct feeling that the woman who helped me last night wasn’t sure if she should kill me or allow me to live. I think they thought I must have cheated, but it would have been hard to prove or accuse me of that after how many times I had lost, and everyone had seen me doing so.”

After they finished getting ready and putting their full armor on, a knock came at the door.

Opening it revealed a breakfast delivered to them. Complements of the management.

After a full meal, the guards had taken them out of the building by a back way and waited until their caravan was ready to leave.

Before they left, Max gave each guard a gold coin as a tip and told them both thank you for their service. The man and woman smiled and nodded, and he could tell they were surprised by his gesture. After that moment, each had waited until the caravan departed the grounds completely before returning inside.

Tanila plopped down next to Max an hour into their trip and stared at him.

“What?”

“How did you do it? How did you cheat?” she asked, watching his face for clues.

“What makes you think I cheated?”

Shaking her head, she bit her lip and kept the same steady gaze. “I would like to believe the gods do stuff for us, but that… that was too much. The odds were impossible. I heard this morning what happened. You got the highest multiplier possible.”

Max nodded, his eyebrows going up. “Yeah, I was blown away that it came up. I mean, the middle circle is so random. No way to even guess what is coming up next.”

“So random… are you saying the other circle isn’t random?”

Max saw Tanila cock her head and narrow her eyes.

“Not to my sonar skill, it isn’t.”

Her eyes bulged, and Tanila covered her mouth as it hung open.

Leaning forward and whispering, she asked, “Are you saying your skill helped you cheat?”

Max shook his head.

“I’m not saying I cheated at all. To do that would be admitting to a crime with bad repercussions. I am saying, though, that I picked the one number out of one hundred, which gave me fifty gold. The lesser demon that appeared and gave me the max multiplier at that amount gave me two hundred gold.”

He started to chuckle and then rubbed his face with his hand.

“You should have seen the room. The chaos and congratulations. I thought the man who worked my table would pass out; he was so white… and the elf I had sat next to all night did. Guards had to come and escort me away because the pandemonium was overwhelming. People wanted to congratulate me, some wanted to borrow money from me, and a few men and women offered to sleep with me. It was quite the show.”

Tanila sat there, trying to absorb everything Max was saying.

“After they escorted me to a room and I waited a little bit, three people came in, one the woman from last night, and asked me a few questions. I answered them, and they nodded. She then told me about my room needing to be more secure, and I told her about you three. We were all together not long after when she gave me my winnings.”

Max’s smile could have blinded some as every tooth he had was showing.

“By Thuyja’s blessing… there will never be a dull moment with you,” Tanila finally said.

Both of them laughed and leaned back against the edge of the cart.

In a few more hours, they would be in the city and done with this traveling, starting the next part of their adventuring.


Chapter 25

Peltagow

“What the heck is a pineapple?” Fowl asked as the four of them stood outside The Heavenly Pineapple.

“It’s a rare fruit,” Max replied as he pointed at the spiky image of one on the side of the building. “They come from a land to the far east and are super sweet and amazing to bake with.”

The three turned to see him smiling, and they all groaned.

“Everything has to do with baking,” Batrire muttered as she motioned to Max to go ahead. “You’re paying for the stay, so you get to pick it.”

Max nodded as he strode in first, leading the way up the stone steps to a smell he recognized.

“Welcome!” A tall, muscular man waved at them from behind the counter. “Come inside and grab a seat, and I’ll be with you in a moment!”

Max waved back and led the others to a booth that gave them a good view of the room.

“This place is pretty nice,” Fowl admitted as they slid into the booth with a cushioned seat. “I mean, none of the places we ever stayed at had stone floors and padded arse rests.”

“And the table is immaculate,” Tanila pointed out as she ran her finger across the stone table. “I’m glad someone is feeling up to spending their winnings, as I doubt we could afford a place like this for long.”

Max just grinned as he looked around the room, which was well-lit and did not have the typical odor associated with an inn. The floor was immaculate, and the chairs all appeared in excellent condition.

“Forgive me. I needed to finish a quick count of things, but welcome to my inn. I am Alexander, and what can I do for the four of you?”

The man smiled as he put down four metal tankards with frothy ale and a small bowl with pineapple wedges.

“A treat for all first-time guests.”

Max’s eyes widened, and he picked up one of the toothpicks next to the bowl and speared a piece before putting it in his mouth.

“So good,” he moaned as the others quickly mimicked his action and nodded in agreement.

The middle-aged man grinned as he saw them enjoying the fruit.

“We are looking for a place to stay. Three rooms, food twice a day, and possibly a long-term agreement.”

Alexander’s grin grew as he bobbed his head. “I can do all of those things. I’m assuming you two are together?” he asked, gesturing at Fowl and Batrire.

They nodded, each trying to spear the last piece of pineapple with their toothpick.

“How long are you thinking?”

“I would say a month for now. It might go longer, but we feel that length would give us a good understanding of whether we need to stay or go elsewhere.”

The innkeeper nodded as his fingers tapped together, and he did the math in his head.

“For one month, three rooms, four people, two meals a day,” he paused and winked, “which includes ale and a slightly bigger bowl of pineapple once a week, it would run you three gold for the month.”

Fowl choked on the ale he had started to drink.

“Three gold?” Tanila asked, trying to keep her voice steady. “That seems a bit high.”

Chuckling, Alexander shrugged and stood straighter as he clasped his hands behind his back.

“I would guess this is your first time in the capital. Regardless, anything from two streets closer to the city center will see a price increase. Back toward the walls, I am sure you saw the other inns, mostly made of wood and some stone, looking slightly more run down. Their food is not as high quality, nor is their ale. I have on-site security, and your rooms will be turned down daily. Each night, when you return from whatever tasks or quests you embarked on, a tub will be in your room, ready to be used. On top of all that”—the blue-eyed, blond-haired man paused, taking a breath—“I have an on-site storage vault that can only be accessed when you and I are present. This is a higher-end luxury that some other inns will not have.”

Max shrugged, pulled out three coins, and set them on the table.

“We’ll take the month.”

“I am grateful for your decision and will have something special for dinner for the four of you tonight,” Alexander said as he picked up the coins and made them disappear. “Now, do you have other items that need to be brought to your rooms or…”

Shaking his head no, Max motioned to the others.

“We have everything already in storage.”

“Very well. If you give me a few minutes, I will prepare your rooms and the paperwork to sign.”

Alexander held out his hand toward Max. “It is a pleasure doing business with you…”

“Seth. And this is Tanila, Batrire, and Fowl.”

The man nodded, shaking Max and the others’ hands before bowing slightly.

“Enjoy your drink, and I’ll be back in a few minutes to show you four up to your rooms!”

“Three gold,” Fowl muttered before taking another drink. “Who would have thought a month could cost that much.”

“Relax,” Max replied. “We have the money, and the adventurer's guild is not that far of a walk from here. Besides, we all know how much Tanila needs a bath.”

Fowl and Batrire both snorted ale from their noses, spraying the table as Tanila turned a bright shade of red.

“I mean, she likes baths!”

Turning his head, Max saw the scowl that Tanila was giving him and tried to ignore the coughs and choking intermingled with laughter coming from the two dwarves.

“Seth… I’m going to make you pay for that,” she teased as she yanked on her braid and then groaned.

After checking into their rooms, the four of them had left for the adventurer’s guild.

It was a difficult choice for all as they saw the beds and layout of their room. Each room had a stone tub with a spigot that provided warm water at the turn of a handle.

“What would have been so bad about taking a quick nap?” Fowl said with a grumble as they walked on the sidewalks next to the paved streets. “I have gotten used to taking one or two a day.”

“Sleeping your life away won’t help us get a higher level,” Batrire replied as she glanced inside a shop’s window they were walking by. “Besides, there is much to see and shopping to do.”

Fowl muttered to himself as he dragged Batrire along, not letting her stop and enter the clothing shop she was keenly interested in.

“This makes Rumstant look so small and… backwater,” Max said as he pointed at a shop. “Every building here is made from nothing but stone. I think Alexander was right when he mentioned how it transitioned this way. Even the sidewalks and streets are an impressive thing to behold.”

“Magic,” Tanila stated as she pointed to the bricks they were walking on. “They use magic to cut these and enchant them. Helps them to last longer and not need to be replaced.”

Nodding as if he knew that, Max watched the guards who stood at the corners of the streets, directing the flow of carts, buggies, wagons, and horses.

People were everywhere, with vendors trying to entice travelers into their shops. Some handed out snacks or drinks, offering more inside.

Everything from clothing, food, armor, weapons, magical supplies, and more was for sale.

He had heard about how large and prosperous the capital was but had never expected to see it with his own eyes.

“Stop looking at everything with googly fish eyes, or someone will think you are an easy mark,” Tanila whispered as she took his arm in hers. “This is just like Rumstant was. Think of it like that.”

Taking a deep breath and letting it out, Max forced himself to think that way. A block later, he started to feel that she was right. This was just like Rumstant. That was until he saw the Adventurer’s Guild as it came into view.

The Adventurer’s Guild they would use was in the middle of the southwestern quarter of Peltagow. It made the one from Rumstant look like the redheaded stepchild.

The walls surrounding it were taller, easily forty feet high, and decorated with statues on top. Along the walls were stone murals of battles etched into the entire length.

Behind the walls lay a massive one-mile square campus that housed the Adventurer’s Guild and pristinely kept grass and other public areas. The gate they entered was guarded by four people in plate armor, each holding a massive halberd and a sword on their hip.

“Your mouth is open,” Tanila teased, causing Max to check and realize she was joking.

“It’s huge… I mean even more so than I had believed. Like what will the main one…”

Max realized he had forgotten something. Stopping where he was, he ignored that he jolted Tanila to a stop and turned, looking to the Northeast.

“Where is it?”

“The tower?” Tanila asked.

“Yes! Why can’t I see it? Why is there…” Max paused, moving his head, and then his one eye went wide. “Magic?”

Tanila nodded and gave him a playful smile.

“The tower is covered by magic. The one in the Elven capital is just like it. You cannot see it until you get close enough.”

She took her hand, placed the elbow of her other on it, and moved it around slightly. “Imagine this was the tower, which took up your view daily. It might seem great, but after a while, something happens. I don’t know what exactly, but it drove men and women mad. They felt compelled to attempt it. Even though they didn’t have a skill that would allow them to survive, men and women and even some children rushed off into the tower.”

She paused, wringing her hands together. “It took a few years to solve that problem, but now you cannot see it until you enter that section of town. It is also why they have guards at the tower entrance. To keep people out who shouldn’t attempt it.”

Letting himself be pulled toward the Adventurer’s Hall, Max couldn’t help but glance back at where he knew the tower had to be.

Soon. We will be there soon…

The four of them met with the attendant that the guards had told them to find. The dwarf was going over their documents and double-checking everything written on the paper they had received when they turned in Private Felix along with Lydia’s head.

Their report was short, and after it was verified, they were given a small payment of coins and told that the items the caravan had returned with would be gone through. Eventually, someone would contact them about their percentage earned by its recovery.

“I will be back in a moment.”

The four nodded as the attendant left, taking their tokens and paperwork.

“This place is huge,” Max whispered, even though the chance of being heard over the buzz of noise was minimal. “There are twice as many counters and attendants as in Rumstant. Where does all this money come from to pay for all this?”

Tanila and Batrire turned and gave him a questioning look.

“You don’t know?”

Max glanced between the two of them and shook his head.

Batrire bit her lip and then motioned to Tanila.

“All this is from the gods… every bit of this. The quests we do, the points we earn, the coins we give. Everything we do is for them.”

Max’s blank look never changed. He gave a slight shoulder shrug and shook his head.

“What in a dwarf’s arse does that mean?”

Batrire sighed and shook her head.

“Wait till we get back to the inn. This is going to take a bit.”


Chapter 26

The Perks of Reading Books

Max should have been excited that they were all D rank adventurers now. The guild had verified that they were now the next rank after the assistance they gave the guards with the bandits.

“So tell me what I am missing,” Max pleaded as Fowl ignored him, sipping on his second ale and listening to the music played in the main dining room.

Batrire motioned for Tanila to take the lead.

“Every time we complete a task, kill a monster, turn in a trophy, or clear a dungeon, those acts give our gods power,” she explained. As she spoke, she took a handful of silver coins and set them on the table in a pile. “Imagine this stack of coins is energy from our world. When we do something in the name of our god, energy gets moved to them.”

Tanila took three coins from her larger pile and placed them apart.

“Your god is Phaius, so every time you do something for him.” She paused, taking another silver coin off the large pile and putting it by the single coin she had just placed. “He gets stronger. When I do something, Thuyja gets the energy.”

Slowly, Tanila took the coins and spread them out from her big pile into the three groups.

“Now, I cannot tell you where the energy that produces the towers, the dungeons, and everything else comes from. Only a few probably know that that would be something they aren’t willing to share.”

“What if my god isn’t Phaius?” Max asked in a quiet voice.

Batrire scowled, reached over, and plucked a few coins from the stack Tanila had mentioned was his. She moved them off to the side and placed them away from the main three stacks.

“That’s a dangerous statement, but if that was true, that god would get something for your efforts.”

Tanila shook her head and returned the coins to the stack Batrire had taken them from.

“That isn’t possible,” she stated, her voice taking on a disapproving tone. “We both know that kind of talk cannot be had in the open.”

Max glanced around the room and saw the number of people enjoying their food and drink. The noise was loud enough that none of their conversation could be overheard. Then, his skill began picking up other tables' conversations as he concentrated.

“She’s right,” Max said, tapping his ears. “I was foolish to forget that.”

Grunting, Batrire shrugged and leaned against the booth.

“Now the tower is different.”

Tanila took all the coins and put them into one pile again. Slowly, she began to split them into two piles. Sometimes one-to-one and sometimes two-to-one.

“The tower is where you earn power for yourself. Your god still gets some. It is also a chance for you to become something greater. The higher up you make it…” She paused, using her hand to sweep the remaining original pile into the stack meant for a person. “It all goes to you.”

Max sat there, looking at the pile she had created, and felt the hunger inside him beginning to grow. Knowing that the tower would provide him with even more Strength ignited a flame he had not realized was there.

“Are you okay?”

Max took his eye off the pile of coins and looked at Tanila. He saw a concerned expression and knew something must be different.

“Yeah. Hearing what you said made me want to get to the tower as quickly as possible.” He tapped his chest slowly. “It’s like something inside me wants to get there sooner rather than later.”

Tanila nodded, glancing at Batrire, who frowned.

“We have a long way to go before that. Besides, we still have to look for a healer for your eye and start considering which faction we might want to join when we hit level thirty-five.”

Seeing the confused look on Max’s face, she couldn’t help but groan.

“Do they not teach you humans anything?”

Max shrugged and leaned over the table. “Some of us missed the training class, remember?”

Scowling, Tanila picked up her tankard and took a long drink.

“She’s right,” Batrire interjected. “You’re like a babe who just got off its mother’s teat. Still, so much you don’t know about.”

The sound of Tanila’s tankard hitting on the table brought his attention back to her.

“Forget that for now. We can worry about that later. Just know that the four of us will need to join the same Faction if we want to group together. Being that we are a party of three different races, it will automatically prevent us from joining six of the twelve.”

“Some don’t intermix?”

She nodded and shrugged. “Just like you ran into some of my kind who don’t like you, there are dwarves and humans with the same mindset.”

“That’s because each race is full of idiots,” Fowl said, breaking his silence. “I’ve seen it all, and by no means are any of them right. That’s what I like about you, Seth. You don’t care about any of that stuff.”

Both women nodded, and Max smiled.

“Okay, so plans for tomorrow, find a healer for my eye and pick a dungeon we want to explore.”

“You expect me to believe you don’t have a dungeon picked out already?”

Max grinned at Fowl and then elbowed him.

“Well, I was doing some studying as we rode here. I would like to try fighting a few creatures and monsters.”

Pulling a notebook out of his storage, Max laid it on the table and opened it up to the pages he had been writing on.

“Here is my small list.”

Batrire scoffed, trying to read the list upside down. “Small list, my arse, that things like eight pages long.”

Turning the book so the other three could read it, Max nodded.

“I tried to take into account that there are multiple dungeons in all of the different quarters of this capital.”

Tapping the list, Max pointed to a second column he had written.

“Are those skills?” Fowl gasped louder than he had intended and then covered his mouth.

Max nodded and tapped a few of the top ones.

“Low-level…” Tanila whispered. “Those are low-level monsters.”

“So my thought was that each day, I would try to run a few of the smaller dungeons before we started. That would give me a chance to see what I might acquire.”

Fowl scratched his beard as he nodded. The grimace on his face showed that he was a bit pained by the idea.

“Seems a tad unfair, but it’s smart. I mean, real smart.”

Max’s smile grew more prominent as he nodded faster. “Exactly. If I can get lucky, think of how much this would help in the coming dungeons.”

“May I?” Tanila asked.

Max let go of the book as she pulled it toward her and Batrire, flipping through the pages as they scanned them.

Each of them would tap on a line before nodding at the other and sliding down the list.

“You seriously planned out all the way through level fifty. I mean, that's… impressive.”

Batrire looked at Max and then at Fowl.

“Why can’t you be this smart?”

Fowl coughed and held up his hands. “I’m sorry the gods didn’t…” he lowered his voice and motioned at Max, “give me the same thing.”

“I wasn’t talking about that,” she replied, tapping the book. “You should start planning our dungeons like this. He mapped out which ones are going to be harder and easier based on our current skill choices.”

Wincing, Max felt Fowl glaring at him for a moment. “Way to help a brother out,” Fowl growled before picking up his tankard and guzzling the rest of his drink.

“Can I have my book back before I get into trouble?”

The woman relented and passed it back to Max, who quickly closed and stored it.

“All right. So tomorrow morning, have breakfast, and then find a healer. Sound good?”

Everyone agreed with him.

“With that settled, if you will all excuse me,” Max said as he slid out of the booth. “I have a date with a bathtub.”

Batrire and Tanila both started moving to get out of the booth.

“Why ya all rushing off?” Fowl grumbled. “It’s just a bathtub.”

The three of them just laughed, ignoring Fowl’s ignorance.

There was no time like the present to enjoy warm water in a stone bathtub.

The morning started with a fantastic breakfast that left the four full.

Alexander had given them each a small snack to take with them, a little treat for their one-month commitment. He also had given them directions to three different healers on this side of town that might be able to help with Max’s eye.

“I’m sorry, sir, but as much as I would like to guarantee it would be like before, the damage is very extensive.”

Max held back the frustration he felt. The other two healers had said the same thing. While impressed with how well his eye had healed and the fact it had not rotted or fallen out, no one felt they could repair it outside of a very rare item or tonic found only inside the tower. Something like that was typically valued at over one thousand gold because it could also regrow limbs.

“Had it been a few fingers or perhaps even a hand, a regeneration potion made from the troll boss could have done that. Or if…” The elf paused as Max turned and looked at him. “I don’t want to say it's definite, but had you taken the potion right after losing the eye, it might have grown back, but even then…”

“There is no guarantee...”

The healer nodded and put his hand on Max’s shoulder.

“The fact that you have lived this long with that injury is a testament to your skill and power. I would recommend considering if this life is a wise choice. Eventually, that injury will put you in a bad situation that could cost you your life or, even worse, the lives of your allies.”

“That bad?” Fowl asked.

“Just like the other two,” Max replied. “It was worth trying, but at least I now know there is an elixir in the tower that can possibly fix it.”

“So in a year or two, you won’t be so ugly?”

Max smiled and nodded. “Yup. Soon enough, people won’t think we are twins.”

“Elf tits! Get that raptor!”

Max raced toward the raptor that had broken off from the pack, trying to rip Fowl’s body apart.

The red and brown raptor raced toward Tanila, who summoned an air wall, causing the creature to slam into it and stagger momentarily.

As it shook its head to clear its loss of focus, Max tossed his spear, sending it through the creature's body completely.

It shrieked, turning to face Max as he ran toward it, a sword now in his hand. It leaped at Max, the massive talons on its feet spread wide as they collided, his shield against those dagger-like talons.

The raptors weren’t strong, speed being their biggest strength. Max grinned as he hacked both feet off the raptor, its shrieks and wails echoing as it fell to the ground.

“Coming!”

Max ignored the thrashing on the ground, knowing it wouldn’t be a threat. Those small front arms and claws had no reach, and now it couldn’t move.

Fowl was swinging his hammer, landing hits, which brought angry cries from the raptors that stood just a few inches shorter than him. His massive shield held off two of them as he turned sideways, but the third flanking him was causing a few problems.

An ice spear impaled its back, a gift from Tanila now that she was no longer under attack.

It sent the creature to the ground, and staggering, it rose, a gaping hole where the spell had struck.

Max swapped to two swords, going for the injured one and taking off its head in a dazzling double swing that sliced through its neck just as the raptor managed to get back on two feet.

A few attacks later, both of the other raptors were dead.

“Gods, those things are fast,” Fowl groaned as he slammed his hammer into one of the corpses for good measure. “It was like they took offense at my feather or something.”

“Well, at least we know it wasn’t your looks,” Batrire teased as she harvested the liver. “Now stop beating a dead corpse and get me that liver.”

Fowl groaned and just nodded. “Why the liver… I mean, can’t those alchemists want something not so hard to get?” Max just smiled as he finished cutting out the liver from the first raptor he had killed. “Five of these guys at a time isn’t fun. I’m not looking forward to the boss.”

Tanila groaned and glared at Max. “Stop talking like that… whenever you do, it always makes things worse in the long run.”


Chapter 27

New Dungeons, New Tiers

Tanila cursed, holding her arm as she waited for Batrire to heal her.

Max and Fowl were fighting against the growing pack of raptors, and she was running low on mana.

“Healing!”

Batrire grunted, ignoring Tanila’s frustration as she used her heal on Fowl.

“You can use a potion if you need,” she said after finishing her spell. “I don’t got time to give you anything right now!”

Tanila nodded and held off. She was close to two-thirds Health and wasn’t going to waste a potion on that.

“Casting!” Max shouted, the glow of his area of effect ice spell going off again.

Tanila smacked the corpse at her feet once more with her staff as it twitched, even though it was dead.

Max was amazing to watch. His swords cut everywhere as he slashed and thrust. Blood would fly in arcs as he moved to the next raptor, each one disabled or suffering a fatal injury.

“Five more!” Tanila shouted, even though she knew no one needed her to keep count anymore.

Thirteen corpses lay around the two fighters; one was at her feet. More had come when one cried out, summoning friends from all around.

“This blasted jungle…”

Batrire ignored her again.

Max and Fowl were panting, both of them covered in blood and sweat. as Fowl kicked the last one to death. “What in the gods was that? I mean, they just kept coming.”

Shrugging, Max put his swords up and brought out his knife to harvest the bodies. “That red and yellow one was new. You heard the cry it made.”

Fowl bobbed his head as he turned and looked at Batrire and Tanila coming to join them. “I did. I’m just glad she could take that one out by herself.”

“I never doubted,” Max lied. It had been hard to ignore, but there was no way he could have left Fowl surrounded by seven at once. They had been surprised when those other three packs joined the fight, coming out of the jungle.

“I think we owe you two a drink tonight,” Batrire said as she came up and gave Fowl a gentle thump on his back. “Watching you two fight was impressive, even if it took all my Mana to keep you both alive.”

“You mean me alive,” Fowl corrected, grinning at her. “I know for a fact you never once healed Max during that fight.”

Batrire laughed and nodded, using her dagger to slice the stomach open on a corpse. “It is true. I feel like I’m spoiled.”

“Nice work on that raptor, Tanila. Glad to see you didn’t die.”

She stuck her tongue out at Max. “Yeah, I didn’t think you would rescue me this time. That bite was pretty painful, to say the least. The good news is, I now know that potion of Bardunac’s works. If only we could get a few more from him.”

“Goblin shite, you used that? For a raptor?”

Tanila glared at Fowl, who stepped back after seeing her gaze. “I’m sorry, some of us don’t have armor and a fancy shield to protect us. Once I had blinded it, I knew it wouldn’t be a fight I wanted to risk dying. So I drank the potion, and thankfully, it worked. When it bit my head, and nothing happened, I ensured the next ice spear took it out.”

Batrire chuckled as she pulled out a liver. “It was funny, I won’t lie… that thing had jumped, snapping on her head before its claw caught her arm. I don’t think it knew what to do when nothing happened.”

“Anyways,” Max said, interrupting their back and forth. “Now I know to take out the red and yellow one first. None of the other color combinations had anything like that shriek, and I would prefer not to have to fight this many at once again.”

Everyone nodded in agreement.

The second level had been slightly more difficult as the raptor's power and speed increased. Still, Max’s ability to strike from Stealth and take out the yellow and red-colored raptor that was now in every pack made this a moot point.

“Do we want to try the boss?” Fowl asked as they stood a few yards from the orange portal.

“It’s our first day in a new city doing dungeons, and we are here. Why wouldn’t we?” Tanila replied.

“Because you almost got your head bit off, and I’m tired of getting my backside impaled?”

Max chuckled at Fowl’s statement. The fact that Fowl was wearing a full plate was one of the reasons they had done so well. His armor provided a lot of protection against these creatures, and his only real weak spots were the joints and the gaps around them. Thankfully, the raptors had not focused on those areas but attempted to bite and scratch wherever they could reach.

“I’m game for it. I already told you all that the boss will have two or three other raptors with it. You all also know what its specials are.”

Fowl nodded and then turned to look at Max. “You still haven’t gotten a single stat point from these things?”

Max shook his head. “I’m not surprised, though. Dexterity is their attribute, and I did acquire a large amount of that a few days ago.”

“Large amount,” Fowl scoffed. “Like basically three levels worth.”

Grinning, Max shrugged and moved toward the portal. “Regardless, I want to see what the boss looks like, even if we aren’t going to fight it.”

“Well, that doesn’t look too bad,” Fowl declared as they stood a few yards from the glowing yellow line on the dirt floor. “Only two friends.”

Max nodded as he gazed at the boss's room. It was at least a hundred yards wide and was nothing but a dirt-covered floor with walls like a stone cave that angled up slowly to form a dome about thirty yards above their heads. Yellow light magically lit up the room even though there was not a single torch or any other object that gave off any illumination.

“It is a big raptor, though.”

Batrire grunted in agreement with Tanila’s statement. “Those talons look pretty scary too.”

The boss was ten feet tall, and on each of its feet and claws were black talons, almost like metal.

“If we fight this, remember to cut off the feet quickly and secure a few of them,” Max said. “They are worth a decent amount to the right weaponsmith.”

Fowl chuckled. “My dad would like you. Then again, he would probably like anyone who brings stuff for him to work with.”

“How do you all want to do this? Take out the small ones first while Fowl tanks the boss?”

Rubbing his bald head, Max considered the choices they had before them.

The boss had three skills, at least. Two were a powered bite and a powered leap. Each of them would increase the damage it did when attacking. The problem was that if it got past him or Fowl and made it to Tanila or Batrire, they would most likely die from that attack. The third skill was a speed ability, allowing it to quickly dash for a few seconds, providing it a chance to get away from both of them.

“We need to focus on the boss. I have to hit it from Stealth.”

Fowl turned and looked at Max, who had switched out his shield and sword and was holding his spear.

“You sure that’s the best idea?”

“I am. If it gets past us, we can’t protect them,” Max said as he motioned with his head at the two women. “Its attacks and speed are too much to deal with if we don’t slow it down or aggro it from the start. Tanila can root one of the smaller ones, and she can actually burn down the other.”

Max flipped his spear and used the tip to draw the plan of attack in the dirt.

“Gods, this is going to suck,” Fowl muttered when Max motioned for him to go.

Stealthing, Max moved toward the boss, his spear in both hands as the dwarf crossed the yellow line, aggroing everything on him.

As the raptors came, Tanila rooted the one on the right and blinded the one on the left.

Max loved her new dark spell. It only lasted five seconds compared to the longer root but gave them the brief respite they needed.

The boss crossed the dirt floor, each stride covering four yards, as it came at Fowl, roaring much deeper than the others.

Fowl prepared for its attack, holding his shield and shouting at it as he moved his hammer around.

It jumped at Fowl, flying fifteen yards and landing both feet against the dwarf’s shield, trying to snap at him from behind.

Max had waited close by, wondering how it would attack and close the distance. Once it committed to the jump, he positioned himself behind the boss when he thrust his spear right at the base of its lower back. It was exposed as it gripped onto Fowl’s shield, its tail bent to provide balance.

Max had easily killed every raptor he attacked like this with his new backstab skill. Each attack had been aimed at their head and always caused the strike to shatter their brain and skull.

Now, as he thrust with both hands toward the boss’s lower spine, he felt the power of the skill flowing through him.

The tip penetrated its thick hide as if it provided no protection and pierced the muscle and flesh until it reached the spinal column he was aiming for. The tip shattered the outer bone, sliding into the small space between the vertebrae and traveling along that path upward, each consecutive round bone exploding from the force of his strike.

The boss’s roar turned into a shriek as it fell backward, legs failing as Max drove his spear a few feet into it.

It thrashed on the floor as it landed, its head whipping around and trying to bite, but its lower half couldn’t move at all.

“Blind down!”

A few steps away from the flailing boss, Max turned and met the next raptor head-on.

“That felt anti-climactic,” Fowl muttered as they watched the boss continue to try to roll over on the ground and off its side. “I’m assuming you want to kill it as always?”

Max laughed, nodding as he moved toward the boss and began to dodge its attempts to snap at him.

“Just be ready to harvest those talons on its feet,” he said as he spun his spear.

Max thrust from a safe distance, landing a few strikes that shattered the neck below its head. Once that happened, it only took one more strike, coming up through the bottom of the boss’s skull and into its brain, before the creature shook for a second and then died.

A cold sensation came over Max, bringing a grin to his lips.

[Consume has successfully Consumed a skill]

[ Skill does not match beings body type ]

[ Consume is adjusting skill ]

[Would you like to learn [Haste]?]

[ Yes / No]

Max clicked yes, and every muscle in his body tensed briefly before they relaxed.

He slid down the shaft of his spear and sensed the others moving toward him.

“I’m fine,” he gasped. “Get the talons.”

Fowl grumbled and returned to the work of harvesting the talons and storing them.

“You okay?” Tanila asked.

Max used the spear to help stand and nodded, yanking it from the boss’s body.

“Elf tits!” Fowl exclaimed, and Max saw the boss's body vanishing into small particles of light. “I only got four!”

“That’s plenty,” Batrire said as she came around to stand near Max. “What did you get?”

Chuckling, Max grinned as he glanced at the three of them, all waiting to hear what he would say.

“I got a new skill. I couldn’t use whatever the boss had, so it made it something new. It’s called Haste.”


Chapter 28

Who wants to Farm?

[Skill Description - Haste]

*****

Haste - Uncommon Skill: This activatable skill provides thirty seconds of increased movement speed. With increased speed comes an equal increase in agility. The current bonus is 250%. During this skill use, Stamina use is mitigated. Attacking will end the skill. Defending will not end the skill. Has a 72-hour cool-down.

*****

“A 250 percent increase in movement speed? What kind of crappy skill is that?” Fowl asked, noticing the look they were giving him. “What? It ends when he attacks, and that cool-down is horrible.”

Max shrugged and reread the description.

“Is there ever a time in your life you might have wished you could run really fast?” Batrire replied as she tapped her foot and motioned around the room with her head.

“Uh… well, I mean yah, but still, three days… that’s a long cool-down.”

“It does seem limited,” Tanila said, tapping her finger against her chin, “but it also has some interesting uses.”

Max pointed at his boots. “Don’t forget I already get a 15 percent bonus from my items.”

“Oh my gosh,” Tanila suddenly said as she did the math in her head. “That means Seth could run a mile before the skill wore off.”

“Holy elf tits,” Fowl muttered, considering how long it took him to run a mile at full speed. “Not many things would be able to catch him then.”

“You two stop with the math!” Batrire exclaimed as she pointed at the chest in the middle of the dirt room. “We need to get our loot. You two,” she said, pausing to point at Max and Tanila, “can figure out later how fast he can run. I want to see what we picked up here.”

As the others followed, Batrire moved to the chest and flipped open the silver lid. She didn’t care about the glyphs or carvings on the outside. She wanted to see what was waiting for her.

“Praise be to Ockrim,” she said, pointing at the necklace waiting to be rolled for. “It is my turn, right?”

Everyone nodded and laughed, letting her start the timer as they all peered inside and waited for the countdown to end.

A red and brown chain belt, a pair of plate boots, a red cloth belt, and a red cloth hat that some healers wore waited to be taken from the dimensional storage. Next to those items were the silver bands with Raptor Princess etched on them.

“That was a girl?” Max asked, dumbfounded by the title on the trophy ring.

“I didn’t think to stop and ask or check,” Fowl joked as he shrugged. “Besides, would it have mattered if you knew?”

Max shook his head no and watched as the timer ended, a necklace appearing in Batrire's hand. A silver chain with a black and brown stone hung from her fingers.

“I can’t say it’s pretty, but I also can’t wait to see what it gives!” she announced, excited for her turn at the drop.

Max stood in line, watching the people enter the small stalls to have items identified. “Why didn’t the Adventurer’s Hall in Rumstant have these?”

Tanila leaned closer and whispered, “They did, but were on request. Most items below twenty-five aren’t worth this kind of secrecy. As you progress through the dungeons, people like to have a bit of privacy. Even those in Factions sometimes still pay the extra cost here not to share their items stats with anyone else.”

“How much more are we talking?” Max asked, wondering how much this might end up being.

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

“Twenty fricking silver for that. Seems everything in this town is more expensive.”

Fowl nodded, ignoring Max and his complaint as they waited for the other two to finish getting their equipment identified. “You complain like you’re broke. Don’t forget you’re richer than us by a long shot.”

Grunting, Max nodded. “Speaking of which, how far away from thirty are you?”

Fowl paused a moment and then answered after checking his status.

“It will be at least two or three more runs like the last. These bosses give a major boost.”

“And how much is it to upgrade a skill from uncommon to rare?”

Glancing around them, Fowl narrowed his eyes. He was aware Max had lowered his voice but was still surprised at that question being asked in public. “That would run twenty to forty gold usually. Lots of variables. Why?”

Tapping his tiny coin purse on his belt, Max grinned and gave a wink. “Because when you three hit thirty, we are going to make sure that you all get your skill to that if you want it.”

Fowl’s eyes went wide, and then he smiled. “Gods, I hate when you do that, Seth. It makes me feel bad living off your coin already, but I won’t say no to that help.”

Shaking his head, Max put a hand on his friend's shoulder and gave it a gentle shove. “Don’t get too sappy. I want you three to be as skilled as possible. I can’t have my life ruined because your skills suck.”

Roaring with laughter, Fowl punched Max back. “Yeah, because I know you’ll never be the limiting factor.”

Max grunted after the boss died.

Three dead bosses and no skill yet. What the hell is up with this?

Putting his spear into storage, Max pulled out his notebook and looked down the list.

Kobold, goblin, orc…

Those three had skills he could gain, but not once did Consume do anything.

Groaning, he put the notebook back up and pulled out his spear.

[Status Check]

*****

Max Hoste

18-year-old Human Male

Level 1

Exp 1/1000

HP: 440/440

MP: 95/95

Stamina: 220/220

STR: 31+17

DEX: 35+16

CON: 28+16

INT: 16+3

WIS: 11+2

Skills:

Baking - Common

Consume - Rare

Shield - Common

Berserker - Common

Ice Magic - Common

Stealth - Uncommon

Fire Magic - Uncommon

Dual Wield - Common

Sonar - Uncommon

Melee Weapon Mastery - Uncommon

Power Strike - Uncommon

Backstab - Uncommon

Evasion - Uncommon

Archery - Common

Haste - Uncommon

Equipment:

Berserker Spear - +1 STR/CON/DEX, 25% bonus damage to a higher-level target

Black Bracers - +3 STR/CON, 15% damage decrease to slash and pierce attacks

Enchanted Helm - +1 STR

Reinforced Shield - +1 CON

Lizard Boots - +1 DEX, 5% speed bonus when running

Ogre’s Black Tunic - +3 STR/CON/DEX, 10% Magic Resist, 10% Attack Damage

Black Quick Pants - +2 STR/DEX +10% move bonus

Red Cloak - +1 STR/CON

Black Boss Band - 20% Stat increase

Raptor Belt - +2 DEX

*****

He read through his skills and stats.

Putting the loot in his storage, Max turned and moved to the portal. He had one more thing to try.

The dungeon was listed as a level fifteen to twenty group dungeon. It smelled nasty, and Max wasn’t sure why it had to be a graveyard for this one. Tombstones littered the open area, and all around him were large mausoleums and vaults decorating the dungeon.

The zombies he faced were like the ones he had fought during that dungeon break. Slow, stupid, and dead before they knew it. His massive axe was the best weapon for this.

Only fighting when he had to, Max saw the boss portal off in the distance, waiting to be entered.

A group of skeleton archers rose from the ground as he got within fifty yards of the portal. The five of them took time to form, and Max made short work of them as they did. Not one managed to get a shot off before he shattered them completely.

The boss was a zombie with a green mist emanating around it for about five yards. It stood about nine feet tall, and Max had yet to activate it, considering what it was.

Pulling out his notebook, Max read the skills next to it that he had written down.

Can I even consume its skill? What would Rot do?

Grunting to himself, Max put his notes up and took out his spear. Moving forward, he ran and threw it at the boss. Skewering the head, his spear clattering against the stone floor behind it.

It moaned and groaned as it fell forward, twitching on the ground a few times before it stopped moving.

A faint cold wave came over him, and Max grinned, wondering what might come.

[Consume has successfully Consumed a skill]

[ Skill does not match beings body type ]

[ Consume is adjusting skill ]

[Would you like to learn [Festering Touch]?]

[ Yes / No]

Clicking yes, Max felt his body shiver, and the desire to vomit almost became so overwhelming he bent over, prepared for it to happen.

The moment passed, and Max stood up, smacking his mouth as the taste of bile seemed to be there even though he hadn’t vomited.

“About fricking time,” Max muttered to himself.

[Skill Description - Festering Touch]

*****

Festering Touch - Common Skill: This activatable skill requires the user to be touching the target with their bare hands. The skill will inflict a disease-based debuff that will prohibit natural healing and cut all magical healing by 50%. The cool-down on skill is twenty-four hours.

*****

“Well, at least I know it works… on undead even.”

Moving around the corpse that had yet to disappear, Max found his spear and put it into storage. By the time that was done, the chest had appeared, and he collected his trophy and magical item.

Stretching and groaning, Max called it a day and moved toward the portal.

“So, only one skill,” Tanila whispered as Max stuffed his face with the food Alexander had brought him. “I mean, still, that’s broken, and it has some uses.”

Nodding, Max chewed the bite of meat in his mouth and reached for his tankard.

“Still seems unfair,” Fowl muttered as he twisted his cup in his hands. “Then again, I guess I shouldn’t complain since we are a team.”

Max just grinned, trying to keep his food in his mouth as Batrire grunted in agreement.

“So tomorrow, Fowl tells us, we are going to do the vampire rabbit dungeon?”

Max took a swig of his drink and then sighed after swallowing it.

“Yes. You three need to be level thirty before we start working on the next three dungeons. Also, I am hoping that tomorrow might be beneficial for other reasons.”

Tanila scoffed but nodded, knowing full well what he was implying.

He continued to eat, and Fowl went over the plans for tomorrow. They paused when Alexander walked over, bringing four more tankards.

“I’m glad you appear to have enjoyed tonight's meal,” the man said, motioning to the empty plate before Max. “As promised, I have an extra round of drinks.”

“I, for one, am grateful for these,” Fowl said, taking the one the man had given him and bringing it to his lips.

Alexander laughed and collected the empty tankards. “You all need anything else?”

As everyone shook their heads no, Max motioned for the innkeeper to come closer.

“Can I ask a question that might seem weird?”

Alexander began to laugh and then started to cough. Once he stopped, he motioned for Max to continue.

“Do you know of any newer adventurers who might need some items from the lower dungeons?”

Alexander’s head moved to the side slightly as he cocked an eyebrow at Max. “Do you want to sell gear outside of the Adventurer’s Hall?”

Max grinned and shook his head no. “I know you probably don’t get a lot of lower-level adventurers in here based on the price. It helps to weed out some of that. No, I gained some equipment today when checking out the lower dungeons, and I haven’t identified them yet. I would be willing to pass them on if someone knew of a way to give them to lower-level adventurers.”

The innkeeper turned, set the four empty tankards on a table behind him, and then moved back to their boot.

“So you want to give away gear to someone who needs it, not knowing what it has enchantment-wise?”

Tanila rolled her eyes and nodded. “Forgive him. He likes to help others. We keep trying to tell him that doing so will only earn him the title of Hero after a few decades.”

Chuckling, Alexander nodded and gave a slight shrug. “I could ask a few of the innkeepers I know that deal with lower-level adventurers and see if they might know a couple. Do you want credit for doing this?”

Max shook his head. “Actually, I would prefer not to be known. I can’t promise I will have a lot to give away, as I’m locked out once I do them, but I remember what it was like starting out. Why not help if I can?” Crossing his arms on his chest, Alexander nodded and looked away at nothing while he thought for a moment.

“Tell you what, I’ll have someone come by tomorrow who I think might be able to help you better than I could. Would the same time at night be good?”

“That sounds perfect.”

After Alexander had left, Fowl gently kicked Max’s shin under the table. “You need to stop doing that, or you’re going to make me look bad with my lady.”

“Please,” Batrire said. “You don’t need any help from him. You do that on your own.”


Chapter 29

Vampire Bunnies

“I thought you two were lying,” Tanila grumbled after she watched Max start squeezing black blood from the corpse of the rabbit he had just killed.

“Why would I lie?”

“Vampire bunnies. Doesn’t that strike you as a bit… off?”

Fowl chuckled, grabbing one of the rabbits and squeezing it like Max was, watching the black liquid pour into the glass containers he had procured from a local alchemist. “They got those red eyes and big teeth!”

“Enormous teeth,” Max added as he tossed down the corpse and grabbed the last one. “Besides, we all know why we are in this dungeon.”

Tanila turned to Batrire for support and felt rejected when the dwarf shrugged her shoulder.

“The experience isn’t bad, and the two of them do all the work. If Seth can pick up the skill they have, then why not?”

“Because they’re rabbits!” exclaimed Tanila. “We are killing two-foot-tall rabbits!”

“Vampire rabbits,” Fowl corrected. “Two-foot tall, red-eyed, massive-toothed vampire rabbits.”

Throwing up her hands in defeat, the elf turned and moved back to where Batrire was standing. “Never in my life would I have imagined this.”

Snorting, Batrire nodded. “Never in my life would I have imagined you so frustrated by a human.”

Tanila’s face went red, and she turned away her face to keep it from being seen by Max or Fowl.

“I really feel like I’ve been slacking in this dungeon,” Fowl complained as Max killed the last rabbit in a pack of five. “You go in Stealth, slaughter one, and then proceed to turn them into chopped pieces of fluff. Even when one manages to land a bite on you, it doesn’t slow you down.”

Max nodded and put his sword up as he traded to fill up the last jar in his storage.

“What really sucks,” Max said with a grin that made Fowl laugh, “is that I still haven’t gotten the skill I was hoping for from them.”

“Any idea why?”

Max shook his head as he started to wring out the rabbit's headless body over the jar. “Part of me has been trying to figure my skill out. I killed three bosses and nothing yesterday. I’m not sure if some skills can’t be consumed.”

“Do you want to keep trying this dungeon and save the boss for another day, or what?” Fowl asked as he brought another corpse to Max.

“After we clear it, I say kill the boss and move on. I’ve killed over fifty of these things, and not once have I gained a thing.”

“Well, let’s finish so we can hop toward the boss.”

Max groaned, and Fowl had a look of hurt on his face. “Hey, I laugh at your jokes!”

Nodding, Max put the jar in his storage and looked at Fowl. “Yes, but your joke actually sucked.”

“So what’s the plan?” Tanila asked as they stared at an eight-foot-tall black rabbit with eyes so red they made rubies look dull.

“Max tanks it and kills it while I take a nap by you two,” Fowl answered.

“I doubt that’s going to be possible, and you know it. Just look at those claws and teeth.”

Fowl had noticed them, so he wanted to sit out of this fight. “And after we kill it, we need to collect its feet, right?”

“Yup. Supposedly, they have some luck factor in them,” Max replied, pulling his spear out and storing his shield.

“Doesn’t sound very lucky for the rabbit if he loses them,” Batrire joked, getting laughter from everyone but Fowl.

“You aggro, I’ll stealth,” Max said, giving Fowl a gentle bump.

“Bah, whatever. Just remember me when you conquer the tower someday.”

The rabbit moved faster than Fowl or Max had expected, covering the fifty yards between them within three seconds. Its feet moved so fast they were a blur of black fluff, and its claws dug into the dirt ground of the boss's room.

“Shite!” Fowl managed to mutter before the boss struck his shield with a claw, sending him back a step.

Max moved to strike from behind when the boss turned, a claw coming toward him as its eyes burned red.

He felt his Stealth end, and Max used his spear to parry the strike, giving up some ground as it caught him slightly off guard.

Casting the area of affect ice spell, Max spun his spear, going for a strike, when the boss leaped backward twenty yards in a single hop.

The ice spell went off, and Max moved to get near the boss, who kept hopping back, staying out of range of him and his spell.

“Stop!”

Max froze as Tanila shouted and slowly began to retreat, pulling out his shield as he did and watching the boss move toward him at a slower pace, keeping its distance for a few more seconds.

“It knows what you’re doing,” Fowl said, trying to get a bead on the boss. “It's faster than anything I think we have faced before.”

Grunting, Max nodded, watching the boss, who had moved closer as his ice spell ended.

“Come at me!” Fowl shouted.

A sound came from the rabbit, and Max realized it was laughter. It held up both paws, and wisps of darkness came from them toward Max and Fowl.

“Shadow bindings!”

Max moved to the right as Fowl held his ground before the two women.

The strands chased Max, and within seconds, both he and Fowl had the strands trying to bind their arms and legs to an anchor in the ground beneath the dirt.

Max used everything he had, grateful for every ounce of Strength, and managed to tear a few strands when the boss raced forward again, ignoring him and Fowl.

Grunting, Max fought against the strands, seeing Tanila’s root spell attempting to bind the boss. It skidded to a halt for a moment as the vines and roots grabbed its feet. It shrieked weirdly, lurching toward the two casters but unable to break free as the roots held it in place.

Max was angry, which helped him snap the last two strands holding him and charged the boss.

It pivoted as best it could, still unable to move, as Max came forward.

Every thrust seemed to miss by inches. The boss’s clawed paws gently pushed the spear’s shaft aside at the last second, keeping it from hitting it.

“Seven seconds!”

Max didn’t hesitate, casting his area of effect fire spell.

The boss’s red eyes burned red; its attempts to free itself from the roots and vines grew more frantic, but it could not escape.

Thrusting his spear at its leg instead of the creature’s body, Max felt his fire spell go off and saw it envelop the rabbit. The scent of burnt hair and flesh filled the air as the tip of his spear managed to graze the leg.

The rabbit clawed both paws, striking Max in the arm with one and hitting his shield with the other.

[ Consume has detected an attack by the Skill Vampirism ]

[ Consume is trying to defend ]

[ Vampirism has attempted to drain Hit Points ]

[ Consume has resisted attempt ]

The attack stung a little, but Max saw the eyes of the vampire rabbit go wide.

“Three seconds!”

Max aimed two more thrusts at its leg, ignoring the attacks the boss was hitting him with.

[ Vampirism has attempted to drain Hit Points ]

[ Consume has resisted attempt ]

[ Vampirism has attempted to drain Hit Points ]

[ Consume has resisted attempt ]

They traded two more attacks, his right arm getting hit each time and the boss’s same leg getting a spear through it.

The boss leaped back as the roots fell away, stumbling some as it did and only getting about eight yards per hop this time.

“Wait a minute!” Max shouted as Fowl’s bonds began to fall off. “Let me think!”

The boss stayed away from them, eyeing Max the entire time.

“What is it? Why is it doing that?”

“It’s skill doesn’t work against mine. It has the skill I am trying to get. It can’t heal from me. Consume blocks it.”

Max eyed the boss room they were in. The area was massive, with over two hundred yards of nasty dirt and tombstones in a circle. The ceiling above looked like night with an enormous moon that cast a white light over the entire floor.

“What can we do?” Batrire asked as she finished healing Max to full.

“We could try to wear it down,” Max replied. “Root it in place and attack, but if it lands a spell on me and I get rooted, it will come after you three. I’m not sure if the risks outweigh that plan.”

“Or we could try something stupid and reckless,” Tanila said.

Max glanced at Tanila once more and shook his head. She nodded, and Fowl grunted.

Both swords were out, and Max glanced at the boss, who was still fifty yards away, watching them and waiting to see what would happen.

“Remember, if you die, this isn’t my fault,” Max muttered, taking a deep breath and slowly letting it out.

[ Haste Activated ]

That first step he took toward the boss almost caught Max off guard as he crossed what felt like ten yards. The second step was just like the first.

Grinning, Max focused on the boss, who appeared confused by the man with two swords now hurtling toward it.

It hopped backward, its injured leg having healed slightly but still limiting its distance and speed.

Seven seconds later, Max was in its face. The boss was trying to swing at Max and seeing every blow dodged or deflected.

Realizing it couldn’t hit Max, it lifted its hands, holding them out and preparing to cast its spell as the wall behind it closed in on them quickly.

Max grinned. This was the moment he had been waiting for.

[ Berserker Activated ]

The boss’s red eyes went dark as Max’s vision changed. He had been only inches away from the boss, not having to go his full speed, matching its every jump and move with ease.

Now, with its hands held out, trying to cast a spell and create space between Max and itself, the two swords that flashed toward it were unhindered by its ability to deflect them.

Both struck simultaneously, Max’s right sword slicing a gash to its shoulder as Max’s left sword took the left arm clean off above the elbow.

It roared, trying to adjust and attack, but the onslaught was more than it had believed possible.

Max swiped up and down, left and right, carving tufts of black fur and flesh from the boss as it stumbled backward, holding up its right arm and left stub to try and deflect the attacks.

Its height helped limit Max’s ability to go for its neck in his rage. Instead, its chest and waist succumbed to the flurry of swords and brought it to the ground, sending it tumbling over itself.

The beauty of the rage was Max couldn’t be bothered to feel pity. There were cries of pain and terror as the boss understood that this fight had gone from one it could easily win to being defeated in just a few moments.

Its right arm was gone as Max descended upon it, ignoring the pain in his side when one of its legs kicked at him.

A sword took off the offending appendage at the knee as Max pressed the attack.

Another kick sent him backward a few steps, chest heaving, and Max prepared to move forward again when the red rage and fury that had filled him were gone.

He stumbled a step, coughing and feeling the blood in his throat as he felt the injuries he had sustained.

Backing up a step, he watched as the boss tried to move, using its only remaining foot to push against the floor as it slid on its back, hissing and squealing in terror and rage.

A flood of messages distracted him as he put his left sword in storage and pulled out a healing potion.

[ Vampirism has attempted to drain Hit Points ]

[ Consume has resisted attempt ]

[ Vampirism has attempted to drain Hit Points ]

[ Consume has resisted attempt ]

[ Vampirism has attempted to drain Hit Points ]

[ Consume has resisted attempt ]

[ Vampirism has attempted to drain Hit Points ]

[ Consume has resisted attempt ]

[ Vampirism has attempted to drain Hit Points ]

[ Consume has resisted attempt ]

[ Vampirism has attempted to drain Hit Points ]

[ Consume has resisted attempt ]

“That’s a lot of hits you landed,” Max said, his voice ragged and weak as he popped off the cork and drank the potion.

He felt ribs popping back into place and winced for just a moment. Feeling one that must have punctured a lung come out on its own. A few seconds later, he stood there, feeling almost like new.

“Seth!”

He heard his team but never took his eyes off the rabbit. Putting his sword up, he pulled out his axe.

Destroy it.

The voice inside him was different this time. There was no desire for him to consume it. It needed to be destroyed.

Hefting his axe over his head, Max brought it down, chopping off the leg and causing the boss to squeal loudly. It flopped around, thrashing on the floor and baring its teeth at him.

“You lose,” Max said, his voice almost unrecognizable as his axe descended, decapitating the boss.

The body thrashed on the floor. Even with the head gone, it continued to writhe around.

Remember the stories of old, Max put his axe away, bringing his spear out. Moving to the body, he plunged it into the spot its heart would be and saw the body arch up. It shivered, and then the body turned to dust.

A wave of cold, followed by a wave of fire, overwhelmed him.

He heard voices and felt their presence, but Max couldn’t do anything as he fell to the ground.


Chapter 30

Consuming Something Different

His head was groggy, and Max tried to open his eyes, but they didn’t want to work.

Wait a moment. Let it pass.

Max started responding when he realized the voice he heard wasn’t one of his team or one he recognized.

Or did he?

Yes. You know what I am.

There, in blackness and nothingness, Max felt a form take shape. A mirror image of himself looking back at him. Black eyes stared into his soul.

“Who… what are you?”

You know what I am.

I am that which is inside you.

I am the thing that drives you.

Shaking his head, Max tried to consider what he was hearing and seeing.

“You’re a skill, how can you—”

I am more than that. I am a power. I do not know why I was given to you, but it has been thousands of years since one has possessed me.

He felt his mind reeling, trying to understand what this meant.

I do not have time. Listen.

Max felt his gaze drawn to his copy black eyes, unable to fight the command.

We must grow stronger. You know what you need to do. Every life you take provides what is required. Do not hold back. Give in to the hunger.

Shaking his head, Max put his hands over his ears.

“I won’t! I’m not a killer!”

His image laughed. The sound reverberated around him, and even with his hands over his ears, was crystal clear.

You are, and you know it. A mercy kill? No, you wanted that dying mage’s power. Those bandits? You knew what they could provide. That woman…

The image of himself licked its lips and grinned.

Eventually, you will give in if you live long enough. Finally, we will become what we must.

The image of himself began to fade as Max heard voices and noises. Things he recognized.

“What?! What must we become?”

The laughter echoed as the body of himself faded away.

Darkness took him over once more.

Something wet splashed against his face, and Max coughed, squinting and grunting.

“He’s awake!”

Max recognized Fowl’s voice and saw the dwarf leaning over him, a half-empty water flask in his hand. “Sorry, bud. You weren’t waking up, and it was this or me pissing on you.”

Nodding slowly, Max sat up, ignoring the hand he felt on his chest, trying to keep him on his back.

“I’m okay. I need to stand up.”

A tsking sound came from Batrire, and he felt her take her hand off his chest as he finished sitting up and rolled over to his knees.

“What happened, Seth?”

Standing up, Max glanced at Tanila and saw the look of concern on her face. She was biting her lip, which was never a good sign during moments like this.

“I don’t think you would believe me if I told you. I’m not sure I would believe it if I told myself what happened.”

He saw the three of them looking at him with confused expressions.

“Try us?” Batrire replied. “We have believed everything else. What’s something even crazier?”

Max chuckled and nodded, turning to Fowl, still holding the flask. Holding his hand out, the dwarf nodded and gave it to him. After a few drinks, he put the stopper in it and tossed it back to Fowl.

“Okay, just promise you won’t leave me after I tell you.”

The four of them stood there. Over a minute had passed after Max finished sharing what he remembered, and no one had said a word. Some shifting had taken place, and Max had seen the winces and reactions to his story.

“A skill that has… a soul… no, a will or a mind?”

Max shrugged as Tanila finally started to try to work things out.

“I know about the power of Red skills because the elves don’t do what humans do. We try to harness those powers no matter how bad they might seem. Even dwarves are known for accepting the skills humans seem to fear.”

“Yeah, but that’s because most humans in power desire more power,” Batrire replied. “We aren’t like that, desiring balance and other things—”

“Like gold and ale,” Fowl interrupted.

Max snorted, and Batrire shook her head slowly. “Yes, gold and ale are at the top of our list, but humans have always desired more power. To give them access to the same Red, Clear, or Black skills would be…”

“Dangerous,” Max finished.

She nodded and glanced at Tanila, who had her eyes closed and was lost in thought.

Max glanced around, seeing his spear on the floor and the boss's body gone.

“Did someone get its feet?”

“Ogre nuts,” Fowl cursed as he shook his head. “Sorry, I was a bit more worried about you than some stupid rabbit feet.”

Shrugging, Max moved to where his spear was lying and put it into storage.

“Don’t worry about what I told you. I can only imagine how it must make you feel about me.”

“You have no idea what we feel,” Tanila replied, her eyes open and focused on him. “We aren’t going to just abandon you. I’m sorry you feel that is what people do to you. We aren’t your ex-girlfriend or anyone else. We will stick right next to you until you push us away.”

“Or kill us,” Fowl added, trying to joke and realizing he failed miserably. “Sorry, too soon.”

Max just grinned and shrugged. “Remember, it wasn’t my idea to combine those two skills. Though it looked like it worked.”

“Barely,” Batrire said. “You were getting it just as well as you were giving it. Those kicks it hit you with did some major damage.”

Rubbing his chest, Max remembered how it had felt and knew she was right.

“Still, it worked, and we have Tanila to thank for that. Besides—”

“What did you get?”

Max froze, hearing Tanila interrupt him and seeing the look on her face.

“What did you get from that fight?”

Realizing he hadn’t looked yet, Max checked the notifications.

[ 3 Intelligence Consumed ]

[ 4 Wisdom Consumed ]

[ Consume has successfully Consumed a skill ]

[ Skill conflicts with Consume ]

[ Skills are trying to merge ]

[ Merge Unsuccessful ]

[ Skill failed to Merge. Attempting to Consume Rank of Skill ]

[ Skill Rank is lower than Current Rank ]

[ Power Stored for Future Use ]

Max read the lines of notification a few more times.

What in the hell was that?

“Seth…”

Fingers snapped, and Max found himself looking at Tanila and the others.

“Sorry… I uh… this is so weird.”

Max explained what he read and watched as Batrire and Tanila tried to understand. Fowl simply gave up and pulled something out to eat.

“What does power stored for future use mean?”

Max shrugged and took his cap off, rubbing his bald head. “I’ve never seen that before. How can it store power?”

Tanila chuckled as she motioned to the chest in the room. “I think we need to forget about solving this for a while, like Fowl said. There are hundreds of questions to ask, and we have no one to ask. I can see, perhaps, if I can find some information at one of the elven houses in town, but…”

Max saw the expression on Batrire’s face and knew she didn’t like that idea. “We both know that isn’t wise Tanila. Doing that will lead to questions they’ll want to ask, which you don’t want to answer.”

Their mage nodded and then turned, walking toward the chest.

“Should I ask?”

Batrire looked at Max and shook her head. “Not right now. Later, we can talk, but she is right. Let’s get out of here and get things settled.”

The chest was black and etched with golden runes. The four of them stared at it, and each could tell something was off.

“It’s different from usual,” Max muttered.

Fowl started to laugh, shaking his head as he pointed at Max. “This guy… he should have the Bard or Comedian skill. I mean, it’s like he forgets everything is different with him.”

The three of them grinned and nodded, realizing Fowl was absolutely correct. Nothing was ever normal.

“Your turn, Tanila. Bring us some luck.”

Their mage smiled and said a prayer before opening up the box.

“Holy elf tits,” she muttered.

The other three leaned over to see what shocked her, and each was just as surprised.

“Four rings… I’m assuming that doesn’t happen a lot.”

“Gods no,” Fowl replied, thumping Max on the shoulder. “Like I said, you are never disappointed with the weird stuff.”

“What about the weapon?” Tanila asked.

Each of them saw the weapon shifting between four images. The desire for what it could be was there, but so was the knowledge that sometimes it was better to pass it off to someone who needed it more.

“I’m out,” Max said first. “I have an assortment already, and I don’t need it.”

“Ditto.”

Fowl and Tanila looked at each other since Max and Batrire had bowed out.

“Care to roll for it, long ears?”

She smiled and nodded as they reached for it in the chest, and the timer started.

When it ran out, a ten-sided die appeared, each of their faces on both sides five times, and started spinning.

Max could see the looks on both their faces, hoping and wishing for it to be theirs.

“I’m sorry, Tanila,” Fowl said, frowning slightly when his face popped up.

“Don’t be. It just means you need it more.”

Grinning, Fowl put his hand back in and pulled out a new one-handed mace. The shaft was about six inches longer than his current weapon, and the head and shaft were both black.

“That looks ominous,” Max said, pointing at the black head. “Maybe you will get a mace that helps heal you.”

Everyone laughed, all knowing the odds of that were basically impossible.

Each of them took their ring, noticing that all four of them were the same black color. The only difference was the thickness of Fowl’s and Max’s.

“One more dungeon down and one level to go,” Batrire stated. “I’m assuming we are done for the day?”

Max looked at the others, who nodded.

“Go try and get some more skills,” Tanila said. “We know you want to.”

Max hired a ride to the adventurers guild to the east of them. It was faster than walking, and he knew it was well worth the price with how he felt.

It allowed him to watch the city go by and try his best to ignore the thoughts about what he had dreamed or experienced after killing that boss.

A few hours later, he emerged, frustrated, after defeating four bosses without a single skill being consumed. The lizardman, wolf, monkey, and spider had all resulted in nothing.

Putting the four tokens with the others from the night before, Max hired another cart to take him back to The Heavenly Pineapple.

He pulled out his notebook and scratched out four more bosses and the skills next to each of them.

Maybe I could find a library like Tanila mentioned or some specific books on these skills…

Realizing he had time until he got to the inn, Max began making a few more lists. There were still a lot of possible skills out there he hoped to acquire.

“Seth, this is Nicholas. I told him about the interest you had in helping new adventurers.”

Max shook hands with the bald man, who looked like he might enjoy too many meals.

“Love your haircut,” the older man said. “You must tell me the name of your barber.”

Max chuckled and rubbed the top of his head. “I lost a bet and fell in love with it. What can I say?”

Nicholas rubbed his own bald head and found a rare hair, plucking it before holding it out. “I wish I could say I shaved mine, but the gods decided I looked better without it by the time I turned twenty.”

Max motioned to a booth, and the rounded man slid in.

“So you want to give away gear, I hear?”

Nodding, Max settled in the booth and pulled out a small bag he had prepared from storage. Sliding it across the table, he smiled.

“I wished someone might have helped me when I started, so I figured, why not try.”

The man pulled the bag toward him and undid the string at the top, opening it a little bit and glancing inside the bag, then back at Max a few times.

“Are you serious? This much?”

“None of it would be useful for me. I got that from lower-level bosses. For a new adventurer, it could mean the difference between life and death.”

Nicholas tsked his tongue against his teeth a few times as he shifted the bag around, gazing at the contents inside.

“You surprised me tonight… when Alexander told me he had a patron who wanted to give some gear to new adventurers. I hadn’t expected it to amount to anything other than a few dungeon drops.”

The man pulled out a pouch and started to withdraw some coins.

“Stop, please,” Max said, holding his palm out toward Nicholas. “I don’t want to be paid, nor do I want people to know I did this. Just someone doing their part to help the next group of adventurers.”

Cocking his head to the side, Nicolas began to move his head around until he finally nodded. “I won’t argue. There are a bunch of adventurers who will enjoy these gifts.”

Max nodded, extended his hand, and then exited the booth after they shook.

“I’ll tell Alexander if I get any more. I might also have slightly higher ones as I do more dungeon clearing.”

Nicholas coughed, his bald head turning red for a moment. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

Grinning, Max shrugged. “I’m not the kind of person to lie about something like this.”

Waving, he strode off to join the rest of his team, who were watching him from across the room.

Behind him, the man sat in the booth, stunned at the generosity he hadn’t seen from anyone in a while.


Chapter 31

Trading Knowledge

Max explained the lack of success with the four bosses and mentioned his desire to find a library or bookstore that might have information that could help.

“You sure that’s a smart thing to do? Someone might wonder why you are asking such specific questions.”

Max nodded, finishing a bite as Batrire waited for him to answer her question.

“As the one who prepares for the dungeons we do, I want to know everything about the monsters and any possible skills we might encounter.”

She huffed and crossed her arms, knowing she wouldn’t change his mind.

“I can still visit with the elves,” Tanila repeated, ignoring the look Batrire now gave her. “I will stay discreet and not give my real name.”

Max turned and glanced at Tanila, and she saw his expression.

“No, I haven’t hidden anything from you. It’s just that elves have special names that are only shared with other elves.”

“It’s okay,” Fowl chimed in, a grin already appearing. “She doesn’t like to advertise it, but her real name is Miss Holy Perky Elf Tits.

“Ow!” Fowl shouted, having gotten elbowed and kicked under the table at the same time.

Chuckling, Max kept his mouth shut.

“I’m not sure what specifically you are looking for. You mention books on monsters and creatures' skills, but what about them?”

Max didn’t let the smile on his lips fade even though the librarian had frustrated him multiple times.

“I know some bosses have various skills, and some have up to four. As we journey through the dungeons, I’m trying to keep track of everything we encounter so that when I can join a Faction, I can provide them with a record of everything I find that might be useful down the road.”

The man nodded, his orange robes hiding his hands. “I understand, but I say again, we already have that information written down. Why copy it once more?”

“Would you say everything written down is absolutely correct or that some other skills or powers might be yet to be recorded?”

Adam’s, the librarian, left eye started to twitch, not wanting to admit that Max’s statement struck a hotly debated topic.

“There are times that we learn of a new skill, but it takes research and review before we can add any of that to the academic books.”

“What if I could give you the name of a book lover who has evidence and verification of something not officially confirmed?”

Adam’s eye stopped twitching, and his face scrunched as he tried to read Max’s facial expressions.

“You must know of something, or you wouldn’t simultaneously be so specific, yet vague, at the same time.”

“I do, and I promise you that will tell you can be verified and will be worth you helping me.”

The part of his robe that covered his hands moved a little, alerting Max that the man was considering his offer.

“And what must I do for such knowledge?”

Max laughed and pulled a page with notes on it out of his storage.

At first, Adam balked at the number of books Max wanted to borrow, but after he mentioned the red-scaled lizard in the dungeon in Rumstant and its skill, Adam quickly gave in.

A stack of eight books was given to Max to borrow, and a sum of ten gold was held to remind him to return them.

Adam had scribbled furiously, asking questions and getting details from Max about the rare creature he had faced and the skill in question. When Max gave a broad description of the skill, he could see Adam’s lip curling in a smirk.

“I will gladly assist you in any other way possible if you encounter something else you know isn’t verified.”

Max leaned over and, even though no one was within hearing distance, whispered, “Perhaps I can tell you about a few other rares I’ve encountered after I finish these books.”

The man’s jaw fell open, and Max nodded before turning and waving.

“See you in a week or two, Librarian Adam.”

“Are we sure about this?” Fowl asked as they stood outside the glowing blue portal. “It's undead; we all know how that worked out last time.”

Max nodded, tapping his head.

Grumbling, Fowl moved forward, the feather on his plate helm swishing as he walked.

“He whines a lot, doesn’t he?” Max asked after Fowl had portaled over.

“Every day… every day,” Batrire muttered as she pushed Max toward the portal from behind. “Now go. Warriors first!”

Max couldn’t believe his eye when he saw what the dungeon looked like. A bright sky, beautiful homes with manicured yards, and a town waiting to be explored.

“Good gods, this is going to be awful,” Fowl told him. “Why couldn’t it be some open graveyard or something?”

A groan came behind them as the women arrived, and Max turned to see both of them grimacing.

“This is going to be a cluster… I’m not sure this is worth it, Seth.”

Max nodded slowly, raised his eyebrows, and grinned.

“There is a shade at the end of this dungeon, and I want to pay it back for what the last one did.”

“That’s a lie,” stated Fowl as he equipped his shield and new mace. “You want to try and consume its skill.”

“Well, yes, that too.”

Max ran at the last skeleton archer, his axe prepared to swing.

Two arrows had already struck him, but both had done nothing more than a few slight scratches. His armor could resist the attacks, and his Constitution also prevented the most damage they did.

Max swung his axe and obliterated the skeleton, sending chips of bone flying everywhere.

“Come back!” Fowl shouted between swings of his hammer.

Max turned and was running back when he saw a bolt of green magic come out of a window on the house's second floor near Fowl.

“Spell!”

The shout had been too late, and the bolt of green magic struck Fowl in his side, dropping the dwarf to a knee and causing massive damage to his Health.

Two swords swung at him, the two skeletons he had been fighting seizing the opportunity before them.

A clanging sound came as the swords bounced off his armor, doing no damage but keeping Fowl pinned to the ground.

Tanila sent a fireball toward the window where the spell had come from, and Max saw the house erupt in flames as it exploded inside the room.

A weird shrieking sound came from the house, and Max kept glancing between the house and the two skeletons that he was only a few seconds away from.

Reaching both of them, he swung his axe, taking off the head of one and breaking the shoulder of the other.

“It’s a caster!”

Max nodded that he had heard and kicked the skeleton, recovering from the blow to its shoulder, sending it to the ground.

Fowl was starting to stand, but Max could tell he wasn’t moving as fast as usual and that Batrire’s heal hadn’t been as effective.

Another fireball from Tanila flew into the already burning building, and Max finished off the skeleton with a final chop of his axe.

“You okay?”

Fowl grunted and used his shield to help get himself to his feet. “Feeling weak. Whatever that spell was sucked.”

“Get to Batrire and let her check you out. I’ll keep an eye out for this caster.”

Moving toward the burning building, Max waited off to the side of the house. He could hear something crashing around inside.

One of the windows exploded as a skeleton with green glowing eyes and a black robe burst through it, landing on the ground. Its robe was on fire, and Max didn’t hesitate, running toward it and chopping.

A shield shimmered around its robe, cracking and shattering, but the impact sent Max’s axe flying back over his head with tremendous force, almost ripping it from his grasp.

“What the—”

The skeleton turned its head, green eyes burning hot. It raised its hand, and Max saw green flames form around its bony fingers and pointing at him.

He tried to get his axe back in position in time for another attack but knew he wouldn’t beat the spell pointed at him. Flames came at him, following Max as he dodged to the right.

Pain of a different kind than he had ever experienced before enveloped him. Beyond the fire and sense of his bones wanting to shatter from the inside out, something was fighting for control of his Strength.

[ Consume has detected an attack by the Spell: Drain Essence ]

[ Consume is trying to defend ]

[ Drain Essence has attempted to drain IXHPzhZiM ]

[ Consume has resisted attempt ]

Confused by the random string of text that flooded his mind, Max felt the pain suddenly subside.

What in the gods was that?!

Not waiting for the caster to get another chance, Max shouted, swinging the axe again in a chopping motion at the caster’s waist.

This time, no shield stopped it, and Max heard the satisfying sound of bones shattering underneath the power of his blow.

The lower half of the caster was destroyed, and yet the robe it wore didn’t have a mark on it, even after the power of his attack.

An awful wail came from the skull’s open mouth, green tendrils of magic flowing out over the ground.

All around him, bony hands started to rise from the ground, moving dirt as skeletons began to climb up through the perfectly cut green grass of the yard.

“Finish it!”

Max knew Tanila’s voice well enough to know she was worried. The waver in her voice carried across the space between them.

Max jumped up, dodging the rising hands, trying to grasp at his feet and legs as they continued rising from the ground.

Spinning in the air, he brought the axe-head down on the skull of the caster.

Time seemed to freeze for a moment as his blade hit the white bone at the back of its head. All the power and force of his attack met with an invisible barrier that began to slowly crack under the weight of his axe.

The skull began to bulge, and a fracture appeared first, tiny and thin, before finding one of the natural joints in the skull and shattering it into a dozen pieces.

A loud roar of unnatural wailing assaulted his hearing, causing Max to stumble as he landed. His sonar skill was overwhelmed by the noise.

Time passed, but Max wasn’t sure how long. Then he felt all the air suck toward him before suddenly exploding away from the corpse, sending him tumbling backward.

A wave of cold filled him, and his head felt a pain similar to when his eye had been shot.

[ 2 Intelligence Consumed ]

[ 2 Wisdom Consumed ]

[Consume has successfully Consumed a skill]

[ Skill does not match being’s body type ]

[ Consume is adjusting skill ]

[Would you like to learn [ Death Magic ]?]

[ Yes / No]

Max considered accepting the spell when, suddenly, the choice was made inside him. His mind was filled with an overwhelming sense of dread and destruction. Power like no other he had was his to control.

It was then Max realized he was on his hands and knees, axe still gripped in his right hand.

All around him was a white cloud of dust across the grass, slowly burning away with an awful smell. The skeletons that had been climbing from the ground were gone.

Looking at the corpse of the caster he had fought, Max saw nothing but a black robe, empty and lying flat on the ground.

He sensed the others coming toward him, standing to face them when he saw all three of them freeze mid-stride. Their mouths hung open, and Max could see Tanila shaking uncontrollably.

“Seth…” her voice came, faint and trembling.

“Dear gods,” Fowl muttered as he stood there frozen like a statue.

Batrire said nothing, instead raising her hand and making a motion with them he had only seen once before. She was praying to her god.

“What is it?” Max asked, wondering why they were behaving like this.

“It’s… it’s…” Tanila tried to speak but just pointed at him.

And then he saw the tears coming from her eyes.

What the heck just happened?!

The voice came from inside him. It was laughter at first before it actually spoke.

We have grown stronger.


Chapter 32

Death Magic

“Your eye, Seth… the damaged one… it’s glowing green.”

Fowl’s words seemed impossible.

Storing his axe, he pulled a sword out of storage and held it toward his face.

Dear gods…

There in the reflection, he saw it. A green glow came from the eyeball that had been a milky white since the injury. Moving the sword while staring, he saw that it was indeed glowing. Bright enough that it would be noticeable to anyone who saw it.

“Ogre shite!”

He cursed a few more times, swinging his sword in frustration before taking a few deep breaths and putting it away in storage.

What the hell have you done?! I didn’t choose to have this!

No reply came, but Max knew it had heard him.

“What happened, Seth? What did you get?”

Max spun on his heel, quicker than he had intended, and surprised Tanila, who had moved closer to him, her cheeks still wet from the tears.

“I didn’t. I wasn’t the one that said yes… my skill… something inside me chose to consume it.”

“What did you consume?”

Max saw Tanila trying to look brave. The biting of her lip didn’t help her stoic face, but he knew she cared and wanted to know.

“It said it couldn’t keep whatever that caster had, so it changed it. Changed it to Death Magic.”

Tanila’s hand trembled as she put it over her open mouth.

Fowl and Batrire both spat at the same time.

“Shite, Seth! Death Magic?!”

Max nodded, seeing the look on Batrire’s face.

“I don’t even know what it does!” Max exclaimed and then realized how to fix that problem.

[Skill Description - Death Magic]

*****

Death Magic - Uncommon Skill: Caster has yet to reach the level of corruption required to use this magic. As the corruption level increases, spells will unlock.

*****

“What the hell is corruption level?” Max asked, looking at his three friends, who were doing their best to appear unafraid.

“There are different forms of corruption,” Tanila said, moving to stand a foot from Max. She took his chin in her hand and slowly turned his head as she stared into his glowing eye. “How one gets and increases them is horrible to even talk about.”

She shuddered but never let go of his chin. “The truth is you are one of the few who I think might be able to keep from succumbing to that… atrocity. The tyrants of old legends were the ones who slaughtered innocents for power. Those who worshipped other gods and sought to bring about destruction for their own gain. Power beyond…”

She stopped talking and smiled, letting go of Max’s chin and gently brushing his cheek with her thumb as she cupped it. “Don’t focus on the negative. Don’t give in to its desire. Be the guy we love. The one who helps the weak and protects us.”

Max felt the tear she had wiped away. A few more came, and she looked up at him as she repeated it a few more times.

Fowl and Batrire came over and stood there, smiling and giving him a gentle thump on his arms.

“Dear gods,” Fowl muttered. “It’s gone!”

Max saw Tanila’s eyes widen, and she nodded, tears starting to run again down her cheek.

“What’s gone?” Max asked, moving his head and shaking Tanila’s hand free.

“The green glow… it just went dim and vanished,” she whispered.

“How? I mean, why? I—”

“It’s because you're not evil,” Batrire interrupted. “Tanila’s right, Seth. You’re one of the few humans I trust with my life, no matter what. Even more, I trust you with Tanila and Fowl’s life. Right now, this proves that I should stay the course Ockrim has put me on with you.”

Max smiled and felt all his fear and angst at the belief his skill would consume him fade away. It was quiet inside him at this moment.

“Thank you,” Max muttered. “More than you know.”

Fowl laughed and rushed forward, grabbing Max in a hug and lifting him off the ground.

“You two stop watching and give this boy a hug!”

The two ladies laughed and rushed forward, briefly joining the hug. Max let himself go, enjoying the moment.

The black cloak had been a rare drop, as the caster had been a rare spawn. Max had stored it, as none of the others wanted to touch it after what had happened to him.

The rest of the dungeon had been a slog of warriors and archers who posed no real threat besides their numbers.

Fowl’s armor kept their attacks from doing any real damage beyond the impact they caused.

Batrire had to heal Max more than Fowl, as none of Max’s kills gave him any Hit Points.

“Seems you’re sucking today,” Fowl teased as he leaned back and stretched a little. “I’m over here getting beat on all day, and you’re the one getting hurt.”

Max grinned, glad they had moved on from the moment earlier today with the new skill he had gotten. “We all can’t be pretty dwarves in metal.”

Shaking his hips, Fowl laughed, gyrating faster when Batrire gave out a whistle of approval.

“You three realize we have another floor to finish before the boss?”

Fowl and Max nodded, grumbling about Tanila and her reminder.

“Just trying to enjoy my best life, Mom,” Fowl quipped.

Max and Batrire couldn’t help it, and they started laughing when they saw how red Tanila’s face had become.

“I’m going to mom your arse when I stick my foot up it,” she growled.

They continued laughing and joking until they were almost done with the second floor. Then things got serious.

“Are you breaking dungeons again?”

Max shook his head and stared at the giant skeleton, as tall as the two-story building it stood next to.

“That has to be at least twenty feet tall,” Max muttered. “Look at how thick its bones are.”

“And that club,” Fowl added.

“How is something like…” Tanila stopped what she was saying and gasped, pointing to an object on the ground behind the massive skeleton. “A chest!”

“Holy elf tits! It can’t be!”

Max looked at Fowl, who was leaning forward, staring at the chest.

“So I’m going to ask a stupid question because you all know something I don't. Why is there a chest, and what does that mean?”

Fowl blew a raspberry, and the sound of it inside his helmet was comical.

“Chests are rare, but not as rare as that skeleton caster. As you get close to level thirty dungeons, they can start to show up. What that means is a massive boss or pack of creatures harder than the normal ones you have faced. They are higher level and stronger. We could skip it and move past, but then we would also be forfeiting the chance of whatever is inside.”

Max saw Batrire and Tanila nodding their heads in agreement with Fowl.

“So what do you three want to do?” Max asked, seeing the hesitation in their eyes.

“Kill that thing, of course,” Fowl replied, rotating his shoulders and cracking his neck. “When have we ever listened to reason?”

Max chuckled and nodded. “I don’t even know what weapon to use against that thing. A shield seems the best choice, but how long will it take to actually kill that thing?”

“Hacking through its ankles off will take time, and I have no idea how that will work,” Fowl admitted as he pointed at the magically connected bones. “The problem is the head is way up there.”

They stood there for another few minutes, looking at the street and the houses between them and the creature.

“What if I just Stealth and try to open the chest?”

Fowl chuckled and shook his head. “They are locked. Need a key from the guardians.”

Grunting, Max stared at the skeleton for a while longer, taking in the massive bones that made up its body.

“The head… we need to take off the head.”

Fowl snorted at Max’s words. “Of course, you fool, that’s how all the skeletons work.”

“No, listen,” Max said, pointing at the nearby houses. “That thing is as tall as these houses. Its head looks to be just a few feet above the rooftops. What if you lure it to the houses over here on the right and make it come between those two?” Max pointed at a pair of houses with about fifteen feet of space between them. “If you do that, I will be on the roof waiting for it to come by and can try to jump and land on its back, attacking the bones that connect the head to its body.”

Tanila nodded her head as she murmured something to herself.

“Elf tits, that’s a frickin’ amazing idea!” Batrire exclaimed as she saw what Max was talking about. “It also limits the ability of the boss to reach us compared to on this street.”

Max nodded and grinned.

“But I’m still the bait,” Fowl whined. “Why do I always have to be the bait?”

“Is what it is,” Max said as he started moving toward the house he had indicated. “Come on, and let’s get set up.”

It had taken effort for Max to break through the roof and get on the one he planned to attack from. It took five hits with his axe to make a hole he could climb through, giving some hope that the boss wouldn’t knock the house down in one blow.

Giving a thumbs-up to Fowl and Tanila, he waited, barely able to see the white skull of the skeleton they were about to engage.

He flexed his fingers as he held the axe.

One big strike. I need one big strike.

Fowl whistled, and Tanila shot an ice bolt at the creature's leg.

The skeleton’s mouth opened, and a roar came out of it that shook the building Max was standing on, even though he was so far away.

Stealthing, Max watched as Fowl and Tanila came running, sprinting between the houses toward where Batrire stood a little further away.

The sound of the massive feet pounding against the street echoed out.

“GOBLIN SHITE!” Fowl shouted as he ran to the spot Max had marked on the ground and turned around, seeing the boss turning at the corner of the house.

The empty, black sockets of its skull focused on Fowl, and it began running between the houses, clearing the gap between the two with only a few feet on either side.

Max knew what was coming as it swung its bone club at Fowl, the dwarf shimmering white as he activated his new skill right before the attack hit.

As the boss attacked, Max leaped from the roof, his Stealth not broken yet, and aimed his attack as he fell toward the spot the boss had exposed. When it swung and attacked, it leaned forward, head down, and exposed the bones its head connected to.

His axe crashed against its neck the moment the skeleton’s club slammed into Fowl, sending up a cloud of dust as the dwarf stood there, unmoved, and his Health barely affected.

A crack appeared in the vertebrae where Max’s axe hit, sending a chunk of the bone flying.

The skull wobbled to the right side, struggling to stay upright.

Max stored the axe as he fell toward the boss and grabbed the rib cage that ran up its spine.

Another scream echoed through the gap between the houses as the boss stumbled, crashing into the house Max had jumped off.

Using the rib cage like a ladder, Max climbed up toward the spot he had hit and held on as the skeleton thrashed against the house. Its left arm came up and over, trying to slap Max off.

“Fireball!”

Max began casting his area-of-effect fire spell while waiting for the left hand to do something. Its swipe had missed him by a few feet, but it was preparing for another go at him when Tanila’s fireball struck it in the face.

The boss crashed against the building, almost pinning Max as he cast his spell, and flames erupted around him.

The entire alleyway was engulfed, the houses on both sides and the pathway, as everything burned.

A chunk of the bones came free as Max fought to hold on, the damage being done to it from his fire and Tanila’s taking effect.

Max realized the boss was moving as he regripped the rib he was holding onto. It had turned and was preparing to slam itself into the house across the way.

“Look out!” Fowl shouted.

Max didn’t have time to reply as he saw what was racing toward him.


Chapter 33

A Giant Skeleton

Max was amazed at how fast his brain could react sometimes.

Seeing the wall approaching him, his body responded on its own, knowing what he needed to do to avoid becoming a splatter against the bricks.

Turning sideways, he realized he could slide between the ribs he was climbing on.

As the boss slammed its back into the house, Max found himself inside its ribcage, clinging to its ribs.

Realizing he could stand inside with his arms and legs spread apart, Max got himself set and cast his fire spell once more.

The boss had just recovered from the impact it had experienced from its own actions when the fire from Max’s area of effect erupted, burning it from the inside out.

Not hesitating, Max climbed one more set of ribs and pulled out his spear. Holding on with his left hand, Max began thrusting his spear over and over into the vertebrae he had already chipped.

The boss began to go wild, slamming its fist against its chest, trying to find a way to get at Max, who was protected by its own body.

The shout of ‘fireball’ could barely be heard over the sound of bones hitting each other, but Max felt the force of Tanila’s spell wash over him.

A piece of bone broke free as Max’s thrusts repeatedly connected in the same spot.

Half a dozen thrusts later, the vertebrae shattered, the skull falling off and rolling toward his allies. As the head fell, so did the body, crashing against a house and sliding down the bricks and onto the ground.

Max stored his spear as the body fell, bracing himself as best as possible. When the body lay still, dust drifting up through the ribcage, Max scrambled out, looking to see what was happening with the skull and his team.

“Gods, Seth!” Fowl shouted as Max ran over, watching the skull bounce around, its mouth snapping as it tried to attack. “That was some fancy thinking.”

Max nodded, pulled out his massive axe, and prepared to swing at the skull.

“You sure you should do this?” Tanila cried out before he attacked.

Frowning, Max turned and looked at her. He could see the hesitation in her eyes.

Taking a deep breath, he blew it out and then smiled at her.

“I’ll be okay. I have you all.”

She nodded, smiling, and Max turned, using every ounce of Strength as he swung.

The massive crack of metal on bone rang out through the alley. The skull tried to move again, working its jaw against the ground.

“I got it!” Fowl shouted, pressing his shield against the skull and keeping it in place.

Two swings later, the skull split in half, and a dark cloud rushed out of the opening into the sunny sky.

He stood there, expecting the rush of power after something like this, and nothing came.

“You okay?” Tanila called out, seeing Max standing as if frozen.

“Uh… yeah… I was expecting to gain something, but nothing happened.”

Moving closer, Max stared inside the hole he had made, watching Fowl do the same.

“Shite, that’s not scary at all,” Fowl cursed as he quickly took a step back while speaking.

A glow came from inside the skull, and Max put his axe away as he got a few steps closer.

“Wait!”

Tanila and Batrire were jogging to join him, their healer calling for him to hold up.

“Is this a trap?” Max asked, confused for a moment.

“Gods, no,” Batrire replied. “You don’t realize how rare something like this is. I want to see it first hand.”

Max waited, and when the four of them stood together, he climbed up on the skull and reached inside, pulling out a bone key that was a foot long and had an aura that seemed to suck in the light from around it.

“As I said, that seems eerie,” Fowl muttered, keeping back from the key in Max’s hand.

“It feels dark… like…” pausing, Max turned to glance at the massive skull next to them on the ground. “Whatever is in that chest could be just as dark.”

The others grimaced at that thought.

“Ready to go find out?” Tanila asked, motioning toward the small gap between the skeleton's body and the house.

The chest was made of bone with gold and silver etching. Sitting on a pedestal of white bone, it gave off an unnatural aura.

Around it, in a ten-yard radius, the ground was shimmering.

“Is it supposed to do this?” Max asked.

“None of us knows,” Tanila replied, moving her head to look at everything from a slightly different angle. “We know about these existing, but that is it.”

Frowning, Max sighed. “I guess I’ll go open it then.”

Fowl’s hand came out, blocking Max’s path before he stepped into the area.

“I’ll do it.”

“You sure?”

Fowl nodded and held out his hands, waiting for the key. “You did the heavy lifting on the boss. The least I can do is try this. We both know I have more Hit Points, and Batrire needs me alive.”

A scoff came from their healer as she shook her head. “You go ahead and die. I’ll find another dwarf to keep me warm at night.”

Fowl chuckled as he got the key from Max. “Yes, but who will massage your feet and brush the hair on your toes?”

Even though he hadn’t eaten for a few hours, Max’s stomach suddenly felt the need to empty itself.

Without waiting, Fowl started walking toward the chest, holding the key out, unsure what would happen.

“There isn’t even a keyhole,” Tanila whispered.

Batrire nodded and had her heal ready.

Nothing happened as Fowl reached the pillar and held the key near the chest. It lifted from his hands and spun around quickly before resting on top of the bone lid.

A popping sound rang out, the key vanished, and the chest lid opened on its own.

Laughing, Fowl turned around and grinned. “I call dibs!”

They started to laugh, but the sound caught in their throats as the chest behind Fowl suddenly grew to the size of the dwarf, and massive teeth appeared along the open edge where the lid usually rested.

A black tongue darted out, wrapped itself around Fowl, and yanked the dwarf toward its open maw.

“Mim—”

Max rushed past Batrire, cutting off her words, and drew both swords as he dashed across the ground.

Fowl tried to curse and shout, but he was already wrapped from his knees to his face, with the black tongue moving like a snake constricting its prey.

The tongue lifted Fowl off the ground and lowered him toward its snapping teeth.

Two black eyes appeared on top of the lid, watching its incoming treat with anticipation.

Max lunged toward the chest, both swords moving like a blur, and slashed into the tongue almost at its open mouth.

A shriek came from the chest as its tongue spasmed and straightened out, tossing Fowl like a toy to land a dozen yards from where he had been.

Max’s swords came around as he twisted, preparing to slash at the tongue again when a second one appeared, lashing out toward him so fast he could barely get out of the way.

Only Max’s left sword landed a hit, cutting into the first tongue again as it retracted into the chest.

To Max’s surprise, the chest hopped toward him, the lid clanging open and close, a small space forming so the tongues wouldn’t get pinched off as it tried to take a bite out of him.

Rolling backward, Max gained a little space between himself and the chest, which had grown to be about five feet tall and eight feet wide.

A black forked tongue joined the second, replacing the original one, and both of them whipped about, snapping and coming toward him with incredible speed. It took every ounce of concentration, with his Sphere of Detection and Evasion skill helping, to parry or slash each strike.

An ice spear flew toward the chest, and it closed its mouth, the spear shattering against the bone structure outside of it.

“Mimics are immune to most magic!” Batrire shouted.

Max could sense the two of them back up, trying to keep Max between them and the mimic.

Movement in his right eye caught Fowl coming from behind at the chest.

Seeing the chance to let Fowl get a hit or two in, Max pressed toward the tongues, slashing and twisting as he attacked, landing hit after hit against the thick tongues that continued trying to strike him.

Clang!

The sound didn’t fit what Max had expected to hear when Fowl slammed his mace into the side of the mimic. It sounded like metal on metal instead of a mace on bone.

The outer bone appearance wavered, shimmering momentarily before turning into a dull gold shell.

Another clang rang out as Fowl hit it again.

The mimic made some yipping sounds and hopped, turning to face Fowl and sending a tongue after him.

The black tongue smacked into Fowl’s shield, bouncing off without effect. Fowl swung his mace repeatedly, and each time, the sound of his mace against metal rang out.

Max wasn’t sure if the mimic was tired of getting its tongue sliced by his sword or its body hit by Fowl, but it hopped again, ignoring Max as it turned both tongues on Fowl.

The dwarf began to back up, realizing the danger he was now in.

“Keep its attention!” Max shouted as he put both swords up and pulled out his axe.

With the back of the mimic toward him, Max aimed his strike at the hinge, using his hips to generate all the power he could muster into the attack.

His attack struck, shattering the axe but also taking out a massive chunk in the back side of the mimic.

It screamed, howling in a high-pitched noise, and began to hop, turning to face Max.

Dropping the broken axe, Max pulled out his swords again, moving to keep the mimic’s back side before him.

Every second, Max slashed that same spot, carving bigger and bigger chunks out of the creature as it tried to hop, shift, or move in some way that would allow it to reach the person, injuring its back side.

Max started to swing again when he noticed the chest rise a foot into the air. Sensing something, he pulled back as the chest suddenly spun like a top, its tongues flailing at him like a whip.

Unable to dodge, Max tried to deflect them as best he could, but one slammed into his right shin, taking his foot out from under him and sending him to the ground.

As he fell, preparing to roll, Max noticed the mimic had grown tiny legs and feet as well as a sharp metal tip in the middle of its body underneath it.

Impressed by the creature's fast thinking, Max tried to roll away as he sensed the tongues coming for him, but his right leg didn’t work as it should have.

The attack he had sustained had broken his leg.

Unable to move in time, both tongues descended upon him, one trying to wrap and constrict his leg while the other struck at his chest and face.

Lying on his back, trying to swing his sword while his leg was being pulled on, Max finally experienced why this tactic had been so successful against all those monsters.

He was screwed because he couldn’t move.


Chapter 34

A Mimic and Its Tongue

The mimic pulled Max closer, dragging him across the dirt inch by inch.

He was unable to parry or do anything else, as the Mimic attacked each time he attempted to slash at the tongue holding his leg.

Batrire had healed him, but the grip was too firm to break free from.

Fowl appeared next to the tongue that held his leg and began hammering at it with his mace. It bounced off, not doing any real damage.

Frantic, Max replaced his right sword and pulled out his spear. This worsened his position in some ways, but he had a plan and needed to at least try.

“Tanila! Stone wall its mouth!”

A few seconds later, a stone wall rose between the two tongues, pushing them slightly apart and blocking the mimic’s vision briefly.

As the tongue flailed around, not able to press the advantage it had, Max moved toward it, using the force of its pulling him to stand up and drive the spear into it.

His idea worked as it pierced the tongue completely, and he continued to press down, thrusting the spear and driving it into the dirt.

The other tongue thrashed, pounding at the stone wall and breaking it after a few strikes. The tongue that had a hold of Max’s leg let go, squirming like a worm on a hook, trying to get itself free.

“Hit it!” Max shouted, knowing Fowl wouldn’t stop his attack.

Chopping down with his sword, Max cleaved a massive gash into the tongue near where he had speared it.

The mimic shrieked and chirped, making noises as it tried to hop and move, but Max didn’t pause, ignoring the other tongue coming at him and slashing again.

His sphere of detection told him he needed to move, and so he leaned backward, watching the loose tongue whip through where his head had been, making a snapping noise from the force.

Knowing that if that attack had connected with his head, he would most likely be dead, Max gave one more swing with his sword, slicing all the way through the tongue that was pinned.

The mimic lunged forward, jumping off the ground and coming at Max and his spear.

Rolling to the right, Max avoided the chomp.

Backing up a few more steps, Max watched as the mimic grunted and made noises.

“It’s on your spear!” Fowl shouted, and Max nodded.

Storing his sword, Max pulled out his last axe from the ogres and tried not to sigh.

Are we actually doing anything to this…

Ignoring the thought that kept coming up, Max moved toward the chest and slammed the axe’s blade into one of the mimic’s eyes, black blood squirting and erupting as it screamed and fell over onto its side.

Thankful the axe hadn’t broken, Max prepared to swing again and realized that his spear was gone.

Fowl had yet to notice as he unleashed a barrage of attacks with his mace, filling the air with the sounds of mace on metal.

Moving forward to attack again, Max froze as he saw the mimic’s tongue appear from its mouth, holding a halberd.

“Look out!” Batrire shouted as the mimic spun on Fowl.

The halberd swung through the air with the speed of the tongue, slamming into Fowl’s shield and sending the dwarf staggering a few steps.

Max saw the axe he had dropped when it broke was also gone.

Shelving that knowledge for now, Max dashed toward the mimic. Taking a chance, he shifted to the right and swung from above, connecting with the left eye and causing it to pop under the force of his attack.

The mimic’s tongue thrashed like a tree in a windstorm, the halberd it had created waving frantically in the air with no real direction.

“It’s blind!” Fowl shouted.

A clang of metal on metal rang out. Max assumed it was the monster's weapon hitting Fowl’s shield.

Should I risk it…

Max wanted to attack but knew what it meant if he failed.

“Do I use Berserker?!”

He shouted, waiting to attack and unsure what the others wanted him to do.

The seconds stretched on, and two more sounds of metal on metal rang out.

“Use it!”

Putting his axe away, Max withdrew his two swords and cleared his mind.

Max gritted his teeth, moving in till he was barely a sword length away from the mimic’s back.

[ Berserker Activated ]

The rush of red filled him, and his eyes locked on to the metal behemoth before him.

His swords moved so fast that Tanila and Batrire couldn’t follow them.

Every swing hit with a force that tore chunks of flesh from the creature before him.

The mimic tried to turn, but it only exposed itself to the fury of Max’s blades. As the mimic attempted to face the attacker behind it, the back right edge of its body was sliced away, like it was pressed against a grinding wheel, with flesh falling to the ground in chunks.

Halfway through turning, it realized the damage it was taking and withdrew into itself, snapping its tongue in and closing the lid, hoping to endure the salvo.

Fowl ran toward the women as Max shredded the mimic with everything he had in him.

“Dear gods,” Batrire muttered to Tanila as they watched the horror unfold for ten seconds.

Max felt the world return to him when the skill wore off and saw the creature whimpering before him. He had cut through almost half of its body in that short amount of time. Its attempt to shield itself couldn’t withstand his Strength and speed.

There was nothing to do but finish it, and Max felt no remorse.

The flesh inside was soft and squishy. Its exterior, which had been a protective shell, was gone.

Swapping out his swords for his axe, Max set his feet and delivered a blow into the middle of the gooey mass.

Five attacks later, the creature was cut in two, and a rush of cold knocked Max to his knees.

[ 1 Strength Consumed ]

[ 3 Constitution Consumed ]

[Consume has successfully Consumed a skill]

[ Skill does not match beings body type ]

[ Consume is adjusting skill ]

[Would you like to learn [ Conceal Self ]?]

[ Yes / No]

As his body dealt with the changes and growth, Max felt a thread connecting his soul to his mind. It was like he could partially tug at it.

He sensed his party coming toward him as they ran through the street.

Standing, his legs no longer shaky, and he turned in time to see the three of them looking at him.

“He got something,” Fowl declared with a slight groan. “He has that same smile.”

Max chuckled once and nodded. “I have no clue what it does, so give me a second.”

[Skill Description - Conceal Self]

*****

Conceal Self - Epic Skill: Skill owner may alter every aspect of their status screen as they desire. Name, Race, Level, Stats, and Skills may be set to any system value. Changing, adding, or taking away does not actually affect displayed information. Only an inspection skill higher than this rank may detect the actual status sheet.

*****

Max’s mouth hung open.

Ignoring the looks the other three were giving him, he reread it.

“For gods’ sake, Seth, tell us what you got!”

Nodding, Max turned and smiled at Fowl. “What level are you?”

Flinching a little, Fowl paused a moment and then responded. “I’m level twenty-nine. You know that.”

Max nodded and leaned closer. “What if I told you I could make my status screen say whatever I wanted?”

Scowling, Fowl shook his head. “That’s not possible.”

“It is…” Tanila replied before biting her lip. “The mimic… it had a disguise skill… your skill changed that, didn’t it?”

Groaning, Max nodded and shrugged. “You are a bit too smart for me, madam mage. It did. I also think I understand something about my time trying to farm skills. The low-level creatures and bosses give nothing. The one I got from the zombie was higher than the others. Perhaps they have to be at least a level fifteen difficulty or higher. If we cleared the level twenty and twenty-five dungeons, I might be able to gain more.”

Fowl groaned and shook his head. “Gods no… I can’t stand grinding like that for no reason. Don’t get me wrong, but we need to get to the tower as quickly as possible. That is where you will really shine.”

A tsking sound came from Batrire as she stroked her beard.

Max looked at her quizzically and waited.

“Fowls right… I hate to admit it, but he is right. We could farm those dungeons and possibly get you a skill or not. Doing so would handicap our experience and growth. Getting level thirty is only a boss away for the three of us. Getting to fifty,” Batrire stopped talking and fished out her coin purse. Holding a gold coin and a copper coin out, she motioned to them. “We are the gold coins at level fifty compared to copper. The creatures and treasure in the tower will be way better than anything you can imagine here.”

Tanila nodded, and Max finally gave in. “Okay, no more farming lower-level dungeons for skills.”

Batrire laughed and shook her head. “I didn’t say you couldn’t. I’m just saying we shouldn’t. Besides, I think a bald-headed man is expecting more items from you.”

Max nodded and chuckled.

“Now that we are done smelling each other’s arses, let's see what’s in that chest,” Fowl said as he pointed at the chest that had appeared once the mimic’s corpse vanished. “Have at it, oh slayer of everything.”

Max nodded, moved to the chest, and opened it.

Inside were two items. One was a halberd that Max knew was his. The other was a cloak that changed colors while waiting for a winner to be picked.

“Holy elf tits,” Max muttered as he pulled the halberd out of the chest. It looked like his spear and axe meshed together inside the mimic. The silver tip extended nine inches past the axe-head that was two feet long on one side. A flat, thick edge formed a small hammer head opposite the axe blade. Nine feet of a metal-wrapped shaft ended in a weighted metal ball at the end, balancing the weapon.

“What in the gods is that?” Fowl asked as Max moved a few feet away and began to twist and spin the weapon through various maneuvers.

After three more fighting attacks, Max stopped and fumbled the shaft for a second.

“Impossible.”

Fowl groaned again, holding his palms up and shaking his hands. “Tell me what that is!”

Max turned and held it toward his friend, a slight smirk on his face. “Come and try it for yourself.”

Fowl jogged over, grabbed the shaft, and started to yank it from Max’s hands until he realized he couldn’t.

“Bound?! It’s bound?!”

Max nodded, grinning like a fool as he stood the weapon upright.

“And it’s identified as well.”

[Inspect Weapon]

*****

Fused Berserker Halberd

+2 Strength, Constitution, Dexterity

35% bonus damage against higher-level enemies

Bonded

*****

“That’s impossible… I mean, how can…” Fowl stumbled over the thoughts in his head, unable to even talk. Finally, he shrugged and hung his head. “It’s not fair. Blast you, Ockrim, it's not fair!”

Batrire snorted, ignored the pouting warrior, and moved to the chest, looking inside. “Oh, that’s going to suck for you, Fowl.”

The dwarf’s head whipped toward the chest and moved, arriving a step after Tanila.

“I need one of those,” the elf said in a voice that sounded as sweet as honey.

“Mother goblin luvin’, ogre nut suckin’…” Fowl shook his fist at the sky and snorted. “Gods, everyone is going to have a great day but me.”

“I guess that means you are passing?” Max asked, getting a middle finger waved at him from Fowl.

The two women activated the item, and both glanced at Max.

“I’m passing,” he declared, motioning to his cape and tapping his new weapon against the ground.

They smiled and turned back, waiting to see who would win.

The high-pitched squeal Batrire let out after winning surprised Max, as he hadn’t realized she could make a sound like that.

She fastened the cloak around her neck, twirling and displaying the gray-colored garment.

“It matches your soul,” Fowl grumbled, and Batrire responded with a smile and her middle finger.

“Keep this up, and you’re going to sleep on the floor tonight,” she replied.

Fowl grunted and moved a bit further down the street.

“Someone isn’t happy,” Tanila said, stating the obvious.

Max nodded and shrugged. “It’s hard when you’re not the one loved by the gods.”

Both women laughed and nodded, the three walking after the pouting warrior.


Chapter 35

The Voices in Your Head

Fowl had finally stopped his pouting. He complimented Batrire’s new cloak and took off his helm to give her a quick peck.

Two more small fights brought them to a courtyard with a fountain in the town. In front of it was the orange portal they had been expecting.

“Warriors first,” Tanila teased as she pushed Max gently from behind.

“Level fifty, we’re going to make you get a warrior skill,” Max replied as he shouted over his shoulder. “About time you did some of the heavy lifting.”

“Are we sure about this?” Batrire asked, stroking her beard harder than usual. “I know we are closer to its level now, but still… it’s a shade.”

Fowl grunted but didn’t say a word.

“Would we not still do this if Max didn’t want it?” Tanila replied. “I mean, at some point, we would face this.”

“We can walk away if it’s that hard for you all. I don’t want to risk something if you all feel this is a bad idea.”

“Tanila is right, Max. We need to kill this eventually. Besides,” Fowl tapped Max’s new halberd with a finger, “I really want to see this in action.”

A glow surrounded them, and they knew Batrire had given in to the group.

Redoing his fire enchantment, Max thumbed his chin with his free hand. “Are you sure I should go with the halberd, not the sword and shield like last time?”

“I’ve seen you fight with that against those skeleton warriors, and you didn’t seem to have an issue with them. Do you think you can Stealth versus this?”

Shrugging, Max frowned. “Only one way to find out.”

Fowl nodded and moved a step toward the glowing yellow line. “Just say when, and I’ll pull it here. If need be, we make for the portal.”

The sound of the fountain behind them added to the weird feeling this boss zone gave off.

It looked half a mile wide with houses arranged in a circle, creating a courtyard a good seventy-five yards in diameter where the boss stood, waiting. A single road led from it to them.

“Be ready with that stone wall,” Fowl grunted as he stopped a single step from crossing the line. “We ready?”

Max moved next to Fowl and glanced back at both women, who nodded.

“It’s go time,” Max declared, a smirk appearing on his lips.

“Gods, don’t let me die,” Fowl whispered as he nodded, watching Max enter Stealth before he stepped over the line.

The shade let out a shriek that vibrated through their bones. Max remembered the time it had used something similar during the break and how it had affected others. Fowl also appeared to remember and moved a bit further from Tanila and Batrire, trying to keep them safe from the skill.

The creature raced toward them, its legs moving but still appearing to float off the ground.

Moving a few yards away from Fowl, Max waited, unsure if the shade would notice him and break Stealth or if it would provide him an opening.

The boss’s two black swords came at Fowl, their speed now seeming much slower than the shade had all those weeks ago. Fowl blocked with his shield and parried the strike, giving a small swing that he never intended to hit with.

Moving up behind the boss, Max held his breath, praying that Stealth would hold.

He hurried, knowing the onslaught of attacks would eventually get past Fowl’s guard, and then its skill would take effect.

This boss felt stronger than the one in the woods. It was at least eight feet tall, a whole head taller than the previous one. Its arms also appeared thicker and more muscular.

In position behind the boss, Max aimed for the same spot he had against the first shade he had faced.

Stealth broke as he drove the spiked tip into its spine.

The boss’s bones shattered as Max’s attack plunged through its back and out its stomach.

It shrieked in pain as its legs gave out, and it fell to the ground, almost taking Max with it as his weapon was buried inside it.

Fowl jumped back, cursing as he watched the boss on the ground, writhing in agony as its legs failed to work.

“Holy elf tits! I mean, Holy ogre-sized elf tits!”

Max tried to ignore Fowl’s steady stream of curses as he tried to understand what had happened. He knew he was technically level twenty-nine with his stats from the points he had consumed. His gear, plus Batrire’s buff, his new weapon, and his backstab skill, the combination of everything, seemed broken.

“Finish it!”

Snapping out of his thoughts and back to the moment at hand, Max spun his weapon till the axe blade was in position and swung, cutting off the boss’s right arm at the elbow as it tried to push itself up.

As it fell back to the ground, he moved to the left side and repeated the attack, taking the remaining arm off, this time above the elbow.

“This is impossible,” Fowl muttered as he watched Max dismember something that had taken out nearly four groups a few weeks ago.

The black shape squirmed on the ground as black blood oozed from its wounds, looking almost like a fog instead of a liquid.

Moving to the side, Max brought the axe blade down on its neck. It cut most of the way through but required one more strike to cleave it off.

Darkness enveloped him as he felt the cold overwhelm him, followed by an even hotter feeling a moment later.

Why do you resist what we can be?

Max stared at the image of himself, watching it pace back and forth, a frown on its face.

We could be a god! You would be unstoppable if you would just let me take over.

“That’s not going to happen. I won’t lose who I am or allow you to hurt my friends.”

Max crossed his arms and watched his reflection scowl until it stopped moving and faced him.

I would promise not to hurt them. We could protect them. You could save everyone.

The smile his image now wore did nothing to make Max believe that statement was true.

You realize I could simply not help you. I could watch you stumble and fall. To lose your friends—

“If you do that, I will kill myself.”

Max’s voice sounded harder than he had imagined it could. He saw the image watching him. It was searching inside him.

It scowled and raised its hands in frustration, turning away and beginning to pace again.

Foolish boy… you would do that…

Silence hung for what seemed like forever until his image faced him once more.

I will wait for now. There will be a day you will give in. When you see, I am the only way. When that day comes, I will show you my true power.

Preparing to reply, Max saw it wave its hand, and the blackness flickered. His face was wet again.

“Gods, I hope that isn’t piss,” Max muttered as he opened his eyes, wiping the water off his face.

“Please,” Fowl replied. “Do you know how hard it is to take these pants off? You aren’t worth that effort.”

Chuckling, Max nodded and began to sit up.

He saw Tanila’s expression and nodded. “It spoke to me again.”

She frowned but only nodded.

“Did you get a skill?” Fowl asked, holding out a hand to help Max up.

Standing, Max saw the notifications waiting for him.

[ 1 Strength Consumed ]

[ Consume has successfully Consumed a skill ]

[ Skill conflicts with Consume ]

[ Skills are trying to merge ]

[ Merge Unsuccessful ]

[ Skill failed to Merge. Attempting to Consume Rank of Skill ]

[ Skill Rank is equal to Current Rank ]

[ Power Stored for Future Use ]

“I got one Strength, and it stored power again. I’m not sure what that does. I’m afraid of what will happen when I find out.”

“No use crying over spilled ale. For now, let's deal with the chest.”

Max nodded at Fowl, who pointed to the chest, waiting for them in the middle of the courtyard, where the boss started.

As they walked toward the gold chest with black etched runes and images, Tanila came up next to Max.

“Are you okay? What did the skill tell you?” Looking at her face, Max knew she wouldn’t give up or drop this line of questioning and let out a sigh.

“It wants me to let myself go. To consume everyone and everything.”

Leaning toward her, Max whispered, “It even promised to not harm you all and protect you three if I did.”

Her eyes widened as she heard that news, and she shook her head.

“When I said no, it threatened to not help me and let you all die.”

“What?!” Tanila exclaimed, grabbing Max’s shoulder and spinning him toward her.

Batrire and Fowl stopped, turned around, and tried to figure out what had happened.

“It’s true. I then told it if it did that, I would kill myself.”

She started to speak, but nothing came out. Closing her mouth, Tanila shook her head and then spat on the ground. “That is a load of ogre shite if I have ever heard it.”

Max snapped his fingers and gave her a stern look.

“No, it isn’t. It knew I wasn’t joking because I’m not. I won’t let the three of you be used as a bargaining chip to sell my soul or for anything else.” Pointing at her briefly, he moved his finger to stop on Batrire and Fowl. “You three are the only thing I have in this world. ” Max paused, growled, and cleared his throat, “Anyone who makes that mistake will find out the hard way that was the wrong move.”

His three friends stood there quietly before each began to smile.

“Guess I should stop pissing in your ale when you aren’t lookin’,” Fowl joked.

“That might explain the taste,” Max shot back with a grin. “Now stop playing and open that chest.”

Fowl nodded and took off toward the chest in a quick jog.

“This just seems to be a great day,” Fowl said as the other three arrived right after he opened up the chest and peered inside.

A black sword like the one the boss had, plate boots, a mage wand, and another ring were all quickly snatched up by their respective owners. Left with the tokens for killing the Shade Knight was a cape, waiting to be given to the winner of chance.

“It’s between you and Tanila. Who's it going to be?”

Fowl shook his head as he put his new boots in storage. “She can have it. Both of the colors showing aren’t my style.”

“You sure?” Tanila asked.

He nodded, and their mage quickly reached in and activated the timer. Thirty seconds later, she held a sea blue cape that did not go well with her purple robe.

“Gods, that is going to clash, isn’t it?” she asked.

Batrire nodded while scrunching her face in pain. “It hurts just to consider how that will look.”

“True, but I guess I will only wear it with you three. And we have all seen worse things than this… like a massive leather spike from someone's shoulder.”

Everyone, including Max, laughed, nodding at how bad that had been.

“Get your tokens, and let's get out of here,” Max said. “You three need to go upgrade your skills.”

“How did you know we were level thirty?” Tanila asked.

“I didn’t, but you confirmed that you all are.”

Max grinned like a kid who had just eaten a massive piece of candy. Tanila groaned as she realized Max had indeed fooled her.

Grabbing their tokens, they ignored the timer and headed toward the portal.

“How are we going to afford all of our skill upgrades?” Batrire asked. “They cost a fortune.”

“I got this,” Max replied, tapping his pendant under his armor. “Courtesy of my luck at the casino.”


Chapter 36

Learning New Tricks

Ninety-one gold later, Tanila, Fowl, and Batrire upgraded their skills to rare. Knowing the next one could cost around one hundred gold for each person or a massive quest, Tanila led them toward the line that would take them to one of the attendants responsible for answering that question.

“Are you sure we need to do this now?” Fowl asked, his stomach rumbling. “I need to eat more than some jerky or nuts.”

“Yes, you do,” Batrire replied. “You could use some fruits and vegetables as well. Would help fix a lot of your problems.”

“Bah, you don’t know what that would do to me. Imagine a warrior in full plate armor, and suddenly the urge hits… I don’t want to get caught with my pants down, like Seth.”

Max groaned as the others chuckled.

“It is a part of adventuring no one talks about,” he stated, motioning to the attendant who was waving them forward.

“That was rather anti-climactic,” Tanila complained as they walked away. “Check back in a week… like I want to come back and see what god-awful quest they will give each of us.”

Max nodded as she continued to pout. It had seemed weird at first, but after thinking about it, then it did make some sense. Knowing the skill they were trying to upgrade let the Adventurer’s Guild know the path people were on. It seemed sneaky and yet brilliant. It would allow them to keep tabs on higher-level adventurers and their growth paths.

“Still, he looked shocked when you put down your elemental magic mastery skill.”

Tanila nodded, and a smirk appeared as she recalled the man’s expression. “He did seem a bit taken aback.”

Max had bid them farewell outside the adventurer's gate and took a cart to one of the other halls, testing his skill theory once more.

Four bosses later, Max was convinced anything under level fifteen wasn’t worth it.

A level twenty ogre dungeon only required Max to sneak past most of the ogres, knowing they weren’t worth even fighting as they all had a sword, club, or axe as a weapon.

The boss had been easier than he had expected, struck dead with a single blow, even without Stealth.

Grinding his teeth, the lack of a skill bothered him slightly.

“Holy elf tits,” Max muttered out loud as he crossed off the boss's name from his list and looked at the skills for it. “I still haven’t tried that yet.”

Realizing he hadn’t used it left him frustrated, especially when he considered how that fight against the mimic had gone.

As he looted the chest and tossed the item into storage, Max almost tripped as another idea came to him.

“You got to be kidding,” Fowl whispered, holding his arm up to block Batrire from smacking him again. “That would be completely broken!”

Tanila nodded after Max showed the three of them the paper on which he had scribbled his idea. “But there isn’t a way to determine how that ‘raging’ skill,” she said, using her fingers for quotes, “would choose to attack. If it did choose to obey that combination, I’m not sure anything could stop you.”

Max grinned and nodded. “I feel bad I didn’t realize this earlier. Had I known this today…”

“It’s okay, we still won,” Batrire cut him off. “You do enough heavy lifting. Now we have something new to try.”

“Enough with the ‘I’m a damage-dealing warrior’ stuff. I got a list of things we need to collect in tomorrow's dungeon.” Fowl finished talking and slid the paper he had gotten from the blacksmiths across the table.

“There is going to be a lot of skin to collect. They gave us three knives that should work and asked if we would spend a few days farming.”

Max glanced at the list and had expected the scales. “They also want eyeballs?”

Fowl nodded and shrugged. “We can make some good money off all this stuff.”

Picking up his tankard, Max took a drink and closed his eyes as he leaned his head against the booth.

“You okay?”

Max nodded, turning his head and smiling at Tanila. “Just thinking. Everything I have read tells me about the next ten levels scaling harder. The monsters and creatures will have more Hit Points as we progress, and their skin and armor will be harder to pierce.”

“And this worries you because you lack Strength?”

Max noticed the change in her voice and shook his head.

“You just upgraded your Magic skill. This means you have access to a lot more attacks. The problem is defending against the creatures when they focus on you. Now, I didn’t miss the fact the system makes you stronger at level thirty while also upgrading the Strength of what we face.”

Knowing it would be easier to show, he pulled out his notebook and set it on the table. Glancing at Fowl and Batrire, who were both whispering things he would rather not have heard, he focused on the page he turned to.

“Level thirty dungeons feature creatures that almost demand you to upgrade your skill. The dragonkin we will face tomorrow is very resilient to weapons. Their magic resistance is on par with normal sub-thirty monsters. This means warriors should be planning on how they specialize to fight them. We don’t have a true damage-dealing class. If we did, that would also demand them to build in a way to not fall off against specific monsters.”

“Like you were against undead?” Tanila asked.

Nodding, Max pointed at where he had multiple lines of text written. “Scorpions are a new addition to the monster pool. Tell me, why is it there are very few poisonous creatures until this point?”

“Because I can’t cure poison until now,” Batrire answered, obviously paying more attention than Max initially thought.

“Exactly! Now, if you don’t have access to improved skills, you spend a lot of time grinding those dungeons we just cleared. Gold is required, and we both know it would have been months of grinding to earn enough gold for four people to rank up their main skill.”

Running his finger down his list, Max grimaced as he tapped a few level thirty-five or higher monsters.

“Everything I have read, and you all know I have read a lot lately, points to this next tier being rough. We will face tactics and creatures who don’t fight how we are used to. They stop running at you and run away from you. Possibly gaining friends or seeking a better spot to attack from.”

Turning the page, Max pointed at a whole new list.

Wincing, Tanila gave a slight grunt. “The level forty and above dungeons.”

Max nodded. “These are another massive jump in difficulty, and we need to prepare for it.”

Turning two more pages, Max ignored the whistle from Fowl as the dwarf saw some of his monsters and their information.

“And then here we have the tower… Everything you just learned but on a whole new level. As Tanila mentioned a while back, some levels take a week or longer to complete.”

“Which is where Factions come in,” Tanila added. “Getting help from others who know the floors and what to expect.”

Max nodded.

Tapping his tankard on the table, Fowl leaned over to spit and saw Alexander staring at him. Flashing a grin, the dwarf sat up and swallowed.

After clearing his throat, Fowl tapped the book. “You are thinking too far ahead. Doing that will overwhelm you and cause problems. We need to focus on tomorrow and maybe a few days down the—”

“You’re wrong,” Max said, cutting him off. “Imagine this is a normal four or five-person team. You have to plan ahead. The skills that are picked, the monsters you choose to fight, and when.”

He holds his hand up and displays the two rings. “Even the bosses you get to finally try and defeat. So, no, we need to start planning and saving. Tough choices are coming that will determine how well we do in the tower when we finally get there.”

“And we still have to start looking at Factions. Don’t forget that.”

Max nodded and smiled at Batrire, who was stroking her beard while looking away in thought.

A sigh came from Tanila, and Max saw her frowning.

“Something wrong?”

She shook her head and tapped a finger against the table.

“Tomorrow is going to be bad, isn’t it?”

Max shrugged and pointed at Fowl. “Depends on how good our warrior is.”

“Ogre nuts, we’re screwed,” Batrire teased, only to get a tug on her beard from Fowl.

“If you two will excuse us,” Fowl said as he gave a wink. “I need to take this woman to her room and explain how to talk about me.”

Laughing, Batrire pushed Fowl out of the booth, grabbed him by the beard, and dragged him behind her toward the stairs.

“Gods, I’m thankful for noise-canceling walls,” Tanila said after the dwarves had disappeared from sight.

Nodding, Max picked up his drink and finished it.

“I’d offer to keep chatting, but I know you are tired even though you try to hide those yawns. Get some rest. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Tanila nodded and accepted his hand as he helped her out of the booth.

“Sleep good, Seth. Try to keep us alive tomorrow.”

“Ice Prison!”

Max was about to curse until he saw the shards of ice rise up and surround a dragonkin.

His Stealth had failed, and the pack of four had changed targets from Fowl to him since he was closer.

Spinning his halberd, he kept them at bay as three started to surround him, each with a shield and a sword.

Fowl was a few steps away, and as he got close, the one furthest left engaged the dwarf, who smacked his black mace against its side.

The other two were strong, slow but strong. Their attacks caused his weapon to vibrate each time he parried an attack, and the dragonkin absorbed the strikes from his weapon on their shields with no problem.

“Ensnaring!”

Backing up again, Max watched the one on his left become snared by the roots and vines, hissing loudly.

Max engaged the single dragonkin and watched his new weapon’s performance, creating some distance between them.

Thrusts, slashes, and slams rained down on the creature as each part of the weapon was used to injure it. After suffering a nasty cut to its leg when it tried to attack, it went on the defensive.

“Shattering soon!”

Cursing under his breath, Max realized he wasn’t doing enough damage to this foe.

“Ice spear it!”

Turning slightly to its right, Max left its back side slightly exposed as he waited for Tanila’s spell. Once the ice spear, now larger and faster, hit the creature and stumbled for a second, he took the opening, hacking off a leg.

The lizard fell, its sword clattering to the side.

“Breaking!”

Seeing the ice shards that had imprisoned the fourth dragonkin cracking, Max ran toward it.

Before the spell freed it, Max delivered a massive overhead chop that shattered the ice and drove the axe blade deep into its neck and chest.

Yanking his weapon free, Max backed away, watching the creature stumble and fall as blood rushed from the gash.

“Five seconds!”

Cursing under his breath, Max turned and raced toward the dragonkin focused on Tanila, its back exposed. Unable to move and twist, Max swung, his axe coming down on the monster's spine, and a loud crack sounded, but only the slightest amount of blood flowed from the creature's back.

Goblin shite… their back scales are thicker…

The roots broke, and the lizard spun toward him, its eyes burning with rage.

This is going to be a long day…


Chapter 37

New Tier Woes

The first fight had turned into a massive slog fest. Fowl was able to keep the attention of the warrior he fought, and Max eventually wore down the third one as Tanila assisted with spells.

When the last dragonkin was dead, everyone breathed a little easier.

“Gods, that was a lot harder than you told me it would be,” Fowl teased, stretching after enduring all those attacks.

Putting his weapon away, Max got out the knife the blacksmith had given them and started cutting up the corpses.

Only three Constitution points…

“Those two are going to want some reward for all that work,” Batrire muttered to Fowl as she watched him start to harvest a corpse. “Max and Tanila were doing a lot.”

“What!?” Fowl exclaimed, snapping straight up and looking at Batrire, who was smiling from ear to ear. “Don't make me reprimand you again!”

She leaned forward, grabbed a few beard hairs escaping from inside his plate armor, and gave a tug.

“We’ll see how you do today for that honor.”

The second group was slightly better as Tanila and Max figured out the best system.

Fowl would pull the group toward them, and as they got close, she would freeze one at the back. A moment later, she would root the next one. Max stood off to the side slightly, still stealthed, and waited till the remaining two were engaged with Fowl before breaking Stealth and running to the frozen one.

Two attacks later, it was dead. Max had enough time to run to the rooted one and take it out from behind, hacking off a leg where it couldn’t block and leaving it to bleed out.

His next attack was using the hammer part on the dragonkin’s back. Hitting just to the spine's side did more damage than a head-on attack.

Killing the last two was easy, even if putting them down still took a while.

“What happens when there are more of these or some different kinds?” Fowl asked after harvesting the skin from a corpse. “I mean, at what point are we unable to handle this?”

“Why did you get to curse us like that?” Tanila replied. “We never talk like that.”

Shrugging, Fowl points his knife at a corpse. “Every other dungeon we fight in, we run into this problem. With Seth’s luck, we’ll find some rare or something worse. What I want to know is how many we can handle at once?”

“You still have blind?”

Tanila nodded. “I haven’t been using it at the start. It is a shorter duration and a last-ditch effort if they resist one of my other two skills. I have more skills, but we need to not depend on them if I can get away without it.”

She turned to Max and asked, “And you still haven’t gained a single point since the first group, have you?”

Shaking his head, Max shrugged. “Part of that, I believe, is because these are the easiest of the new rank creatures. Maybe the next level will have a few more to collect. Besides, I’m at thirty-five stat-wise.”

Fowl began to chuckle softly, and then it became louder and deeper.

Watching his dwarven companion laugh so hard it echoed in his helmet, he waited for Fowl to settle down.

“Thirty-five? Gosh, that sounds like a newborn… you know I’m at a sixty-four Constitution.”

Max rolled his eyes and nodded. “Yes, but you are weaker in every other stat, and you know it.”

Grunting, Fowl nodded but seemed content to be much stronger in that area.

“It is why you can take such a beating and survive,” Batrire chimed in. “Had Seth received a few of the hits you had taken, I doubt he would be alive. That,” she paused, emphasizing the last word, “is why we keep you around.”

Tanila chuckled as Fowl held up a middle finger at Batrire.

Two more packs died to their usual tactics before they came across a pack of six.

“Well, that’s everything for the day,” Fowl grunted. “We can’t handle that many.”

Max nodded, considering that statement as he studied the group of dragonkin. The fact that every one of them had the same sword and shield felt boring, yet it also felt like it was preparing them for something later.

“Tanila, do you feel like there is a pattern to dungeons and how the creatures progress based on size and equipment?”

She turned and looked at Max, studying his face as he rubbed his chin while watching the pack fifty yards away. She followed his eyes and then began to try and imagine what he was thinking and seeing.

“Why would they all have shields and swords, you mean?” Batrire asked, following Tanila and Max’s gaze.

“Exactly. Every dungeon we faced has gotten progressively harder and built off the base. I have no expectations it will suddenly change, but what would such a drastic jump mean if this is the case?”

Both women nodded while Fowl groaned and found a rock to sit on. “You three, let me know what you figure out. For now, I’m going to rest.”

“Feels like a waste of a day,” Fowl groaned as he waited for his ale refill. “We didn’t get far at all in the dungeon. Having to wait for it to reset will be a pain.”

The others nodded, ignoring Fowl’s attempt to engage them in conversation. Each of them was reading a book Max had acquired from Adam, seeking any possible information.

“I still think I’m going to have to visit the Elven library here,” Tanila muttered. “These books are useless… you… I mean, the humans are keeping so much to themselves. Knowledge has power, and someone is keeping it for themselves.”

Looking up from his book, Max considered what Tanila had just said. “Someone keeping it for themselves…”

His mouth fell open, and a squeak came from his throat.

“Seth?”

He saw everyone looking at him but shook his head and held his finger to his lips.

“We need to go to my room and talk.”

Max paced the room a few times as he felt everyone watching him. Tanila sat on his room's small chair as Batrire and Fowl leaned against a wall.

“The advisers… they have to be doing something with this knowledge.”

“The ones you thought were going to kill you?” asked Tanila.

“I’m not sure if they were going to kill me inside town or later, but I don’t believe I was going to be left alive,” Max replied. “Someone within our country is doing something with every person given a skill considered valuable or a threat. The question is what and who…”

“Do you think the dwarves or elves know?”

Max looked at Batrire and shook his head. “I doubt my people would share that kind of information. As Tanila pointed out a few times, we can be greedy, and I have no doubt now that someone is pulling strings.”

“What are you hoping to do about it?” Batrire asked as she straightened up. “We all know we’re not strong enough to go against those people yet.”

Max nodded.

“It’s true we aren’t, but if we figure out who is pulling strings, we can put ourselves in a better position to stay safe from them and also fight back when the time comes.”

Tapping her fingers against the edge of the chair she sat on, Tanila nodded in agreement.

“If only we could use the towers back in our countries. That would—”

“That won’t happen, so stop thinking about it,” Batrire interrupted. “We both know how our kingdoms feel about that.”

Max watched the two women gaze at each other.

“Can dwarves or elves use the other’s tower?”

Both of them grimaced and shook their heads from side to side.

“Not usually,” Tanila answered. “It has happened in the past but only on rare occasions. The ability to use the dwarves for our people is just as rare.”

“Then why do the humans let anyone use ours?”

Batrire started to chuckle and undid her coin purse. Holding it up, she gave it a few small tosses, letting the coins jingle.

“Remember the piles and powers? Towers are different. The gods get power from the tower when you go through them. Phaius will get power for every person, human, elf, or dwarf that clears levels. So he is willing to share that power.”

“But why aren’t the others—”

“It’s because we are more likely to survive ours and take more power for ourselves,” Tanila cut Max off. “If someone dies in the tower, the god gets a massive increase in power. We don’t take risks, and our god doesn’t want us to die. We only fight in the tower when the odds are in our favor. Massive raid parties set out. Everyone works together. The truth…”

Tanila shifted in her seat, adjusting her hands for a moment before finally clasping them together on her lap. “The truth is most people never go past a certain stage. Only those strong enough or drunk on power attempt the higher levels. Our people do what we can to stop those who shouldn’t attempt to go further. Some end up here.”

Max’s brain hurt as he tried to consider everything he was being told right now.

“How many? How many actually pass the tower?”

“All one hundred levels?” Batrire asked.

“Yes! Every level!”

“Less than 1 percent. Maybe even less than that.”

The sound of Max sucking air in through his teeth filled the silence of the room.

“That few?”

Tanila nodded, raising her hand for some reason. “Seth… most elves don’t want to be a god. To consider that path is frowned upon. You would be in conflict with Thuyja, and that would cause some problems with our people. There is a story of one who had tried…”

Her eyes focused on the floor, and her chest heaved a bit more than usual as she took a few deep breaths. “Their… zealots… zealots came and killed their family when they wouldn’t stop. Hundreds of elves died. One of our strongest fighters killed so many before she was finally stopped. After that… it has been two hundred years since then.”

Max moved to where Tanila was and squatted down so he could look at her face. Tears were slowly coming from her cheeks.

“You care about your people. I promise to do my best to not harm them.”

She gave a smile that appeared forced, and yet Max knew it was genuine.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “I know my people have not been kind to you, but not everyone is that bad.”

Max reached out and gave her hand a squeeze. “I know. I appreciate you showing me that more than you may ever realize.”

Tanila clasped Max’s hand with hers and squeezed back.

“If you two don’t stop that nonsense, I’ll be expecting a half-elf child running around soon,” Fowl stated, bringing everyone back from the tender moment he had ruined.

Fowl blocked the elbow he knew was coming from Batrire and began to curse when he saw Tanila hold out her hand and an ice shard start to form.

“Woah! Woah! I’m joking!” he shouted, holding up his hands as he tried to cover and protect himself.

Max saw Tanila wink at him and couldn’t help but laugh as he knew she would not do anything besides scare Fowl.

“I’ll let it slide this time,” Tanila said, her tone as cold as the ice on her hands. “Next time, I’ll suffer three days of sitting in a room flagged for injuring you.”

Clapping his hands, Max let the noise bring everyone’s attention back to him.

“All right. Now that we understand things better let’s deal with what we can. I need to hit some dungeons to collect items for the lower-level adventurers. Tanila, are you still okay with going to the Elven library?”

Tanila rose, the ice gone from her fingers, and brushed the tears from her face, a small frost appearing for just a moment on her cheeks. “I am.”

Max nodded, ignoring Batrire’s scowl.

“You two going to turn in the items we collected today to the blacksmith or just take turns pulling each other's beards?”

Max saw her blush for the first since meeting Batrire. Her face was redder than his cloak, and he saw her eyes go right to the floor.

“Uh… Seth… That’s really not appropriate to say to a dwarven woman in mixed company,” Fowl muttered, his voice conveying shock at what he heard.

“What? I mean, I see you two pulling—”

“Just stop,” Fowl held up a hand, holding back the coughs and laughter that Max saw him fighting against. “No more talk about beard tugging or pulling, okay?”

Max nodded, noticing Tanila almost wheezing from chuckling to herself.

“On that note, why don’t you two leave first?”

When Max's words finished, Batrire was out the door, and Fowl just grinned, obviously enjoying whatever had just occurred.

“What did I do?” Max asked after they were both gone.

Unable to hold it back, Tanila roared with laughter, her face flushed and tears running down her cheeks again.

It took her a solid minute of slow and steady breathing before she could answer. Each time she tried, more laughter erupted.

Taking one last deep breath, Tanila let it out slowly. “Beard pulling or tugging is slang for…” She paused, taking one more breath to be able to continue. “The beard between the legs.”

Max’s eyes went wide, and he felt his cheeks become hot.


Chapter 38

We Often Make Stupid Decisions

“Poisoned!”

Max winced as he felt his body burn from the scorpion attack. His sword and shield were doing everything he could to keep their stingers from impaling him, but one had used a skill, its stinger moving twice the speed as usual and hitting him in his right shoulder.

The chainmail had prevented most of the damage, but the sharp tip had still penetrated. A green liquid dripped from its stinger as it pulled it back.

His vision blurred for a moment as he experienced it.

Frustrated, Max backed up, feeling the two scorpions half his size press the attack, claws coming at him as their stingers readied for another strike.

Their carapace was more challenging than the dragonkin scales yesterday, and his attack was doing almost nothing. Each strike that hit only created a small crack or flaked off pieces of it.

The healing magic of Batrire flooded him, cleansing the poison and allowing him to move without being slowed.

“Ten seconds!”

The fourth scorpion was about to be free, and Max knew he had to end this.

[ Power Strike ]

His sword glowed for a half second, and Max swung, aiming for the scorpion on his right. It lifted a claw to block his attack, but the sword shattered it this time, driving through the natural armor, slashing its face, and cutting into its head.

It shrieked as it fell to the side, thrashing on the stone floor.

Two claws came at him from the one on his left, and Max blocked and parried them as he waited for the attack he knew was about to come.

Its stinger struck out, and this time, without having to deal with a second attacker, Max chopped off the tip.

The tail whipped around, green fluid flying everywhere as it reacted to the injury.

Using the moment, driving forward, Max plunged his sword into the creature's eye, sliding the blade halfway into its head before twisting the blade and feeling the creature shudder.

Jumping back, Max watched as this one also did the death squirm, as Fowl had called it.

“Two seconds!”

Leaving the two creatures to die, Max raced toward the one about to be free from its icy prison.

“Tell me why this has to be so much harder?” Fowl asked as he wiped his mace clean. “It is like being back at the lizard dungeon long ago.”

“Says the guy who can’t get poisoned because their stinger can’t pierce his armor.”

Max felt the finger Fowl gave him. He was too busy hacking the stinger off a corpse to reply.

“It’s a blessing and a curse. I can take all the hits but can’t do the damage you do. Besides, do you know how I feel knowing Batrire is healing you so much?”

Rolling his eyes, Max picked up the stinger and tossed it to Fowl. “Yes. But whose idea was it to take on this many?”

Grumbling, Fowl put the stinger in storage and didn’t reply.

“That Power Strike is handy,” Tanila said, breaking the tension she knew both warriors were feeling. “Only an hour cool-down?”

Max nodded and grinned. “Yeah. For once, I get an ability that doesn’t require a whole day.”

“I’m just glad you remembered you had it.”

Max nodded and scanned the cave system they were in. The gray walls and the stone felt weird, and the green light from the moss that grew along the ceiling and walls made focusing more challenging with only one eye.

“Good to know ensnare doesn’t work on them. You going to try and use your stone cage?”

Tanila shook her head. “No. It has a longer cool-down, and I would prefer to not waste it on these. An hour seems like a long time to wait.”

Max nodded, knowing it would be a while before he could use his ability again.

“How close to thirty-one?”

“I’m almost there. The other two hit it already.”

Max nodded, remembering Fowl's colorful words when he finally reached it.

“Well then, let's see what is further down the cave.”

“Elf tits,” Fowl muttered. “Six of them… there is no way.”

Max grunted. It was doable, but it would be painful.

“I can still kill one from the start. Tanila can ice one again, and that only leaves four.”

“Remember when that one resisted two fights ago?”

Max nodded, glad it had happened when there had only been four.

“What if I kill one, you tank four, she tries to ice one. If it fails, she uses her stone prison.”

“I prefer not to… we are talking about a three-hour cool-down,” Tanila muttered.

“But if this is our last group for the day?”

Batrire shrugged, and Tanila finally nodded.

“Fine, but if I die, I will make sure my spirit somehow finds its way back to you and never stops tormenting you.”

“Deal!”

Fowl snickered and did his pre-battle combat warm-up. “Are you going to wait to engage this time?”

“That last pack wasn’t my fault. They just liked me for some reason.”

“Yeah… you killed one of their kind.”

Using his halberd, Max waited as the pack ran toward Fowl. Thankfully, the ice spell had not been resisted, encasing one completely.

He knew Fowl wasn’t excited about the idea of five creatures coming at him, but there was no other option.

Max stood right in the path of the rightmost scorpion, and when it was in range, he drove his halberd forward, obliterating the creature's head with one strike.

The closest one stopped its advance toward Fowl and started to turn toward Max.

Pivoting, Max planted his feet and waited for the charge he knew was about to come.

One hit… one good hit…

The scorpion came, claws snapping as it raced toward him.

As it advanced and could not adjust its attack, Max swung his weapon at its maximum range, using the momentum to create as much power as possible.

It screeched momentarily as the weapon cleaved through the claw it lifted to protect itself.

The axe blade bounced off the carapace near its head.

Withdrawing his shield from storage, Max blocked the other claw and prepared for the stinger.

He swapped out his weapons, equipping his sword and assaulting the scorpion's left side, which was missing its claw.

Ten seconds later, the creature was down.

“Eight seconds!”

“Go!”

Max didn’t hesitate when Fowl shouted.

Racing toward the frozen scorpion, Max drove his sword into its eye, watching it begin to shake as the ice around it started to shatter.

Without a backward glance, Max took off running, swapping his sword and shield for the halberd.

Coming up from behind, he chopped off a huge section of the tail, the scorpion making clicking sounds as it tried to spin to see what had attacked it.

Two more slashes struck the creature as it spun, each taking off a leg until it only had two legs on its left side.

It began to turn slower, having to work harder, and Max used that time to slam the hammer side of his halberd into the same spot multiple times, weakening the carapace, before turning the halberd and coming down with the axe blade to cleaved a massive hole in it. Guts and goo began to ooze out of the opening, and the creature began to back away, trying to find safety from Max.

Another swing of his weapon took off the third leg on the left side, causing it to fall against the ground. It tried to use its claw and only the remaining leg on that side.

“Poisoned!”

Max spun, hearing Fowl call out.

One of the remaining two scorpions found an opening in Fowl’s armor and managed to pierce him through it.

Three steps later, Max cleaved off the tail on another one.

It began to turn, and Max repeated the same process as before, hacking off legs and weakening the creature as it turned.

“Gods, that burns,” Fowl muttered as they stared at the carnage before them. “I mean, it felt like I couldn’t breathe.”

Max nodded, sighing as he began swapping out his weapon for a tool to harvest the scorpion’s tails.

“I’m okay with being done today. How about you?”

“That would be almost as nice as a beard washing.”

Max turned and looked at Fowl, who nodded and flashed a grin. He pulled his beard out of his armor and stroked it a few times.

“You don’t have hair on your head or chin, so you can’t know how good it feels to have someone scrub your beard. Why there aren’t many things better than…” His voice faded away as he turned and saw Batrire giving him a look. “Anyways… let’s finish this and call it a day.”

Max had watched the three of them leave, waving goodbye after telling them he wanted to do a few more things.

Now, he stood outside a portal. He had been here for about fifteen minutes and couldn’t shake the feeling that had been eating at him for a while.

“You seem lost,” a voice called out from down the hallway that led to the portal.

Max turned and saw a group of four adventurers standing at the end of it, outside his range to detect people.

“Sorry, I’m just considering something stupid.”

He saw the three dwarves in the group laugh and watched the human female smirk.

“So tell me, what stupid thing are you considering?” she said as she walked toward him, the rest of the group following her.

“I was considering going in and scouting out the dungeon. My group is a bit too low for now, but I wanted to see what it might be like. I might have even considered seeing if I could damage one of the trolls.”

All four of the group laughed, and Max couldn’t help but shrug and smirk.

“Seriously? What kind of fool are you?” one of the dwarves asked.

“It’s a troll dungeon. You need fire to kill them,” the other dwarf in a robe added.

“I know,” Max replied. “I just wanted to see if I could damage them. We have a mage, it was—”

“Something stupid,” the female warrior interrupted. “Something real stupid. Should I ask what level you are?”

Biting his lip, Max winced. “Let’s just say low enough to know better.”

She nodded, pausing for a moment and watching Max. “Yet dumb enough to try.”

They stared at each other for a moment, and Max could feel her trying to understand him.

“You pick a Faction that your group wants to join?”

Max shook his head. “No, but I have two dwarves and an elf with me, so that limits our options.”

The woman nodded and ignored the snickers of the dwarves behind her. “So that tells me you aren’t level thirty-five yet,” she said, groaning. She tapped her finger against her chin a few times. “Tell you what. Let’s consider this a preliminary interview. Tell me what kind of fighter you are, and maybe we will let you join us and see that you don’t die.”

Max saw the dwarves all looking him up and down.

“I’m a damage-based warrior. I can tank if needed, but we have one for that already. He’s a solid dwarf who wears a plate and enjoys getting his beard washed.”

The three dwarves all laughed, each nodding and stroking their beards at that comment.

“I like him already, Dexic,” the one Max assumed was a caster said. “Any human who understands how special that is already earns my vote.”

Dexic groaned and rubbed her eyes for a moment.

“Gods, knowing someone else has to deal with the crap I deal with already makes me feel for you. As you heard, my name is Dexic. And you are?”

“Seth. Seth Pendal.”

Her eyes rolled as he said his name, unable to keep a straight face.

“Seriously? And should I ask about your weapon?”

Max pulled his halberd from storage.

“Gods, I swear it’s been one of those weeks,” she muttered. “Fine, you can join us, but don’t die. Let’s see how you handle everything.”

Max nodded, accepting the group invite when it came.


Chapter 39

Trolls

“Man, that smell,” Max said as he winced. “Seriously, why does it have to be this bad?”

The swamp they were standing in had some of the nastiest water Max had ever seen. Scum floated across the top of it, and the trees all looked like they should be dead from the moss hanging off their branches. Small islands of dirt rose up occasionally, each covered in trees and more moss.

“Just wait till you fight the Yeti’s or the damn fire lizards. I’ll take this smell every day over freezing my balls off or roasting my beard,” one of the dwarves said.

A hand tapped his shoulder, and Max turned to see the caster smiling at him. “Because those two fools are ignorant, let me introduce myself. I’m Ulyik, a mage, obviously. Like you, that one in the chain is Khorus, and the grumpy one who looks like they have never been kissed is Hegelbert, our healer.”

Both dwarves Ulyik had introduced gave Max a nod as they began putting on gear and taking out their weapons.

Max turned to see Dexic suddenly appear in full plate armor.

“What the heck was that?”

She turned, her golden helm disappearing, and smiled.

“You may one day get a dimensional storage like mine. It allows for changing clothes and equipment without having to actually put it on.”

Max could feel his eyes going wide and then saw Dexic look at him, realizing his left eye looked worse than she had first thought.

“Are you blind?”

Max shook his head from side to side. “No. In this one eye, you will find I do well without it. I’m working on an elixir to heal it, though.”

“Goblin shite,” she muttered under her breath, but Max picked it up like she had shouted it thanks to his sonar skill.

“I’ll be fine. Trust me. I’ve faced far worse situations, and our party has never had an issue.”

He could feel Dexic looking at him harder now. Her gaze felt oppressive.

Pointing a gloved finger at Max, she spoke in a voice devoid of all emotion. “If you die here, just know I won’t seek out your friends. This will be on you. Do you hear me?”

Max nodded.

“I won’t let ya die,” Hegelbert whispered as they began to follow Dexic. “She is right, though. Don’t be stupid. Besides, she is helping us.”

As they walked, Max looked at Dexic and how she moved. Her entire armor was the color of gold, but he knew it couldn’t actually be made of that. She had a presence that he had only felt once before.

“She’s level fifty or higher…”

Two of his new companions laughed, and he turned to see Ulyik and Hegelbert nodding.

“She is helping us level. Part of the perks of being in a Faction.”

Max nodded as Ulyik smiled. “Does every Faction do this?”

She shrugged and nodded. “To a degree, yes. As you grow in rank and levels, they help keep you moving along. The Faction grows stronger when its members grow. They want you to get into the tower. You will have to give up some reagents and other items you find until you hit a certain level, but the flip side is you get assistance.” She stopped talking and gave Max a curious look. “You know this, right?”

Max nodded. “Yeah, but it’s harder to find all the details about Factions until you can join one. For some reason, people in our kingdom don’t freely give out that kind of information.”

“I’ve heard that,” Ulyik replied. “Stupid, but it is what it is.”

“You two shut it!” Dexic snapped. “There is a troll ahead.”

Forty yards away was a troll that, to describe as ugly, made an ugly person feel really insulted.

All over its body were boils and sores. Green skin that was spotted and splotchy helped it to hide in the swamp they were walking through. It was ten feet tall and held a club with metal spikes encircling the top of it.

“Looks like your last boyfriend,” Khorus muttered.

Ulyik gave the other dwarf a finger, and Max couldn’t help but smile, knowing every party seemed to have its own joking system.

“Buff up. Let me go over the rules.”

Dexic came back to where the four of them were standing.

“The good news is there is only one this time. After that, I expect groups of two. Maybe three. For this one, I want you all to work together on attacking. Find out how to strike without drawing its aggro or getting hit.”

Dexic paused and looked at Max. “You really need to not get hit. I cannot promise that Hegelbert can heal you in time if you do.”

Max nodded.

“I’ll draw its attention and land a few hits. We will weaken it. When it is time, Ulyik, you need to finish it. Wait for my signal.”

Everyone nodded, no one asking a question.

“Good. Let’s do this.”

Dexic didn’t wait for a response, moving forward and pulling out her sword and shield, which, of course, were a gold color.

“Can I have your stuff if you die?” Khorus whispered as he moved past Max, pulling out two daggers and going into Stealth.

“Ignore our thief. He asks everyone that.”

Max nodded and couldn’t help but grin. This was going to be fun.

Dexic looked like a parent wrestling with their eight-year-old kid. No matter what the troll did, she blocked it and absorbed the attacks as if they were nothing.

However, Max could see the force and hear the impact of each strike. If he did take one of those to his chest or head, odds were he would not make it.

Standing back while she sliced it at, carving off chunks of flesh that rapidly healed within ten to fifteen seconds, he waited.

Even when Khorus came out of Stealth and delivered a massive attack to the creature's back leg, crippling it for a few seconds, Max waited.

“You going to try?” Dexic called back, never taking her eyes off the troll.

“Making sure you had its attention,” Max replied as he moved up, taking his weapon from storage.

She nodded slightly, her plated helm moving just enough for him to know she understood.

Working his way behind the troll, Max moved forward, slashing at its knee.

His axe blade cut a gash a few inches long, unable to pierce the skin any more than that as the creature was a tier above him.

It howled, different from the other times it had when struck.

Max noticed the cut he had made wasn’t healing. The fire enchantment was working.

It turned slightly to see what had hit it when Dexic unleashed a slice across its chest that ran from its shoulders to its hip.

It roared and turned its attention back to her.

Max made another attack on the same spot, getting a little deeper into the knee and causing it to almost buckle when it hit the bone.

It howled loudly, its left arm coming back toward Max.

Holding his halberd out to parry, the blow it delivered still sent him flying back over six yards, tumbling through the murky water.

Rising to his feet and dripping wet, Max heard Dexic shouting at him.

“What the hell is that weapon?”

“Fire enchanted!” he replied, returning to where he had been.

“Gods! Why didn’t you tell me? That will piss it off way more than you realize!”

She changed her attack, hitting the weakened knee with her sword, causing the troll to howl in anger from her abuse of that spot.

“I’ll strike! You hit right after! We can take off this leg!”

Max prepared himself, waiting for her attack.

He saw her sword streak through the air, slashing deep into the leg and then going all the way through. He followed up behind it the moment it had, driving his blade against the part that she had just cut off as it began to fall. The troll's skin bubbled and hissed where he cut it as it crashed into the ground, roaring at them.

Everyone backed up, watching the creature flail.

Dexic drove her heel into the troll's back, sending it face-first into the water.

“On this arm! Now!”

Her blade came down, cutting off the elbow, and Max moved in, repeating the process.

Fifteen seconds later, the troll was missing both arms and legs while it flailed in the water, still unable to get out from under the boot of Dexic.

“What now?” Ulyik called out.

As if time didn’t matter, Dexic stared at Max. He could see her eyes through the slits in her helm, but that was it.

“He will kill it. Then we need to talk.”

She pointed her sword at the head and adjusted her stance a little.

“Come over here. Keep hacking at it until the head is gone. Let’s see how many strikes it takes.”

Consume it!

The voice came, and Max tried to ignore it. He had felt the desire the moment he heard Dexic tell him the kill was his.

Max moved into position, and after getting set, he swung his halberd, the bladed side only penetrating the thick skin on its neck by half an inch. Still, it sizzled and smoked, not healing as the other had. Two strikes, three, and then four.

Finally, the skin on its neck and the bone underneath it gave way on the fifth strike, causing the troll to stop moving.

Three attacks later, Max felt a wave of cold like never before rush through him as he cleaved the head completely off.

[ 6 Strength Consumed ]

[ 6 Constitution Consumed ]

[Consume has successfully Consumed a skill]

[Would you like to learn [Regeneration]?]

[ Yes / No]

Max stumbled forward as the power of what he experienced surged through his bones.

A hand caught him and stood him upright as he almost lost his grip on the halberd.

“Easy there,” Dexic said as she held him up. “That last swing did the job.”

Max nodded, grinning at her.

“That was impressive. Now I feel like I do a horrible job.”

Max turned his head and saw Khorus sliding his daggers into their sheaths.

“What do you mean?” Max asked, having regained his balance and storing his weapon.

“Well, there is no way I could have done what you did because my weapon isn’t that strong.”

Shrugging, Max pointed at the corpse. “It was why I was considering doing something stupid. I had read they were weak to fire, but there was no way I could have hoped to survive one hit from that club.”

“Harvest this,” Dexic said to Khorus, pointing at the corpse. The dwarf nodded, grimacing as he started the task. She turned and looked at Max, her helmet gone and her blue eyes staring into his brown one. “You, come with me for a moment.”

“No kissing,” Khorus called out as Dexic had just walked off, not even giving the dwarf any indication she had heard.

Max hustled after her as she moved twenty yards from the others.

She was waiting for him as he arrived.

“I will only ask once. Do not lie, or you can consider any chance of joining our Faction over.”

Max nodded, waiting for whatever question she had for him.

“Were you really going to be stupid enough to come in here and attempt to solo one of these things even though you are too low of a level?”

Max nodded, holding back the sigh he felt as if this was not the question he had expected.

“I was told I need troll blood for the elixir that might heal my eye.”

She nodded.

“The bosses, but yes, I could see how you might not know that.”

She stood there looking at Max for another minute.

“Has your party indicated what Faction they might be interested in?”

Max shook his head. “We haven’t actually talked about it other than the fact. We can only join a few. We won’t leave each other. We are like… a family.”

His answer made her smile just a little before her expression went blank again.

“Part of me wants to let you continue with us and see what you can do. The other part of me knows I cannot because if I do, these three will not get the experience they need. Does that make sense?”

Max nodded and grinned. “It does. I understand. No worries, either. I am grateful for this moment. Now I know not to be stupid.”

She laughed, letting her emotions show for a moment.

“Yes, that is probably the smartest thing I have heard from you since we met. Now then.” She pulled something out of her storage and handed it to Max. “This is a token for our Faction. If you decide to apply, I will vouch for you.”

Max looked at the token she handed him. Like her armor, it was covered in gold. On both sides was an axe. “The Golden Axe Faction… I should have known.”

Smiling, Dexic nodded and motioned for them to rejoin the others.

“Indeed you should have. Now, I need to go and help these three. I look forward to hearing your name as a potential member, Seth Pendal.”

He saw her smirk as he walked beside her, knowing his name had caused it.

“Thank you for today, Dexic. I owe you more than you know.”


Chapter 40

Regeneration

Standing in the hallway outside the portal, Max stared at the notification.

[Consume has successfully Consumed a skill]

[Would you like to learn [Regeneration]?]

[ Yes / No]

He considered it briefly, but he knew he couldn’t choose no. Everything inside him yearned for it.

When he selected yes, his body felt on fire from the bottom of his feet to his bald scalp. A few seconds passed, and then the sensation was gone. A cool, refreshed feeling like he had slept all night long remained.

[Skill Description - Regeneration]

*****

Regeneration - Rare Skill: This skill allows the user to regain lost hit points at the cost of Mana. Twenty Hit Points may be recovered each second at the cost of one Mana. At this rank, the skill may regrow a lost body part or organ at the cost of twenty Mana. The skill will automatically engage if the user is unconscious unless no Mana points are available.

*****

Max read the description twice before almost running the entire way from the Adventurer's Hall to their inn.

“This sounds like a bad idea. A horrible idea.”

Max nodded but did his best to lay still on the floor as Tanila and Batrire sat beside him.

“Hold him down.”

Fowl nodded, sitting on Max’s stomach and arms. “It won’t do much unless I activate my skill. You two realize he is way stronger than me.”

Both nodded.

Taking a deep breath, Tanila tried to steady her hand, holding a knife out to Batrire.

“If this goes wrong…”

“I wear a patch. We will call me Pirate Seth Pendal.”

Fowl snorted.

“Stop that, please,” Tanila said, handing the knife to Batrire, who began leaning over. “Don’t joke about this.”

“Stop talking,” their healer snapped. “Hold his head.”

Tanila moved forward, holding Max’s head tightly between her knees.

He resisted the urge to joke, seeing her expression as she looked down at him.

“This is going to hurt.”

“I know.”

Batrire shook her head. “No, you don’t. You have no idea, but forget it.”

She was right. Max had no idea how right she was.

He had only vaguely remembered the pain when his eye had been shot.

The pain he felt when Batrire pulled it out was worse than anything he had ever experienced.

Even the pain of being burnt alive did not seem so bad. Mainly because he couldn’t remember that, too.

This time, it took everything he had to not react. To not move his head or throw Fowl off his chest.

Batrire had worked quick as she plucked his useless eye from his socket and then found the part of his body that was connected to it. A nerve she had told him. It sent daggers of light and pain into his brain that almost knocked him out. He had prayed for a moment it would.

Once she was done, he activated the skill and felt Mana draining from him.

The pain he had expected to end was not finished. It continued as a new eye constructed itself, forming within the socket as it grew from the cord inside it.

When it finally ended, he realized he could see with both eyes.

“Well, that was incredibly unexpected,” Batrire said as she began to stand up.

“Thank you for not hurting me,” Fowl added as he climbed off Max. “For a moment when you tensed up, I was certain I would finally touch a ceiling for the first time in my life.”

Max smiled and then felt chills run down his body. He realized that Tanila was gently stroking his bald head with her fingers.

“You okay?” she asked, peering down at him.

He nodded, clearing his throat, afraid it would squeak if he spoke.

She smiled and then moved back, allowing him to finally get up on his own.

“Should we tell him?” Tanila asked.

“Tell me what?” Max said, finally standing and seeing them peering at him.

“Go look in the mirror.”

Max moved across the room and stared into the reflective glass.

“Two colors? I have a green and brown eye?”

“I guess that will help disguise you from those chasing you,” Tanila replied. “Surely, that would be an obvious thing.”

“How is this possible?” Max asked as he turned and looked at Batrire.

“Why are you asking me? I don’t deal with this kind of healing. I’m sure you could read something and find out, but does it really matter?”

Opening his mouth to speak, Max closed it and nodded.

“We could always try and pluck out the other one to see if they match,” Fowl joked.

Groaning, Max shook his head and held a fist as he smiled. “How about I punch you and see if I can help you get a black eye?”

Fowl held up his hands and waved them.

“Okay, let’s stop talking about this and focus on something else,” Tanila said, rolling her eyes at the two joking around as usual. “You said you got six points in both stats? How is that possible?”

“I have no ‘eye-dia’ Tanila,” Max joked as he tapped near his new eye. “It is the most I have ever gotten at once in one stat, and the fact I got it in both tells me those things are way stronger than we are now.”

“Which means that warrior you talked about is completely out of our league. I’m just glad she came along before your stupid arse went in there and died.”

Ignoring Tanila’s scolding, Max motioned to his stomach. “I’m a bit hungry. Like using that skill actually made me hungrier.”

“It would make sense,” Batrire said as she approached the door. “You did regrow a body part.”

Fowl started to smile as he held the door closed.

“Hey, if you cut off another body part, does it get bigger?”

“Sir Fowl, what happened to your eye? Bad time in the dungeons?”

Muttering under his breath, Fowl shook his head and said nothing as Alexander set down the tankards.

“Sometimes people say stupid things,” Batrire replied. “Even a healer can’t heal all wounds.”

A slight smirk appeared, and their host nodded. “Well, let me hope dinner will cheer you up. I have a guest cook and baker this week. Tonight will be a roasted pig they have been cooking for over a day, basting it every thirty minutes. On top of that, we will have some of the freshest vegetables in the kingdom. There are bacon-wrapped quail bites, and for dessert, we have a new take on the pineapple I treat you all with. It will be frozen and tantalize your taste buds.”

Max’s stomach rumbled at the sound of all the food, and Alexander looked at him and smiled. “Perhaps you would like an extra portion tonight?”

Max nodded and smiled. “I would. Could you tell your friend Nicholas I have a few more gifts for him?”

Nodding, Alexander extended his hand to Max. “I will tell him, and I know that he has had great success finding worthy men and women for the other items you provided. Word has spread, with many wishing they could thank the benefactor, but he has kept your secret.”

Max smiled and nodded. “All I could hope for.”

Unsure if dinner tasted better tonight because it was just that good or if he was just that hungry, Max barely found himself full after two servings.

“Let’s get down to business,” Tanila said when Max finished stuffing his face.

“Sorry, I was famished.”

She nodded and pulled out a book along with some notes she had written.

“I got this from my people and wanted to share it with you three. Needless to say, I need to get this back within a day or two.”

Glancing through Tanila’s notes, Max took the book and began turning to the pages she had marked in it.

“Uh… I can’t read this language.”

Tanila laughed and nodded. “I would have been impressed had you been able to. I can translate more later, but those are the highlights.”

Max groaned and nodded, offering the book to Batrire, who waved it away.

“I can’t read that chicken scratch either,” she muttered, winking at Tanila, who rolled her eyes.

“This is crazy,” Max said, tapping one of the lines on the page. “The elves actually mention a reason why they prefer people to not climb their tower but climb others instead. Can a person really challenge the god of the tower they defeat?”

Tanila shrugged.

“No one knows what happens after a person ascends. The Keeper of Lore laughed at my questions and wanted to wave most of them off until I shared with her how my party was comprised and that someday I would want to help the three of you with that task.”

Grimacing, Tanila tapped at a note further down on the paper.

“She was unhappy about my request but pointed me to this part here.”

Max read it and knew his eyes had grown to the size of plates. “Rumors of past survivors showing up in our world for a moment?”

She nodded. “Though these were thousands of years ago, long before the massive conflict that created the division between our three races. The one where”—she paused, lowering her voice—“humans got less adventuring classes after.”

Max considered what she said and continued reading her notes. His hand froze as he reached the middle of the second page.

“Is… is—”

“Yes. Don’t say it out loud, but yes.”

Max nodded, rereading it before handing the sheet to Fowl and Batrire, who waited to see what had him worked up.

“Dear gods,’ Fowl muttered. “That can’t be right.”

Tanila nodded.

Max read through the notes on the third page and found the list of skills Tanila had written.

“Just how many Red skills do the elves have knowledge of?” Tapping her finger on the table, Tanila momentarily considered the question.

“I guess the real question would be how many have actually been recorded. There are hundreds of variations of Red skills. Then you have the Clear skills that dwarves often get more of.”

“Gods, don’t get me started on those,” Batrire muttered. “Those damn skills draw the attention of the nobles and the king, and that is never good.”

“Why not?”

“When we go to prove we can enter the tower, how do you feel about knowing someone will have all the information they need about you at level fifty?”

Grimacing, Max nodded. “Well, without my help, yeah, that would be bad.”

Batrire nodded. “Exactly. Imagine what that is like for a new dwarf, on the cusp of their choosing day and suddenly having the entire kingdom expecting certain things from you. Your family becomes thrust into the spotlight because of all this, and if you fail…” She glanced at Fowl, who had a sour look on his face. “Dwarves are very family-oriented. To not bring honor to them is a complicated thing. To bring dishonor is even worse. Clans have cut off an entire family because of the actions of one dwarf. To imagine that is—”

“How I was before you three accepted me,” Max interrupted. “Cut off and alone.”

Fowl nodded. “I am grateful to Batrire not leaving me. I know it wasn’t easy, and someday, we both hope to be able to return home and bring honor to our family.”

Max nodded, knowing exactly how that felt.

Turning back to the notes, Max froze at the last page.

“Holy elf tits, you could have warned me,” Max muttered, unable to look up from the paper.

Tanila winced, but she knew exactly what Max was looking at.

There are three known Black skills…


Chapter 41

A Win for Studying

“You don’t have them listed. Does that mean no one knows?”

Tanila shook her head and opened the book to the page she knew contained the information Max was asking about. “They aren’t listed here, and I doubt anyone would openly write them down or share them if they knew.”

Max nodded, ignoring the text written in elvish.

Are you there? Do you know what the other Black skills are?

Max waited, hoping an answer would come, but he shook his head after a moment.

“That’s enough to worry about for now. The good news is we can try the dragonkin again tomorrow, and I’m interested to see how much of a difference my increase makes.”

“Feels like cheating,” Fowl grumbled, “but I know it’s not. You need help during our runs, and you won’t get anything for a while now.”

Max nodded. He had realized that as well.

“There is one thing I want to do tomorrow after our dungeon run, but I’ll need some help.”

“I want you to know I expect compensation for this,” Fowl teased as they watched Max enter Stealth mode.

Sneaking toward a tree, Max waited for Fowl, who held a rock in his hand, to throw it at the Treant. Four dryads hovered near it, each scanning the woods.

Fowl tossed his rock, hitting the fifteen-foot tree. Its dark eyes fixed on the dwarf as it roared.

The dryads all began to cast their spells. Two with their hands surrounded by flames, another with ice, and the last with rocks. The two with fire spells forming had red hair, and Max saw the one with spinning rocks around its hand had brown hair.

Their hair represents their element…

Smiling, Max hurried toward the four of them, preparing for what he hoped would be a good day of farming skills and stats.

Each released their spells: flames, shards, and rocks, flying at Fowl as he held his shield up, taking the hits without suffering any injury. These creatures were only level twenty-five, and finding them required the group to enter the hall in the Northeast section of the capital.

Getting close to the casters, Max saw one turn their head toward him and let out a yell.

Dropping Stealth, Max sprinted across the remaining fifteen yards and took an icebolt in the chest as he reached the first dryad, cutting it in half with the swing of his halberd.

[ 1 Intelligence Consumed ]

[ 1 Wisdom Consumed ]

Two more spells struck him, and Max could smell the fire burning his skin.

Pushing through the pain, he reached the second one and cut it down.

[ 37 Hit Points Consumed ]

[ 1 Wisdom Consumed ]

The third one held its hands up, rocks rotating faster.

Give me what I want…

Max lifted up his left arm, absorbing the blow that struck him. The spell did barely anything, deflected by his bracers and chainmail, and the dryad shouted, her hands starting a spell Max recognized.

The roots he knew were coming never appeared as he swung his weapon, taking her head off in one strike.

[ 11 Hit Points Consumed ]

[ 1 Wisdom Consumed ]

[Consume has successfully Consumed a skill]

[Would you like to learn [Earth Magic]?]

[ Yes / No]

Resisting the urge to shout for joy, Max took down the last dryad and turned to see the Treant burnt to ashes from Tanila’s magic.

Holding his thumb up, Max jogged back toward the party.

“Seriously?”

Max nodded at Fowl. “I got it. Earth magic! It’s only…” Max paused a moment, knowing what was going to come next. “Yes, it’s only common, and yes, I know it's broken.”

Fowl chuckled and nodded. “You bet Ockrim’s arse it’s broke, but I’m not complaining.”

“This doesn’t seem like a hard fight,” Max said, pointing at the two Treants and the eight-foot-tall dryad boss. “I’ll take out one tree before focusing on the boss.”

Fowl grunted, rotating his shoulders. “What are the skills this thing has again?”

“Maybe air magic, maybe lightning magic, and perhaps a heal spell.”

Cracking his neck, Fowl stepped up next to the yellow line. “Okay. Well, Tanila will burn down the tree that’s on me so we can help with the boss. Hopefully, you get lucky.”

[ 53 Hit Points Consumed ]

[1 Intelligence Consumed ]

[1 Wisdom Consumed ]

[Consume has successfully Consumed a skill]

[Would you like to learn [Lighting Magic]?]

[ Yes / No]

Staring at the boss’s empty black eyes, Max felt the rush of power from the stats he had consumed.

The desire to accept the new skill was almost impossible to hold back.

Choosing yes, his body felt alive as his mind exploded with magical knowledge.

[ Skill Knowledge Requirement Met ]

[ Processing Possible Upgrade ]

[ Four Elemental Magical Skills Acquired ]

[ Combining Skills into New Skill ]

[ Elemental Magic Mastery Acquired ]

[ Skill Level Upgraded to Uncommon ]

Leaning against his weapon, Max groaned as the knowledge he had just learned changed again. His thoughts swirled. Mysteries he had never imagined knowing or understanding felt like basic things now.

“Holy elf tits, you got it?”

Max winced and nodded at Tanila, who had come up near him.

“You seriously got it? What rank?”

“It’s uncommon.”

“Ogre nuts,” she muttered, shaking her head. “Do you… know you…” Fumbling with her words, Tanila knew how Fowl felt all those times. “It’s so unfair, isn’t it?” she asked, looking at Fowl, who had taken his helm off and was smiling at her.

“Yup. It’s not fair at all, but what are we doing to do about it?” Fowl replied with a chuckle.

“I guess it’s a good thing we killed the boss, as I’m not sure I could gain any more stats.”

“We done here?” Batrire asked, pointing at the chest that appeared near the massive tree that reached the fifty-foot ceiling of the boss room. “We got a lot of stuff to do, and now that Seth has what he came for, we need to focus on getting back to real dungeons.”

“On your right!”

Max blocked the sword from the first ogre and parried the second ogre’s strike.

He was using the new lightning enchantment he had learned an hour ago, and the damage was nice, but the slight stun made the enchantment shine.

Fowl handled the two ogres that were working together, hammering at him like a pair of blacksmiths taking turns pounding on a piece of metal. They alternated blows, barely giving Fowl enough time to block each attack.

Tanila was doing her best, magic spells raining down on Max’s right opponent. It had already taken an ice spear to its face and had erupted in flames when the fireball had struck it.

Max had used his area-of-effect fire spell to keep the two ogres focused on him. Another ice spear came, causing the ogre to stagger and create another hole in its chest.

Max used that moment, sliding past the ogre on his left, thrusting his sword into its stomach, swiping to the right and slicing it open, then moving back as entrails and more spilled out.

“Ten seconds!”

Max immediately shifted his attention to the remaining ogre, now able to face one-on-one, and was able to take off a leg, making it crash to the ground before driving his sword into its neck.

[ 39 Hit Points Consumed ]

Max saw the fifth ogre break free from its ice prison.

It roared and began to charge in Tanila's direction, only to find itself rooted.

Grinning, Max was surprised his root had actually held.

“That’s cheating!” Tanila shouted out, but he could hear the amusement in her voice.

Engaging the ogre that was preparing for his approach, Max found himself smiling.

God, I’m a genius for choosing this path…

“Thirty-two!”

Max high-fived Fowl, celebrating his new level, while the other two groaned behind him.

“The experience is definitely better since we don’t share any of it with you. I can see how we might not want to fight this boss yet.”

Max nodded, cutting eyes out of the corpses and depositing them in a jar. “I was going to say we need to hold off on any of these bosses until we are ready for that next set of dungeons.”

“That means we are done for the day?”

“You want to keep hunting?” Fowl asked, turning to look at Batrire, who had been pushing them hard today for some reason.

“We have four more hours before we really need to consider the day done. We are here in this hall. Why waste two hours when we can attempt another one of these dungeons?”

“I agree,” Tanila chimed in. “Max pointed out our need to improve, and after all these fights, we saw how much his new skill set is helping. We are wasting time.”

“But… I wanted to watch the fights,” whined Fowl.

Max groaned. He had forgotten about the arena fights that were supposed to take place this weekend.

“Tonight is just the first few lower-level ones, right?”

Fowl nodded and put away the items he had harvested. “We can grind a few more hours and then send those two back to the inn if they want, but I haven’t seen a good fight in a few years.”

“Then hurry your arses up!” Batrire snapped. “I’m not going to waste my day.”

Unprepared for the dungeon they had picked, Max found himself missing half his Health, making Batrire use her special heal.

“Special down!”

Max felt better as his broken shoulder repaired itself. He had turned on his regeneration skill, but that salvo of hits he suffered from the sling using gnolls had surprised him.

“Prison!”

Max watched the ground rise up in stone bars that surrounded one of the gnolls that was twirling its sling above its head.

Fowl was struggling with the two spear-wielding gnolls, who were easily finding the gaps in his plate armor.

Another spear came for Max, and he used his shield to block the thrust, and then his halberd to poke back.

His sonar skill informed him of the metal spiked balls hurtling toward him, and he barely got his shield up in time to block the first one but was unable to stop the second one that struck his right leg.

“Burning it!”

Max cast his area-of-effect flame spell, letting his regeneration keep him topped off.

They had thought these six gnolls would be easy to take out after their success against the ogres, but they had yet to appreciate the damage their ranged users could cause.

It had forced Max out of Stealth early, taking one of the spear warriors from Fowl.

A storm formed above the two gnolls, and from the clouds above them, lightning bolts began to rain down, slamming into the ground, and the gnolls with such force the sound almost hurt Max’s ears.

The slight reprieve gave him enough time to land a solid attack on the gnoll he was fighting.

It deflected his first attack, but Max used that opportunity to close the distance, slamming his shield into the gnoll’s body and sending it stumbling. With a quick thrust, Max put the pointed part of his halberd into the creature's chest and drove it to the ground. His Strength provided enough force to overwhelm the gnoll’s ability to stay standing.

Driving his foot into the creature's crotch, it whined, wincing from the impact. Max yanked his weapon back, thrusting the tip into its neck and pushing till the gnoll stopped moving.

[ 61 Hit Points Consumed ]

Two spells flew past Max in rapid succession. A fireball followed by an ice spear. Turning his attention to the two sling users, Max saw both of them smoking from the fire and lightning spells. One was on its knees, a piece of ice piercing its torso.

Running toward them, Max roared, getting the attention of the one that was trying to reload its sling and attack.

Seconds later, it was dead on the ground, and a moment after that, its wounded ally joined it.

Max stared at the stone prison, amazed at how well it held where the third ranged gnoll was boxed in. The walls had shrunk down, keeping it pinned and unable to move.

Thrusting his halberd inside the holes, Max felt a small tinge of guilt as he slaughtered the helpless creature.

It yelped, unable to fight back, and then a rush of cold flooded Max.

[Consume has successfully Consumed a skill]

[Would you like to learn [Sling Weapons]?]

[ Yes / No]

Ignoring the skill he had not expected to acquire, Max turned to find one of the two gnolls targeting Fowl encased in ice.

Seeing Tanila's opening, he ran forward, helping Fowl dispatch the one he was still facing. Once it was dead, Fowl made the killing blow on the last one, bashing in the head of the gnoll that had drawn blood from him multiple times.

“Okay, that was my fault,” Batrire stated as they all took a breath and glanced at the carnage around them. “I shouldn’t have forced us to do this unprepared.”

Max waved off her statement. “I’ve drawn us into even worse situations. How often have I made us go down a path we weren’t ready for?”

Frowning, Batrire nodded and then let out a sigh.

“Still, my special is down, and I would prefer not to risk anything like this again.”

Fowl laughed suddenly, popping off his helm and storing it.

“I guess this means we can head to the arena?”

Rolling her eyes, Batrire nodded. “You’re buying the first round, though!”


Chapter 42

Coliseum

The crowds had moved steadily toward the massive Coliseum inside the center of the capital.

Max knew he wasn’t the only one in his group surprised at how large the building was. It was at least one hundred yards tall and five times as wide. The circular structure was made entirely of stone and had entrances all around it.

Guards stood outside each entrance, reminding the citizens and guests that no fighting was permitted inside and that breaking the rules wasn’t worth the consequences.

The entry fee was one copper for the highest level and increased in price as one got closer to the arena floor.

“We are going to level three,” Fowl shouted as they weaved their way through the crowd. “It will take us a bit to get there!”

Max held onto Tanila’s hand as they fought against the steady flow of spectators, each trying to find a place to sit.

A loud bell rang out across the area twenty minutes ago, letting everyone know that the first fight would occur in thirty minutes.

One gold later, the four of them were seated in a better row than Fowl had expected, the closest set of seats in the third section.

“This is going to be amazing!” exclaimed Fowl. “We should be in for a treat. I saw the roster for tonight's matches earlier this week.”

Max had seen Fowl stopping at the posted information inside the guild hall multiple times the last few days but hadn’t given it much thought. Watching other people fight had never been something he had enjoyed before. Now, though, he understood why it would be good to see such things.

Someday, I’ll have to fight others if I want to live…

A group of performers entertained the audience as the last few minutes wound down, and soon the bells pealed again, ringing out five times, as the crowd roared with excitement before a man dressed in a multicolored suit with a massive hat moved to a platform near the box where the two queens sat.

Max could barely distinguish the twin sisters sitting on their thrones, waving and smiling at the audience. He had heard about how their family had reigned over this kingdom for generations. The stories of their kind but firm hand had kept many from ever considering causing problems within their lands. In school, he had learned of a town leveled, with no stone left standing. They had tried rebelling, complaining about taxes, and some other things no one talked about. Both queens had arrived along with their armies, and whatever had occurred wasn’t recorded beyond the utter destruction of the town of ten thousand people.

“You okay, Seth?”

Max realized Tanila was looking at him as he stared off at the women.

“Yeah, sorry, just remembering what I know about both the queens. Queens Macy and Molly.”

Tanila nodded and glanced at them. “They are an interesting pair, for sure. I cannot say the elves find them to be the best to work with, but they are quite powerful.”

“Ladies and gentlemen!”

The man’s voice carried across the entire Coliseum, silencing the crowds momentarily.

“Tonight, our queens have prepared a set of fights to entertain and delight! The matches will be until submission or when one contestant is disabled! Tonight, hopefully, no one will die. But rest assured, those of you with the thirst for the real risks. In two days, we will host fights that allow for those willing to fight to the death!”

The crowd roared. The volume was overwhelming. Max held his ears, his sonar skill suffering from how loud it was.

He felt Tanila’s hand on his shoulder and saw her looking at his face. Wincing, he just nodded, knowing it would pass.

After five more minutes of the man talking and building up the excitement, the night gave way to the first fight for the evening.

A massive crystal sphere appeared in the air, thirty meters above the Colosseum floor, and Max realized he could see both of the first combatants preparing to fight.

“What is that?” Max asked, talking loudly in Tanila’s ear.

“It’s a vision globe but more powerful than most. It allows everyone to see the action regardless of where they are sitting. I believe only three exist that are this big.”

Max nodded, amazed at how clearly it allowed him to see the two fighters.

“Tonight's first match is between Lea, the Dual-Wielding Princess, and Luke, the Axe-Wielding Barbarian of the north!”

“Those are both tower climbers!” exclaimed Fowl, his anticipation evident by how he bounced in his seat and leaned forward.

“What is going to happen?” Max asked, ignoring the crowd's roar as both fighters crossed their weapons and gave a slight bow to the other.

“Two axes versus two swords! It is going to be mayhem!”

Looking at the two fighters, Max tried to understand how two people with the amount of power both obviously possessed could fight without fear of killing the other.

“So how do—”

“Shh…” Fowl cut Max off and pointed at the orb. “Just watch.”

A bell rang, and the fighters closed the twenty yards between them in a blink of an eye. The speed at which they moved was almost beyond what Max considered humanly possible.

Their weapons collided, and the sound reached where he sat, audible even over the crowd's roar.

Both were hacking, slicing, stabbing, kicking, and maneuvering against the other. They were a blur, moving so fast it felt impossible to watch. Glancing down at the floor, Max realized they were moving faster than the orb displayed. It slowed their movements enough that everyone could just barely see the action.

Sparks flew as axes collided with the pair of swords. The warrior Lea moved with a nimbleness that was hard to imagine. Max had witnessed Dexic and her Strength, but she had not moved like this.

Two spinning cuts came from her sword, one catching Luke in the thigh and leaving a gash.

He ignored the injury, and his axes became a whirlwind of strikes that forced Lea back, staggering from the hits that crashed upon her raised swords.

As she retreated, his foot caught her in the chest, sending her sliding back ten yards along the dirt of the arena floor.

The crowd erupted, and Max heard Fowl whistling with the rest of the Coliseum.

Luke dashed at the woman who prepared for his attack, not moving until the last moment.

“Did she…?” Max asked, unable to finish as Luke vanished from the arena after taking two swords to his back.

“Safety necklaces!” Fowl shouted over the cheering coming from the crowd.

Lea stood up, flicking the blood from her swords and bowing to her enthusiastic supporters.

The noise continued for a bit before the announcer cut it off.

“Ladies and gentlemen! What a fight! This shows you all just a fraction of the power of our tower climbers! Everyone, please give one more cheer for Lea and the amazing display of her talents and skills!”

Walking back toward the inn, Max tried to understand what he had witnessed. The three matches with tower climbers had been an actual display of the power he wanted. He had struggled to stay in his seat, knowing that on the floor was a power he could only imagine.

“You going to be okay?” Tanila asked, grabbing Max’s shoulder before he ran into someone.

Snorting, Max nodded. “It was… no, it is, something I can’t wait to achieve.”

Fowl howled, ignoring the looks of those walking along the streets with them. The moon was out, and every lamp was lit as people headed home to their beds. “We have a long way to go before we can hope to be that strong. The Crusher is above the thirtieth floor of the tower.”

The memory of that man, swinging his massive two-handed maul like a twig, blocking every attack that came at him and only needing one blow to send his opponent to the safety of the recovery room.

“That is an interesting system they use with those necklaces. I wonder how long that took to figure out.”

“I heard stories of failures in the past, but it has been a few generations. It is frowned upon if one cuts off a leg or arm, and if the wound is deep enough, the Colosseum usually activates in time to save the leg or arm. No one likes having to waste an elixir on reattaching those.”

Wincing, Max imagined how bad that must be.

“What about heart attacks?”

Fowl shook his head. “Usually, they can still heal the person in time. There are teams of healers ready to bestow healing at a different level than you have ever seen. They outlawed targeting the neck, and, as you noticed, no one went for the head.”

Max nodded. He had commented on that once and heard from a stranger in the seat behind him that those weren’t allowed. “What about in two days? They said those fights were to the death.”

Fowl spat on the ground and nodded. “I’m not a fan of those, but some are. Typically, they are between factions or bad blood between adventurers. There are also the few who attempt it for the prizes.”

“Prizes?”

Fowl nodded. “There is betting on all the fights. I may have come out ahead on the betting tonight. The fighters earn a small portion of all bets, but the ones who compete in the fights that end in death can make a fortune with a win.”

“Or die,” Batrire grumbled. “It’s brutal. I’ve seen those fights before, back in the dwarven Coliseum, and never have I wanted to be a part of them.”

“Yer a healer, you couldn’t fight if you wanted!” protested Fowl. “You could on one of the rare team battles, but those haven’t happened in a decade.”

Seeing Max preparing to ask, Fowl held his hand up. “Team fights are always between factions, usually after a huge confrontation in the tower. Sometimes accidents happen in the tower, but most often, a challenge is given by the offended faction. Some ignore these challenges, but the pressure becomes too great after a while, and a fight happens. Most are to the death, but occasionally…”

He trailed off, seeing the look Batrire was giving him and stopped talking.

“That bad?”

Turning on her heel, Batrire stopped and looked at Max, who had halted. “Dying is bad. Killing is bad. Seeing both because someone got upset over a monster kill or an item is foolish. Grown men and women fighting over something like that make no sense.”

Having finished her short tirade, she spun and began walking quickly in the direction of their inn.

Fowl jogged to catch up while Max stood there watching his friend walk away upset.

“It’s not your fault,” Tanila said, giving Max a gentle squeeze on his shoulder. “She’s a healer. She cannot stand to see people die. Especially for something like that.”

Max nodded, but inside, he knew something was eating Batrire up internally.

He just wasn’t sure what.

An elbow broke his train of thought.

“Seth, are you listening to me?”

“No, sorry, I was off in my head.”

Tanila nodded and got Max moving toward the inn. “I was ensuring you weren’t thinking of doing anything stupid this weekend.”

Max shook his head and then realized what she was asking. The idea flooded his mind, and the hunger he had fought back started to take over. Wincing, he shook his head again. “I wasn’t until you mentioned it. Now…”

“Don’t,” she said, her voice louder than usual. “Don’t go down that path.”

Max nodded and smiled. “I won’t.”

As they walked in silence, Max heard the voice over and over.

This is our chance. Who knows what we could gain...


Chapter 43

Making Decisions When Upset

Alexander had food ready for the four of them and a few other patrons who had gone to the bouts. They took place every month, and the majority of the population attended if they could.

“What are your thoughts about tomorrow?”

Max finished chewing the smoked beef that was so tender you could pull it apart with a fork.

“We go back to the dragonkin and see what we can do. I think we will have a lot more success than last time.”

Fowl nodded as he chewed, agreeing with Max’s answer to Batrire’s question.

“Well then, I’m going to bed,” Batrire said.

Max watched as Fowl saw the look Batrire gave him and slid out of the booth, taking one more bite before following her toward their room.

“You going to tell me what is going on?” Max asked, looking at Tanila, who sat there trying to ignore what had transpired.

“She is dealing with something right now. It’s raw, and I doubt she wants to talk about it, so I wouldn’t ask her or Fowl. For now, just give her room.”

Max nodded, choosing to let it go. Glancing down at his plate, his exhaustion outweighed his hunger.

“I’m going to bed. You staying or coming?”

Tanila nodded, hiding a yawn behind her hand. “Lead the way.”

“Seven seconds!”

Max smiled as he slammed his weapon into the head of the dragonkin he had just sent to the ground. A crack of bones and scales told him the creature wouldn’t get back up.

Running toward the frozen dragonkin, Max drove his halberd’s spiked tip into the creature's eye, piercing its brain and killing it before it was freed from its prison.

Fowl was fighting the last one. His mace had almost broken its right knee, and it stumbled, trying to fight against the combination of Tanila’s spells and the dwarf’s steady blows on the same spot on its leg.

Coming up from behind, Max leveled the beast with a blow to the back of its head. After it landed on the ground, Fowl took the chance to finish it off, ensuring it was dead.

“Seven… we did a pack of seven,” Fowl said, panting after all the exertion. “I was a bit hesitant at first, but—”

“A bit hesitant? You were completely against it,” Batrire declared, interrupting Fowl’s attempt at lying. “You’re the one who wanted to turn back.”

“Let’s focus on what we know,” Max said, wanting to stop the fighting that had been going on all day between the dwarves. “We can keep going and still have time to move to the scorpion dungeon if you want.”

Fowl grunted, knowing what was about to come from Batrire’s mouth.

“I say we do it.”

Tanila nodded, keeping quiet, as she had most of the day when not in combat.

“Let’s do it,” Max replied.

“What the hell is that?”

Max shrugged. “I have no record of that in any of the books I have ever read.”

“Are you serious?” Tanila asked as she pointed at the monster. “No books had a record of that?”

Max shook his head. “Nowhere did a three-tailed, purple scorpion twice the size of any other scorpions appear in any books I read.”

“What do you think it is? A boss like the skeleton?”

Pulling a backpack from his storage, Max ignored Fowl’s question and dug through it till he found the book he wanted. Flipping through a few pages, he kept shaking his head, unable to locate anything about this creature.

“If it was listed, it would be here. This has to be a rare spawn, or possibly a chest is back there, but the way the canyon walls box it in, we can’t see behind it.”

“And we don’t want to Stealth check it, do we?”

Max laughed and put his book back into the backpack before storing it. “No, I don’t want to Stealth check that just in case it can see through Stealth.”

Chuckling, Fowl started his warm-up routine and nodded. “So we are doing this either way. Right?”

“I think we should,” Batrire replied, talking for the first time in a bit. “Obviously, this showed up because of Seth, and we would be stupid not to attempt it.”

Wincing, Max struggled to agree with Batrire’s recommendation. The three tails each had their own stinger and were easily twice the length of the usual scorpions. The carapace on the thing looked twice as thick, and its claws had edges that appeared far sharper than normal.

“I’m guessing this thing is at least level thirty-five, if not higher,” Max said. “I’m not sure how bad this fight might go, but you know I’ll do whatever you want.”

“You’re scared?” Tanila asked.

Tsking his tongue against his teeth, Max slowly nodded. “Can’t you see how different it is from the others?”

“Seriously?” Batrire replied, her tone expressing her displeasure with Seth. “You, of all people, suddenly want to play it safe?”

Max turned and looked at his friend and healer and saw something in her eyes that he couldn’t read. Tired of the day and the constant fighting between her and Fowl, he spoke out.

“Listen. I’m unsure what is happening with you, Batrire, but you have been on edge for the last two days. You and Fowl have been fighting non-stop and pushing us to run into situations you normally would caution us about. Even now…” Max held up his hand as she started to open hers. “Even now, you are telling us to rush in against something, we do not know its skills, abilities, or Strength. Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me what I’m missing.”

Grunting, she tugged on her beard and glanced at Fowl, who stood there, not moving or flinching from her gaze. Turning to look at Tanila, she saw her friend nodding just slightly.

“You wouldn’t understand!” she exclaimed, snorting as she turned away.

“I can’t understand if you don’t tell me. I shared everything about me. I haven’t held anything back from you all, even when what I share scares me because of my skill. Now you suddenly think I’m not worthy of the secret you have or the pain you feel?”

Max’s statement cut her to the core, and she winced when Max came up behind her and put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m not saying I need to know everything, but I need you to know I don’t want to risk you three if everyone doesn’t think it’s a good idea.”

Her head began to bob, and Max realized she was sobbing quietly. Moving around her, he saw the tears in her eyes running down her wrinkled cheeks and into her beard.

Wrapping his arms around her, Max pulled in the stocky dwarf and felt her embrace him.

After a minute of her letting out whatever was inside, she patted his back three times and then broke the embrace.

“Gods, I’m such a pansy,” she muttered, wiping her face with her thick fingers. “It’s because of this time of year and… because we lost a friend to the arena, and that is why… we left our land and came to your land. It is why we moved to Rumstant.”

“He was the one who taught me how to fight,” Fowl said, having moved beside the two of them. “A prize was offered, and he wouldn’t listen to reason. He wouldn’t listen to us… it cost him his life and…”

“He was my brother,” Batrire said quietly. “I tried to warn him and pleaded with him not to, and…” She had to take a deep breath and then, after letting it out, wiped the other tears that had appeared. “He said he couldn’t pass it up. He was closing in on level forty and needed the money to raise his skill rank. The way he…”

She shook her head, unable to talk, and Max could only imagine what she had witnessed.

“It’s okay, you don’t have to tell me,” Max said, touching her shoulder again.

“Tell me again, is this the right move?” Max whispered to Fowl as they prepared for the boss.

Fowl nodded slightly. “She won’t back down, and we can fight her, but it won’t go well. Just do what you need to. I’ll protect them.”

Grunting, Max moved to the side to prepare for whatever might come.

Holding his halberd in his hand, Max took a deep breath, knowing he had one chance to do any real damage before this went bad.

Fowl moved ahead and threw a rock like usual to get the creature's attention.

It shrieked in a loud wail that overwhelmed his sonar detection for five seconds while it raced toward Fowl.

Max saw its middle tail pull back, then thrust forward as it ran. It launched a massive glob of green poison at Fowl from thirty yards away.

“Ranged!” Fowl shouted.

The glob hit Fowl’s shield and splattered everywhere, the sounds of hissing and burning acid coming from where it landed on the ground and his armor.

“Poisoned!”

Max began moving toward the boss, thankful it was still racing toward Fowl, who was moving out of the circle of green liquid on the ground around him as quickly as possible.

When it was ten yards from Fowl, the tail on the boss’s right side surged forward, and a black stream of liquid raced at Max’s dwarven friend.

Fowl raised his shield, blocking the solid stream of black ooze that splattered around him.

Max moved as quickly as he could, wanting to do some damage and try to salvage a fight he knew was turning against them.

A scream, unlike any Max had ever heard from Fowl, filled his ears.

Risking a brief glance at Fowl’s Health bar in the party display, he saw it dropping past the three-fourth mark, and the boss had yet to reach him.

“Big heal!”

Crap… thirty seconds…

The newest spell Batrire had acquired from improving her healing skill granted a massive heal but had such a long cool-down timer it couldn’t be used repeatedly. Combined with a four-second casting time, it had some rigid limitations as to when it could be used.

Max focused on the boss after seeing their tank's Health moving back up.

Unsure what the third tail did and with only a few yards left before it reached Fowl, Max didn’t hesitate.

[ Power Strike ]

[ Berserker Activated ]

The world went red, and Max was not even aware of the spray of gore covering him.

Later, Tanila would tell him what that first strike had done, but at that moment, there was only one thing in his mind, and it was taking this creature apart.

The first tail and a solid three feet of flesh came off its back left side when Max popped out of Stealth, connecting his first swing with the boss's body.

His rage wouldn’t let him aim, but he had been close enough to hope it would do what he wanted.

The blade of his halberd sliced through the carapace as if it were paper, sending the tail to the ground and staggering the boss.

It roared and shrieked, using an ability that Max shrugged off in his enraged state.

Fowl ran away, unable to resist the fear caused by the scream from the boss.

Max continued his attacks, getting three more in before the boss realized its ability had no effect on the person cutting off swaths of its natural armor.

By the time it spun around to face Max, two legs and the entire left side of its body were exposed, with not an ounce of carapace left.

It brought its claw up to defend with, but Max’s halberd was a blur of death and destruction.

A giant cloud had appeared above the boss, lightning bolts raining down as an ice spear bounced off its shell.

Two hits shattered the three-foot claw and took it off, sending it flying.

Trying to get some room away from Max, it attempted to retreat, only to find a wall of stone appearing behind it. Shifting directions, it moved again, blocked by a wall of air this time.

The boss’s beady eyes locked with Max’s, and had it been able to demonstrate fear, the darkness in them as they glowed red would have made its heart stop.

Max made a frontal attack at the boss, and it was put on the defensive while the halberd was thrusting and slicing with pure power.

The fact that Max’s Strength was currently over one hundred with Berserker had turned him into a force well beyond this creature's power and ability.

Its other claw was gone seconds later, and massive gashes appeared along the left and right sides of its face as it tried to protect itself.

Gore was leaking everywhere from the wounds Max had inflicted upon the boss, and Tanila was sending every spell she could to keep it pinned in place and add damage to it.

Each strike of Max’s halberd sent a jolt through the boss, small stuns causing it to be unable to react in time.

The world shifted, and Max’s vision returned to normal. He stumbled slightly as the power and speed of his skill vanished.

The boss was pushing itself against Tanila’s walls that still held it in place, legs not working. Only one remained on its left side, and the front one on its right was gone.

Then Max heard the voices of his team.

“Finish it! Batrire is poisoned!”

Max drove forward, his mind focused, and saw the chance to attack. He put the halberd where he wanted with each strike. Max drove the pointed tip into the boss’s eyes.

With no claws to deflect his blows and unable to retreat, Max finished the boss off, driving the halberd’s tip into the same eye multiple times until he eventually reached the brain, causing it to shudder and crash to the ground.

The cold wave of power hit him, and Max felt the knowledge of something massive filling his body in a way he had never felt before.

[ 73 Hit Points Consumed ]

[ 4 Strength Consumed ]

[ 3 Constitution Consumed ]

[ Consume has — ]

Max ignored the flood of messages filling his mind and turned to see Batrire on the ground.

She was unable to stand, and Max saw that her Health bar was below 50 percent.

“She can’t cure herself of poison!” Tanila shouted. “It’s something about the spell!”

Max nodded, seeing everyone gathering around her.

“Potion up. I’ll take her!” he shouted as he ran toward her, storing his weapon.

Batrire’s eyes went wide for a second, and then she nodded. Tanila pulled a potion out and pulled off the lid, helping Batrire to drink it. Her Health rose to two-thirds, but Max could tell that the poison was limiting her ability to heal.

“Loot it and harvest, and meet us outside!” Max shouted as he grabbed Batrire and slung her over his shoulder.

She yelped a second, and Fowl started to protest when Tanila grabbed his shoulder.

“Do it!” Max shouted as he activated his skill.

[ Haste Activated ]

The canyon they had been fighting in was a blur. He knew Batrire was being jostled around, but there was no other option.

If Max remembered correctly, the portal was a mile away, and with every step, he could see her Health bar ticking lower and lower.

“Hold on!” he shouted, unsure if she could hear him as he felt her body going limp against him.

The timer on the Haste spell was ticking away, and he knew it would be close. He still had to get from the dungeon entrance to somewhere in the hall where he could find a healer.

The blue portal came into view, and Max willed his legs to pump. Batrire’s Health was now below one-fourth and quickly dropping.

I swear to whoever you are, keep her alive, and I will do what you ask…

Max prayed, unsure who he was praying to but making the plea anyway.

Max ran through the portal without slowing down, unsure what would happen if one ran into it this fast.

The hallway flooded his senses. His eyes hadn’t adjusted, but his sonar told him everything he needed to know.

Running toward the hall, Max began shouting at the top of his lungs.

“HEALER! I NEED A HEALER!”

Over and over, he shouted it as he covered two hundred yards in seconds, his Haste buff wearing off a few yards before he came out of the hallway into the bustling room.

“I NEED A HEALER NOW! POISONED! ALMOST DEAD!”

His voice carried across the room, and every person who heard stopped what they were doing and turned to see his frantic face, gore covering him, and the slumped body of his healer over his shoulder.

Dozens of people rushed him as he gently set Batrire down on the stone floor.

Five percent… 4 percent… 3 percent… 2 percent…

Time stopped as Max saw the light of his friend's life start to leave her.

Only then did he realize there were tears on his face.

One percent…

The bar blipped.

Max felt a hand on his shoulder as he sobbed.


Chapter 44

An Older Elf

A rush of glowing light flooded around Batrire, which was so bright it almost blinded Max as he stared at his dwarven friend.

In the party view, he saw the slightest sliver of red hanging on. For what felt like an eternity, it didn’t move.

The hand still rested on his shoulder, and Max glanced up, seeing an older female elf, old enough, her face actually having wrinkles on it.

“She will be fine,” she said as she smiled at him.

“But her Health, it’s not—”

“I know. I was able to get my stasis spell on her in time. She was lucky. You saved her. Now, help me get her to another room, and we will take care of her.”

Max realized he was kneeling next to Batrire but could not remember dropping to them, so he slowly stood up.

“My team… they will be coming…” Max paused, realizing there was a crowd of other adventurers surrounding him. Many had tears in their eyes, and he saw them all looking at him with a look he couldn’t place on their faces.

“We will find them and bring them to you,” the woman replied. “Which dungeon?”

“The scorpion one.”

She nodded, and two men in attendant suits repeated the gesture and raced off toward that hallway.

“Do you want to carry her, or shall I have someone else do it?”

Her voice calmed him even though Max couldn’t bring himself to believe Batrire would be okay. Her Health bar still sat there on the cusp of death. One wrong move could send her to the grave.

“I’ll… I’ll carry her.”

The woman nodded and watched as Max bent down and gently scooped her up in his arms, realizing he had slathered all of the gore from himself onto Batrire’s outfit. “She’s going to kill me when she sees this mess,” Max mumbled to himself.

Some laughter came from those who heard him, and Max glanced around, seeing the gathered people start to smile, and then a few began to clap.

Tears never stopped flowing from his eyes as Max bowed his head. He couldn’t look at them. He didn’t feel like he earned this praise.

“Lift your head,” the elven woman spoke as she stood beside him and put a hand in the middle of his back. “They see how you care about your friend, and we all know you gave everything you had to save her. There is no greater honor than that.”

Max nodded, trying to blink away the tears and acknowledging the applause and words of encouragement with a nod and a smile.

He let the woman lead him with her hand, slowly moving through a gap that appeared in the crowd.

“What were you fighting?”

Max looked up from the bed where Batrire was lying, breathing slowly but now clean and appearing safe from harm.

She had been taken out of his party and somehow forced into another with a few guild specialists who were treating her.

“It was something in none of the books,” Max admitted, looking at the older woman watching him with gray eyes. “It had three tails and—”

He saw the woman gasp. He tried to remember her name. She had told it to him as they walked.

“Three tails, are you… of course you’re certain. And this is what poisoned her?”

Max nodded.

“I hate to ask this, but did you defeat it?”

Bobbing his head again, Max glanced at Batrire before responding. “It was a tough fight. I wasn’t certain we should try, but… Batrire wanted to and—”

The door crashed open, and Fowl and Tanila rushed in, ignoring the hallway attendant trying to stop them.

“Is she okay!?” Fowl shouted, rushing toward the bed and seeing Batrire with her eyes closed.

Max moved quickly, stopping his friend, who tried to push past him.

“She is, but stop Fowl! She needs to not be touched!”

Fowl glared at Max and then looked at Batrire, and then he fell to his knees, pulling on his beard.

“Why did I let her make us do this?! Why didn’t I listen to you and say no?”

Putting a hand on Fowl’s shoulder, Max bent down and looked at his friend. Seeing the tears forming, Max gave him a gentle shake.

“She is okay. I made it in time, and this woman behind me, Merla, saved her. Now we just have to let them do their job.”

Fowl reached up with his hand and clasped Max’s arm. “Thank you. I owe you more than I can ever repay, but know my life is yours,” he whispered.

Max shook his head. “We’re family. I would do this for any of you. Besides, we both know Batrire already has a claim to your life.”

Fowl snorted and then coughed. After clearing his throat, he chuckled a few times and nodded.

Letting Max help him to his feet, he turned and bowed to the woman standing behind them, watching their interaction.

“I am grateful for what you did. Thank you.”

She returned the bow slightly and smiled. “It is my pleasure. This is one of the reasons why I am in the hall: to help when moments like this come. I am just glad my legs are still swift enough that I was able to make it in time. Your friend, Seth, was just telling me about the creature you four killed.”

Fowl turned and looked at Max, who nodded. Then Max saw Tanila moving toward him.

She gave him a massive hug and whispered ‘thank you’ in his ear before moving to the chair by Batrire’s bed.

“We did manage to defeat it.”

Her gray eyes sparkled as Fowl said those words. “Can I ask what it dropped?”

Fowl glanced at Max, who shrugged his shoulders. “Can I ask why? I’m assuming you know about it even though it wasn’t in any books I read.”

Merla bit her lip as Fowl and Max gazed at her.

“There are many creatures not listed in most books. Knowledge of that one is limited. There have only been three sightings or encounters recorded. Perhaps there have been other occasions when it appeared, but those groups never returned. To know you four defeated it and all survived”—she paused, her eyes going to Batrire—“leads me to a few questions I would like to have an answer to.”

“Are the drops more important or the skills and abilities?” Max asked. “I honestly don’t know what it had, but you might understand if the other two are a bit reserved about sharing those details.”

Merla nodded. “Yes, I think I would prefer to know about its abilities. Just tell me if you would. Was it a chest boss?”

Max glanced at Fowl and shrugged. Fowl looked at Tanila, who nodded after motioning to Batrire on the bed beside her.

“There was a chest, ma’am. It had a key we acquired after we…” Fowl grimaced, wondering if he had said too much. “After we harvested everything we could think of.”

Max had never seen an elf’s expression change as fast as Merla’s did now. Her eyes and mouth competed to see which one was wider.

“You harvested it?! Can I…” She stopped, shaking her head. “No, it is for you four to decide what to do with those parts, but know that I can help you find the right person to handle them discretely.”

Max and Fowl chuckled, agreeing that they would need to keep this hidden from others.

“We would appreciate that,” Max said. “Now, let me tell you about what it could do.”

They only had information on two of the tails, and she understood there would be no knowledge about the third. She was also able to explain how Batrire had gotten poisoned when no substance had ended up on her.

“The poison was rumored to have an effect that transferred the poison to the healer.” Merla laughed suddenly and shook her head. “I should be thankful that I cast stasis and not heal, as I would have ended up poisoning myself… we could have wiped out most of the healers in this place.”

“Is that why Batrire is still like that?” Fowl asked.

She nodded and moved to the middle of the room where the bed was. “Now that I know what is causing this, I can get a special elixir made. I’m unsure of the cost, but I will do what I can to help alleviate it. Those kinds of things are rare and…” Her eyes sparkled as she turned around quickly and looked at Fowl. “Did you harvest the tail that had the green poison?”

Fowl winced but nodded.

“Perfect! That should help with this also. I know you wanted to keep it a secret, but we must get them working on a cure quickly. I only know of one person who could probably get this done within a week… anyone else would take maybe a month.”

Tanila started to choke when she heard that time frame. “A month! Seriously?”

Merla shrugged. I know only one alchemist with the skill and ingredients to use that tail to create an antidote. The only other option would be a tower item, and that would be costly.

Max sighed, knowing what the healing elixir from the tower would have cost for his eye.

“Let’s do it.”

Fowl nodded in agreement with Max. “Tanila, are you okay with Seth and me going with Merla to meet this alchemist?”

Tanila smiled and nodded. “I won’t leave her side.”

Max tried to ignore the area of the inner capital Merla had led them to. The sculptures and buildings made everything he had seen in any other part of the capital feel bland and drab.

Every statue outside this man’s shop was so detailed that their eyes seemed to follow you, and it looked like they were about to come to life. They had gold foil, silver, and other colors on the stone to look like clothing and armor. The weapon each held shone in the light of the sun.

“Someone’s making too much money off their stuff,” Fowl muttered as they entered the shop. The stone building looked to be one solid piece. Both felt that had to be impossible, but even Fowl commented that he found no lines where the stones come together.

The door was a deep, dark wood that neither had ever laid eyes on before. The grain and pattern were hard to follow as they constantly drew your eye to new spots.

Inside was a tiny sitting area with fancy chairs and a solid glass that ran along the small shop opening. Other than that, there weren’t any supplies or evidence this was an alchemist shop.

“He keeps everything in the back,” Merla said as she noticed Fowl and Max scanning the room.

A young man stood behind the counter, his clothes made of the finest material Max could ever recall seeing.

“Ahh, Mistress Merla. Good to see you. It’s been years. I will gladly get my master if you wish to see him.”

She nodded, and the man moved to a door before touching a metal plate next to it. The door opened on its own, and he disappeared inside, with it closing behind him.

“This is an alchemist shop?” Fowl asked.

Merla laughed louder than Max had expected as she moved to one of the couches and sat down, motioning for the two of them to join her.

“In this section of town, people do not want to see or smell those things. They want to walk in, tell you what they need or desire, and then be given a price.”

Max nodded. “I guess a noble person wouldn’t want to go home smelling like the fumes of an alchemist.”

“Exactly. Now, behind that door is a workshop like most could never even dream about, but we will wait and see what Tang Mu can do for us.”

“Tang Mu? That is an unusual name.”

Merla smiled and winked at Fowl. “It is. He doesn’t come from our kingdoms. On the other side of the great ocean are more kingdoms, and where he is from, alchemy is an exceptional art. Some would say even more important than magic.”

Fowl coughed, finding it hard to believe that someone would compare the two with alchemy winning.

The door the young man had gone through opened, and they turned, seeing a smaller man with slightly brown skin and a long mustache that hung down both sides of his lips coming toward them. His smile was whiter than any Max could remember seeing.

“Lady Merla, welcome to my shop once again.”


Chapter 45

Master Tang Wu

Merla stood up and smiled, giving a slight bow that was returned.

“Master Tang Mu, visiting you again is a pleasure and honor.”

The man came to stand near them and extended a hand to Merla, and when she took it, he gave it a slight kiss on top.

“Now tell me, who are these two young men that appear ready to devour a cow that their need is so great?”

Smiling, Merla motioned to Max and Fowl, introducing them.

“They require your assistance, and I promise you that what they have to offer will be even greater than what they request.”

The older man’s brown eyes locked onto Max and Fowl momentarily. He cocked his head as his body shook from side to side. His red outfit seemed to sway with him.

“I am intrigued, of that I can promise. I will admit I am swamped, but you have never disappointed me in the past with your visits. So please, if you three will follow me, let us go somewhere we can discuss this more.”

The young man bowed his head as the four of them entered the first door. It closed behind them, and a hiss of air came from somewhere in the room before another door down the hallway opened.

“Please don’t touch anything you see. I am working on many projects, and none of them would benefit from a random bodily fluid.”

As they entered the massive room, Max ran into Fowl, who had stopped, staring at the rows of counters. Each was covered with something bubbling or over a flame, liquid running through various tubes, and more.

“This is way more than what Bardunac had going,” Fowl whispered. “And this place, it's immaculate.”

The sound of wind blowing rose toward the ceiling, and a few weird-looking windows shook slightly as the air went through them.

“Keep moving, please,” Tang Mu said as he directed them toward a room off to the side with a huge glass window looking into the area they were now in.

Once inside, the door shut, and again, the air hissed before a table rose up from the floor. Moving to the opposite side, Tang Mu smiled and tapped the glass top. “Put what you have here and tell me what you need.”

Fowl looked at Merla, who nodded. Then, he pulled the massive tip of the tail with the stinger that sprayed the green poison out of storage. As Fowl put it on the table, Max could see the older man doing his best to remain calm, but his pupils went wide, and Max’s sonar skill could hear his heart beating faster. A lot faster.

He raised his hand to his mouth, stroking his long mustache, and grimaced.

“Tell me what you need from this.”

“Their healer was poisoned by the scorpion who had three tails, and this is the one that did it. Now she is near death because the poison transferred to her when she healed this dwarf next to me. You can create a potion to do that if I remember your boast many years ago.”

Max could hear the change in Merla’s tone as she spoke, the slight challenge to his ability and skill.

“You always seem to try to goad me into these things,” the alchemist said, pulling a pair of rubber gloves and a thin, long metal spike from his storage. He then pulled out a small wooden rack of glass tubes. He gently scraped the tip of the boss’s stinger, and a few drops of the green poison came out.

Fowl gasped, realizing he had carelessly touched the thing, not expecting any more to come out.

“Good reaction,” Tang Mu said with a chuckle. “A pair of gloves is valuable when dealing with dangerous creature’s remains.”

Carefully, with a precision that showed the years of practice he must have, Tang Mu drew more poison out and transferred it to his containers.

Once three of the tubes each had a little green ooze, he pulled out a set of four jars with different liquids and mixed a single one with each of the tubes.

Colors began to appear, and the man wiggled his lip, his mustache dancing to the beat of the movement.

“I can do it, but it will take time, and I will need to make sure I have all the necessary supplies.”

“How long are you thinking?” Fowl asked, smiling to hear the alchemist could do it.

“Three weeks. I am currently—”

“We need it sooner,” Merla said, cutting him off and her voice no longer having the kind tone she had before.

Tang Mu scowled and looked up from the tubes at the elven woman, who had crossed her arms and was glaring at him.

“What would you have me do? Push back all the other orders waiting on me?”

“I would ask that. You and I know nothing is more pressing than saving the life of one who defeated this creature.”

Snorting, the man’s mustache flew outward, and he shook his head.

“Do you understand how much this will cost?”

“How much?” Max asked, moving to stand by Merla and mimicking her posture.

Putting the items back into storage, Tang Mu rolled his eyes. “Provided I already have everything I need and don’t need to go shopping, at least two hundred and fifty gold.”

Merla shook her head and frowned. “Tang Mu…”

He grimaced and shook his head. “Fine, two hundred, but that is the lowest I can go. Even if I kept this entire piece of the beast as payment, you would still owe me at least one hundred and fifty gold.”

“And what would be the time frame on this?”

Tang Mu scowled, moving from the table to peer into his lab through the window. He remained silent a moment, saying nothing.

A minute passed as everyone remained quiet, waiting for the man’s response.

“Fine, ten days. I can have it ready in ten days.”

“Five.”

Tang Mu spun on his heel and shook his head. “Eight! It will take eight days!”

Leaning on the edge of the table while making sure to stay clear of the scorpion's tale, Merla shook her head no. “Six days. A healer's life is in danger, and you know how I feel about healers.”

Growling for at least ten seconds, the man appeared ready to stomp his feet. He pointed a finger at Merla and wagged it.

“Seven, and that is the best I can do! And I will need one hundred gold now!”

Merla turned and looked at Max.

Max nodded. Doing the math in his head, he knew they would be over thirty gold short of the fifty required, but they would have a week to figure that out.

Moving toward the empty end of the glass table, Max began to pull out bags of gold coins, placing four of them on the table.

“Gods, did he really just pull out all those coins? What is he a walking bank?”

Merla chuckled as she shrugged. “I haven’t carried that kind of money on me ever.”

“Damn adventurers,” Tang Mu muttered as he moved over and opened each of the bags before putting them in his storage. “Ever heard of a banknote?”

Max shrugged and smiled. “Perhaps I don’t trust banks.”

The man laughed and nodded. “Smarter than most, I see. I can have it ready in seven days. I will have it delivered to where Merla tells me, and my assistant will administer it. Anything else?”

Merla moved close to where Tang Mu was, gave his top knot a gentle tug, and smiled before bending over and kissing the smaller man's balding head. “I have nothing. I will remember this and count it toward one of the favors you owe.”

The man turned red, grimacing and scowling. He cursed in a language Max wasn’t familiar with as Merla laughed.

“You three need to go before I change my mind,” he said playfully. “I’m going to have to send some letters and upset a few other clients.”

Fowl pointed at the piece of the scorpion on the table. “Want me to leave it there?”

Furrowing his eyebrows, the man nodded. “I don’t want you touching it again. Yes, yes. You three can go. Merla knows the way out.”

“Thank you again, sir,” Max said, giving a slight bow and receiving a wave of the alchemist's hand.

Merla led them out of the room and back toward the door they had entered.

“You three going to be able to come up with the rest?”

Max glanced at Fowl, who shrugged and nodded. “We will figure out a way.”

She nodded, appearing to want to say more but deciding not to.

“Good. I will update you as I know more. Now go get your other friend, and you three get some rest. You can visit if you want, but it won’t do you three any good to sit around for a week worrying.”

Sitting in their booth, the absence of Batrire made it hard to find things to talk about.

Alexander asked what had happened, well aware that something was wrong. When he heard the news, he offered his condolences and gave a gold coin to Fowl. They had protested, but Alexander wouldn’t listen.

“A friend is more important than money. Besides, I have no doubt you four will stay with me for a long time, and I can eventually earn that back.”

They had laughed as he winked at them, each knowing he wasn’t actually worried about that.

Max sat there trying to figure out how they would make money.

“Merla said we could sell all of the stuff you harvested and would probably be fine, but something tells me those items would be worth more than selling for the price we would get.”

Fowl nodded, and even Tanila agreed with that statement.

“I’m still holding onto both remaining stingers, the claws, and a bunch of the armor carapace we…” Fowl’s eyes went wide as he stopped talking. “Holy elf tits, I forgot to tell you about the chest.”

Max realized that they had been so busy dealing with Batrire and everything else that none had even mentioned the chest.

“What did you all get?”

Fowl grinned and then pulled out a massive chest piece that looked like a combination of the carapace of the scorpion they had fought and metal. “I got this. I still need to identify it.”

Max turned to Tanila, who pulled out a wand that looked like someone had taken a tail from the boss, shrunk it, twisted it, and put a small bulb on the end.

“That thing looks…”

Tanila winced and nodded. “Like a stinger, I know… it’s ugly as can be, and we also need to get them identified.”

“Was that it?” Max asked, glancing between the two of them.

“No,” Fowl said with a slight chuckle. “Perhaps later you can—OW!”

Tanila grinned and shook her head at Fowl, who cursed under his breath.

Max had seen Tanila’s foot catch Fowl in the shin.

“I got an ankle bracelet. It also needs to be identified, and no, I won’t show it off on my ankle.” She glared at Fowl, who was nursing his shin.

“What about you, Seth?”

Max turned to Fowl and looked at him. “What about me?”

“The boss… did you…”

Max realized he had indeed gotten something and never checked.

“Crap, I got so distracted, I… one second.”

[ 73 Hit Points Consumed ]

[ 4 Strength Consumed ]

[ 3 Constitution Consumed ]

[Consume has successfully Consumed a skill]

[ Skill does not match being’s body type ]

[ Consume is adjusting skill ]

[Consume has successfully consumed two skills. Choose which skill to consume]

[Would you like to learn [Resist Poison] or [Armored Warrior] ]

Max stared at the two options, unsure what they would give.


Chapter 46

Choosing Between the Two

Max pulled out a piece of paper and wrote down the two skill choices.

Fowl and Tanila scrunched their faces and shook their heads, neither knowing what the Armored Warrior offered.

“I know this will give you something,” Tanila whispered as she pointed at the words ‘poison resist’.” Glancing around the room, she leaned closer. “At the final rank, you are basically immune to any of that.”

“The other is nothing I have heard of,” Fowl added. “I know what I have, and there are lists of things available at later levels once in the tower, but that… I’m not sure.”

Max nodded, looking at both options and trying to decide which might be best. Not having to worry about poison as much would be a blessing, especially when they entered dungeons and towers where more monsters relied upon it. The other seemed helpful, but the use might be limited if it was a skill, like his Evasion, that had a cool-down.

“Which do you bet on? I mean, if one is constant and the other is an ability?”

Max watched as his two friends took a moment to consider the options. Everyone knew the power of a well-timed ability. It could often change the outcome of a battle depending upon what it was. When it was on cool-down, though, it provided nothing.

A passive ability was a huge boon, always being there, but if one wasn’t fighting something it helped against, it too provided no benefits.

“We know what we will be facing in the coming dungeons. That one would definitely provide help against those; the other…” Fowl’s voice trailed off as someone walked by their booth, laughing as they carried two tankards of ale. “The other is an unknown.”

Max groaned quietly. Fowl was right. One was unknown, and that created a lot of questions.

“Is poison resistance a skill someone can pick up?”

Tanila nodded slowly. “I can, but it’s limited. Rogues and maybe a few other classes, but it is rare. One would have to really want it to spend…” Tanila’s eyes widened, and she stopped, pulling a book from her storage and quickly flipping through the pages.

Max and Fowl watched her as she thumbed through the pages, finally coming to the section she was searching for, and quickly skimmed the elvish text. Two pages later, she held her finger on a line.

“Here… you can get skill stones inside the tower; some provide resistances. It is one of the ways adventurers can overcome the things they face.”

“That means the other is what was changed for me.”

Tanila nodded, closing the book and putting it up.

“I think it makes the choice an easy one?” Fowl asked.

Max nodded. If getting a resistance skill was possible in the tower, then the other was something special from that rare boss, and not taking it seemed foolish.

Do you have an opinion on this?

Max waited, not sure if he wanted an answer or not. Nothing came, so he made the choice.

Preparing for a jolt or some body-altering effect, Max felt nothing when he selected Armored Warrior.

[Skill Description - Armored Warrior]

*****

Armored Warrior - Rare Skill: When activated, the user's body will be covered in magical armor twice as strong as their current equipment for ten seconds. Resistances provided by equipment will also be doubled. Constitution is doubled for durability, and bonus Hit Points are consumed first. The ability cool-down is seventy-two hours.

*****

Max smiled, realizing he had been right in picking this one.

Taking the same piece of paper, he quickly jotted down what it provided, and when Fowl whistled slowly, he knew it had been the right choice.

“Imagine if you are wearing plate armor,” Fowl said. “That kind of bonus would be beyond anything I can imagine. That isn’t counting the hit point gain either.”

She took the paper from Max and read it momentarily before lighting it on fire with a flick of her finger.

Max almost protested but realized it wasn’t needed and just smiled since he could have done the same.

“You probably should consider getting some plate armor,” Tanila pointed out. “There will be times when your protection would be better suited.”

“How would that impact everything else? I mean, wouldn’t it limit mobility?”

Fowl shook his head as he laughed. “Not if you get the good stuff. Magical equipment isn’t like that crappy gear most people start off with. It isn’t limited like that. You need to go shoppi—”

“No money,” Tanila said, cutting Fowl off. “We don’t have the money for that right now.”

Grimacing, Fowl sighed. “Well, tomorrow we can try to earn some. There have to be things we can farm for money. What about quests we can do?”

“Not without a healer. I won’t risk you two without a healer.”

Everyone agreed their options were limited. Find a new healer and do dungeons where they could complete quests, grind out materials, or hope to do enough low-level dungeons to make up the difference. Even if they could earn three gold a day between the three of them, they still wouldn’t have enough in seven days.

Max lay in his bed staring up at the ceiling. The others had already called it a night, and he knew what he was going to do.

“What level are you?”

Max stared at the man behind the table and sighed. He had glanced at the charts multiple times, reading the potential payouts based on levels, and knew he had to go with the level thirty bracket. The gold wasn’t the best, but Max knew how much money he could make.

“I’m level thirty, sir.”

“Show me your stats, son. No skills or items needed, just your level and stats.”

Following the prompts, Max put his hand on the silver tablet and waited.

[Status Share]

*****

Seth Pendal

18-year-old Human Male

Level 30

HP: 500/500

MP: 50/50

Stamina: 250/250

STR: 35

DEX: 30

CON: 50

INT: 10

WIS: 10

*****

The Coliseum worker nodded, looking at the display that showed up.

“So you can fight in the thirty through thirty-five bracket. Winning a fight by submission is ten gold. Winning a fight by killing them is twenty gold. If you win and want to go again, you can. Any questions?”

Max shook his head. He had read the rules and knew what to expect.

“I can bet on myself, right?”

The worker, as well as a few people around him, all chuckled.

“You can, and most do.”

A different tablet was given to Max.

“Sign on the bottom there, and know that if you don’t show up, a five gold fee will be charged to you.” The man leaned his arms on the table and glared at Max. “Don’t make us come find you to collect.”

Max nodded, quickly read the last few lines on the contract, and signed it.

“Remember, only bring weapons and armor you are willing to lose if you die. Anything else should be left with a friend, a loved one, or in the vault underneath the Coliseum. Be here an hour before the evening's first battle starts.”

“Thank you.”

Max turned and left, moving through the crowd of fighters, all signing up for a chance to earn money and fame. He was surprised by how many were actually there, willing to risk death like he was.

As he walked down the street toward the guild hall the three of them were going to meet up at, Max had gotten about a hundred yards when he felt a presence he knew far too well coming up from behind him.

Frowning, he turned and saw Tanila hurrying toward him.

“Tanila, I can—”

Her hand struck his face. He saw it coming and knew ten ways to dodge, deflect, stop, or more, yet he took it. It didn’t hurt and barely stung, but that she felt the need to do it crushed him.

“I can—”

Another hand came, and he closed his eyes, prepared for the hit. It never connected, stopping a few inches away.

“You think so little of us that you would do this?”

Her voice was a growl, and as people walked along the road, a bubble formed around them, giving the two of them all the room they might need.

“It’s not that. I can—”

“Die? Expose yourself?” she hissed quietly. “Ruin everything we have done? What?!”

“One night, one fight. We both know I am going to win. There is no risk of me dying.”

Tanila saw the look in Max’s eyes. The strength behind them and the belief that he was absolutely correct.

She shook her head and then tapped his chest.

“What about dying here? What if… if you give in?”

Max frowned. He had considered that, but the positive outweighed any potential negative in his mind. There was no downside. He might gain a skill or some stats, but he didn’t believe for a moment that one death would result in any corruption of his soul.

“I’ll be fine. I promise.”

Tanila crossed her arms, and Max saw her shaking with anger and frustration. “You promise? Don’t you remember what you said about… Gah… men.”

She flicked her braid behind her shoulder and stormed off, leaving Max to watch her walk toward the guild hall he had been headed for.

As she walked away, he swore he heard laughter from inside him. A voice that was amused at either what he was about to do or what he believed he knew.

Unable to stop himself, Max shuddered. He had just signed up for something he couldn’t back out of.

Fowl hadn’t said a word.

When Tanila told him what Max had done, Fowl nodded once and then moved toward the ogre dungeon. Max couldn't take the suspense as they prepared to fight these creatures. It was killing him.

“Aren’t you going to say something?” Max asked before Fowl went to aggro the first group of ogres.

Pausing, the dwarf turned, his eyes peering out through the slits of his helm.

“What do you want me to say? I understand. I considered it myself. I know why you did it and why I didn’t. Tanila and I both know you could win the entire thing. What scares us is if you do.”

Max felt those eyes burning into him.

“Tell me our choices! How else can we help Batrire? Take out a loan? Sell our gear? Try to farm enough without adding a new healer and dealing with our group's problems? Find another casino?”

Fowl shrugged. “I don’t have an answer, Seth. All I know is that Batrire wouldn’t like it. She lost her brother, and if you go through with this… if you lose yourself to save her, she may not want to be saved.”

Fowl glanced back at the ogres and then turned to look at Max.

He shook his head, put his weapon and shield into storage, and then put his helm away.

“I’ll be there tonight to watch you. I’ll cheer for you. I just cannot be happy about this. You do what you must, and I don’t think I can waste time here. If you win, none of this matters.”

Fowl turned and moved back toward the glowing blue portal. A few yards from it, he turned and looked at Max. “I’m headed to Ockrim’s temple. It’s been too long since I’ve prayed to him.”

Max watched as Fowl left the dungeon and then turned to see Tanila staring at him. Her face showed every bit of her displeasure. How she stood with her shoulders cocked, hip jutting out. Her frown and the way her eyes looked down at him.

“I don’t say this often enough and for many reasons, but I need you to listen to me.”

Tanila moved to Max. Stood just a foot from him and touched his cheek.

“Max, you are our family. I care for you in ways I can’t explain and am afraid to consider. Do not lose the man we love.”

A small, pained smile appeared before she turned and left him alone in the dungeon.

Angry and upset, Max did the only thing he could think of at that moment.

Sweating, angry, and upset, Max ignored all the corpses of the ogres he had killed. The entire first floor was wiped clean, and he hadn’t used a single skill.

Perfect… we are ready for tonight…

Max nodded. He was ready.


Chapter 47

Fighting for Gold

Max stood among a crowd of at least two hundred other fighters. Each Level had its own section, and Max was surprised by how many men and women showed up for the lowest bracket. The level twenties had at least fifty fighters, all ready to die for a chance at money they could never expect to make elsewhere.

The roars of the crowd above shook the room he was in.

He watched the other fighters that were in his section. Some wore their armor, while others were like him, waiting to put it on until the last minute. A few talked, and some walked around like they were the biggest, baddest person there, but no one fought down here. The rules had been simple. Doing that and wasting a bracket or a slot would have far worse consequences than death on the Coliseum floor.

His mind was racing. He didn’t know if Tanila was there, but knowing Fowl was provided some relief.

When his level bracket was up, they were led off to an area where they could watch the fights. Winning provided a chance to go again. It also allowed you to see what your competition could do.

Thirty fighters for his bracket. He had counted twice and was doing the math in his head. Even if he didn’t kill anyone, there was still much money to make. Once he won, he could bet on himself from that point on.

Surrendering was allowed, but there was no guarantee the other fighter would accept it.

Max let his sonar do the job his eyes couldn’t. He could feel how people moved. He sensed their hesitation and excitement. Some of them had hearts he swore were about to explode from how fast they beat. Others were whispering prayers for protection or Strength. Three others were as calm as he was.

Max was seeded in the third fight, so he stood near the windows that showed the fight. The competition was far away, and he couldn’t see the screen above, so the information he had gained was not as useful as he had hoped.

One was a mage, and the other was a warrior with a massive two-handed hammer.

Thirty yards separated them, and as soon as the bell rang out, the mage led with a root spell.

The warrior roared as his feet became entwined, and then fire leaped from the mage multiple times.

In his head, Max counted the seconds. A typical ensnare spell would hold fifteen to twenty seconds.

Potions weren’t allowed, and the warrior had suffered three massive spells, his flesh badly burnt, and it appeared he was barely standing when the roots broke.

One more fireball came from the mage, knocking the warrior, trying to move toward him to his knees.

The crowd was roaring, shouts of ‘kill him’ coming from all around. The other fighters stared, watching and waiting to see what would happen.

Using his hammer to stand up, the warrior moved toward the mage. A fire bolt came this time, giving the tell-tell clue that he was running out of Mana if the mage was not still using the fireball spell.

It hit the warrior, and Max saw flesh burning. His hair was almost all gone from his head. His chain armor looked like it was burning the warrior's flesh from the multiple spells he had endured.

His steps were heavy, and Max saw the panic on the mage’s face as the warrior drew near.

They were trapped in a fifty-foot invisible sphere. He could run, but only so far.

“That mage is dead,” one of the fighters near him muttered. “He is going to reach him.”

“I’d bet money he won’t,” said another, eliciting more comments from others until a loud grunt from the guards in the room silenced them.

Max watched, knowing how classes were typically specced. The warrior most likely had at least a fifty in his Constitution. He was low on health, but he could still survive another spell. Maybe two. His Dex was probably lower, and that just meant while he wasn’t fast, he was still faster than the mage. One or two hits from his weapon were all it would take.

The crowd sensed it. They sensed the change.

Then, the mage made the mistake of his life, casting his ensnare spell when the cool-down ended.

The warrior was stuck fifteen yards from him.

“Show’s over,” Max muttered to himself.

He heard a chuckle and turned, seeing an elvish woman with a red braid nod.

As soon as the ensnare broke, the warrior charged, covering the distance with his weapon ready to strike.

The mage held up his hands, “I SURRENDER!”

Boos came from the crowd as the warrior slowed down, his hammer dropping to the ground behind him.

“Accepted!” the warrior shouted.

As the crowd roared, the warrior held up one hand and then fell over backward in the dirt.

Laughter came from the crowd as the healers who had been standing around the arena rushed out, casting spells and bringing him back to his feet.

“One more spell,” Max said, shaking his head. “That’s all he needed.”

The second fight was much more exciting as two dwarves, male and female, both apparently rogues, used their daggers and dual-wielding to entertain the crowd. Cuts appeared on both of them, their faces, arms, and legs all dripping blood from the constant clashes they made with their weapons.

Both had tried stealthing at the beginning, but all it had done was delay their ability to strike until both were visible again.

Now, it was a battle of skill. They appeared almost equal, small mistakes being the deciding factor. The male dwarf went for a double slash, leaving his midsection open but wanting to take advantage of the cut over the female dwarf’s eye. She read it, adjusting and dropping low, plunging a dagger into the male rogue's gut and raking it down toward the ground as he stumbled past her.

One hand went to the cut, trying to hold in his intestines as he raised the other and started to shout, “I surr—”

It was cut off as the female rogue came up from behind and sliced his throat, letting his body fall to the dirt.

She held up both daggers, and the crowd went wild, cheering for her.

“Peralit! Peralit! Peralit!”

She gave a slight bow before staggering on her feet. Healers rushed to her and gave her healing. Max saw, from the corner of his eyes, the two queens applauding the dwarf for the fight. He didn’t remember them doing that for the first one.

“Seth Pendal! You’re up!”

Standing in the center of the arena floor, Max tried to calm his heart from the noise and surroundings. To say he was prepared for this would be a lie. It was intoxicating.

Across from him was a male warrior wearing plate armor with a shield and a sword.

Chuckling to himself, Max spun his halberd and remembered what Fowl had said.

Maybe I do need to get some plate armor…

The bell rang out, and the warrior with the shield began to move toward him. His steps were steady, and he waved his sword a little. He was a human male who was slightly taller than Max, with blond hair streaming out the bottom of his plate helmet, which made him slightly jealous.

“You can surrender if you want,” Max shouted, still not moving from his spot.

The warrior slowed his approach, ignoring the crowd’s chants for action.

“You think you can scare me,” the warrior said, laughing and motioning to the crowd. “There isn’t a chance you are going to win.”

With those words said, the warrior charged at Max.

Max had almost brought out his shield but needed a few secrets. There were a lot of fights still to take place, and Max was well aware everyone who won would be watching.

Max swung his weapon using his reach, forcing the warrior to try to parry it.

The moment the hammer portion of Max’s weapon struck the sword, the warrior experienced Max’s Strength for the first time.

Those stats he had listed with his conceal skill didn’t tell the truth. Max’s Strength was over sixty with his gear, and this warrior was maybe in the low forties.

The shock of the blow caught the warrior off guard, leaving him struggling to keep his sword in his hand.

Spinning his halberd and delivering another blow, the man absorbed it with his shield and found himself driven to his knees.

Shifting his hips, Max used that moment to drive forward and pierce with the tip, sliding it along the shield's edge and into his foe's right shoulder.

Right there, where the arm piece and the shoulder piece connect, a small gap could be found. The sound of the warrior's bones shattering from that attack and his scream was drowned out by the crowd around them.

The warrior's arm hung limply to the side, and Max smiled, pulling his spear back and watching the man try to back away.

“Remember I offered,” Max said, fighting the desire that was welling up inside him.

Seeming to forget his pain and his lack of a way to fight back, the warrior charged Max, shield out.

Max stepped to the side, bringing his halberd around and sending the blade into the back of the man’s left knee.

The bones and tendons were cut, and the man fell to the ground, sliding through the dirt on his shield for a few feet.

The crowd roared, cheered, and shouted, most calling for the man’s blood.

Moving to where his foe struggled to turn over, Max yanked the man’s sword from his hand and put it into his storage.

Max shoved him with his foot, assisting the man's attempt to roll, and stood back.

“Tell me what you want. Do you want to give up or die?”

He felt the man glaring at him with rage but also with the fear of knowing he never stood a chance.

“I SURRENDER!”

Max shook his head.

“I’ll allow that for all your equipment.”

The man’s eyes went wide from behind the slits in his helm.

“But if I do that, what will I fight with?”

Max nodded and leaned over the man, putting his foot on the arm that was injured. “But if you don’t, you’ll be dead and unable to ever earn it back.”

The crowd waited to hear what the man would say and what Max would do.

“Take it!”

Max nodded and moved back.

“I accept his surrender for his equipment!”

Some of the crowd shouted in joy, and others bemoaned the ending, hoping to see more blood.

Max saw the two queens sitting in their seats as he walked away. They both gave small claps, but neither stood for him as they had for the rogue in the last fight.

Everybody wants to see blood… even the damn royalty…

Yes, and soon, you will have to make it flow… soon you will desire it, too…

Max almost missed a step, waving away the healer who had come to check on him.

Inside, he felt the truth. He knew the voice was right. It had taken everything he had to not end that man’s life.

He tried to convince himself those points in Constitution wouldn’t have been worth it. Deep down inside, the voice didn’t care.

Fowl plopped down into his seat next to Tanila. He saw her face. It had been whiter than normal for a few moments.

“He fought it,” Fowl said over the noise in her ears.

She nodded.

For now… for now…


Chapter 48

It Always Gets Worse

Max noticed that, once he returned to the group of fighters, everyone gave him a wide berth except for the female elf, who had chuckled when he spoke about the first match.

“Seth, right?”

Max saw the red-haired, elvish woman moving toward him and nodded.

“I’m Adaneth. Impressive fight last round.”

Max shrugged but smiled. “We both know that wasn’t true.”

She laughed, her voice echoing off the walls and momentarily drawing the guards' attention before they realized no intervention was needed.

“You are smarter than most and have a keen eye. This is your first time here.”

Max nodded, listening to her as he watched the next fight between two mages.

What in the gods’ name were mages even thinking about coming here and fighting…

It was a boring fight, as both used their Mana to deflect spells and attack each other. Max shook his head and turned back to Adaneth when it turned into a fight with staves.

“So are you saying you have fought here before?”

Winking at him, she smiled and shook a finger. “I’m not saying anything, but I know someone who is a real challenge when I see them. Not like most of these fighters here, who don’t have a clue. Tell me, are you planning on going all the way?”

Max shrugged. “It depends. I’m here for a little money. I could win if I wanted, but I’m not sure I want the reputation it would give me to do that.”

Max saw something change behind the woman’s green eyes. They narrowed slightly as she took in his words and how he stood, completely relaxed.

“Something tells me it will be an interesting matchup when we meet. Has anyone warned you about the other two?”

Max shook his head but lifted a finger and pointed at the two he knew she was talking about.

She cackled softly and nodded. “You are good. Gods, it’s been ages since I have been this worked up.”

Max turned and stared at the women. Even though she was half a head taller, he held her gaze.

“When I offer you the chance to surrender, will you take it?”

His question caught her off guard, and the others who had heard him say it took a step back. One of the guards moved closer, unsure how Adaneth might respond.

She stared at Max for a few moments. The sound of the bell and the start of another match broke her gaze.

“I guess we will have to wait and see, won’t we.”

Max nodded and smiled.

“I guess we will.”

The next fight was an uneven matchup. Max wondered how it even made the boards. That was until it started, and everything changed.

An elven mage versus a human rogue seemed like an easy win for the rogue.

The rogue went intoS immediately, not allowing the mage to ensnare him.

With thirty yards between them, Max knew it would take a good chunk of time for the rogue to get to the mage, who immediately sprinted to the back part of the arena.

Time ticked by, and Max felt the moment coming when an attack would happen, or the rogue's Stealth would end.

At that moment, Max noticed the mage casting a fire spell.

The area of effect spell went off, catching the rogue, who was just a few yards away, in flames and breaking his Stealth.

The moment it broke, the mage backed up, casting his ensnare spell and watching as the rogue found himself stuck in place.

As soon as the rogue was immobilized and the mage began to cast a fire spell, the rogue lifted his hands and shouted, “I SURRENDER!”

The mage nodded, shouting, “I ACCEPT!” and, to Max’s surprise, the mage had lived to see another day.

“You’re surprised by that victory.”

Max glanced at Adaneth and nodded. “I’m assuming the mage has practiced that multiple times. Knowing how long Stealth lasts, how far a rogue can go with that skill, and at what speed they can move takes working with or against one.”

She nodded. “A smart mage is a dangerous thing. Thankfully, most are used to fighting monsters who haven’t figured out how to use tactics to fight.”

Chuckling, Max turned his attention back to the floor where they were getting ready for another fight. One he wanted to watch.

The human male that he had pointed out when they first started talking was out there. He hadn’t drawn any weapons yet, but his chain armor told Max he was a fighter of some type. His opponent was also a melee fighter, sporting a hodgepodge collection of chain armor. The female human had two swords and was squatting down some, holding her weapons ready.

“That Alfred is a bastard,” Adaneth hissed. “He is going to play with her.”

Max glanced sideways before turning hit attention to the two fighters as the bell rang. “Play with her?”

She nodded and said nothing more.

Max watched as the woman rushed toward Alfred. He lowered his stance slightly and prepared for the woman coming at him.

She attacked, her swords moving in a combination high-low attack, and the man used his hands to simply deflect the blades, moving to the side before slapping the back of her head with his hand.

The woman spun around, slashing, expecting Alfred to be behind her, only to find he had moved with her, staying so close he was almost pressed against her. His movements were perfect and fast. As she swung that second time, he reached from behind and slammed his thumb into her left eye.

She howled in pain, and Max winced, having felt a similar thing before.

Even in pain, she turned, swiping blindly and trying to catch the man, who had just blinded her, with a lucky strike.

He leaped backward, putting a few yards between them.

Blood was streaming from her injured eye, and Max saw the rage on her face. She was struggling to handle the pain flowing through her optic nerve and still be able to react to and attack the man who was obviously faster and more skilled than she was.

She came at him again, her balance off as she attacked.

Alfred continued toying with her, moving around her attacks and slapping her butt or giving her a shove.

The crowd roared with laughter at his every antic. Each time, she fell away, unable to handle his playful attempts.

Realizing there was no chance, she held up both swords and yelled, “I SURRENDER!”

The second she did that, Alfred darted forward, his hands disarming her and taking both swords from her grip. A look of shock came over her, but only for a second, as the man suddenly thrust both swords into her legs.

She cried out and started to fall as each leg had a sword slid along the bone as he thrust it in.

Max saw what had happened but couldn’t believe it was possible. His attack had gone through her chainmail.

Laughing, Alfred walked around her slightly, raising his hands to the crowd who roared for him. Max turned and saw both queens clapping and standing.

“Kill her! Kill her!”

The chant echoed around the Coliseum, and Max felt the weight of it calling out to him and his hunger.

The man nodded, moving behind the woman, who was unable to fall forward because the swords propped her up.

Unsure what Alfred said in her ear as he leaned forward, Max watched as the man grabbed her head and snapped her neck.

Alfred walked away, leaving her head hanging like a rag doll.

Staring there, making sure his mouth was closed but still taking in the sight, Max heard a slight cough.

“It gets worse,” Adaneth said. “And I haven’t even gone.”

When the male elf Max had felt was different from the rest walked out carrying a massive staff and wearing robes, Max immediately knew it was going to go differently than the first.

The warrior he faced had a shield and a sword, being at least smart enough to try and protect himself from the spells that would come at him.

Max stared at the Elven man in his flowing white and red robe as he looked at his opponent with disdain.

The mage shouted something at the warrior and waited for a response. As if the warrior realized it would not go well for him, the man shouted, “I SURRENDER!” and the elf accepted it, walking out from the battleground without casting a spell.

The crowd booed at the lack of a fight, but Max could only wonder why.

“It happens more than you realize,” Adaneth informed him as she started to crack her neck. “Now, if you will excuse me, I must prepare.”

The following two fights were nothing of value, both victors killing their opponents and barely managing to stand on their own. It was evident that some knew how to fight and those who did not, and the lure of gold had cost them their lives.

Max watched as Adaneth strode out into the arena. Her entire outfit was chain armor dyed red to match her hair. A pair of axes with hooks on the end was in her hands.

Her opponent was a mage who looked like he believed he had the upper hand.

The bell rang, and the mage did what all the others had done before. He cast ensnare and watched the roots climb up the legs of his opponent.

Adaneth smiled and leaned over, using her axes on the vines.

“Elf tits,” Max muttered louder than he had meant to.

He had never realized that one could attack the roots to help break free. It made sense with how stronger monsters broke them earlier, freeing themselves.

Seeing the warrior doing just that, the mage launched two fireballs at her, both inflicting damage but not nearly as much as Max had expected. She never stopped hacking, and ten seconds before the ensnare would usually end, she was free, running at the mage, zig-zagging and making it hard for him to target her.

He released a point-blank fireball that did hit her, but the next moment, a head rolled along the dirt floor, and the crowd was on its feet. Applause and the stomping of feet made the room he was in shake while the noise of their shouting hurt his ears.

As Adaneth walked toward the gate for the fighters, Max saw her look at him and wink. She was obviously enjoying herself and putting on a show.

The last fights of round one were over quickly, and with no delay, the second round began.

Peralit had fought the warrior from the first fight, and for a moment, Max thought she had it in the bag, having hamstrung him from the start. Then, a blow Max had not expected the warrior to land crashed into her and shattered her leg. Her greatest asset had been her mobility while doing damage. Now, she was unable to move as the warrior limped toward her.

She begged to be spared, and the man nodded, ending the match and waiting to be healed so he could walk away.

As Max waited for the gate to open and let him enter the fighting area, he turned to the man with a metal tablet.

“Wanting to bet on yourself, sir?” Max nodded. “What are the odds?”

Tapping the metal plate, the man read something from a screen and smiled. “You have one to two odds. Bet one gold to win twenty-five silver.”

Snorting, Max shook his head. “Bet all ten on myself.”

The man smiled and nodded. “Best of luck.”

His opponent was the mage who had won by knocking out another mage with his staff. Max saw the mage shaking even from thirty yards away.

“Would you like to surrender or die?” Max shouted before the match started. “I gave the other man the option. He could have kept his gear had he surrendered.”

The mage took a moment and looked at Max, and the image of what he had done to the warrior replayed in the man’s mind. Holding up both hands, the mage shouted his surrender, and Max accepted, walking away without breaking a sweat.

That’s twenty-five gold. One more fight, and then I’m done.

Max stood in the room, noticing the warrior he would face next, watching him.

Unsure if the warrior would fight him or surrender, Max gave him a brief nod before returning his attention to the fights.

He hoped to see the others in action a little more.


Chapter 49

Always Bet on Yourself

Disappointment filled Max, as it seemed many other fighters surrendered before they even took the field. Aware that it could happen, the crowds were still upset because it meant no blood was spilled to satisfy their desires. It also meant they couldn’t bet on a match that never took place, and they considered an easy win.

Alfred’s opponent never took the field, and as the man walked out there, waving and bowing as the crowd cheered and booed, it was evident Alfred was not happy either.

In mere moments, the field had been cut down to just a few remaining fights.

Max had a fight, but everyone else would be getting a free pass if things continued as they were.

“Betting it all again, sir?”

Max nodded, signing the metal plate again as the man smiled.

“Should I ask the odds?”

A smirk appeared on the worker's face as he read a list Max couldn’t see. “It appears they are one-to-one odds. I guess they expect an actual fight.”

With the gate almost fully open, Max turned and watched the worker start to walk away.

An actual fight… Have I missed something?

The crowd roared with excitement as they prepared for the first fight in a while. Max watched the man he would face, twirling his massive two-handed hammer like it was a toy.

“You want to surrender?” Max shouted, knowing the man’s answer even before he asked.

Smiling, the warrior shook his head. “I was going to offer the same, but I knew you would say no also.”

Max nodded and then shrugged. “What is your name?”

“Pew.”

Giving a slight bow, Max held his halberd in one hand and watched as the warrior, a foot taller than him, returned the gesture.

The bell sounded, and the crowd’s shouting was so loud it hurt for that initial second.

The warrior moved forward, his chain armor looking no worse for the wear after all those spells and the holes the rogue had put in it.

Moving forward, Max watched the man, seeing nothing that screamed danger but knowing there was never a time to be complacent.

At seven yards, they faced off, circling slightly, and Max could see the smile still on Pew’s face.

His mind read those movements, read the position of the hammer, and felt the possible attacks that Pew could do.

And then it happened. Pew rushed forward, a side swing coming as the huge hammer head hurtled toward him.

Knowing the path of the hammer, Max saw the only option was to parry it. Holding his weapon straight up to block it and keeping his hands away from the point of impact, the head of the hammer slammed into his metal-wrapped shaft and bounced off.

The clang of the impact rang out, and Max saw the warrior’s eyes widen slightly at how Max had never moved from the blow.

Another attack came, Pew shifting his weight and driving the hammer from above.

Stepping sideways and using his weapon, Max sent the head of the weapon into the ground.

The crowd roared, but Max ignored it as strike after strike failed to connect.

Everything Pew attempted to do either missed or was easily deflected.

A dozen or more attempts later, Pew backed up, shaking his head and unable to comprehend what he was dealing with.

“I can’t hit you or move you! You’re not even sweating!”

Max nodded and shrugged. “I’ll offer you the chance again. Surrender now, before things go bad.”

Shaking his head, Pew grinned.

“Maybe I’ll give it a few more attempts before I do that!”

The warrior dashed forward again, but Max could tell this time he was slightly faster. It was as if he had been holding back just a little, trying to gauge Max’s speed and reaction time. The blows hit with more force, yet Max knew the man’s highest stat was Constitution. Even if he gimped himself, there was no way he could compete with Max’s Strength and Dexterity.

As a blow came toward his shoulders, Max noticed something different at the last second.

The hammer flickered a barely noticeable white color before returning to its normal metal hue. When the weapon changed color, its speed doubled, and Max saw the direction of its swing shift. His Evasion and Sonar helped him to read it, but there was no way he could dodge it in time. Leaping to the left, he still felt the hammer connect with the side of his leg.

A crack came, and Max knew it had broken a bone, but as he tumbled through the air, he closed his eyes, activated his regeneration, and let himself roll, wincing as the bones rejoined.

By the time he landed and stood up, Max’s leg was healed, and he smiled, the pain of it gone.

He could see Pew’s reaction as he stood up.

“How… you should be…”

The man was trying to figure things out as he spoke, his words inaudible to anyone but Max with his sonar skill.

It’s our turn…

A hunger consumed Max as he realized the man had something he wanted. An ability on such a short cool-down that it had been used to defeat that rogue was now available again.

He felt himself charging Pew, could see his eyes go wide, and, for a moment, prepared to lift his hands and shout surrender before realizing that option was gone.

It didn’t matter that Pew wasn’t fast enough to react. Even if Pew had kept his hands ready, or had he raised them up, Max had already won.

His halberd came at such a blazing speed that Pew couldn’t get his weapon in position to stop the attack.

The power behind it drove the shaft of his hammer away as the axe blade cut through the chain pants and hacked off Pew’s left leg below the knee.

As the crowd roared, shouts and cheers washed over Max; he was oblivious to them.

He was angry and hungry.

Pew had tried to trick him, and now it was his turn to repay that favor.

His axe continued its swing, even after cleaving off the leg. Max swung through, cutting into the right leg and using his hips to send the warrior spinning through the air.

Crashing to the ground, Pew had the wind knocked out of him, his hammer bouncing from his hands into the dirt.

Max’s hammer came down, shattering a shoulder with the hammerhead, bones turning to paste as the warrior screamed in agony.

Kill him!

Max stumbled backward. His chest was heaving, and he was struggling to hold back. He wanted to kill Pew. To claim his power for himself, but Max knew what that would bring. What would that do if he gave in?

No… I can’t…

You must! You need to be stronger to protect your friends. To protect your family. He can offer that!

The voice was right, and Max knew it.

He looked around the Coliseum, listening to the crowd, and knew somewhere out there Fowl was watching. Maybe even Tanila.

Out of the corner of his eyes, Max saw healers waiting near the edges of the barrier.

“Surrender,” Max growled, fighting his own tongue that didn’t want to offer it.

A single hand came up as Pew lay on his back, blood flowing from his wounds.

“I surrender!”

It wasn’t a shout but barely a cry.

Max nodded and turned.

“I accept!”

Tanila shuddered and shook her head, her breath coming quickly.

“He did it,” Fowl muttered. “He did it.”

“Yes, but it’s not over. He isn’t done.”

Turning to look at Tanila, whose hands were trembling, Fowl saw the concern in her eyes.

“What do you mean? He resisted. Even if he didn’t bet on himself, he has earned enough! Sure he…”

Fowl realized what Tanila meant.

“He won’t stop, will he?”

She shook her head, a few tears falling from the movement of it.

“No. He will win this or die trying.”

Groaning, Fowl leaned back in his seat.

“That was impressive,” Adaneth said. “For a moment, I wondered if Pew’s trick would catch you off guard.”

Max glared at the elven woman. “How many of you do this every time?”

She chuckled and shrugged. “This is my eighth or ninth time competing in these competitions. Normally, I wouldn’t tell you, but I don’t think you realize what you are up against. You should take your money and go.”

The sixty gold Max had earned weighed in his mind, and he had considered it, but now something kept him from just folding.

“How come you haven’t quit yet? Aren’t you afraid of dying?”

A laughter that seemed far too sweet and pure came from her throat as she shook her head.

“Seth, you have no idea what is about to happen next, but I do hope that I am the one who gets to face you.”

“You can’t face me next. It should be—”

“Nope. There are five of us left. They will redraw the brackets. One person will get a bye, and the other two pairs will face off. The winner of both those matches will fight again and then face the one who got the bye.”

“When did that rule happen? No one said anything about that!”

The noise of guards entering from the far tunnel attracted their attention momentarily, and Max waited for Adaneth to reply.

“You signed it when you first agreed to this. That brackets might need to be redrawn based on numbers. You should have noticed there were only thirty slots.”

Leaning in, Adaneth whispered in Max’s ear, her breath warm on his exposed skin.

“Every time, it ends this way. Every time, Alfred will get the bye. No one fights him. The fun is seeing who gets number two.”

Her words seemed foolish, and yet Max began to realize she must be telling the truth. Of the five left, only he and one other person were outside the three he sensed from the start as being a real threat.

The remaining rogue was sweating. When Max took a moment, he could feel their heart beating too fast. Adaneth and the elf mage were still as calm as could be. All the way on the other side of the room, Alfred sat on a bench, looking bored as he watched the four of them. He was out of the range of Max’s sonar, but he didn’t need it to see that the man had no fear.

“So you’re tel—”

Adaneth held her hand up, cutting Max off as the guards who had entered cleared their throats.

“The final pairings of this bracket have been decided! The first pair will be Saevel versus Seth, followed by…”

Max’s mind went wild, and he ignored whatever the guards had said next.

Adaneth had told the truth. They were going to set all this up for him and the other person to be butchered.

A hand tapped his shoulder, and Max snapped out of his thoughts to see Adaneth frowning.

“Looks like you and I won’t get a chance to play after all,” she said, leaning in close again. “Just know, had we played, I might have let you live.”

She smiled and turned, flicking her red braid and moving toward the male rogue, who was now visibly shaking as she walked over to torment him.

Saevel began to move toward him, the elf moving slowly and deliberately. His face showed almost no emotion, but Max could see a slight upward turn of the corner of his lips.

“You have fought bravely,” Saevel said when he stopped a few feet from Max. “Are you going to quit like a coward or die like a man?”

Max couldn’t help it. He had been ready to walk away. To take his money and go. What Adaneth had told him had upset him, knowing that the odds were stacked against him. That someone, somehow, was pulling strings and culling fighters while making money for others.

Then, this elf had the nerve to talk to him like that. To speak to him as if he was no one.

It took every ounce of Strength Max had to not let loose the beast inside him that wanted to be free.

When he finally stopped laughing and saw that every eye in the room was on him, Max noticed Saevel had taken a step back.

Even though shorter, Max moved forward, reclaiming the lost space, and glared into the elf's yellow eyes. “And here I was going to make you the same offer.”


Chapter 50

Always Elves to Fight

The crowd went ballistic when the announcement came that Max and Saevel would fight.

Standing there, Max saw how the worker looked at him as he bet his sixty gold with three-to-one odds.

“You realize you’re going to lose? I mean, you don’t stand a chance.”

Max shrugged his shoulders and grinned. “Care to bet on that?”

A guard near him chuckled briefly before going rigid again as the worker glared at him.

“Just know, we appreciate your donation to the Coliseum funds,” the worker snapped as he walked away.

Waiting for the gate to open, a cough from behind caught his attention.

“Just so you know, I’ve bet everything on you each round, sir. Good luck.”

Max turned and saw the guard, who had laughed a minute ago, flash a brief smile before giving him a nod.

The other guard rolled his eyes as he shook his head but said nothing.

“I appreciate the confidence.”

Fowl was sweating as he plopped down in his seat.

“Where did you go?” Tanila demanded as she fidgeted nervously in her seat. “The fight is about to start!”

“Small bladder,” Fowl said. “It is a madhouse out there.”

Everyone around them leaped to their feet, and both were forced to stand to see the two fighters making their way to the center of the floor.

“Goblin shite, Seth better win.”

Tanila nodded, not having stopped praying to Thuyja for even a moment.

Max took in everything around him. The crowd was louder than ever, yet the noise had lessened.

“It’s the shield,” Saevel called out, motioning as they waited for the announcer to stop talking and the match to start. “They don’t want the noise distracting us.”

Snorting, Max nodded. “One last chance, I won’t hold back.”

“I want you to know something. My race has a special name for your kind. My people are fools to allow your race to continue. This is why I fight here. This is why—”

“You’re a damn zealot,” Max growled, interrupting Saevel and whatever speech the elf had planned. “One of those fools who thinks they can kill humans without consequences.”

A scowl formed, and Saevel’s face turned red as he opened his mouth.

“Save it!” Max shouted. “I’ll kill you now, just like I did one of your brothers.”

That comment caught the elf off guard. The bell sounded as he closed his mouth, trying to process the statement Max had just made.

Without hesitating, Max charged, bounding from side to side as he did. There was no straight line as he ran, no easy path for the mage to unleash whatever spell he wanted on him.

Roots began to form, and Max leaped away, using every ounce of Strength and speed he had.

He pulled his shield from storage as he moved, never taking his eyes off the mage.

Max saw the look of frustration on Saevel’s when he dodged the root spell, one small vine barely getting a hold before he leaped away, tearing free from its grasp.

Ten yards separated them, and suddenly, the world went dark.

Dark magic…

Max laughed out loud.

He was moving toward the mage, who was trying to step away, unable to comprehend how Max was still able to come directly at him.

A fireball blasted from Saevel’s hands, and Max lifted his shield, feeling the impact of it and the pain of the flames that washed over him, but it didn’t matter. Two seconds later, he was within range.

Thrusting his spear, Max felt the tip pierce Saevel’s robe and sink into his chest.

A groan came from the elf’s lips, and even though Max couldn’t see him, his sonar skill gave him an outline of the pain on the mage’s face.

Saevel raised his right hand, and Max knew he was about to cast something. He chuckled when he stopped, the mage jerking slightly for a half second.

Thank the gods for that enchantment.

His shield found the elf’s face with the cracking of bones and flesh as it knocked him to the ground and sent him tumbling a few feet.

Max realized that the sounds of the crowd were quieter than before. It had been muted, but now it was even less.

Rasping breaths and gasps for air filled his ears as the blind spell wore off, and Max saw Saevel looking up at him from the ground. His yellow eyes had gone dull, and the elf could barely raise his right hand.

Whatever words he was trying to say couldn’t come out. His jaw hung open, broken and torn.

Max moved over to him, slamming his foot into the man's right arm and crushing the bones underneath it.

Saevel howled as best as his body would let him. Blood flew as he screamed, a few teeth coming free and falling on his robe, which was now stained with blood.

Max stored his shield, took his weapon in both hands and smiled.

“This is for every human you thought you were better than.”

The head rolled free, and Max made sure to keep a firm grip on the shaft as the blade cut through the elf’s neck and buried itself into the ground.

Cold, raw power filled him, healing his wounds and sending massive jolts of electricity through his brain.
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Max clenched his eyes shut as he listened. The crowd had gone silent for a moment.

They had been stunned at the turn of events. Everyone had expected Saevel to win.

They now realized he had not and needed a moment to comprehend that.

Then came the flood of sound. Cheers washed over him as the crowd reacted to a turn of events none had expected. Many had lost everything, no doubt, but seeing the elf fall so quickly to this warrior made them wonder what might occur in the next fight.

Choosing yes, his mind flooded with the knowledge and understanding of how to blind and cripple people. The cold snap of power through his head made him wince, but Max pushed through it, not wanting to look weak or hurt.

A healer approached him and began to cast a spell before Max motioned that he was fine.

Max nodded and then stood up, waving to the crowd and raising his weapon over his head.

They cheered for him.

“Seth! Seth! Seth!”

Glancing at the booth where the two queens sat, Max saw them standing, clapping their hands.

All it takes is a little blood, which appears to get their attention…

Max had grinned larger than he remembered when entering the gate he had exited through just a few minutes ago.

The guard who had bet on him was bouncing, obviously excited about the money he had made.

Next to him stood the worker, who did not look happy at all. “Your total now stands at two hundred gold coins.” His voice was short and forced.

Max nodded and followed the guards, leading him back to the waiting room.

As he walked down the hallway, Adaneth walked toward him, a massive grin on her face.

“Thank you! Thank you for that!”

Max felt his eyebrows lifting as he tried to understand why the woman had said that.

“Because of you, I get a fight! He believes he has a chance!”

She walked away, bouncing on her feet like a young child excited at getting a treat or a new toy.

Gods, what have I done?

Max watched the massacre that was disguised as a fight. He didn’t want to keep watching but had to, hoping to learn more about Adaneth’s strengths and weaknesses. She was fast and brutal. She toyed with the rogue until she had grown bored. The crowd had called for her to end it, and she did, in the most horrific fashion he had seen yet.

The people were on their feet, chanting her name as she waved both swords, slinging blood in every direction as she did.

Max glanced at Albert, who still hadn’t moved from his seat. The man appeared to be asleep, unconcerned with the events on the Coliseum floor.

“You ready?”

Max nodded and stood before the closed gate.

His usual worker was gone, replaced with someone new.

“What happened to the other guy?”

A smirk appeared on the woman’s lips as she ignored the question entirely. “Are you sure you want to wager everything? All two hundred gold coins?”

Max turned and looked at her. “The odds are still two-to-one?”

She nodded.

“Either way, I walk out of here a rich man or a dead man, so yes, I will wager it all.”

The woman presented the metal tablet, and he signed it again, smiling as he did.

“Good luck, sir.”

Glancing behind him, Max saw his usual two guards.

“Bet on me again?”

The guard nodded, grinning. “Call me foolish, but I’ll ride your luck till the end.”

Max nodded and turned around, facing the gate and what he could only imagine was coming next.

Standing there, looking at Adaneth with her red chain armor and those two swords, Max wondered if he was making a mistake.

He could feel the power and danger coming from her. The elf had been strong but wasn’t ready for him or his ability to mitigate the blind spell. He still hadn’t accepted that notification, not ready for the way it might impact him. It wasn’t like he could use it here anyway.

“Are you going to give up, or do I need to make you bleed a little bit first?”

Max almost sighed as he heard Adaneth’s voice coming across the dirt floor.

“I thought you were going to spare me.”

She laughed and shook her head. “If you believed that, then both of us are fools.”

Nodding, Max smiled, holding his halberd ready.

He had considered the shield, but against two swords, his reach and the power behind his fully extended attack were more important.

The announcer started to talk, introducing both of them and working at getting the crowd going. As he spoke, something in the back of Max’s mind itched.

“Did you know that Saevel was a zealot?”

The flinch in Adaneth’s posture was barely noticeable, but Max saw it.

No response from her at first, but she nodded as the announcer ended his introductions.

“I did. Unlike him, I just like killing everyone.”

The bell rang out, and she rushed forward.

Max knew he had made the right choice as Adaneth cursed at him again, unable to get close. Every time she tried, his weapon forced her back, or she risked getting a slash against her arms or leg.

His mind struggled to keep up with her movements as she used techniques he didn’t know or had never seen, but he could hold his own between his Evasion skill and his weapon knowledge.

The minutes stretched on, and the crowd had settled down, unsure what they were witnessing. Neither had landed any real hits, and Max was grateful for that. His mind was racing, and every moment felt as if she was seconds away from getting in close and doing serious damage to him.

After ten minutes of skirmishes, Adaneth pulled back some, shaking her head in frustration and taking a few deep breaths.

Max did the same, seeing she was more winded than he was.

“How… how can you…”

Unsure if she was pretending or actually tiring, Max didn’t care. He wanted to press the attack momentarily, so he went on the offensive.

Thrusting and making small slashes, he pushed Adaneth back as she used both swords to parry and block. She was getting slower, and Max knew she would have to use whatever she must be holding back, or this match would go his way.

Thirty seconds later, it came.


Chapter 51

Always Offer It

She attempted a feint, and Max read it, moving back a step and lowering his halberd, stopping the move she was trying to make.

Adaneth growled at him for a second before her whole body flashed yellow.

Max knew she was coming, but his eyes couldn’t keep up with her. His sonar skill told him what he needed to know.

[ Armored Warrior Activated ]

Pulling his halberd’s shaft in, Max tried to get it closer as he prepared for whatever was coming.

Swings and blows hit him, and Max almost wanted to laugh as he barely noticed them.

The attacks made minor cuts on his arms, legs, and side, but none were deep. His exhaustion was gone. Max wasn’t sure how the ability impacted his Stamina, but he felt amazing.

Sword strikes rained down, and Max swung his halberd with one hand, using the other to protect his face.

He could sense her moving all around him, thrusting, slashing, and striking at him, but none of them did any damage.

Unsure what skill she had used or how long it would last, Max continued swinging his halberd, knowing it pushed her back slightly as she moved out of its way.

And then the moment came when she stopped moving for a second.

The hammer side of Max’s weapon caught her square in the shoulder, sending her tumbling.

She rolled, standing up but dropping one of her swords. Adaneth was breathing hard, trying to get air in as Max closed on her.

He knew she wanted to ask questions and had no idea how he had survived what must have been her trump card.

Feeling like a new man, Max went to work, sending thrusts, slashes, and slams that began to inflict wounds since she couldn’t keep up with only one sword.

Her speed was gone, and she was exhausted.

The look on her face told him everything he needed to know. She knew he was going to win.

Every attack he sent brought blood. Each time, she barely regained her footing in time to prepare for another hit that staggered her.

The hunger inside him yearned for whatever skill she had. An ability like that was precious. It could make him so much stronger.

Kill her! Consume her!

Max felt himself wince, the desire inside him coming like a flood.

His halberd came down, the hammer side connecting with her injured shoulder and crushed her to the ground.

She lay there, bent over on her hands and knees, blood dripping into the dirt as her chest and sides heaved, trying to take in air. A wheeze came and then a cough as she spat blood on the ground.

Max knew Adaneth was trying to look up at him but couldn’t. She dropped her sword and leaned back on her heels.

“I… I don’t deserve it, but… I surrender.”

The crowd was going wild, calling for him to finish her. Calls for him to end the woman's streak of fighting here on this floor.

His own soul raged with that lust. Raged to take what could be his.

Yet inside him was a small voice. A voice that he couldn’t shake.

He felt a finger on his chest and remembered the words Tanila had spoken.

“What about dying here? What if… if you give in?”

“If you surrender all your gear, I will let you live.”

Another cough came, and Adaneth spat on the ground, leaving a bloody reminder of what he had just done.

“Why?”

Max looked at her; she only had one eye partially open, staring at him.

“Why what?”

“Why spare me? Who are you? I don’t…” Slowly, she glanced around the floor to look in the direction of where they had come. “Alfred…”

She motioned toward the windows.

Max turned, looking at where she had pointed.

He wanted to frown. Wanted to realize that she was right. Alfred was indeed staring at the two of them.

Yet, with his back turned, his sonar told him what else was happening.

Adaneth had grabbed her sword and was lunging toward him. She hoped that he would be distracted enough.

Anyone else might have succumbed at that moment. Would have felt the sword enter their back.

He wasn’t anyone else.

His halberd spun in his hand, catching her as she approached him. She was slow, broken, and beaten. Surprise was her only chance, and Max could see Adaneth’s mouth open wide as his halberd’s pointed tip pierced her chest, penetrating her armor and into her heart.

The impact only lasted a second. He felt her life end. The cold wave of power filled him, and a satisfied sound came from within him.

He lowered his weapon, letting the weight of her body slide itself off it.

The sound of the crowd boomed like thunder, vibrating the air around him.
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Max stood straight, ignoring the fire within his bones and the voice inside him.

A healer approached him and cast a spell.

“That was impressive.”

Max turned and saw the man looking at him.

“Seriously, no one has survived that before, and you took it without any issues.”

Nodding, Max held his hand up and waved at the crowd before turning and walking toward the gate. He could see that Alfred had disappeared.

Every step he took felt heavy as he considered what might come next.

Fowl looked at Tanila, who sat in her seat, staring at the woman’s body on the floor they were preparing to carry off the floor.

“He tried.”

She nodded.

“He did.”

Fowl put a hand on top of hers and squeezed.

“Now what?”

Tanila snorted and shook her head.

“I keep praying. Everything is in the gods' hands now.”

Max stood there in the room.

Twice, he had been asked by different workers if he was really going to go ahead and fight Alfred. Both had seemed shocked as they left.

They said he had ten minutes before the next fight.

Weighing his choices, Max went ahead and accepted the dark magic skill and the weapon mastery upgrade. The dark magic skill was a common rank but would still be helpful when they were hunting in the dungeons. With an improved weapon mastery ability, Max felt so many more things were possible with every weapon he knew. Assault had been tempting, but Max wanted to be at his best for this fight and for everyone to come without knowing what was coming next.

[Skill Description - Melee Weapon Mastery]

*****

Melee Weapon Mastery - Rare Skill: This skill provides mastery of all melee weapons, even ones not previously learned. Every attack will be more likely to hit the location they aim at successfully. Attacks will have a higher chance of critically striking and doing increased damage. Mastery grants an improved understanding of combination attacks. This rank negates defenses through the fourth tier, allowing normal damage to occur from attacks.

*****

Reading that description, Max realized how lucky he was to have acquired this. They were currently fighting in the third tier of monsters. This skill would carry him until they reached level fifty.

A roar of noise from the spectators informed him that they had just found out there would be one more match.

As the walls vibrated, the door to his room opened, and a man walked in. His red robe reminded Max of the advisers who had visited his village, and he fought to suppress the fear that wanted to wash over him.

“Seth Pendal?” the older man asked. He, too, sported a bald head.

Max nodded.

“I am Adviser Unrol and wanted to verify that you understand your decision.”

Max nodded and tried to understand why so many people were visiting him, asking that same question.

The older man sent the two guards away and turned to stare at Max.

The older man’s lips pursed, and every wrinkle he had appeared on his forehead and cheeks.

“I need to go over a few rules then. First, you must understand that your death is expected. No one has ever won against Alfred. I must also caution you–”

“Please stop,” Max said, interrupting the older man, who looked surprised by his actions. “This is a horrible pep talk, and I understand what I am doing. This is a fight to the death. I have signed for it multiple times and understand that. If he chooses to walk away or surrender, I will accept it. If not…”

Unrol seemed surprised as Max stopped talking, waiting to hear how he would reply.

“That is just the thing,” he finally said after a few moments of silence. “In the impossible event you win, killing Alfred would be ill-advised. He comes from a well-off noble family, and they would…”

Unrol glanced around the room, even though it was just him and Max. “I cannot promise your safety afterward if you had the opportunity to allow the boy to live and didn’t. Your previous fight showed you were willing and that the young woman’s own actions caused her demise.”

Max couldn’t believe how the man was talking and how much his face seemed pained at the words he was required to say. “Her family will find no fault with you for ending her life.”

“But if I choose to kill Alfred when I could let him live?”

“It would be a bad thing for months to come for anyone you might call a friend. Even a…” The man swallowed the lump in his throat. “A young dwarven woman currently recovering in a guild hall.”

Max leaped to his feet and moved across the room so fast that the older man held up a hand, looking prepared to cast a spell.

“Are you telling me they are threatening my friends?”

Wincing and making his lips and cheeks dance before answering, Unrol slowly nodded a few times.

“Trust me when I say no one expects you to win. I was only sent here because someone believes you have a chance. Even as small of a chance as it may be, no one wanted to risk the potential fallout if you were not warned and a life that could have been saved was not.”

Crossing his arms, Max felt the rage inside him boiling over.

Taking a few deep breaths, Max let each one out slowly.

“So I have to fight to stay alive, but I cannot fight without fear of killing my opponent. He, however, does not have that handicap at all.”

“Correct,” replied Unrol.

“What do I get if I win and let the boy live?”

Max paused for a moment, considering the opportunity before him.

Ignore them… the boy must be strong and worth consuming. Why else would they offer such a deal?

Quiet! There are other ways to get stronger besides killing everyone. I am too weak to fight against what this family would throw at me. At us… We couldn’t fight B or A rank if they came to kill us.

The voice went silent, not responding, and Max wasn’t sure if it was because it somehow knew Max was right or he just imagining this whole discussion.

Unrol waited, not saying a word but watching Max, believing he was lost in thought instead of having a conversation with himself.

“I’ll ask a favor from the guild one day. Whatever that favor is, regardless of what it is, you will accept it.”

The man winced and started to shake his head.

“If you don’t accept this offer and have a signed contract for me to put in my storage before I am called out on that floor, I will promise you, Alfred will die, and the fallout will be on your head.”

A cough came from the older man, who had initially expected Max to fold under pressure and now realized perhaps this boy might somehow actually win, which would make life difficult for himself and the others.

Nodding, a frown appeared.

“I will have it ready within a minute.”

He turned and moved toward the door and paused. Glancing over his shoulder, Unrol stared at Max. “For your sake, I hope you lose quickly. That boy likes to toy with people and make them suffer.”


Chapter 52

Alfred

“Five to one odds, sir.”

Max nodded, signing the sheet as the man watched him with dismay.

“You realize you could walk away now with over four hundred gold?”

Nodding again, Max turned around, looked at his usual guard, and gave a thumbs-up.

The man smiled and returned the gesture before his fellow guard grunted.

“May the gods have mercy on you,” the worker said as he walked away.

Max didn’t reply but stood at the gate, watching it slowly open to the floor and listening to the noise of the crowd as it did.

“I bet everything,” the guard shouted over the noise. “Show these nobles a beating.”

Max strode out and considered the words the guard had just spoken.

The man he was about to fight was walking from another gate fifty yards away. No guards or escort had ever been with him, and Max was starting to understand why.

This man is nobility and strong. He has to have three skills, and one must be maxed.

Realizing these things, Max tried to figure out what he might face.

The man was fast and strong and hadn’t used a single weapon yet.

Does he have a weapon skill?

Max crossed the line that marked the magical barrier and moved to the tiny dot representing his starting point.

There, across from him, was the man wearing his black chain outfit, smiling.

“I’m not sure I can tell you how excited this moment makes me. It has been a long time since someone has played with me.”

Snorting, Max shook his head as he took his halberd out of storage.

“It appears people don’t want you to die. I was told I’m not allowed to kill you without upsetting some people. That is unless you choose to fall upon my weapon like my last opponent.”

Alfred started to laugh, wiping a single tear that had formed away.

“That was a thing of beauty. For a moment, I wondered if Adaneth’s old trick would work, yet you didn’t fall for it. Tell me, have you researched her so well? How much time have you spent to learn so much about us?”

Max tried to keep his face blank.

Does this fool actually believe I only won because I have been researching them?

“Are you planning on surrendering or offering me that chance?”

Laughing again, Alfred shook his head no. “I won’t surrender. My parents believe I will, but I won’t ever let someone beat me and get away with it. You should also know I like playing with my food before I eat it.”

The young man grinned, displaying every tooth he could after that comment.

“I suggest you don’t kill yourself then,” Max shouted as he prepared for the bell.

Moving forward slowly, Max watched as Alfred stood there as he had his previous fight, knees slightly bent and waiting for him to come. No weapon presented itself, and Max was thrown off by that.

I know there are hand-to-hand fighting skills, but…

When he got within ten yards, the notifications started.

[ Consume has detected an attack by the Ability: Drain Power ]

[ Consume is trying to defend ]

[ Consume has resisted attempt ]

[ Consume is trying to defend ]

[ Consume has resisted attempt ]

[ Consume is trying to defend ]

[ Consume has resisted attempt ]

[ Consume is trying to defend ]

[ Consume has resisted attempt ]

Max ignored them as they flooded his vision, and he saw a look in Alfred’s eyes.

The man's face reacted with every step he took, and those notifications kept coming.

“Impossible!”

Max saw the opening and went for it.

Closing the last few yards, Max thrust with his halberd while setting up for a spin.

Alfred leaped back, dodging the attack and trying to figure out why what he expected didn’t happen.

“How?! How come it doesn’t work?!”

A child cannot consume the father… yet a father can consume the child…

Max heard those words and almost froze. So many questions filled his mind, and nothing else came but a desire, more intense than any other, to end Alfred’s life.

The man continued to move away, keeping his distance and looking bewildered with every attack Max made.

Then his face changed.

“You have one!”

“One what?” Max taunted as he went for another attack, keeping Alfred from being able to stand and talk.

“That is the only way! There is no other way you could resist my skill!”

Max shook his head, playing the fool and slowly closing the gap between him and Alfred.

“I’m going to have fun killing a noble brat,” Max said. “Can’t suck on mom’s teat all your life, can you?”

Rage filled Alfred’s eyes as he realized the easy fight he had anticipated was gone, and he tried to find a way to overcome the situation he was caught in.

“Keep running. Perhaps your parents will still love you even if you are a coward, and the whole kingdom sees it.”

Max felt foolish as these taunts kept coming from his mouth. They came from inside him, not from his own mind but from inside. Knowing what would drive the other man crazy.

“Perhaps they will adopt me and see I’m the one they should love!”

The second those words left Max’s mouth, Alfred dashed forward, still holding no weapons and no longer caring about the halberd cutting for his side.

He ducked under the strike, barely avoiding the blade, and Max realized Alfred had activated a skill when he shimmered green for a brief moment.

Unconcerned, his weapon twisted, the momentum bringing the butt toward Alfred, who held up a hand to block it.

The impact sent him backward, stumbling a few steps back into range of the blade that Max sent once again at him.

For the first time Max could remember, Alfred looked afraid and confused.

His hands came up, sliding the blade slightly out of the way and sending the attack high.

Max smiled as he realized that Alfred had Evasion.

Half a second remained, and Max saw his only chance. He knew it was going to be the only way he might win and end the man's life.

Twirling on his heels, he brought the axe-head around, quickly driving it toward Alfred, who prepared to deflect it to the side once again.

Max felt the power inside him take over.

[ Power Strike ]

Only a few people would have noticed the weapon flash just as it crashed into Alfred’s hands.

Most of them believed the glow was from the man's ability ending.

He had timed it perfectly, two seconds, knowing when it would end, and as it did, the blade cut through both hands, slicing down the man’s shoulder and into his chest.

Max saw the light in those brown eyes fade as he turned his axe slightly, slicing through the heart, then watching as the body fell to the ground.

Healers rushed forward, smacking into the barrier that had not come down. Apparently, the person responsible for it was caught off guard.

The healers pitched forward, but not before Max felt the rush of cold power and a burning sensation fill him.

[ Consume has successfully Consumed a skill ]

[ Skill conflicts with Consume ]

[ Skills are trying to merge ]

[ Merge Unsuccessful ]

[ Skill failed to Merge. Attempting to Consume Rank of Skill ]

[ Skill Rank is equal to Current Rank ]

[ Power Stored for Future Use ]

[ Consume is Evolving ]

Max fell to the ground, breathing hard as his body fought against him.

People were running past him, laying hands on the boy who had just died, and Max felt someone pull him back.

The crowd was shouting and cheering as twenty soldiers rushed out and surrounded Max, each pointing a spear at him.

Yet Max couldn’t stand.

Inside him was a war, a change. Something was taking place, and he didn’t know how to explain it. The power of his skill battered against the walls of his will to hold it back.

And then it vanished. The feeling of the struggle was gone.

“I SAID STAND!”

A spear poked his side, and Max realized someone was talking to him.

Rising to his feet, Max had a grip on his halberd, not having yet realized his situation.

“Drop the weapon!”

Seeing and sensing he was surrounded, Max put his halberd in storage and watched as the soldiers waited.

The Coliseum was filled with boos at the soldier's actions.

He glanced over and saw the healers shaking their heads and looked to follow their eyes.

The two queens stood on the edge, watching him and the situation unfolding before them.

Outrage filled the crowd as the soldiers started to herd Max toward the queens’ box.

One of them raised a hand, the one with red hair, watching him intently.

The sound from the building ended faster than one could snap their fingers.

Max glanced around at the soldiers, who appeared scared to be this close to the queens and perhaps also suffered from their outrage.

“Seth Pendal, why did you kill him?”

Max stood there, feeling his mind being tugged at and something wanting him to speak a certain way.

[ Consume has detected an attack by an unknown ability ]

[ Consume is trying to defend ]

[ Consume has partially resisted attempt ]

“I didn’t think it would kill him.”

Max’s words felt like he was talking into a long hallway. They felt distant, but he knew they came from his mouth.

“Were you warned about killing him?”

Max nodded.

“Yet you still killed him.”

Max found himself nodding again.

The other queen moved up next to her sister, and Max realized the one talking to him had eyes that were glowing red.

The two of them conferred for a moment, but Max could not hear any sound coming from them.

Each glanced at him a few times before returning to their conversation.

He wanted to turn his eyes away, to scan the crowd, the soldiers, but he couldn’t. He was somehow drawn to them, unable to look away.

Are you there? Can you help?

No response came, and Max wondered why it had gone silent. Those last notifications had seemed different.

What does evolving mean?

A force drew him from his thoughts as he felt the queen’s eyes staring at him.

Both pairs of eyes were locked on him, and each of them was glowing red.

“Was there any way you could have not killed Alfred?”

“I could have let him kill me.”

One of the queens laughed at his response, and the other shook her head.

They waited, watching, thinking, and Max could only stand there, unable to move.

“Did you expect to kill him?”

The question seemed weird, yet Max saw many ways to answer. His mind raced around in different circles in an instant. He felt the tugging, pulling an answer they wanted from him, yet he found a way to reply that would satisfy them and protect his secret.

“He used some skill that blocked every attack that I made. It appeared that skill wore off as my attack struck, and he was not able to resist it.”

Both sisters nodded slowly, and the pressure he felt began to ease for a moment as their eyes started to dim.

He felt they were waiting and wondered what they might ask next.

A man with weird clothes appeared next to them, barely in his vision, but Max realized it was the announcer.

The queen with the red hair stared at him, her eyes glowing like rubies with a light behind them.

“Your actions will cost you the money you have made tonight. That will go to the family who’s son you killed. That shall be your punishment. I will not let them collect your life. You have my word. If anyone asks you, this was your idea to forfeit the money. Do you understand?”

Max nodded.

With that, she turned; the pressure that held him was gone, and the world seemed to roar back into existence.

“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN! PLEASE SETTLE DOWN AND LET ME INFORM YOU OF WHAT YOUR QUEENS HAVE PROCLAIMED!”

The crowds turned and looked at the box, watching the massive ball that was hanging from the room and the vision on it.

“The winner, Seth Pendal, has informed me and my sister that he is saddened that his one attack ended the life of our previous champion, Alfred. As such, he informed us that he would donate the gold he earned tonight to the family to help ease their pain and suffering. Please congratulate our victor.”

She motioned to Max, who turned, raised his hand, and waved. A smile was on his face, and yet he couldn’t understand why. It was like he was acting without his own will.

The crowd roared and cheered for him. His name was being chanted.

“BUT WE ARE NOT DONE!”

Max walked off with the soldiers, none pointing weapons at him now as they left the floor.

He ignored the announcer, talking about the remaining fights they had to do. There were still four more brackets of higher levels to compete.

The only thing on his mind right now was returning to his inn.

Staring at the ground, Max saw the gate open, and the guard who had escorted him all night looked ready to grab him and dance.

The soldiers waited for Max to enter the room before dispersing elsewhere along the Coliseum floor.

“That good?” Max asked, smiling at the guard.

“Dear gods, yes! Over five years of my pay in a few hours!”

Max realized it had only been a few hours. What felt like forever was just the first part of a long night for the city.

As the gate closed and Max prepared to leave with his guards, Unrol appeared suddenly.

Max watched the older man stare at him. A minute passed, and neither of them moved or said a thing.

“Sir, we need to get him out of here.”

Unrol looked at the guard and held up a hand.

“Seth, I understand what happened. Tell me, were you going to keep your part of the deal we struck had that one blow not ended it?”

Max studied the older man, obviously needing an answer for someone else.

“I honestly didn’t want to kill him. I would swear that on all the good that lies within me.”

The man nodded, studying Max as he spoke.

“Very well. In that case.” Unrol took a moment to pull a backpack out of storage and dropped it on the ground. “Inside is the equipment you won tonight. Fine choice of words when you offered to give the gold to the family. Know that you are safe from us and most likely his family.”

Max nodded and took the backpack, putting it immediately into storage and not bothering to glance inside.

“Pray we never meet again.”

With those words, the man turned and walked away, leaving Max with his two guards.

“Come on, sir, something tells me you need a few drinks.”

Max nodded and let them lead him toward the exit.

He would need more than a few.


Chapter 53

Losing Out on Two Thousand Gold

Max had been surprised at how empty the streets were as he left the coliseum. The sound of the crowd inside echoed across the inner city as he made his way toward the bridge that led to his inn.

Waiting on the bridge were Fowl and Tanila, bouncing slightly as they saw him come into view.

Max smiled as he saw the two of them begin moving toward him.

“Fowl! Tanila!”

The hug he got from both of them lasted longer than Max had expected.

Still waiting for either of them to shout or yell at him for being stupid, Max hardened himself once the embrace broke.

“You okay?”

Looking at Tanila, Max saw the concern in her eyes.

“I am,” he replied, nodding slowly. “I’m actually better than I had originally expected.”

She smiled, and Max could see her relax, her body not as stiff as it had been.

“Those fights were… unbelievable,” Fowl said, glancing around the empty street. “Perhaps we should talk about them inside, where it’s a bit more private?”

Looking behind him for a second, Max nodded.

Alexander had congratulated Max the second he walked into the inn. Somehow, word had already spread out here, and after answering half a dozen questions, the man let them use a private room.

Sitting at the end of a massive table that could easily seat twenty people, Max took a moment and ate, realizing now just how hungry he was.

Fowl and Tanila just watched as Max devoured the food Alexander had brought for them, waiting till he was ready to talk.

“So you gave up all your winnings?” Fowl asked as Max set down his second tankard of ale and let out a sigh.

“I did give up my gold… I was told it was my only choice if I wanted to live.”

He saw Tanila’s face scrunch and watched as Fowl started to stroke his beard. Both sat for a moment, not responding.

“It kind of defeated the whole purpose of doing this,” Max added.

Fowl nodded, picked up his tankard, and started to take a drink.

“Being told I had to give back over two thousand gold—”

Fowl sputtered and choked as he drenched Max with the ale he had been swallowing when that number was announced.

“Two thousand gold!” Tanila exclaimed, leaning forward in her chair. “You won two thousand gold?!”

Max nodded, wiping the ale from his face and chest as Fowl continued to try to catch his breath.

“Gods, Seth… two… how in the hell did you get that much?” Fowl finally managed to ask between coughs.

“I bet every round on myself. Each time, I wagered everything. The odds plus the wins just added up. I was a bit surprised at the number also.”

Fowl shook his head, wringing out the ale that ran through his beard.

“Imagine… two thousand gold… you could have done so much with that.”

Max nodded at Fowl and shrugged. “I’m just glad I survived and didn’t lose myself during this whole thing.”

Tanila leaned forward and rested her arms on the table. “Tell us everything.”

Fowl and Tanila had asked their questions as he told the story. Once he finished explaining the notification of Consume, saying it was evolving and partially resisting whatever ability the queen had used on him, everyone sat in silence for a few minutes.

“Has it changed? Like, what does your skill say now?” Tanila asked finally.

[Skill Description - Consume]

*****

Consume - Evolving: X8K76DK.

*****

Staring at that notification, Max knew he was making a weird expression from how the other two looked at him.

“It says evolving and has some weird letters and numbers for the description. Nothing else.”

Tanila tapped her chin and stared at him. “And you picked up dark magic and an upgraded weapon mastery?”

Max nodded.

“Seems like a typical day in the world of Seth,” teased Fowl as he picked up a piece of fruit and ate it. “And your stats?”

“The ones I made up or my real ones?”

Fowl chuckled and nodded. “Let’s say the real ones. I want to cry a little more.”

[Base Stats Check]

*****

Max Hoste

18-year-old Human Male

Level 1

Exp 1/1000

Stamina: 220/220

STR: 43

DEX: 41

CON: 44

INT: 26

WIS: 23

*****

Muttering, Fowl shook his head. “Gods… I’ll repeat it, that is so broken.”

“Level thirty-eight,” Tanila whispered.

“Come again?” Fowl asked, not hearing her. “What?”

Looking at Fowl, Tanila’s head moved slowly up and down as she did the math again. “He is basically level thirty-eight. That many points… it’s…”

Slamming the table with his palm, Fowl groaned as he saw Max starting to smile. “Goblin nuts, you are seriously broken.”

“Broken or not,” Max said, with a shrug, “My plan only worked partially. I lost all the money I hoped to acquire to pay for Batrire’s elixir. All I got now is a bag of gear from the people I defeated.”

Max pulled the backpack out, and when he dropped it on the floor, it made almost no noise.

“Is that a…” Fowl jumped out of his chair and moved to the bag, tossing it open before groaning again. “Mother of elf tits! A spatial backpack! They gave you a spatial backpack! The kind that can even fit within a dimensional item!”

Max glanced down at the backpack and leaned over, looking inside. Within it, he could see dozens of pieces of armor, jewelry, and weapons, all waiting to be taken out.

“Holy elf tits,” Max muttered, ignoring the grunt Tanila gave when he said that. “I was worried they shorted me on this.”

“Not counting what that gear might be worth,” Fowl said, pulling out a piece of plate armor the warrior from Max’s first fight wore, “you could sell the bag easily for a hundred gold.”

“But we don’t have to do that. Do we Fowl?” asked Tanila.

Max looked at her and then at Fowl, who was frowning at their mage.

“You’re going to spoil my surprise like that?”

Fowl winked at Max and then pulled out two coin bags from his storage, dropping them on the table with a clink.

“Fifty gold, courtesy of yours truly.”

Max glanced at the bags and then back at Fowl, smiling from ear to ear.

“How?”

“He bet the only coin he had on you,” Tanila answered. “Once he knew you wouldn’t stop, he found a betting booth, and they gave that foolish dwarf fifty-to-one odds on you winning the whole thing.”

“Holy elf tits! Fifty to one!”

Fowl nodded and pulled out more pieces of equipment, placing each piece on the table before getting the next out.

“Let’s ignore that for now. At the moment, I want to see what we have in here.”

Almost two hours later, they had sorted all the equipment, and Max was surprised to see how much of it was low-level gear.

The plate armor was all just a plus one to Constitution. Max decided to keep it for now, as he would need a set for those times Stealth wasn’t an option.

The only swords worth keeping were the ones that Adaneth had owned, but Max wasn’t sure he wanted them. They gave two Dexterity and one point of Strength each. They didn’t provide any bonus to damage, and at the end of the day, it was decided they were useless to him.

Tanila picked up some mage items from the elf mage he had killed. Two rings and a bracelet. She had hesitated to take them at first because of the elf’s religious views, but Max convinced her the best way to begin to make things right was to use those items for good.

“All this, and you only came away with a ring. Seems crazy,” Fowl muttered as they finished putting everything back into the spatial backpack.

“That’s because that Alfred guy's stuff isn’t here. I wonder what he was wearing?”

Max slipped the ring on, enjoying the one extra point of dexterity while admiring the green metal it was made of.

“Better alive and not having to deal with that problem,” Tanila reminded Max. “The queens seemed upset for a moment. I still can’t believe you resisted them.”

“Or that skill the Alfred guy had,” Fowl added. “And your skill didn’t tell you what it was?”

Max shook his head, thinking about that again.

“A child cannot consume the father, but a father can consume the child.”

Max shivered, remembering those words.

“Well, let’s forget that and focus on what we need to do next. Tomorrow, we can send the payment to Tang Mu and decide how we want to spend the next few days. For one, I want to spend some time with Batrire, so when she wakes up, she doesn’t complain that I abandoned her.”

Laughing, Max nodded at Fowl, who he knew had a good point.

“Perhaps Tanila and I can do some research and also see about trying to find uses for the materials we have. Merla did give a list of people to talk to.”

Letting out a yawn, Max stretched and stood up. “I’m ready for bed if you two are okay with that.”

Both of them nodded and watched as Max left the room.

“He’s okay, isn’t he?” Fowl asked Tanila after the door shut.

Nodding, Tanila stood up, picked up a grape from the plate of fruit, and rolled it on her finger. “As far as I can tell, he is. Only time will tell what will come from that skill evolving into whatever it will become.”

Grunting, Fowl stood up and motioned to the door.

“Get some rest. I know you are worn out.”

She nodded and started walking toward the exit. Before she got to it, Tanila stopped and smiled at Fowl. “Batrire is lucky to have you.”

“You bet your elf’s tits she is,” Fowl said with a laugh.

Rolling her eyes, Tanila ignored the laughter from her short friend and left the room.

How does it feel? You know you enjoy it. You could have resisted, but you knew you wanted it…

Max thrashed in his bed.

His mind was in that dark place he had been to only a few times before, and the image of himself was taller, stronger, and closer. He could feel the difference in it. Felt the hunger it had. It was satisfied in a different way right now. There was still a hunger. A thirst that was never quenched, no matter how much blood he spilled or how many lives he took.

There was something different about it. It was changing, and that scared him.

Why? Why did we have to kill that man? We could have let him live.

That is a lie, and you know it!

His image shouted at him, waving its hands and arms.

He would have told others about us. Imagine if he told his family that his skill didn’t work. Imagine if they knew that we were like him, only stronger. What do you think they would have done then?

Max winced. The truth was the moment he saw those notifications and realized how Alfred had expected to gain something from their fight, Max knew that man had to die.

What did he have? What skill was it?

His image laughed, a dark and sinister sound echoing in the walls of his mind.

I will share a little knowledge while I can. Moments like these are rare right now, but soon, as you grow stronger… as we grow stronger, there can be more… many more.

The eyes of his double turned red as it leaned forward, towering over him by a head.

Let me share with you the knowledge you desire…


Chapter 54

A Conversation Within

Max felt the presence of his double, the power of his skill radiating around him.

His mind exploded as the area around them lit up like the night sky with stars everywhere, even under his feet, as he hovered in the middle of nothingness. It was almost like floating in water.

I will bind this knowledge to you. You cannot share it until I free you of the bond. Do you agree?

Staring at his reflection, Max considered that offer. He felt like he was making a deal with a demon, and as that thought ran through his mind, his double began to laugh.

Please do not think of me as that weak… what you consider a demon is nothing compared to what I can be. Look around you, Max. You see, just a taste of the power we can control and wield.

Glancing at the lights that blinked and moved, Max wondered at the kind of power they were talking about. Power like this would mean being like…

Yes. A god.

Are you saying I can be a god?

We can be a god if you allow me to lead you. To guide you, to help you consume what you must to become one.

That thought brought pain to his mind, and even here in his empty space, Max felt a force trying to beat back his own will, his own… soul.

Stop that!

His reflection snorted and shook its head.

You need to be stronger. What is coming is unlike anything you can imagine. They will come when they realize I am back and that you possess me. They will hunt you.

Who?! Who will hunt me?

Waving a hand, the reflection dismissed Max’s question.

I don’t have that much time. Now listen. Agree to my offer or not.

Sighing, Max nodded. He needed to know more. To prepare for what he was being warned of.

The darkness disappeared, and three shadows appeared on a white floor.

There are three of us. Three Black skills, as you call them.

His reflection snorted, then laughed for a moment.

Such a terrible way to describe what we are, but I understand the limits of your mind. I am known as the consumer. You have felt just a portion of what I can do. Many other powers and abilities come from me. Some are designed for the sentients, and others for the creatures you battle against.

My two counterparts are Devour and Command. Each of us keeps the other in check. To fight against the other two.

The shadows formed a triangle, each holding a hand out, pointing at another.

If one of us attempts to destroy another, the third will be summoned, creating the balance that keeps one of us from controlling everything.

Since I have been given to you, at least one of the others is growing in power and attempting what they should not.

Know that there are many minions under the control of each of my foes.

Max’s mind was reeling from the things he was hearing.

Are you three gods?

His reflection shook its head.

We are more significant than any god you can imagine. We are above all gods. Yet, we can also become gods through you.

Clenching his eyes shut, Max struggled to understand. Questions began to flow through his mind, and he was overwhelmed with hundreds of things to ask.

No… Stop. There is no time. Even now, I must stop this. We have spent more time talking than I should. Doing so is dangerous for you and me. Now listen.

Max felt a hand on each of his shoulders, and his head was forced up, his eyes opening as he stared into the red flames in his reflection's eye sockets.

One day, you will need to choose to let me take over. You will need to allow me to be what I am. I am the fire that cleans the plains and the forest, claiming everything alive to fuel my needs. The longer you resist, the–

NO! I won’t become a monster, I won’t become—

Stop! Listen, you foolish man.

Max saw his reflection shrink, the massive size disappearing as it became smaller than he was.

I do not want you to die. I do not want to have to wait to be sent again. I will work with you, but there will be a day. You will know it when it comes. Then, you will experience what we can truly be.

His reflection grew smaller until it was gone, and Max felt his head snap back.

Wake up!

Opening his eyes, Max saw nothing but darkness. His sheet and blanket were soaked, and he was panting. He reached over, grateful for his Sonar skill, and turned on the light orb.

Stars were visible through the small window of his room, and the breeze felt cold against his skin.

As goosebumps rose up on Max’s skin and he leaned over the edge of his bed, he sensed it.

Under the window, someone was stealthed.

They waited there, not moving, with one weapon out.

With his sonar, Max could see the faint glow that distinguished them from every other person that entered his skill’s range.

They had a red aura. They were a killer.

Opening his storage, Max knew what he needed to do.

He took out his halberd and, as he did, sensed the person start to move.

Smiling, Max activated Stealth.

The person froze mid-step, but Max didn’t hesitate.

[ Power Strike ]

His spear pierced the chest armor, pinning the would-be attacker to the wall.

They flailed at him, their dagger not reaching as his halberd gave him four feet of distance between them.

A long braid ran down their back, pointy ears sticking out from underneath their leather helm.

They cursed at him in elvish, and Max kept the weapon pressed into them, keeping them pinned against the wall.

“Who sent you?” Max growled, watching as the woman’s eyes became dull and her attempts at freeing herself slowed down.

“You shall die,” she hissed, blood seeping from her mouth. “We shall have our revenge.”

Frustrated, Max pressed harder. The sounds of bones cracking and a cough came as the woman sent blood flying toward him.

Cold power washed over him as Max watched her body go limp against his weapon.

[ 6 Dexterity Consumed ]

[ Consume has Consumed a Higher Rank Skill ]

[ Stealth - Uncommon has been upgraded to Stealth - Rare ]

The voice inside him laughed, and Max felt himself shaking from what had just happened.

Did you know they were there?

No response came as Max pulled his weapon free, allowing the woman to fall and her weapon to clatter against the floor.

Moving quickly to the window, he pulled it shut and closed the small curtain.

Taking a few deep breaths, Max finally found himself able to focus.

There on the ground next to him was a woman he had killed in self-defense, and he was going to have to deal with this.

Leaving her there, he changed out of his wet nightclothes and put on all his gear. Weapon still in hand, he opened the door slightly and, when he was sure no one was outside it, poked his head out.

Max took a step into the hallway and, using the butt of his weapon, banged on the door across from him. After waiting a few seconds, Max did it again.

The door swung open slowly, and a haggard Fowl appeared, rubbing his eyes with one hand and holding his mace in the other.

“Seth! What in the blazes are you doing up and dressed like that?!”

“Someone attacked me in my room. Came in through my window.”

Fowl’s eyes went wide, and he started to move toward Max’s open door when Max stopped him.

“No. Get dressed. Get Tanila. Then fetch Alexander.”

“Are you certain?” Fowl asked, still trying to get a peek into Max’s room and see what must be inside.

“Yes. Now go.”

Grunting, Fowl nodded and moved back into his room, keeping the door open.

After a few minutes, the dwarf reappeared, dressed in plate everywhere, minus his helm.

“Gods, I feel like a fool,” he muttered as he went to Tanila’s door and rapped on it. Max took note of the pattern and realized he had forgotten to use that code.

Tanila opened her door, sticking her head out to see Fowl and Max, armed and dressed for battle.

“What in the gods?”

Smiling as he saw her long hair hanging everywhere, Max motioned to his room with his head.

“I got attacked. They're dead. Get dressed and come in here.”

Tanila nodded, not saying a word, and closed her door till only a crack was left.

Fowl moved back to Max. “Can I at least see?”

Max moved into the hall and motioned for Fowl to go in.

The dwarf peeked his head in and let out a whistle as he saw the body and the blood spilling across the floor.

“Alexander isn’t going to like this… hopefully he doesn’t charge us for that mess.”

Rolling his eyes, Max ignored Fowl’s attempt at a joke. “It was a zealot.”

“Ogre nuts. Can’t those fools just stop? I mean, how many more will come after you?”

Shrugging, Max prepared to answer when Tanila walked out into the hall.

She was dressed, but her hair wasn’t fixed yet.

“Now what?” she asked as she walked toward the two of them.

“Fowl will go and get Alexander. We will wait in my room together.”

Grunting, the dwarf headed toward the stairs.

“You okay?” Tanila asked as they entered Max’s room. “Dear gods… an elf—”

“Assassin,” Max said, interrupting her. “A zealot assassin. Most likely upset about me killing Saevel in our fight.”

Tanila moved toward the corpse and bent down, looking at the body. “How did you?”

“That’s a long story, and I’d rather wait till everyone is here,” Max replied, glancing toward the stairs and the sounds of boots coming up.

Alexander had thrown a fit when he heard that Max had been attacked and someone had broken into one of his rooms.

“They broke through the magical shielding on the outside. That window should never have been opened like that. I’m glad you could hear it squeak like you said it did.”

Max nodded, watching as the guards came and started to inspect the body.

“Adventurer Seth, do you know why she came here to kill you?”

The man asking was a sergeant, and it appeared he was just as surprised as Alexander to find a killer within the walls and make such a daring attempt like this.

“She claimed that I was going to die for killing Saevel. Apparently, they are religious and don’t like us humans very much.”

The captain started to collect saliva in his mouth and leaned over to spit on the ground when he saw Alexander giving him a stern look. Swallowing it, the man nodded and wrote a few notes on his paper.

“I’m glad you didn’t touch her weapon. It appears poisoned.”

“I left her alone. I’m just glad I could catch her off guard as she entered the dark room. The light outside silhouetted her, and when I turned on the globe, it gave me a second to attack.”

The sergeant nodded, having already written down Max’s story.

“After hearing what you accomplished in the Coliseum today, I have no doubt about your combat skills. Hopefully, word will get out that this attack failed, and perhaps we can find a way to catch those responsible.”

Tanila sighed as she sat on the chair in the room's opposite corner.

“That will be difficult, I’m afraid, sergeant. As you will find out, once these zealots get an idea in their head, it can be hard to get out.”

The man nodded, and everyone moved out of the way as the guards removed the corpse from Max’s room.

“I may have more questions tomorrow. You three still planning on staying here?”

“Of course they are!” interrupted Alexander. “I won’t have three of my best guests being driven away because of this! I will ensure they have better accommodations and double-check and reinforce the shielding to prevent this from happening again.”

The sergeant nodded as Alexander continued informing him of the precautions he would take to protect Max and his group.

“You going to be okay?” Tanila asked as the body was finally taken from the room.

Nodding, Max shrugged and gave a slight smile. “Fowl is going to hate me later.”


Chapter 55

Selling and Gathering

“I thought he would never leave us alone,” Fowl muttered as he finished off the last of his breakfast. “Did the man think we were going to try and find a room in the middle of the night and, as we did, proclaim to everyone about the attack?”

“He’s just trying to do the right thing for a lot of reasons, you fool,” answered Tanila as she pushed Max out of his seat. “Besides, you must go to Batrire and tell her you are there. We have other stuff to do, and I still want to accomplish a few things before dinner time.”

Rolling his eyes, Fowl reached over and swiped the half-eaten roll from Tanila’s plate, ignoring her protest as he moved toward the door.

“He’s still upset because of my gains last night,” Max whispered as he let Tanila move him from his spot.

“I know, but we need to get a move on. There is a lot we need to do today.”

Walking to the guild hall took far longer than Max or Tanila had initially anticipated. Everyone in the capital recognized Max from yesterday and wanted to wish him well or tell him they were sorry for his loss of the prize money.

Most admitted they had lost a fair bit betting against him and said they would never make that mistake again if he fought in the future.

The guild hall had fewer people congratulating him, but they did receive their fair share of stares.

“Are they upset with me for fighting?” Max asked Tanila as they waited for their attendant to come back.

“No, but you did something that surprises many. You offered each person but one the chance to surrender. You only killed those you had to. Countless others have fought for money and lost or died. Still, those who win always struggle with taking a life or not. You showed compassion and honor.”

“Shouldn’t all adventurers show that?”

She nodded and motioned to the returning attendant. “They should, but don’t.”

“Adventurer Seth!” the dwarf exclaimed, putting the backpack he had given the man on the counter. “I was able to get everything you had in here cataloged and listed at what we would deem is a fair price. As things sell, you will be paid by checking in here or turning in quest items. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“We are good. Thank you, sir.”

The dwarf nodded and smiled, watching Max move away from the counter while storing his backpack.

As they moved toward the middle of the hall and prepared to leave, Max heard his name.

“Seth Pendal!”

Turning around, Max saw Dexic striding toward him, her golden armor shining in the hall's light.

“This is the faction woman I told you about, Dexic,” Max whispered to Tanila as he waved.

“We still haven’t talked much beyond our initial conversation,” Max said. “Right now, we are more concerned about our healer and her recovery.”

Dexic nodded and pulled out a piece of paper with a wax seal.

“If you change your mind or want to come and see our property, just present this to the guards, and they will bring you inside.”

Shaking Max’s hand once more, the woman smiled. “Amazing job again last night. Whatever faction does manage to acquire, you and your friends will be lucky.”

As she strode off, Tanila leaned over and whispered to Max, “Someday, you are going to have to make a proper offering to whatever god has made it so even your crap is gold.”

Laughing, Max took her arm and led her away through the hall.

“If only that was true. Then our money problems would be over.”

Three different blacksmith forges had made offers for the carapaces Fowl and Tanila had harvested from the rare boss. Each was excited at the chance to work with something so rare.

Merla’s recommendation meant something to each of them, and they promised to refrain from telling others regardless of whether they were chosen or not.

Two alchemist shops also made solid offers for the different parts, each explaining how they could form a partnership if Max and his team desired. Goods and other services could be part of the payment and reduced costs for special requests.

Then came the difficult task of splitting up and going to their individual libraries for more research.

All while stopping every twenty feet to deal with Max’s fame.

Standing outside a magical shop, Quirky Contraptions, Max decided to make a gamble and went inside.

Max met the owner, Firbina, and explained his problem to her firsthand.

“As a fan of your performance last night, I can understand why you might want to hide your identity from most,” the older dwarf woman said with a giggle. “Still, I am grateful for you signing that paper for me! Rest assured, I will display it proudly on the wall.”

Nodding, Max glanced at the wares she had laid on the counter.

“I can do something about people easily recognizing you, but your problem is, first, you’re bald, and that stands out. Second, your eyes. They do make a statement. Also, your equipment.”

Max glanced at his outfit and hated that he was still walking around in his gear. After that attack last night, he didn’t feel safe to go out in just regular clothes at the moment.

“People can easily recognize you because of those three things.”

“So, what do you suggest?”

Firbina tapped a broach. “This will help to stop people from immediately recognizing you. It won’t work against those who know you well, but for the average person, it will take them a few glances and some staring to know for certain.”

She then picked one of the vials that was standing on the tray.

“We can dye your armor so it doesn’t look the same. It won’t change the magical properties but will help ‘hide you’ in plain sight. You being in armor may stand out, but not as much as you currently do. You could even take that cloak off as its color really draws people's eyes to you.”

Max groaned and nodded, undoing the clasp and storing it once it was off.

“I know you mentioned that you were a little light on funds because of your donation to the family of the last fight.”

Max nodded, making sure to keep a controlled smile on his face.

Firbina massaged her chin, the orange beard on her face becoming slightly unkempt as she did.

“I know who you are and that you would be good for the money. I could accept a small down payment, and we could work out something over time. I think those two things would help you with your current problem.”

“How much would you say all this would cost?”

“Normally twenty-five gold, but for you, I am willing to do it for fifteen. I did make quite a bit on you last night.”

Max flashed his best smile and gave a bow.

“I have only two gold on me at the moment. Would that work?”

Rubbing her hands together, Firbina nodded and snapped her fingers, summoning one of her employees who had been watching the two of them from a distance.

“If you don’t mind, Aylanna will take you to a room to swap your gear and clothes in, and then I can start changing their color. It should only take about twenty minutes.”

The young human woman motioned for Max to follow her, apparently unable to speak while her mouth fought to stay closed. The squeal she had made when summoned over was enough to warn Max he had another fan in his presence.

Stepping out of the shop, Max waited to see if anyone was going to accost him.

A minute passed as people walked by, some glancing at him for a moment before looking away, and a smile appeared as he moved toward the library.

He tried to ignore the fact all his armor was bronze. Firbina had told him multiple times that this would be the best color for blending in. Anything else would stand out even more.

As a pair of guards passed him, their bronze armor glistening in the sun, Max made a mental note to find a way to repay the dwarf for her kindness.

“Adventurer Seth, your insight about certain skills has been well received by the scholars I have talked to. I must say, I am grateful for the knowledge.”

The librarian was beaming at Max. Max could sense the man’s excitement from his racing heart, even with his robes hiding most of his body.

“I believe you mentioned other creatures you have faced that might be of value.”

Max nodded.

“Let me ask a question first. After some conversations with others, it recently came to my attention that monsters possess certain skills and abilities that are not always recorded. This is because they are considered bad or evil if I remember right.”

Adam frowned as Max spoke, and his once happy face turned sour.

“Yes, there are things most would not record or share. There are many things regarding skills that…” The man paused and looked around them, ensuring no one was nearby. “Only people of a certain station are supposed to have access to it.”

Max nodded, frowning himself. “That is what some of my friends told me. They have access to the other races' information and teased me horribly about how little our race knows about things.”

Snorting, Adam's face showed the man was clenching his teeth as his jaw muscles bulged.

“Again, another true statement. They are a little more free with the information about certain things. I… we librarians struggle to get the knowledge we believe others should have.”

“Is trading for knowledge allowed? I mean, I only ask because I was offered some special and hidden secrets for my knowledge of two rare beasts I have seen and defeated.”

Max could hear the man’s heart thumping inside of his chest. His face fought the rush of color that came as blood began to surge through him.

“You say…” Adam coughed, clearing his throat at the higher pitch of his voice, “That others have offered knowledge you don’t already have or things I might not know?”

“Both,” Max replied, thumbing a book’s cover as he glanced down at one he just returned to the man. “Skills, different colored skills and what they mean to the diff—”

“Shhhh…”

Max glanced up as Adam cut him off. The man walked over to the end of the row of bookshelves and glanced sideways, quickly checking the two rows on each side before hurrying back to Max.

“We shouldn’t talk about those here. Come with me. I know of a room.”

Standing in a small room with a massive dome and lights that allowed him to see, Max wondered why one would build a round room with twenty-foot tall bookshelves that required a ladder to climb up and down to retrieve them.

In the middle of the room was one desk, and Max heard Adam closing the door behind them.

“You realize talking about those things can get you into trouble with the nobility?”

Shrugging, Max shook his head. “I didn’t, but that is why I wanted to ask you first. They seemed to think it was okay to tell me certain things in exchange for what I know.”

Adam sighed, a small smile appearing as he motioned to the bookshelves around them.

“In here is most of the knowledge we have about skills. Typically, you wouldn’t be allowed, but we can stay for a moment since I am here.”

Max nodded, seeing the man puffed out his chest in pride at being able to bring him in here.

“So they mentioned Red and Clear skills and one other…” Max scratched his forehead, pretending to struggle to remember.

Adam’s eyes were growing wider as he spoke, and Max could see the man holding his breath as he pretended to try and remember something he had forgotten.

“They also said Bl—”

Adam rushed over and almost put his hand over Max’s mouth, shaking his head the entire time.

“Don’t! Do not ever mention that color!”

Pretending to look shocked, Max gave a few quick nods and stepped back.

“Sorry, I didn’t know. The elves and dwarves seemed to mention them like they were no big deal.”

Forgetting where he was, Adam spat on the ground and then realized and used his foot to clean up the mess.

“They are fools! That kind of knowledge is only spoken of by a few, and anyone else would be interrogated as to why they were openly sharing it.”

Wincing, Max waved his hand in surrender. “Sorry, I didn’t know. They just started talking about it, and I let them go on. It was as if they were proud about knowing stuff.”

Adam took a deep breath and let it out. He moved closer to Max and whispered, “Do you remember what they said?”

Nodding slowly, Max watched as the corner of the librarian's lips curled upward.

“Are you willing to tell me?”

“Wouldn’t I get in trouble if I did?” Max whispered back.

The man shook his head as he pursed his lips. “I wouldn’t tell a soul.”

Max smiled.

“Okay, well, they told me…”


Chapter 55a

Long Gambles

Phaius found himself pacing around the plain reception room.

He knew he was being forced to wait. Requesting this meeting put him in a weaker position, but there was no other choice.

Some had been forced to wait for decades and even centuries for an audience with the one he had requested.

His offer revealed how weak he was and how much he needed this meeting.

His frustration grew as the first week ended, and the second week was coming to a close. Every day meant time away from his worlds. Time that allowed plans to unravel and problems to occur.

When did a week or a month seem so long? I spent decades away from planets before and now…

Glancing around the bare room, Phaius understood why Wekime had this ten-by-ten room, nothing more than stone. You couldn’t lounge or relax on some chair. There were no paintings to admire. Two simple doors were the only break in the pulsating red bricks that made up this room.

You were dependent upon him. If Wekime wanted, you could be seen now or a millennia from now.

The stories of others like him who had left, losing their chance for his guidance and help, were well known. Some had waited decades and centuries only to leave and have the story told Wekime appeared moments later.

A few waited only a day, providing hope for each new supplicant.

Walking the same small circle over and over, Phaius considered what he knew. There was a Black skill loose. Someone had unleashed it on his world.

Everyone played the game. Each of them would decide to strengthen their hand by giving their people skills or limiting them.

Who would be this foolish or give up so much power to unleash a Black skill?

As he walked around the room for another time, ignoring the thought of keeping count lest he went mad, an actual shudder ran down his back.

Two thousand years ago… had it been that soon? The last time someone unleashed a skill like that…

A sound came from near him, the red door opening slowly.

“Phaius, my master will see you now.”


Chapter 56

Long Walks

Max finished reading and copying the book Adam had loaned him. He was only allowed to have it for one whole day and would make the most of it.

Every rare spawn, boss, and anything else he considered worthy of facing within the capital went into his notebook.

Tanila had joined him in the private room again, both occasionally comparing notes before returning to the books they had acquired.

“You two have been doing that for how long?”

Rubbing his eyes, Max shrugged and closed the book for a moment. “What time is it?”

“It’s dinnertime. Alexander told me to let him know when you two want food brought in. He said both of you barely paid him any attention when he came in and gave you a snack and some more drinks.”

Max nodded and saw Tanila was still writing down something.

“I only had one day. I needed to make the most of it.”

Fowl grunted and sat down in a chair across from the two. “Well, Batrire looks the same. Someone is coming in and bathing her and giving her beard a good waxing. She will appreciate that when she wakes up.”

Max saw how the dwarf looked. “How are you?”

Letting out a sigh, Fowl shrugged. “I’m keeping those things inside. She is my everything. If something were to…” The dwarf choked a few times, and tears started to form as he dwelled on those thoughts. “She will be fine, and so will I. I still haven’t said thank you for bringing her to the hall.”

“Sure you have, multiple times,” Max said, waving off his friend's words. “You and I both know she also means a lot to us.”

Fowl nodded and stroked his beard a few times.

“You two think you can put those books away while I tell our host we are ready for dinner?”

Max nodded and started stacking up the books and notes.

“You ready to stop?” he asked Tanila as she looked up from her notes for a moment.

Yawning, she nodded while covering her mouth and letting out a small groan.

“I haven’t studied this much since I was a child. I forgot how much I actually enjoy books.”

Once dinner was done and the dishes were cleared away, Max pulled out the book again.

Fowl laid back in his chair and dozed, snoring slightly.

“I think I got everything out of here that I can,” Max said. “There isn’t much more I can glean that is useful. What about you?”

Tapping her pencil against her notes, Tanila bobbed her head from side to side as she thought. “I guess I’m the same. We have a lot to go over in the next few days. You still think you can trust that librarian?”

“I don’t think he would dream of telling anyone about what I shared. He will probably spend the next few months secretly investigating the Red skills I mentioned and hinting at there only being a few Black skills. I thought he would offer me literally anything when I started giving him a few small breadcrumbs.”

“My search was a lot harder. The books I wanted were locked in the restricted section.”

“How did you manage to get one out?” Max asked, watching her tap one with a finger.

“Let’s just say I may have traded some of our supplies for this. It will be worth it, though.”

Max nodded and let it go. He had already traded away more than he wanted, but they were close to a breakthrough, and he knew it.”

“Ready for bed?”

Yawning again, Tanila nodded and began storing books in her storage as Max did the same.

Max tossed a crumbled-up piece of paper at Fowl, and the dwarf woke up, snorting at the two of them.

“Let’s head to bed. Neither of us wants to carry you.”

Fowl stretched and groaned before getting out of his chair. “You say that like lifting me would be an issue. I saw you carry Batrire like she was a feather. We both know she weighs more than I do.”

Both men laughed while Tanila shook her head disapprovingly at the two of them.

“When Batrire returns, I will make sure she knows both of you mocked her weight.”

They groaned, heading for the door and the room they would all be sharing tonight.

Closing his eyes, Max took comfort in knowing the other two were in the room right beside him. Alexander had given them a room that must have cost way more than the original amount they had paid. He would have to make it up to the man somehow.

Worn out from the day's events and last night's excitement, Max fell asleep, dreaming of elves trying to kill him.

For four days, Max and Tanila had scoured every book they could get their hands on, and the day before Batrire would get her potion, they had finally found what they had been afraid of.

“This could get us killed,” Max muttered. “If word got out… there would be panic or worse.”

Tanila nodded, looking at the stack of papers they had written and finally condensed into seven pages. “That man you fought, Alfred, had a Red skill.”

Max nodded. “Why would he be allowed to have one when others are captured and removed?”

“The lists we have of known skills show that some are similar to yours but different, regardless of whether it's a monster or a person. I also know from our king and queen that they have Red skills. This confirms that both human queens here must have a Red skill.”

Their research and what he experienced the night he killed Alfred confirmed that. It explained a lot, as he could only imagine what the man’s skill actually did. None of Alfred’s stats were higher than Max’s, which meant the man had spent his points in a pattern similar to his.

“I’m still not sure he was even level thirty… if he could absorb the other person's stats or skills or whatever when they were within a certain range, it would mean he was better off being balanced.”

The part where Consume only partially resisted the queen’s skill also concerned him. He knew there were three different Black skills, and the one sounded like the queen's power came from that it.

Could the queen have a Black skill?

No answer to his question came, and Max sighed, wishing he could converse with the power inside him.

“Now what?”

Max looked at Tanila, who was staring at him. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, now what? We have an idea about the other skills, who have some of the more powerful ones, and that there is something going on within the human nobility where they seem to think it is okay for them to have skills like this. Someone had to know about Alfred’s skill. Someone had to be okay with it, creating a system to use and grow him while also making money. They were able to control him. What you told me about how he talked and treated others…” Tanila shuddered, having witnessed the horrible death that man had performed with his bare hands. “He must have been a monster to keep in check.”

Max nodded, imagining if Alfred had acquired his skill instead. How many people would have suffered and died at that man’s hands?

“Now we stay smart and steer clear of anyone we suspect to have these skills. We go tomorrow and see how Batrire does, and then we'll start the grind again. There are dungeons to be conquered and levels to be gained.”

Max took the pages they were going to keep, put them up in his notebook, tucking them deep inside a special backpack he kept his important stuff in. Storing it, he turned to Tanila and stood up.

“Let’s go for a walk.”

She took the hand that he held out and smiled, rising to her feet and letting him lead her out the door.

Walking through the city streets, neither said much, enjoying the weather as it cooled down, the sun starting to hide behind the city’s western edge. People were running around, returning from adventuring or other jobs they had. No one seemed to recognize Max, in his bronze armor, as the warrior from the coliseum.

“It’s weird,” Max finally said after they had walked half a mile. “I never would have imagined this life. The idea of being an adventurer was foreign to me. All I wanted to do—”

“Was bake,” Tanila said, cutting him off as she smiled and motioned to a bakery further down the road.

“Exactly. I knew it took a while to level, but I didn’t care. I was going to be content spending my life playing with ingredients… now…. All I want to do is conquer everything that comes our way. To see how far our team can go.”

Tanila nodded, letting Max lead.

“What about you?”

Tanila snorted, covering her nose in embarrassment as she did, but Max didn’t tease or make fun of her.

“What about me?”

“Is this the life you expected when you got your skill? When you first met Batrire and Fowl?”

Chuckling, Tanila shook her head. When she spoke, her voice was quiet.

“I hated what I was forced into. They had expectations and demands. They tried to force me to be something I didn’t want to be. I resisted and fought. Threats were made. I… I ran away.”

They kept walking for a few more blocks before she spoke again. “Like you, I changed my hair. I colored it.”

Max looked at it, unable to see any telltale signs of a woman who colored her hair.

“It’s not like you all do with your dyes or potions. I used magic. It won’t change back unless I want it to and… I’m not sure I’ll ever want it to.”

“Like me,” Max said, rubbing his bald head.

Rolling her eyes, Tanila nodded.

Walking, the two laughed, talking about changing his hairstyle or her color when Max felt it.

When he heard it.

It’s time.

Glancing around, Max realized that, at this moment, there were fewer people around them than before. The street they were walking down was a side road, and no one appeared to be around. Three carts rolled ahead, blocking the road ahead of them, and Max quickly glanced behind him, seeing three more do the same from the rear.

Pulling his shield and halberd out, Max put himself in front of Tanila and moved toward the side of a building.

“An ambush?” Tanila asked, her hands preparing for whatever might come.

Max nodded, unsure who or what was pulling the strings.

I cannot let Tanila get hurt. I won’t let her get hurt.

You cannot protect her on your own. You can see with your eyes what is coming from both sides. Right now, you may not survive this if you don’t let me take over.

A dozen male and female elves came from each side of the street, moving as a group and slowly closing the distance between them, positioned so Max and Tanila were surrounded and unable to defend from all directions.

“Seth?”

Her voice was nervous, and Max knew why. His heart was breaking, knowing she was in danger because of him because of what he had done.

“I need to do something. Promise me you’ll understand. It’s the only way.”

Tanila looked at Max and saw his expression. Saw the hardness in his eyes.

“What? What do you need to do?!”

“There’s no time. I have to let it take over. I have to give in. It’s the only way.”

Glancing at the street and the people moving in toward them, Tanila looked back at Max, who was taking deep breaths.

“We can fight them together. I can help!”

Max shook his head.

“No. If you get flagged as an attacker, you’re dead. There are too many, and it's obvious that is what they are planning to do. Force us to fight and then be free to attack, or one of them will strike the killing blow, and they will protect them after.”

There were only twenty-five yards between them and the groups approaching, and Tanila saw the anger and hate in each of their eyes. None of them seemed to care that she was an elf like them.

“Seth…”

Max turned. Pulling her head down, he kissed her on the forehead.

“Wall yourself. Earth and Air. No matter what happens, I won’t let them hurt you.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but Max shoved her back against the building they were next to.

“Wall yourself!”

He turned and moved to the center of the street.

Promise me two things. We won’t hurt Tanila or anyone innocent.

A feeling of excitement erupted inside him, like a caged animal about to be set free.

I promise you that I will not hurt your friend or anyone that does not mean us harm.

Swear it!

A rumble came from inside him.

This time, and only this time, I swear to keep that promise. Now, let me be free to do what I must before it is too late.

Max nodded.

The part of him that he had walled off to hold back the hunger and desire he knew was inside him crashed down. Like a massive rock falling from the heavens and flattening a castle, it was gone, no trace left of it having ever existed.

Max’s eyes burned green.

[ Consume has evolved ]
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