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Ginyi Metalweaver

        

      

    

    
      “This way!” I told my half-brother, Rackthar, as we ran through the dimly lit corridors of the dungeon. “I think I heard him over here!”

      “Not so fast!” Rackthar yelled, slamming into walls instead of turning corners while he followed behind me. “I’ve got tiny legs!”

      He was always such a klutz.

      The tiny leg comment was true, so I slowed down a bit. It wasn’t just the lower half of his body, either. With their hunched postures, long arms, and knuckles that dragged along the ground, trolls weren’t exactly aerodynamic. Rackthar was even worse off than most in that regard. He had bigger, broader shoulders than any other troll, coupled with a more human set of legs like our father. Being such a klutz, you’d figure that after learning to rely more on his big arms to move himself around like a set of meaty crutches, he would have used those same arms to cushion himself against possible impacts whenever he threw his body around.

      Not even a little. The broken tusks jutting out of his face were a testament to how many faceplants he’d suffered in his young life just by virtue of his own movement. Still, no matter how many times he crashed, he still pulled himself back up to run around and crash again, over and over, like a blind bull. It was pretty admirable, but the numerous broken walls in Vastilon Keep meant that everyone who knew him well was hesitant to support his dream of joining a traveling circus as a unicyclist.

      My mother, Aiyana, the most unfortunate combination of intellectually practical and emotionally empathetic, couldn’t help but try to let him know as gently as possible how much of a bad idea his dream was. But Rackthar the Ironboned was the son of my stepmother, Tana the Mountain Breaker, and had every drop of stubborn troll pride she had. He wanted to ride unicycles, and just like he always pulled himself up again, he practiced every day. Besides being stubborn, if Rackthar was anything else, he was hopeful to a fault in the face of any adversity. It’s one of the things we all loved about him.

      I wish I was half as brave as he was. Well, at least when it came to my dreams. Being my mother’s firstborn meant Master Alchemist Aiyana couldn’t wait to start my alchemy training when I was barely five years old. When I realized I wanted to be a blacksmith rather than an alchemist like my intelligent, wolfborn mother, I was scared half to death to tell anyone. How was I supposed to tell my own mother that I wanted Grand Forgemaster Barry as my mentor rather than her?

      My father was the one who convinced me to tell her, eventually. Ironically, he mentioned Rackthar’s unicycling dream when we talked about it, and that helped me realize that I have a good family. One father, three mothers, nine brothers and sisters, all who liked me just for who I was. I mean, if Rackthar could want to be a unicycling circus performer, what was wrong with me wanting to work in a forge?

      Thank the gods I was good at it. Mother’s alchemy training synergized really well with a lot of the lessons I got from Barry, and I was able to invent a few new metal alloys for the dungeon to use in weapons and machinery. Some of those new alloys let us use better, more efficient forging techniques, and Father even said that it even helped us win a few battles in the east. All of that before the ripe old age of fifteen, and I’ve got nowhere to go but up.

      Speaking of the war, we were dead in the middle of the biggest battle between the Coalition of Dungeons and our dreaded enemy, the Alliance of Adventurers. Growing up, I loved hearing the story of how the war against the adventurers started. My mothers were more than happy to oblige and tell the tale. All of us monsters lived our lives peacefully in dungeons, picked on by greedy adventurers for most of our history, never getting a moment’s peace between all of their raids. That was until my father, King Marusk, a simple farmer from a human town, came into the picture. Dungeons finally got a fighting chance against our oppressors. He killed an adventurer raiding his farm for no good reason, then used the adventurer’s magic tools to build his dungeon up into the greatest power Marlashtia had ever seen. Dungeons from all over joined up with him, and Vastilon Keep was born, with the head of the Coalition of Dungeons soon to follow. The adventuring guilds of the continent didn’t like that we finally stood up for ourselves and joined together as the Alliance of Adventurers to put us back into our holes. We haven’t backed down since, not even once, and now the Alliance was launching one final attack to break our spirits here on our doorstep.

      Everyone was getting ready for the looming battle, from the tallest to the smallest and from the oldest to the youngest. Necromancers were raising armies of the dead while cultists conjured demons with bodies that defied all logic. Beastmasters wrangled the many mutant creatures that called Vastilon Keep their home, and trolls and orcs equipped themselves with tough armors made of only the strongest metals. One of which, black mithril, I designed myself. It is tougher and lighter than both mithril and iron, and forgive my bragging, but I can’t help but be proud.

      Speaking of the aforementioned beastmasters, Vastilon Keep was famous for a lot of things in the Coalition and even the world at large, but our defining trait had to be King Marusk’s mutant war creatures. He still says it’s an accident to this day, but my father invented a special concoction of magical potions and different animal foods to create a viscous liquid that transformed ordinary animals into terrifying monstrosities. Chickens became like basilisks, bulls like minotaurs, goats like demonic satyrs, horses like hellbeasts, donkeys like feral centaurs, pigs like siege rams, geese like cockatrices, dogs like werewolves, sheep like giant sea urchins, cats like sabertooth tigers...

      Well, you get the idea.

      Not only were they stronger, bigger, and more ferocious, they also bred faster and grew to maturity quicker, all with the same amount of food. As if that wasn’t enough, these beasts were miraculously easier to train than their non-mutant counterparts, making them perfect for all of our growing needs as a dungeon. My father had won entire battles with these beasts alone. Father claimed these beasts and their tamers were the backbone of Vastilon’s military might, and it was easy to see why.

      Along with the beasts and citizens of Vastilon, even the sons and daughters of King Marusk weren’t spared from work on a day like today. I knew my eldest brother, Garrett, was called into a meeting with all the Coalition powers just a few hours before, and I was tasked with making as many arrows out of black mithril as I could before the adventurers came to our doorstep. It wasn’t until stepmother Tana came to the forges to look for my father that Rackthar and I were roped into helping her search.

      The meeting with the Coalition had ended some time ago, and apparently, King Marusk was nowhere to be found. Naturally, all of my mothers were starting to worry. Even Shaknazath, stepmother Zuthina’s personal shadow demon, who could see and hear from every shadow in Vastilon Keep, couldn’t easily locate him, and all three Queens had decided to mobilize and search out of their own concern for him. The authority of the three Queens of Vastilon notwithstanding, when my easygoing stepmother Tana was worried, every soul in Vastilon Keep was worried along with her.

      Thankfully, among King Marusk’s many distinctive qualities, he had a unique voice and laugh that I could have picked out in a crowd of thousands. Which was how I heard that very voice echoing and booming through the underground passageways where Rackthar and I searched. I'd never imagined that someone like my father would ever be in danger in his own home, but it was good to hear him safe and sound. My mothers should put a bell around his neck.

      As I turned the next corner into another corridor, we found a massive crowd nearly concealing our target. Rackthar crashed into the opposite wall clumsily, his feet sliding as we went, but not a soul turned to look at us. They were too enraptured because there, sitting comfortably in the middle of his subjects, was my father. Thanks to Pebbles, the ancient earth spirit that only my father and sister Halli could see, everyone had comfortable stools formed from the stone floor beneath them as they hung onto King Marusk’s every word.

      The King of Vastilon Keep wore the dark plate armor that he seemed to wear like a second skin in these troubled times. It was adorned with pauldrons like wyvern skulls, and a cape like a moonless night flowed down his back. The slits of his horned helm let his piercing eyes, like shining rubies, peer through them as he looked upon the crowd. Despite his rather intimidating appearance, his presence was just as jubilant and warm as ever, ensnaring his audience with his spellbinding storytelling. He was the perfect king, both feared by his enemies and loved by his people.

      Sitting beside him was a barrel-chested dragon-man in mithril plates. His orange-scaled wings were wrapped around him like a cloak as he kept his draconic muzzle pointed down, clearly embarrassed to be sitting at the center of attention. Garret, our eldest brother and the first son of stepmother Zuthina, was far more comfortable on a battlefield commanding troops than he was being doted upon by my father. Unfortunately for him, the king loved doting on all of his children at every given opportunity.

      Just in front of the two, at the head of the crowd, was a pasty half-orc and an elderly iguana lizardborn, both dressed in the thick leather armor of beastmasters. They were listening as intently as anyone, if not more, and if I had to guess what had happened, these two had managed to catch the king and ask him for one of his famous life stories. Inevitably, my father got carried away when he started talking about one of his wives or one of his kids, and the story had undoubtedly turned into a full retelling of his whole life.

      Now came the troubling task of catching my father’s attention among all of these people so he could get back to the gates and--

      “Finding the adventurers’ big secret wasn’t easy, and I wish that I could take all the credit for--” King Marusk’s piercing gaze cut through the crowd and landed on me. “Oh, is that Ginyi back there? And Rackthar? It is! Everyone, make way for my beloved son and daughter! Get up here, you two!”

      Suddenly, the crowd split in two, and the stone chairs bled back into the ground, making a perfect path between our father and us. The people clapped and cheered for our arrival like this was a planned ceremony, and I felt every eye of their collective gaze upon us as I quickly shuffled my wolf paws along the floor. Rackthar waved and blew kisses to his adoring audience before nearly falling over on his own two feet, catching himself on his fists as he carried himself over to our father.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, meet the best metallurgist the world has ever met, Ginyi Metalweaver!” My father showed me off to the people of Vastilon. “How many new metals have you invented now, Ginyi?”

      “Um, four, Father,” I answered quietly. “But, um, Father, you should--”

      “Indulge me for a moment, Ginyi, then we can talk.” My father never missed an opportunity to brag about his children’s accomplishments. “So, which metals have you invented, if I may ask, Metalweaver?”

      “Well, there’s oilless steel.” I counted the different metals on my fingers. “That’s what our silverware is made of now since it doesn’t rust. Then there’s quicksilver, which channels magic most efficiently for our spellcasters’ staves and wands, and then diamond obsidian, which, while not technically a metal, can hold a finer edge better than any metal we have for cutting into other metals. And, of course, black mithril, which makes up most of our armor and weapons since it’s easier to make and performs better than mithril on its own.”

      A lot of oohs and aahs sounded from the crowd, followed by polite clapping. I get it. My skills aren’t exactly thrilling, but it felt nice to share a little, even if my father was hopelessly embarrassing.

      “And then, there’s my tumbling boy, Rackthar the Ironboned, the toughest troll in this dungeon!” King Marusk patted his broad-shouldered son on the back. “You think a mace to the jaw from some limp-wristed adventurer is going to phase him? Nay, he just won’t stay down! I know, I’ve tried it myself! Once he’s mastered the unicycle, nothing in this world will knock him over!”

      The crowd cheered and laughed as Rackthar absorbed their praise like a sponge, bowing and catching himself from hitting his head on the ground. That top-heavy troll loved the attention. Maybe that was why he wanted to be a unicyclist. The center of a crowd was clearly where he felt most at ease with himself.

      “A unicyclist, I swear,” Lord General Garrett smirked. He always took things way too seriously, but even he couldn’t help but chuckle at his trollish younger brother. “Literally the furthest thing away from your talents, experience, and even body type, and that’s the wall you choose to beat your head against?”

      “Beating my head against walls is kind of my whole thing!” Rackthar pointed out to the amusement of the crowd. “If I let this one get under my skin just because it’s a metaphor, all the other walls are going to think I’ve gone soft! Walls don’t break me; I break walls!”

      Just like his father, Rackthar could really work a crowd, and the uproarious laughter quickly turned into uproarious cheers for Rackthar’s eventual victory over his own balance. Garrett clearly felt the mood of the crowd and turned away, hiding a prideful smile at his brother’s resilience.

      “So, anyway, what are you two doing here?” King Marusk said as the crowd died down. “Did your mothers send you to find me?”

      “No one’s seen you since the meeting with the Coalition,” I informed him. “We need you to lead the defense against the Alliance’s invasion. It could be any minute!”

      “‘Any minute’ might be giving them too much credit,” he said.

      Without another word, my father summoned an orb of shadows. It was filled with arcane visions of faraway places and served as a magical window into the war camp, which acted as a staging area for the Alliance of Adventurers’ invasion of Vastilon Keep. We watched as the adventurers stocked themselves on what few health potions they could. Warriors sharpened their blades, and spellcasters prepared their spells from their arcane books. From the sky, several winged giants in glittering-white maille came down from the heavens, joining the ranks of the adventurers on the ground.

      “See?” The king clutched his hand as the shadowy window disappeared. “They haven’t even left their camp, and we’ve got scouts flushing out any infiltrators at the walls or deep in these passageways. We’ve got plenty of time before we really have to worry. Besides, if something happens, I can be right up there in less than a minute. Believe me when I say we’re fine.”

      “Okay, well, can you tell that to our mothers?” I asked him. “They’re trying to bring you topside to coordinate the defense.”

      “I see,” my father said, sucking his teeth and staring around at the sizable crowd. It was clear he realized that once again, his stories had gotten the better of him.

      “Aa--! Bw--! Ch--!” The iguana lizardborn stammered, obviously feeling guilty for keeping his ruler away from his worried wives.

      Seeking a scapegoat in the young half-orc next to him, he slapped him up the backside of his head.

      “Tiberius!” the lizardborn spat at his companion. “How could you keep the king so busy with your incessant questions!? Don’t you know the king’s a busy man? Apologize to His Majesty this instant!”

      “Ow! I’m sorry!” the younger beastmaster winced, seeming not to question the fact that the iguana had thrown him to the wolves to save himself.

      “I had no idea my yearning for our king’s autobiographical accounts would cause so much trouble!” the half-orc stammered timidly as he knelt.

      “I’ll consider it a compliment to my storytelling talent,” my father said, forgiving the two beastmasters. “But, if my ladies are asking for me, then I probably shouldn’t keep them…”

      Everyone in the crowd tried their best to stay silent on the matter, but some couldn’t help but groan or murmur, clearly wanting King Marusk to continue his story. No one was going to openly act against the will of the Queens, not if they wanted to keep their muscles attached to their bones, but as I said, he could tell a good story. So, of course, my father saw the will of the people in their slow migration from the corridor and acted of his own will.

      “On the other hand…” King Marusk sat back down. “This last bit of the story isn’t that long, so we could probably finish up here first if any of you are willing to--”

      The crowd reassembled themselves around him quickly, just as they were before. Once every cheek was firmly back in its stone seat, they leaned in intently, eagerly awaiting every word that came from their king’s lips.

      “Well, it’s not as if we can refuse a king’s direct order!” the old lizard scoffed, wiggling his hips on the seat as he got comfortable again. “I suppose we have no choice but to listen to more of--”

      “Borginon, sir, I don’t think it was an order,” Tiberius whispered to his senior in front of everyone. “He was just seeing if any of us wanted--”

      “Quiet, you!” Borginon, the lizardborn, slapped his junior over the head again.

      “You know that you’ll have hell to pay if any of our mothers come down here, right?” Garrett said as he sat himself down, resigning to hear the end of the tale. “And, with all due respect, Father, I will personally see to it that neither Ginyi nor Rackthar are caught up in their wrath.”

      “Thanks, Garrett,” I said, hugging my grim big brother around his waist. It was a load off my mind knowing that I was safe from my mother’s punishments.

      “Oh, you’re a lifesaver, Garrett!” said Rackthar as he scuttled himself to the opposite side of our big brother, clearly remembering the last of Tana’s punishments, which often came in the form of brutal workouts.

      “I guess you’re all too old for me to use you as cuteness shields to distract your mothers anymore,” our father said with a grin. “Now, back to the story. Where did I leave off again? I lived on the farm, killed the adventurer, got my friends to help me with the magic stuff, accidentally made mutant animals, upgraded my farm to contain them, became a troll chief, got a troll wife, fought some adventurers, bedded one of them, let a whole town stay on my farm, met and bedded a dragon, fought her dragon father, fought a demon, turned the demon into a guard dog, fought an army, fought a demon army, got my own demon army, found out about more dungeons, found a graveyard with a friendly lich, fought a guildmaster, then an entire guild, and then…”

      “Aw, did we miss the part about our moms?” Rackthar sighed, “I like that part.”

      “Ew,” I said, wrinkling up my nose. “I don’t really wanna hear about our father romancing our mothers.”

      Beside me, Garrett chuckled.

      “RIGHT!” my father said, holding up a finger. “The secret to adventuring enchantments! So, in order to get into that, we have to head near the end of the Beast Wars and meet up with an old friend…”
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      Maybe we’d be home sooner than we thought this time... maybe.

      Looking for allies against the adventuring guilds, I’d taken some of my own forces to visit other dungeons across the continent. Said forces were mostly made up of a roaming band of mutants and their tamers, so we looked more like a migration of beasts rather than a conspicuous act of war marching on a nearby city. This gave us a modicum of peace, and the only trouble we had was straggling hunters and bandits, along with the occasional adventuring party. They couldn’t help but stick their noses in everyone else’s business, but most real troubles kept themselves clear.

      The strategy was fairly streamlined in every dungeon. Evaluate their defenses against the nearby adventuring guild’s forces, then either fortify and protect, or evacuate and disguise. Fortifying and protecting was as simple as giving supplies and weapons to a dungeon to help them keep their local guild from barging in whenever they felt like it. After some reinforcements on their structures, a few siege weapons and defense strategies, extra food and supplies, any extra soldiers and beasts that we could spare, and they were usually ready to go. Occasionally, our visit would line up with an adventuring raid like a happy coincidence, and we’d get to prove ourselves as allies.

      Mostly, our overall job was just to weaken the nearby adventurers so they couldn’t mount as many raids, which could range from buying up all the health potions they needed in the towns to make the deaths of high-grade adventurers look like dungeoneering accidents. We couldn’t let nearby guilds know we were actively killing their kind. It only led to more trouble, and the adventurers that got suspicious of our activities were usually the ones that we ended up killing and staging like they’d died in the field.

      Many dungeons, though, were in too tight a spot to simply be assisted in their adventuring defense. Sometimes the adventuring guild nearby was too powerful, and the dungeon dwellers weren’t prepared for a single adventuring party to come through. In those cases, we’d evacuate the denizens as soon as we’d convinced them, then fill in their spots with some undead skeletons disguised as the former inhabitants, courtesy of our lich friend Fluffers. If we could manage it, we’d provoke the adventurers into sending a bunch of their parties into the empty dungeon and kill them, crippling their forces as much as we could.

      Some evacuations were easier than others, depending on how easily we could sabotage the adventurers’ starport and establish our own. In short, starports used constellations in the sky to teleport groups of people between two points connected by the formation of stars. Hijacking their starport would let us use it to take all the people in the dungeon to our Vastilon dungeon in the blink of an eye, making the whole process of transporting all these refugees a snap. We could also afford to stick around in any one dungeon longer to kill more adventurers before we had to safely bail out. Regardless of whether or not we could get magical assistance, we would always get everyone out without a scratch and without any suspicious adventurers trying to poke around at our affairs.

      Of course, such a consistent success rate wasn’t possible without my three girls accompanying me every step of the way. Each one was like a storm trapped in a woman’s body, and I was being a bit more literal than metaphorical here; the devastation any one of them could bring to an enemy, an army, or a whole town, could be considered on par with hurricanes, floods, and lightning, including the literal hurricanes, floods, and lightning that Zuthina could control with her magic.

      She was a fire dragon, fearsome and beautiful, and the molten orange hue of her scales glistened as her dragon breath bathed armies in flame. When she wasn’t a dragon, she was in her human sorceress form, with platinum strands of hair flowing down her shoulders, fair skin like snow, and fiercely red lips. The elegance and determination that shined through her expressions betrayed her youthful appearance. The slender limbs of her body were usually adorned in extravagant, mystical dresses in vibrant colors, kept perfectly clean with her powerful magic. Luckily for me, the curves of her delicate frame didn’t exactly hide within the tight-fitting cut, and I could see the sensuous way her body moved if I stared. One of her arms was usually adorned with an elbow-high gauntlet encrusted with several gemstones of every color, each one filled with sorcerous might that further augmented her natural powers. With the commanding presence of a royal empress and the occult knowledge of an archmage, even Zuthina’s human form was as royal and fearful as her dragon persona.

      As far as natural power was concerned, Tana, the troll chieftainess, had more than anyone I knew in this world, rivaling Zuthina’s dragon strength. Second to her strength was her speed, which allowed her to move faster than the human eye could follow. She was a solid wall of defined muscle. She had child-bearing hips and a bust to match, a fact she proudly displayed with barely any decency if she wore anything at all. Her hair was wild like a lion’s mane, stretching down her back like an auburn cascade, with three ornate braids hanging off one side of her head. As a trollish woman, her tusks were more like sharpened teeth than curved skewers, but that never stopped her from displaying them with a wide, incorrigible grin. Her only weapon was a round shield, trimmed with flowers and a rose in the middle. It was magically enhanced to repel elemental attacks. Unlike Zuthina’s regal decadence, Tana was a simple woman, with simple dress, simple manners of speech, and simple tastes in life.

      Aiyana may not have been the most flashy of the three girls, but that didn’t make the wolfborn alchemist any less dangerous than the other two. She had a magical cure for any and every situation. With an arm-mounted slingshot to deliver her payloads of bizarre chemistry, she could turn any battlefield into a trap-ridden hell in an instant. Her timber grey fur coated her whole body. She was the shortest of the girls, but no less buxom and wide-waisted, with even her thick leather armor failing to hide her bountiful assets completely. Two wolf ears popped out of her long, grey hair, which always looked like perpetual bedhead, unkempt and scruffy. Aiyana had better things to do than style her hair, preferring to spend her time experimenting and discovering. Always thinking, Aiyana’s mind raced with possibilities constantly, matching the expressions that always seemed to flit across her face.

      Compared to them, I sometimes felt a little lacking in the best possible way. I was no slouch, mind you, but I certainly wasn’t a hidden maelstrom like any of the others. Without any formal training in combat, magic, or academics, I had only my wits and my grit to keep me afloat in the tumultuous sea that was my life. A human farm boy like me could have only dreamed of being mentioned in the same breath as any one of these ladies, but they loved this humble fellow with their whole selves all the same. The feeling was mutual.

      While I could hold my own alongside them, my contributions to combat were mostly thanks to the adventuring equipment I’d snagged from a trespassing adventurer on my property. As they improved with time and use, my body and mind improved with them, toughening me up and feeding me techniques I’d never heard about in my life. In many ways, I was stronger and smarter than most warriors who’d trained their whole lives, with only a fraction of the experience and time put in. I wasn’t just lucky in love, and I knew it.

      From the ground up, I’d brought my armor and my sword from copper to bronze to silver, and now all the way to gold-grade equipment after just ten years of using them. These metal grades were physically represented in the look of the equipment, and each metal improvement was magnitudes better than the last. A bronze grade was as strong as ten coppers, a silver grade matched ten bronzes, a gold could match ten silvers, and so on. Even though my armor and sword looked like a gilded ceremonial set, the sword cut like it was freshly sharpened an hour ago, and the armor shrugged off mace swings from trolls like they were rotten tomatoes. Exclusive power like this made it easy to see why the adventuring life was so alluring to so many. It was easy to turn a normal man into a demigod.

      So, yes, I implore you to be impressed with my progress. I was very proud of myself. Go on. I’ll wait.

      Usually, adventuring equipment only worked for whoever had used it for the longest total amount of time, but I’d miraculously found a way to reset any and all adventuring enchantments I’d come across with help from my friend, Barry. Something about that reset messed with the enchantments in ways I was still discovering. Which meant there were some side effects, mostly having to do with a certain phenomenon called ‘mithril madness.’ Despite the alliterative and sort of fun name, this madness affected most adventurers of significant power, namely the mithril-grade ones and above, hence the name. Unfortunately for me, I got this ‘convenient’ little head bug before I’d even reached silver grade, and it’d been bothering me ever since, only growing stronger as I did. Thankfully, my own will and sense of self had somehow consistently stayed ahead to keep a leash on it, but who knew how long that would last.

      The madness itself wasn’t a bloodlust or actual insanity, but more of a simple compulsion. Skills and techniques that the enchantments fed directly into the mind also came with thoughts and feelings befitting a warrior in a fight. Any time a potential opponent arrived, the enchantments were cooking up ways to take them down cleanly and putting them directly in their wielder’s brain. While these thoughts were always technically there, they would be unrefined, muddy, and they could be ignored as they only subtly influenced decisions in their users. People with strong wills would never have noticed there was something trying to impact their thinking at all. Come mithril-grade, though, and the enchantments grew strong enough to force-feed feelings and impulses that can be overpowering, compelling their wielder to act when they might otherwise hesitate.

      In a fight, these impulses might have been helpful to me, especially if the enchantments were thinking smarter than I was in a fight. The big problem was that the impulse never went away, even around, say, friends and family I didn’t want to kill. In the mind of the adventurer’s impulse, however, every moving target was a possible threat that needed to be eliminated, regardless of how much the user loved and trusted them. It was no wonder that adventurers were all so fucked up.

      Anyway, I always took my functionally crazy self and all three girls with me to any dungeon I visited to evaluate and send our helpful greetings, and this one was no exception. We’d determined that it only needed some defensive fortifications, which made our job easy overall. There were very few supplies they really needed since the place was filled to the brim with strange metal people. Not armored people, but people literally made of metal gears and synthetic organs. They had steel for skin, oil for blood, and electrified rocks for brains. I would have called them golems, but they were way more complicated than the big rock dolls that could only obey three one-word commands. These could talk and think for themselves. They were people, even if they were rigid about everything they did.

      Somehow feeding off lightning generated from a dammed waterfall deep in their underground home, they had very few needs that people like us could meet. No food, no clothes, no reproductive needs, just a bunch of genderless beings excavating precious minerals from a cave. The mining equipment built into their arms also acted as weapons, since anything that could break rocks and bend metal could do a number on a suit of armor as easily as anything we had to give them. They didn’t even have names or at least no names we could recognize as they made little metal chirps and dings at each other to communicate. All of their buildings and homes were compact, strictly angled, windowless, and made to serve an exact purpose without deviation, so they weren’t even open to our design inputs. Still, we offered our help as always, and they were happy to accept repairs and maintenance if happiness was something that they felt at all.

      “And you’re sure there’s nothing else you might want?” I asked our liaison for the metal people, who we called Gearthur, as we headed towards the mouth of the cave dungeon. “We’d hate to leave after doing so little to help you out. You’ve done more to house us than we’ve done to help you against the adventurers.”

      “The material repairs that the human designated as Markus has provided are more than sufficient for the workforce’s current projected needs outside of our designated mining area’s resources,” Gearthur spoke in clipped, odd tones. “The workforce is expected to retain sustainable parameters within these premises for another two thousand seven hundred fifty-three years, three hundred twenty-six days, ten hours, and forty-three seconds.”

      “You’ve really done the math, then, huh?” I was still getting used to how no-nonsense these metal men were. “I’m glad that we could do something useful.”

      “Alright, this has been bugging me since we got here.” Aiyana couldn’t keep herself quiet for another second. “How is any of this possible? Metal people, I mean. How do you make a living thing out of nonliving things? Are you all secretly undead, with ghosts trapped inside of metal golems or something? What’s going on here?”

      “I would have said that you were being rude to our gracious hosts, but…” Zuthina looked over at Gearthur, and the rest of the identical metal people at work, seeing no discernable sense of social convention among them besides pure practicality. “I don’t know if that’s possible.”

      “The wolfborn designated as Aiyana has submitted an inquiry well within the parameters of her assumed knowledge base and the workforce’s ability to explain,” Gearthur said, though I wasn’t exactly sure what he meant by that. “The workforce can provide this answer as an attempt to answer Aiyana’s inquiry: the most recent iteration of the workforce is the byproduct of the experiments of the gnome artificer designated as Malcurn Thada. Malcurn desired the economic and academic resources to create what he referred to as the ‘perfect workforce’ but was rejected by his contemporary peers for appearing mentally unstable and obsessive over the proposed project. Malcurn moved his laboratory into this mountain cave, using the abundant minerals inside to create the first prototype mechanical worker, which would subsequently assist in creating more mechanical workers until Malcurn’s timeworn biological functions ceased. The workforce has continued to serve under the specified parameters from Malcurn’s original parameter designs for the past seven hundred years, sixty-three days, four hours, and twelve seconds. In that time, forty-two thousand seven hundred thirty-three adjustments have been made to Malcurn’s original parameters to accommodate for unpredictable changes to the environment and previously unknown data points involving nearby biological communities.”

      “So, you were all made by some crazy gnome who died, and you’re all just still here doing what he told you?” Aiyana scratched behind her wolf ears. “And you said you’ve adjusted your own original designs yourself to make up for what you didn’t know about the world around you? To make a whole new race of golems capable of learning like that… It’s amazing. It’s the closest we’ve ever gotten to creating life outside of… well, life! Do you think Malcurn Thada left any diagrams or blueprints behind?”

      “Do you really think we need any more unpaid workers at Vastilon?” Zuthina giggled as she saw Aiyana nearly drooling at the thought of scientific discovery. “We’ve already got demons, skeletons, our own set of golems, fanatical cultists, mutant animals, and Tana’s trolls who only want to be paid in meat.”

      “Trolls simple,” Tana said proudly, ever the conversational minimalist. “No need shiny metal chips. Love meat.”

      “Okay, but these are smart!” Aiyana said, inadvertently insulting our entire working class with a single sentence. “Can we just ask around for some diagrams or something? I want to see if I can improve on them with some alchemical formulas!”

      “Increasing communications between the dungeon designated as Vastilon and the workforce will increase maintenance and repair efficiency by an estimated sixty-three percent.” Gearthur seemed to agree to help us out if I understood him correctly. “Under current conditions, the workforce can spare one worker unit for the wolfborn designated as Aiyana to reverse engineer, along with a few diagrams with uncompromising data of worker unit designs, while the worker unit will maintain communications with the workforce via the workforce network for any future needs the workforce may require. The workforce requires confirmation that this transaction will be sufficient to fulfill Aiyana’s request before we begin processing.”

      “If all that means we get one of your smart golems, then yes!” The little alchemist couldn’t help but jump around. “Oh my gods, I’m so excited! I bet George and Barry are going to love this!”

      “The workforce requests that any modifications made to the worker unit do not hinder the unit’s processing functions or the unit’s ability to communicate with the workforce remotely,” Gearther insisted. “If this condition to the inter-dungeon agreement is ever violated, then all further communication with designated members of the dungeon designated as Vastilon will be terminated, and all Vastilon dungeon members will be treated as hostile to the workforce.”

      “Did you hear that, Aiyana?” I stared at the eager little wolf scientist. “Whatever you do, if you look at its weird golem brain, you don’t mess with it. Got it?”

      “But that’s the part I wanted to look at the most--!” Aiyana sighed as she resigned to the limits of her pursuit of knowledge. “Fine. Don’t mess with the cool, impossible golem brain.”

      “Agreement confirmed.” Gearthur clicked and dinged as other metal persons around him responded and moved around him. “The workforce will provide a worker unit upon your departure for Vastilon to possess.”

      “So, do you ever plan on… stopping your mining?” I gestured to the hollowed-out mountain cavern we were standing in. “You’re going to run out of rocks to mine eventually unless you plan on digging under other people’s homes. That’s just asking for adventurers to come knocking on your doorstep.”

      “Several considerations have been made to the workforce’s parameters to address incoming environmental concerns,” Gearthur explained, “the workforce’s production has decreased by fifty-one-point-three-seven-two percent from the original parameters to increase the longevity of the resources and mining operations by another one thousand eight hundred eighty-one years, thirty-three days, twelve hours, and twenty-four seconds. If the resources in the designated area for mining have been depleted completely, the workforce will have no choice but to initiate hibernation procedures until another mine is designated or work parameters are modified.”

      “You’re all just going to sleep when you run out of mountain to mine?” I asked. “That seems a bit like overkill. If you want, I’m sure Vastilon can find ‘new parameters’ for you guys to work under. When your mountain gets a little too empty, you can come bunk with us. We’ve made room for stranger neighbors than you.”

      “The estimated depletion of the mountain’s viable resources is estimated to occur well beyond the parameters of the human designated as Markus’ estimated biological life span.” The metal man pointed out. “The workforce requires confirmation that any changes to Vastilon’s community structure over time will not inhibit this new agreement Markus has submitted.”

      “All my descendants are going to be just as welcoming as I’ve been if I have anything to say about it,” I assured the metallic ambassador. “I’m already trying to whip my kids into shape. Speaking of which, we should probably be heading back to Vastilon so I can get back to whipping.”

      “Markus, you’re not actually whipping my little girls, are you?” Even Aiyana’s obsession with discovery couldn’t compete with her fierce maternal instincts as she turned her attention away from the fancy golems and directly onto me. “Please tell me you haven’t hurt any of our kids, Markus.”

      “I would never do that!” I adamantly asserted before carefully reviewing my recent interactions with my children. “Well, I mean, besides the time I punched Grocnocks in the face.”

      “WE DON’T PUNCH THE CHILDREN.” Zuthina stood in front of me, making sure to meet my gaze. “Even if he’s Tana’s son. Right, Tana?”

      “Grocnocks strong, healthy troll,” Tana said as she sided with me. “Fight practice good for warriors. Grocnocks want be warrior. Want fight practice. Good fight practice hurt sometimes.”

      “Don’t encourage him!” Aiyana shouted up to the trollish giant. “Why are we letting him fight in the first place? He’s only eight!”

      “Trolls learn fight before five years,” Tana explained as she forced Aiyana into a one-armed hug. “Grocnocks strong. No even feel Marusk punch. Grocnocks two punch Marusk after Marusk punch Grocnocks.”

      “How did he get so damn strong?” I rubbed my jaw as the painful memory resurfaced. “He barely moved when I hit him, but I could feel my brain rattling around in my skull after he slugged me. I mean, I was trying to go easy on him, but maybe I shouldn’t have. I thought this stupid ‘warrior instinct’ in my head was supposed to make me physically stronger, too. Useless adventuring enchantments are just putting more grey in my hair.”

      “How are you feeling, by the way?” Aiyana said, putting away her far-off anxieties to focus on anxieties close by. “You haven’t been feeling too… murder-y lately, have you?”

      “I’m not dangerous right now, if that’s what you’re wondering,” I said, being purposefully vague. “It’s never really gone, though. Just easier to hold back at times.”

      “We’ll find a way to fix it any day now,” said Zuthina hopefully. “Maybe we can find a few adventurers on our way home to curb your appetite in the meantime.”

      I smiled. “I’m fine, really. I just need a good steam and a night’s rest in my own bed.”

      “Does it have to be a full night’s rest?” Aiyana lightly bit her lip. “I mean, you can afford to be a little bit more aggressive in… certain areas, right?”

      “I’ve certainly never complained,” Zuthina purred. “I’m sure Tana prefers you when you’re fiery, anyway.”

      “Yes,” Tana said simply, splitting no hairs about it.

      “What do you think I mean when I say rest?” I pulled my girls in close, a challenge with Tana’s size but a feasible one. “You three are the only people in the world that can handle me at my worst, so I’ll be counting on each and every one of you to keep me in check when we get back.”

      “It just so happens that I’ve been working on some soundproofing foam for the weapons testing rooms.” Aiyana curled her fingers under my chin. “Maybe I should test it out in the master bedroom first to see if it can really handle some loud noises. Of course, that might take too long after such a long trip. In fact, it might take too long to get back to Vastilon at all…”

      “Hey, watch it. We’re still in public.” I laughed as I looked around at the metal golems, who were mostly ignoring us. “I don’t think there’s a private corner in these caves with all these eyes watching.”

      “Does it really count as a public place if it’s only golems around?” Zuthina gently trailed her finger around my lips. “I don’t even think they’ll take notice if we just stay out of their way.”

      “Tana want Marusk,” Tana said as her hands felt me up over the armor invasively. “Want Marusk now. Find corner.”

      “These golems better not be snitches.” I scanned the nearby area for somewhere with a semblance of privacy. “If the other dungeon masters found out about this, I don’t think I’d ever hear the end of--”

      “INTRUDER ALERT!” a mechanical voice bounced off the cavern walls, echoing from the front entrance. “INTRUDER ALERT!”

      Fuck, an adventurer raid party. Really, right now? I mean, sure, we could probably pick the mood back up pretty quickly. After all, my ladies were very demanding, but these adventurers were certainly going to pay for their shitty timing.
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      “Oh, you have got to be shitting me.”

      My life had a funny way of complicating itself at a moment’s notice. One moment, I’ve finished up my work for the day, and the next moment, I’ve murdered an adventurer. One moment, I’m dealing with troll pests, the next, I’m their chief. One moment, I’ve got regular animals, the next, they’re mutants. From farmer to dungeon master, from single to married to parenting, from soldiers to demon armies, and from civil management to lordships and alliances, I’d grown accustomed to major upheavals. At this point, I could tell with just a look when something was going to really shake things up.

      This uncanny insight flared up as we pushed through the steel barricades at the cavern’s opening to face the intruders. We were prepared for battle, but it wasn’t an invading force of adventurers. It wasn’t even a party of adventures. Merely a lone adventurer, injured, limping, and bleeding through the spaces between his armor.

      Oh, I forgot to mention, that adventurer just so happened to be my old friend Jacob, the messenger boy.

      He’d certainly grown up since I’d sent him off with an adventuring dagger and a couple of magic rings. Long ago, he’d helped me hide the Kingslayer’s body back when all of this began. Now, his shoulders were broader, and I knew if he wasn’t slouching over to hold his side, his height would be greater. His hair had grown messy and long, but his face had barely changed, save for two blade scars on either end of his right eye. He was decked out in leather armor made of a blue drake’s webbing and a metal mask shaped like a toothy maw hung around his neck by the straps. From what I could tell, this leather was equivalent to gold-grade equipment at least, if not early mithril, so our little Jacob had been busy.

      Three daggers hung from his belt, one of which being the one I’d given him long ago, and the ring I’d given him still rested on the index finger of his limp right hand. His other hand pressed against the wound on his side, barely holding onto the straps of a leather satchel that dangled by his knee and bounced with every hobbled step.

      “Mr. Yew!” Jacob’s voice had deepened, but it had all the same cadence as when I knew him. “Thank the gods you’re still here! I need to give you somethiiiinnng...”

      Jacob collapsed on the ground, spending the last of his energy to reach out with his hand, laying the satchel as close to us as possible.

      “Tana, help him!” I barely got the words out before Tana had zipped over to his side, carrying him back to us and using her healing touch to save his life. “Gods be damned, Jacob! What the hell did you get yourself into?”

      “Quickly, get this behind that barricade,” he choked out, pushing the satchel towards me again. “It might help you understand more about adventuring enchantments. I’ve been followed, and they’ll be here any--”

      “Oh, there you are, Jacob!” said a sneering voice.

      Coming from the forests below, four adventurers stepped forward with their weapons drawn. The golden metal of their equipment was being overtaken by the grey luster of mithril like an infectious ink stain, a clear sign that each one of them had reached the level of gold grade. Along with that, the power of their enchantments shined through the elaborate designs on their weapons and armor, which were decorated with spikes and detailed flourishes.

      The first adventurer was an archer wearing two quivers that crossed over his back. He wore a thin black tunic and a plate strapped to his chest with another on his back. His body was covered with war paint that mimicked a flowery skeleton in the style of Dia de Los Muertos. The temples of his head had flowers, and his blackened eye sockets had colorful dots circling them both, with a set of teeth represented on his lips by a few lines. The bow he carried was made from two talons of a giant raptor, and a thick string tied the claw tips together.

      The second adventurer had a wizard’s staff like a thin tree trunk, curling around itself twice before ending in a set of branches at the top like a human hand. He wore blue robes with a red tunic overtop, both sleeveless as he displayed armbands made of pure gemstone, ruby on one arm and sapphire on the other. His hair was a mighty tangle of locks, with two hair bands containing three locks each on the sides of his head and one more sprouting from the top.

      A helmet in the shape of an eagle’s head crowned the third adventurer, with pauldrons that looked like serpent heads, gauntlets that looked like jaguar jaws, and sabatons that looked like wolf muzzles. The sword he carried looked more like a flat club, with jagged pieces of metal along its edges like shark teeth. On the side of it, the golden-grey face of a tusked beast acted as the centerpiece of the hilt.

      Finally, the fourth adventurer, the one who announced the group’s arrival, wore a deer skull on his head like a brimmed hat, with a black robe that draped down from his hood and covered his whole body, leaving only his pale and boyish face exposed. Part of the robe lifted up, presumably with his arm and hand inside, and it held a pine-colored crystal ball. I could see swirling whips of blue dancing inside of it like fish in a glass tank.

      I had more than a few questions, but they would have to wait until this blew over. There was a small chance I could get some answers before the killing began if I played my cards right. Thankfully, they didn’t immediately attack us, which meant that they didn’t know that we directly affiliated with this dungeon. If my ‘mithril madness’ could just stay in its corner until I learned everything I wanted to know, I was sure we’d be saving ourselves bundles of time trying to grope around in the figurative dark. Hopefully, these adventurers weren’t as crazy as I was feeling right now. Not likely, but there wasn’t any real harm in hoping.

      “Jacob, you left so soon!” The deer skull adventurer called out in a voice that sounded like a child with a two-pack-a-day habit. “We never got to finish our discussion! You made us so worried.”

      “Fancy meeting you all here so suddenly,” I interrupted, addressing the adventurers. “You mind telling me what’s going on?”

      “Ha!” the eagle warrior scoffed, pointing his sword-club at me. “You think a punk who’s barely made it to gold grade can ask anything of us? Do you know who you’re talking to? We’re the Sunset Marauders, wise-guy. You and your monster friends are way out of your league. Who even are you people?”

      So, they thought we were adventurers, too? Insulting, but useful.

      “Just some confused folks trying to clear some things up,” I said, my voice still friendly. “You can imagine that we might be a bit perplexed by the sight of a dying man. Plus, his supposed adventuring party isn’t rushing to his aid. Makes me wonder why you’re really here.”

      “There seems to be a misunderstanding,” the crazy-haired wizard spoke with a heavy sigh. “We are not here to compete with you for this dungeon. We’ve come for Jacob, the one the warthog is carrying. Give him back to us, and we will have no qualm with you.”

      “Oh, so you’re all some of those kinds of adventurers, huh?” Zuthina’s ire rose quite easily from the racial slurs directed at Tana. “She has a name, you know! Do any of you naked apes want to ask her about it?”

      “Quiet down, wench, the men are talking!” Eagle Helmet said, using the exact wrong words to calm the situation down. “Anyway, are you giving that little squirt over or not?”

      “We’re going to kill these guys, right?” Aiyana angrily whispered at me.

      “First, we’ll get them talking,” I whispered back. “We need to find out what the hell they know and why Jacob is here. Then, yes, we’re totally going to kill these guys.”

      “Good,” she hissed.

      “What are you whispering about over there?” Deer Skull shouted. “We’re not exactly in the mood to be fucked around right now. Just hand the thief over, and we’ll all have a good day. Doesn’t that sound nice to you lovely folks?”

      “Do you want me to just kill him for you?” I guided the conversation along as I played into their assumptions. “Doesn’t take a genius to see the dynamic here. It’s no trouble for us.”

      “We’ve already claimed the rights to loot him, pretty boy,” Eagle-Head snarled as he brandished his sword-club. “You want to test your luck? We’ll just loot your corpses too. And maybe that fancy dungeon behind you on top of that, just to rub it in.”

      “Are you guys trying to loot an adventurer?” I scoffed, pretending to be offended. “You’ve got some pretty nice knock-offs, I’ll admit, but I’d be a fool to just hand him over to a bunch of bandits trying to sell off adventuring goods. Do you try to pull this scam often? Is this guy here secretly in on it, too?”

      “WHAT?!” Eagle-Head head roared, showcasing his easily wounded pride. “You think we’re scalpers?! Of all the dirty insults!”

      “If you can’t recognize genuine high-tier gold grades, I can only feel sorry for you,” Deer Skull quipped, rolling his eyes. “Between our groups, you guys would be the scalpers. And terrible ones at that. What self-respecting adventuring party has a warthog and a mutt? If anything, you’re trying to run off with an adventurer’s body before we could bravely retrieve it! Is this dungeon actually your bandit hideout?”

      “An illogical conclusion,” the crazy-haired wizard interjected, clearly having less patience for his cohorts. “We already know this is the autonomous golem dungeon. The golems would have eviscerated any common bandits on sight. They must be adventurers.”

      “And you guys know more about this dungeon than any scalpers would,” I said, acting thoughtful. “So, that still leaves the mystery of why you’re so interested in this guy here.”

      “Above your pay grade, little man,” Eagle Head said, marching forward with a scowl. “I suggest you let me take him off your hands if you don’t want to get hurt.”

      “I’m guessing this all has something to do with this bag he was holding,” I said innocently as I held the satchel over towards Zuthina.

      Gods love her, she picked up on my idea without a word. She summoned a fireball in her hand and held it underneath the satchel threateningly.

      “Would be a damn shame if something happened,” I teased.

      “Do you have any idea what you’re doing, pretty boy?” Eagle Head yelled, halting in his tracks. “That bag’s a hundred times more valuable than all of your lives combined.”

      “Sounds valuable enough for you to tell me something about it before we part ways.” I smirked. “What’s got you so fired up about some little bag of stuff?”

      “You are interfering with guild business,” Crazy Hair intoned as he walked forward. “If you do not hand over the satchel and its contents along with the adventurer Jacob, you will answer to Guildmaster Puniat of the Crashera Adventuring Guild.”

      Now there was a juicy tidbit of information. Crashera was nearly five cities east of here. The nearest city was Belton, with its own Belton Adventuring Guild. Why was a guild so far away operating in another guild’s territory like this? If I were to hazard a guess at a worst-case scenario, the adventuring guilds were finally starting to catch on to my little ruse with all the dungeons and started to work together, intermingling in each other’s affairs.

      Of course, that explanation didn’t even begin to touch on what happened to Jacob, but this whole situation did suggest that I’d stumbled onto something big. Maybe if I weaseled my way into their schemes before they formed ranks, we could do some real damage.

      Also, that skull-faced archer really thought he was being sneaky by hanging back to hide while his friends marched forward. I could still see him, and so could Aiyana. That fucker was going to be the first to die.

      “You jackass!” Deer Skull screamed in his off-putting voice as he slapped Crazy Hair over the head with a robed hand. “Why didn’t you say ‘Guildmaster Gomiv from the Belton Guild’? He would have believed that! Now we have to kill him before he starts spreading rumors! Or do you just want the Beast King to hear about all this?”

      “The Beast King?” I had a feeling I knew who that was already, but I figured I might squeeze a final confirmation out of them before the fighting started. “Sounds like a fun fight. Mind telling me about him before we kill you guys?”

      “Cheeky to the end, aren’t you?” Eagle Hat growled, brandishing his sword-club as he stomped forward. “Don’t bother threatening the bag anymore, pretty boy. Better it gets destroyed rather than fall into the Beast King’s hands. You can die knowing that you’re a pitiful adventurer who would rather be a pissant than help us stop him..”

      “May I remind you gentlemen that we are not here to war with Belton?” Crazy Hair stepped ahead of his group to stop the marching. “We should at least attempt to be civilized with their guild members if we want to start making friends. We’ll need to join efforts if we want to put an end to the Beast King once and for all.”

      “We were told to keep this hush-hush,” Deer Skull hissed, glaring at his wizard friend. “No one was supposed to know about any of this except Gomiv. That was the order! Who’s to say they won’t ruin everything with their big mouths? What if the Beast King finds out about everything because of them?”

      “If we fight them here, the dungeon nearby will surely notice and fight against us all,” Crazy Hair argued pragmatically. He was clearly the most reasonable of the three. “The inevitable distraction will allow Jacob a chance to escape. He is a far more credible threat to the guildmaster’s efforts than these random adventurers, but if we can work with them, perhaps they can help us coordinate against the Beast King. If they prove to be detrimental to the cause, we can just kill them later.”

      Did these guys understand the concept of tact? I mean, we were right there.

      “Fine!” Deer Skull shook his head as he glared at me. “You! Asshole! Talk. You’ve got two minutes to prove we shouldn’t kill you.”

      Damn, adventuring was cutthroat. And they say we’re the monsters.

      “Guys, if that Beast King guy’s around Belton, then just let our guild handle it,” I said simply, lowering my drawn sword. “How big of a threat can he be if no one around here’s even heard of him?”

      “He’s a threat because no one's heard of him before,” Crazy Hair replied in his droll, monotonous voice. “Dungeons across the continent are weakened overnight, making raids costly rather than lucrative, and each one coincides with the unnatural migration path of one specific pack of strange beasts. Whoever is controlling this enormous pack is leading them on a feast of dungeons that has left us without any raids. Our guildmaster in Crashera has most likely concluded that your guild’s territory is next along the path of the migration and probably wants to coordinate with your guildmaster here in Belton.”

      “We don’t know any of that!” Deer Skull corrected his wizard party member. “We only know that we’re on a secret delivery that no one is supposed to know about and that Jacob is a traitor. I bet he’s working with the Beast King.”

      “What if he is the Beast King?” Eagle Head exclaimed, grabbing onto his helmet with both hands. “Whoa, I just blew my own mind with that one. We could be bringing down the actual Beast King! Maybe that’s why he’s targeting dungeons! He’s trying to mess with the guilds!”

      “Nobody’s stupid to try to go rogue like that, dumbass!” Deer Skull smacked Eagle Head with his crystal ball. “Only reason why Jacob’s still alive after what he did is that we haven’t told the guildmaster yet. Once he learns about this, Jacob will wish he’d never been born. It’s better to never exist than be turned into a pile of goo.”

      All three of them shuddered at the same time as they thought about the guildmaster’s rather... vicious punishment. What they said brought to mind something that Guildmaster Moorl said offhandedly before I fought him, about how it was ‘impossible’ for me to be a defector. The guilds must have had some way to liquidate any possible traitors in their ranks remotely, and in this case, literally.

      “So, then, why did Jacob try to sabotage our mission if he knows he’s going to get turned into soup afterward?” Eagle Head stepped up to Deer Skull. “A man doesn’t risk turning into soup randomly unless he’s got a cause worth turning into soup for. There’s gotta be something to that!”

      “Who cares why Jacob tried to get himself killed if he failed to get anywhere?” Deer Skull shrugged off his coworker’s poignant inquiry. “We’ve got him here, he’s dead to rights, and we’ve got the bag as soon as this jackass and his bitch squad hands it over. Don’t overthink the job!”

      “Guys, I hate to tell you this, but…” I shrugged, holding up my sword again. “I really can’t let you have this bag now.”

      “And why the hell not?” Eagle Hat said, getting all uppity with me again. “We promise we won’t make your deaths painful if you hand us the bag nicely.”

      “I just don’t see that going well with my… subjects.” I put two fingers in my mouth to whistle out a signal. “Turns out, I’m a lot more famous than I thought. It’d just be embarrassing if I let you all live now, especially after seeing my face. Apparently, I have a reputation of intrigue and mystery to uphold among you adventuring types.” I grinned broadly. “Thanks for all the intel, by the way.”

      “What the hell are you on about?” Eagle Hat turned towards me, gripping his sword-club tightly. “The little tyke’s too scared to talk straight.”

      “We’re killing them now, right?” Deer Skull brought his crystal ball forward as the colors inside went mad with motion. “Don’t let them all die right away, though. I think I want to try out some new spells to torture them a little.”

      “So much for the diplomatic solution,” Crazy Hair said, sounding genuinely disappointed as he pointed his staff towards me. “Let’s not drag this out. We should end this farce before…”

      His voice faded as he forgot to finish his thought. Quaking footsteps grabbed the adventurers’ attention, and they turned around to see my pack of mutant beasts step out from the forest as the beastmasters hidden in the surrounding wilds answered my call. Bulls, horses, dogs, pigs, all of them twisted and engorged with the horrifying effects of the monstrous food, stepped forward and surrounded us in a semicircle as they blocked the adventurers’ only escape. At the front of the pack was a silver-furred wolf mutant with man-like arms like a werebeast, drooling all over the bloody body of the skull-painted archer, which was clenched in its slavering jaws.

      “Generally, it’s customary to bow when you’ve been granted a royal audience,” I said loudly. “You now stand in the Court of the Beast King.”
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      “The Beast King, eh?” Jacob laughed through a pained grunt as Tana’s healing touch finished its work on his shattered ribs. “You’ve certainly been busy.”

      “In my defense, I never heard that name before a minute ago.” I looked back over to where the adventurers used to be. “A bit over-the-top for my tastes, but a man can’t exactly choose his own legend.”

      For adventurers nearing mithril-grade, this whole party had disappointed me. I’d expected a couple of casualties among my beasts or tamers at the very least, but the battle was over before it even started. Besides the blood smears my beastmasters were cleaning off their pets and the twisted bits of metal we were salvaging, there wasn’t a single sign that there’d been three adventurers standing just a dozen yards away.

      The Deer Skull warlock had been the first to react, throwing up a magical barrier of blue light, but a minotaur-ish bull mutant had easily gored through the arcane energy with its long, sharp horns and flattened him under a hand-like hoof. The Eagle knight tried to strike at the bull but failed to see the three little satyr-like goat mutants gnawing through the armor on his back, boring into his spine in seconds like piranhas on a fresh kill. Crazy Hair wizard had come the closest to doing any real damage. He’d managed to cast an exploding ball of fire into the mass of beasts, and a literal battering ram had taken some fire damage, then simply flattened the monotone wizard.

      The rest was history... er, rather, they were dinner for whatever mutant beasts could get their teeth in afterward.

      “Well, as much as I’d like to catch up, I don’t have the time,” said Jacob, sitting himself up now that he was fully healed. “It won’t be long before they activate the failsafe on my adventuring equipment after hearing about my defection, and I have to tell you--”

      “Hold your horses, friend.” I knelt beside him, then began to search him. “There’s a process to things like this. I’ll see to that enchantment, so don’t be all in a twist about it.”

      He sighed as I poked and prodded him. “Don’t waste your time. If you’re thinking about disenchanting it, you’re wasting your time. Adventuring enchantments are permanent. Once they’re on, they’re stuck there for all time. But, then again, you’re clearly wearing adventuring equipment, and the failsafe works on whoever they’re connected to, so why haven’t they--?”

      “No augury talismans or spying enchantments, so that’s good. Ah, here we go!” I took the leather chestpiece off him and found a black gemstone on the inside of it, digging enough to get my fingers around the faceting. “You might want to stand back for this.”

      “Did you not hear me?” he asked exasperatedly. “I said these kinds of enchantments are permanent. You couldn’t mess with that gem even if you destroyed the entire chestpiece. The only way that failsafe is going away is when it activates and kills me--”

      BOOM!

      I plucked the enchantment from its facet, and bolts of red and blue lightning arched from the stone, crackling up towards the heavens as I held the offending jewel over my head. The energy safely released itself into the air and dissipated, and I brought the chestpiece down to reveal the moldering, dry piece of cracked animal hide it had become. The same fate had befallen all the leather armor still on Jacob’s body, transforming his whole professional assassin aesthetic to a poor thug wearing his great-grandfather’s hand-me-downs.

      “Stupid superior hearing!” Aiyana whined, folding her wolf ears down flat against her head, hiding behind Tana. “Why does it have to be so loud every time?”

      “It’s a good thing we have an army here,” Zuthina commented drolly. “Since we’re making sure everyone knows exactly where we are.”

      “Sound like thunder,” Tana argued. “Mountain thunder no seem strange. No one come near storm.”

      “Not if they know what’s good for them,” Zuthina smirked.

      “What just…?” Jacob stammered, then took the old leather from me, failing to notice anything as I pulled the knives from his bandoliers. “What are you--?”

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      As I twisted the gems off the pommel of each dagger like I might uncork fresh bottles of wine, I held them over my head and released the energy into the air, just like with the leather armor. Dropping the resulting rusty knives to the ground, I then held the enchanting gems to the side until one of the beastmasters nearby kindly took them from me.

      “That should do the trick,” I said satisfactorily, brushing my hands against each other. “Now, Jacob, it seems like we have a lot to talk about. You went through a lot of trouble to come to find me, apparently even putting your life on the line. Now, I’m going to assume you’re not a complete jackass who’d risk your life for no good reason, which means that this bag you brought is pretty damn important.”

      “Whoa, whoa, wait a minute, you killed the failsafe?” He stared at the rusted iron that used to be the gleaming steel of his trade. “The enchantments are dead? Just like that? You’re sure?”

      “Well, you can reactivate the gems if you put them back in their place,” I explained. “It’s what I did with the equipment I’m wearing now. I’ve got tons of reset adventuring tools back home from adventurers I’ve been picking off. You might just get to see for yourself if you convince me you’re not up to anything.”

      “Who is this man?” Zuthina asked shrewdly. “You recognized him as soon as we saw him.”

      “He’s the messenger boy who helped me out when I killed my first adventurer more than a decade ago,” I began telling the tale. “He took a dagger and a ring as payment for his silence, then went off to try his own hand at adventuring. Successfully, it looks like, at least until he came here. But I can’t discount that this might still be some kind of trap. I’ve been lucky to stay anonymous up until now, and it’s about time that the guilds caught on to our little crusade between dungeons.”

      I turned my focus to Jacob. “I can only hope that you’re on the right side of this secret war I’m waging, Jacob, for your sake. Past friendships mean little if you’re a threat to my family, so start talking.”

      “Can we… can we just talk about all of this first?” Jacob pointed at the pile of junk metal at his feet. “I know you have a lot of questions for me, but I just… That’s not… none of what you just did should have been possible! You just removed adventuring enchantment gems… with your bare hands. Do you have any idea how crazy that is? How absolutely ridiculous it sounds to just say the words aloud? You can’t even pull regular enchantments off their facets like that!”

      “Has no one ever tried that before?” I asked with mock innocence. “It’s not as hard as it looks.”

      “So, what?” he scoffed. “You just do this all the time?!” My young friend seemed to have a hard time accepting facts. “You just disenchant adventuring equipment for fun? Everything’s just completely reset and ready for you, right? Do you even have to overwrite the enchantment by using it more than the last guy?”

      “It’s been quite handy, I’ll admit,” I said, looking over my armor. “And it’s only gotten easier. Barry and George keep asking me to help them pop the gems whenever we find any new toys, but I think they’re just not trying hard enough. I keep telling them my technique, but they just can’t get the hang of it. They can pop them back in just fine, but getting them out is trickier.”

      “Wait, wait, wait, wait…” Jacob shook his head. “Are you saying that you’re the only one who can do this? You’re the one who’s disenchanting adventuring enchantments?”

      “Hmmm…” I said sheepishly. I guess I’d never really thought about being the only person with the skill. “Well, right, I see what you’re getting at. I just thought I had the trick mastered, but now that you’re saying it out loud, I guess it does seem weird. Probably something too that, huh?”

      “Honestly, these stupid enchantments make no sense, no matter what you know about them, so your guess is as good as mine!” Jacob spat out with some clearly pent-up frustration. “I can’t tell you how many years I’ve spent compiling everything that the guilds know in secret, but I’ve only hit dead-ends by the dozens! Everything that’s publicly written about enchantments, even in the guild libraries, is basically common knowledge, so that’s pretty much useless. It’d be hard enough if the real secrets weren’t being guarded by the guild masters or even the secret guild enchanters, but it’s worse than that.” He heaved out a sigh. “Over a thousand pages of notes, and not a single step closer to a cure for this damn mithril madness! It just becomes more infuriating the more you actually know… I swear it makes me want to...”

      “You okay?” I asked calmly, putting a hand on his shoulder. “You’re clearly gearing up for a tirade.”

      “Little oomy crazy.” Tana nodded. “Marusk give order, and Tana put down like sick horse. Kill more good than keep living crazy.”

      “Let’s not get too crazy ourselves,” Aiyana chimed in, putting a calming hand on Tana’s back to quell her bloodlust. “We still need him to talk.”

      “Actually, when I really think about it, I feel better than I have in ages,” said Jacob softly with a dawning look of realization. “You really did get rid of it, huh? I can’t feel any of it anymore.” A grin suddenly spread on his face from ear to ear. “The madness is truly gone! Normally, I’d be thinking of all the different ways to cut you up into tiny pieces, but now I can’t even imagine how I’d hold a knife properly. I’ve killed a lot with those knives, so that’s saying something.”

      I patted his shoulder. “Makes sense. No more adventuring enchantments means no more magical knowledge and skills floating around in your brain. You’re basically a normal person now. Of course, the downside is that you’re not nearly as good with those knives as you were a few minutes ago.”

      “A price I am happy to pay, Mr. Yew.” Jacob beamed and breathed a sigh of relief. “Between losing my skills, being magically eaten by my own armor, or living my life with a corrupting madness, I believe I’ve made the right choice.”

      “Well, now that we’ve settled all of that, on to the matter at hand,” I said, then crossed my arms. “What’s brought you to me after all these years? I get that you’ve been looking for a cure for your mithril madness, but what’s got you running from your coworkers and hunting me down?”

      “I’ve been pretty busy myself, Mr. Yew,” the young man said, standing proudly. “When I wasn’t looking for more information on adventuring enchantments, I was covering for you, sir.”

      “With who?” I furrowed my brow. “The guilds?”

      “Since I left, I was keeping an eye and ear around my old homestead, so I learned about your accidental dungeon before anyone else,” Jacob explained. “When you killed the baron of Badgerton, the adventuring guild there was thinking about taking the town over and swarming your dungeon. It didn’t help that the other two dungeons in the region, the troll tribes in the forest and the dragon’s lair in the mountains, had all but disappeared without a trace. Yours was the only one left. Raids were already being prepared in anticipation of the final decision, so I had to find some way to keep you and your home safe.”

      I puzzled about the past. “Damn, I never even thought about that. Yeah, they should have been all over my ass. I mean, we would have won out in the end, without a doubt, but not without some heavy casualties. Still, though, I could have been blindsided by that, so thank you. That is if you did anything at all. How’s a newbie adventurer supposed to keep a whole guild from attacking a dungeon all by himself?”

      “You did make my work easy for me, thankfully.” Jacob grinned and patted me on the back. “You never left any witnesses to your true potential, so no one could confirm anything factual about you. Only rumors about raining spears and a giant wall seemed to survive in the gossip circles. The baron’s horrible management of the territory also set the stage, along with a well-timed raid from a rival guild bordering the territory.”

      “Oh, hey, that was me!” Aiyana remembered. “Or, well, my old adventuring party, before we killed them all. Happy to help! Um, how did that help, exactly?”

      “It helped me tell a believable story to keep the guild away,” the former messenger explained. “Though I’d just joined the adventuring guild, I was still a messenger boy around the city, putting me in the perfect spot to hear old rumors and spread whatever new ones I wanted. I didn’t have to know the real story, just what the rumors said, and then I tweaked them to fit my new narrative.”

      Jacob shrugged. “Honestly, it didn’t take much to make everyone believe that the troll and dragon dungeons moved because the land was dying from the baron’s rulership. The attack from the rival guild made the dungeon’s placement seem like a territorial issue. I just made it sound like that rival raid was successful, meaning your dungeon couldn’t be raided for quite some time afterward.”

      “What about the baron’s invading army and Vincent Garl?” I prodded. “They’d be the ones talking about the rain of spears and the giant wall since they saw it in person. I even showed them my face. How d'you explain that away?”

      “Those soldiers barely saw anything!” Jacob brushed me off with a wave of his hand. “If they weren’t too scared shitless to talk about what they actually saw, everything they did see was easily twisted in our favor. To make a long story short, I blamed everything on Garl. Nobody in the guild liked Garl anyway, so they’d believe he’d fly off the handle and do something stupid. Garl was the one who attacked the army with demon spears from the sky, scared the soldiers with his demon army, and killed the baron with one of his demon servants. Since he vanished after the baron’s attack, it was easy to claim he defected to a rival guild when he found out the dungeon was already raided. The Badgerton guild believed that he was now far away, and any other guild probably believed that the Badgerton guildmaster killed Garl through his enchantments, and nobody has ever bothered to double-check since. Since he’s not around to dispute anything, no one ever will. Your dungeon now seemed far too weak to be useful to the guild to bother sticking around, so we left Badgerton altogether, now baron-less and guildless.”

      “So you’re the reason why the whole city of Badgerton was pleading like sick puppies on my doorstep, looking for a safe set of walls and a leader.” I felt a mixture of pride from his decisive action and annoyance as I remembered all the hassle that it put me through. “This whole mess started from trying to find those people a real home! I was just getting used to being a small-time dungeon master when your little stunt put me in the position of lordship without my consent.”

      He bowed. “Truthfully, Mr. Yew, I’m thankful that you gave my family a home. I’ve seen how adventurers treat their own guildhall, and I’m sure that Guildmaster Deremic would have only abused the people. He’s a real piece of work. So, as thanks for keeping my family safe, I’ve been quietly keeping your roaming army of monsters as unnoticed as possible. Not an easy task, mind you, but I’ve managed for some time.”

      “It did seem odd that we had so few run-ins with hunters and adventurers,” Zuthina commented. “It’s only been recently that we’ve actually had attackers regularly. I was actually starting to suspect that we were being led into a trap of some sort by the adventurers. All along, we’ve just had a man on the inside.”

      “I did my best, madam,” Jacob said, politely bowing again. “Espionage and stealth were some of my best talents. I even learned some spells that keep me out of sight and keep me out of divinations. Maybe I can’t grip a dagger properly anymore, but my eyes are sharp as ever, and I can still avoid a crowd’s attention on an illuminated stage.”

      “Good to know,” I said, tucking the info away for later plans.

      “Unfortunately, your campaign across the continent outpaced my ability to hide it from the guilds,” Jacob continued. “And the guildmasters have finally begun corroborating their efforts to respond to the growing threat you pose, communicating in secret to avoid your detection. Thankfully, they still don’t know much about you. Most of their intelligence is simply their own theories about the migrating beasts, some of which I’ve been actively encouraging to mislead them. Any steps they are taking now won’t help them discover what you’re really doing.”

      The adventurer-slash-turncoat pointed to the satchel. “Of course, that might change things.”

      “You said before that it might help me know more about the adventuring enchantments,” I mused, opening up the satchel and finding sealed scroll containers inside. “Are the guildmasters planning something with the enchantments?”

      “Something, yes, but I have no idea what.” Jacob sat himself down on a fallen log nearby. “I only know that it’s something very big. In my research into the adventuring enchantments, this territory we’re in, Belton, came up quite a few times. Or, rather, it never does. Ever.”

      “What do you mean?” I said as I sat down at the other end of the log.

      “There’s almost no actual information about this whole territory,” Jacob explained. “Anytime this area is mentioned in the same breath as adventuring enchantments, it’s always offhandedly, and then the attention is immediately drawn away to another location. So many stories have some connection to this place, but as soon as they show up here, it’s almost like their time here is simply glossed over. It’s a part of so many histories but has no real history of its own.”

      “That’s immediately suspicious,” Aiyana nodded along, peaking around my head as she hung her arms on my shoulders. “They should get shipments of adventuring enchantments like everyone else, right? Did you ever try to track one to a source?”

      “Trust me, that is a dead end.” Jacob hung his head. “That stupid starports map makes it impossible to follow any one shipment anywhere. Even the records each guild holds don’t point out any one location. Funnily enough, the Belton guild shipment and trade logs are the most suspicious of all the logs ever. I’ve looked at a lot of guild logs, mind you. Even the most suspicious and anally retentive guildmasters don’t have so many high-tier gold grade guards attending one little records room. Nobody goes in or out of Breton’s record room ever. Trust me, I know. I watched myself while I planned the heist. A true testament to my patience, but I won’t boast.”

      “I assume you managed to get in,” I said. “What did you find?”

      “Nothing.” Jacob wiggled his fingers for effect. “Absolutely nothing. The room is empty. Belton has no shipment records of their own.”

      “That makes no sense.” Zuthina sighed as she sat in my lap, leaning against my shoulder. “Are you sure you checked the right room? Maybe the room acts as a decoy for the real location of the records?”

      Jacob pointed at the dragon woman. “I swept that place up and down. I was thorough. That was the only place the records could have been, and there was nothing there. What those guards are protecting is the secret that there are no records there.”

      “The records have to be somewhere!” Aiyana scoffed. “They get shipments of enchantments like everyone else! If they’re not in Belton, maybe they’re hidden somewhere around here. We should ask the golems if they know anything.”

      “Oh, that might be clever!” Zuthina sat up. “If they’re spending so much effort hiding their records, what better place to hide them than inside a dungeon? Who would ever look for official documents there? And whoever is in charge of the records could visit the dungeon under the pretense of raiding it, avoiding any suspicion for their visit. While I wouldn’t suggest that the golems are necessarily working with the adventurers directly, we do know that an adventurer fabricated their consciousness. Who’s to say that the adventurer wasn’t exactly as rogue as the golems professed? What if there is a secret function in their minds that keeps them unaware of the adventurers that come into their dungeon? It would go a long way to explain how they’ve remained so autonomous from the guild all these centuries. It could all be a facade.”

      “We searched that place from top to bottom, trying to find ways to help them,” I argued. “We would have noticed something off about the place. You saw how tightly they packed everything in there. There isn’t a square inch of that dungeon not being used, and we saw all of it. It’d be a great idea to hide the records room there, but we just don’t have any evidence for it. Listen, before we start speculating wildly, let’s think about this. Do you have any ideas about where it might be, Jacob?”

      “I’ve got much more than that,” Jacob leaned in. “I’ve already visited them all.”

      “Them?” Aiyana said, scrunching up her whole face. “There’s more than one?”

      “Five,” Jacob answered. “One in each of the five surrounding guild halls bordering this territory. Whoever wrote them tried to redirect me again with more smoke and mirrors, but I knew what I was looking for. I found them all during my investigation. Each of the guilds keeps records of shipments going into and out of Belton. The surrounding guilds handle the control and record of Belton’s entire shipment history, not the guild in the territory itself.”

      “Adventurers hate strange adventurer tribe,” said Tana as she sat on the floor between my feet, leaning against Zuthina and me. “No want land in stories, no want give them special magic. Strange adventurer tribe do bad things in past. Other tribes no forgive.”

      “Interesting theory, but that’s not the whole picture.” Jacob wagged a finger at her. “If you look at any one record, it’ll show that Belton receives a fraction of the shipments it sends out. One-fifth, to be more precise. However, each record shows different shipments from the others, with no overlap.”

      “I’ll be damned,” I said softly as the pieces of the puzzle fell into place in my mind. “If you put all the records together, Belton is shipping out five times as many adventuring enchantments as any other guild. Did you notice a lot of shipments being sent out of the Belton starport when you were there?”

      “Belton was a perfect model, just like all the others,” Jacob informed. “Nothing strange seems to be coming in or out. And yet, it’s not allowed to know about its own shipment records, which have to be split up among five different guilds. Do you know what all of that means?”

      “Somewhere in the Belton territory is a hefty stash of adventuring enchantments,” I said, summarizing Jacob’s findings. “And, considering all the subterfuge they went through, I’m willing to bet that it’s the source of adventuring enchantments all over the world.”
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      Horse riding was fun for me. It took me back to my farming days. It wasn’t often that you could fit five people comfortably on one horse, but that was the plus side with mutant horses. Wanting to keep up appearances for any unseen eyes, I sent my beastmasters and their migration of mutants onward towards the nearest dungeon instead of back home. If this place was such a hotspot for the adventurers’ attention, then we’d have to take precautions to not lead their suspicions back to Vastilon. I took one of my mutated steeds, Buttercup, to carry us on our search for the secret source of adventuring enchantments in Belton.

      Jacob, of course, came along with us, but I took some precautions with him. While I didn’t mistrust him, I didn’t want to be taken for a fool just because of a familiar face. More than likely, everything he told was true, and if that was the case, he'd be free as a bird. I would then officially offer him a position in Vastilon Keep as my spymaster, making my dungeon all the stronger for his presence and insight. But, if he’d lied in any way, I’d snap his little neck like a twig. So, he would stay where someone could see him at all times until I knew I could trust him completely. Tana’s steel-like grip would keep even the slipperiest chameleon from avoiding us. I didn’t care how sneaky he said he was; nothing escaped Tana. Dragons weren’t strong enough, and literal living shadows weren’t wily enough. She was the perfect mobile prison as we rode through the plains.

      “Well done, Aiyana,” I smiled at the wolf girl as I finished looking over the last of her write-ups about the sealed scroll tubes. “I may not have seen many secret codes broken in my day, but I’d still wager that this would get top marks.”

      “I’m just impressed that you did it so quickly,” Jacob quipped, as chipper as someone could be while resting helplessly in Tana’s complicated armhold. “I thought we’d have to take at least a week to work them over. Heck, I was afraid we were going to be missing a cipher key or something and have to go looking for it. That would have been a hassle.”

      “Technically, the cipher key was missing, but it wasn’t a huge problem.” Aiyana shrugged. “Factoring in all the possible languages the message could have been written in, there were only so many possible combinations that any of the symbols could have represented, and fewer that would be grammatically correct. Contextually speaking, only a select few combinations were viable, and even fewer were relevant. From there, all the remaining messages essentially relayed the same meaning, so it wasn’t necessary to pinpoint exactly which one was the proper message.”

      “I am a literal immortal creature that conceptualizes time in centuries, and I am twice as old as you will ever be in your sub-century life span, and I still don’t think I have enough time to write out everything you just did in your head.” Zuthina laughed, then hugged Aiyana from behind. “You’re truly amazing.”

      “Quit it, you flirt!” Aiyana laughed, slapping away the hands wrapped around her stomach. “I’m not giving up my spot at the front. I called it first. Let it go.”

      “I’ll get it on the way back.” Zuthina kept herself wrapped around the wolfish passenger in front of her. “Just you wait.”

      “You’re in luck, Jacob.” I rolled up the scroll as I finished with it. “These scrolls confirm what you’ve told us so far. Guildmaster Puniat was requesting that Gomiv give him permission to send a few adventuring parties down here to help secure a specific location. He only referred to it as ‘the site,’ which doesn’t give us many clues as to what it might look like or where it is, but it’s got to be our secret workshop for adventuring enchantment gems. He also made some suggestions about how to move the site, implying that it’s not easy. More than likely, this source is something big but somehow not obvious. I’m guessing that it’s hidden away, and I’m guessing that means it’s underground.”

      “That doesn’t exactly help us out,” Aiyana pointed out. “This is a big territory. We can’t dig up the whole thing looking for some secret workshop.”

      “Thankfully, we don’t have to search everywhere,” I countered. “We know that these shipments are being sent out through the starports and that the city of Belton isn’t the place we’re looking for. That means that this other facility uses a different starport, so we just have to search the territory for a second suitable constellation. Conveniently, Jacob told us which constellation they use, and it has very little overlap in the Belton territory, meaning that our actual search area is pinpointed to only one area.”

      “Still, if it’s underground, how are we supposed to recognize it if we do find it?” Zuthina asked. “If they’re using starports, they don’t even need doors in or out. They can just teleport through the ground. No matter how you look at it, we will literally have to do some digging. Even if it’s a smaller region, digging is still digging. It’s going to be a hassle no matter how we slice it.”

      “Not necessarily,” I pointed out. “The guilds aren’t going to risk any random passerby stumbling into their operation, so they’ll have something in place to turn away anyone who might find it by accident. Whether it’s a golem or a monster, or even some adventurers in disguise, there’s going to be someone guarding the place. Find the guardian, and we’ll know that we’re close. From there, sure, we might have to do some digging, but that’ll be easy between you and Tana.”

      The troll excavator behind me nodded proudly.

      “So, what, we just keep our eyes peeled?” Aiyana’s gaze darted about the plains. “What are we supposed to be looking for--?

      “Hello, weary traveler!”

      Far down the fields in front of us, six pilgrims walked through the tall grass, the one in front waving to us. Each one was human, dressed in long cloaks that covered their bodies with only their heads poking out of wide collars. Not much set them apart from one another. One had dark skin and silver hair in a braid running over his shoulder, another was bald with a strong chin, the third had short hair and claw scars over his right eye, the fourth a burn mark over his mouth, the fifth had an eyepatch, and the sixth a gold tooth. Clearly, they’d lived storied lives, but nothing beyond what one might expect from a traveler. The golden-toothed pilgrim was the one who spoke to us, and he had a deep voice and a friendly smile.

      Besides their unique facial distinctions, they wouldn’t have drawn much attention in a crowd. Adventurers typically were more diverse in their style, often trying to set themselves apart from others to make their own legends. These guys looked more like a band of mercenaries than anything else. They wore traveling packs and bedrolls on their backs as if prepared for a long trip across the countryside, and no adventuring equipment was to be seen. Even with their gruff appearances, their smiles shined warmly with universal brotherhood and neighborly love. All seemed perfectly normal... on the surface.

      Their eyes gave them away. Bloodshot, sunken, and pinkish, the heavy bags underneath spoke to many sleepless nights. Not from guilt, not by a long shot. They were just constantly wanting, driven by a mystical compulsion to chase the call of war at all times without end. I knew the signs of mithril madness well. There was a set staring back at me every time I looked in the mirror.

      My heart sank a little as I realized what had to be done. Despite the smiles and the lack of gear, each one of these guys was an adventurer, and a powerful one at that, mithril grade at the very least. I was betting they were even stronger than the adventurers we’d just found before, and this time we didn’t have an army of beasts to back us up. We’d have our work cut out for us, but on the bright side, we’d found the adventuring enchantment site.

      “Come, weary traveler!” The gold-toothed ‘pilgrim’ in the front stepped forward to greet us. “We should get out of this dreadful rain!”

      It wasn’t raining. It couldn’t have been sunnier, actually. I might have called this guy crazy if I didn’t know any better. This was clearly a secret call sign. He thought I was an adventurer but was now checking if I was here on official business. If we knew the correct answer to the call sign, then this group might lead us directly to the site themselves. The problem was, we didn’t have a clue what the sign could be. Guessing it would only make us look suspicious, and then they’d never let us near the site without a fight.

      So, we’d have to play dumb with the secret guards and only hope that they wouldn’t attack us immediately. Keeping things peaceful as long as possible would only help us tighten our search. Now was the time for lies and subterfuge.

      “What are you talking about?” I looked up at the sky, pretending not to know what he was talking about. “You think a storm’s coming? There are barely any clouds around.”

      “My mistake.” Goldtooth tried to push past his supposed mishap with a wave of his hand. “What brings you adventurers around these parts? There’s nothing interesting around here for miles. There’s a dungeon due eastward if you want some real entertainment.”

      “We’re heading to Mondestat, actually,” I said as I pointed towards Jacob. “Bounty quest. It pays more if he’s alive, unfortunately, but we’re professionals.”

      “Please, kind strangers, you have to help me!” cried Jacob, playing along with my ruse. “I’m a noble lord’s son, and these vandals have kidnapped me from my home to be executed by my treacherous uncle! He wants to harvest the secret divine egg in my stomach to become the ultimate wizard! You can’t let them take me…”

      Tana squeezed her arm around Jacob’s neck and the words lodged in his throat.

      “See what I mean?” I laughed. “It’s been like this for a couple of days now. He’s crazy, and his babbling is exhausting, but somebody wants him badly enough to pay a small fortune to bring him back intact.”

      “Seems like a strange path to take to Mondestat.” The one with silver hair pointed out. “Where did you come from?”

      “A dungeon, strangely enough.” I said, opting to tell a sliver of truth, “As drab as he looks, our bounty here actually managed to fiddle with its golems. They were acting as his bodyguards when we happened upon him. I don’t know how he did it, and it might have been a smart plan if it was only bounty hunters after him.”

      “Who posted the quest?” the one with claw scars said, folding his arms.

      “Oh, are you adventurers, too?” I asked, trying to look interested. “You’re not from the Belton guild, are you? Hey, wait, you’re not trying to poach our bounty, right? I consider myself a friendly guy, but not that friendly.”

      “No, no, we’re not adventurers!” Goldtooth was quick to cover up for his compatriot’s misspoken slipup. “We’re just… mercenaries looking for the next job.”

      “You must not be from around here, then.” I squinted at them as I tried to sound locally knowledgeable. “Not a lot of mercenary work around here, I’m afraid.”

      The bald one looked at Buttercup. “What’s with the horse? What… happened to it?”

      A fair question. A giant, mutant horse with eight legs, spiked hooves, and reddish fur was a bit of an attention draw. Instead of staying near the front of her snout, the edges of her mouth pulled back to the hinge of her jaw like a dog, and she had canines instead of flat teeth. Anyone reasonable would have wondered where I got her. Of course, explaining all of that was another matter entirely.

      “Some kind of witch’s curse on the mare who bore her, apparently.” I shrugged. “She was too sick to walk when she was born, and her owner was selling her at a bargain. I had a hunch that I could fix her up and look at the big, beautiful girl she’s become. Isn’t that right, girl?” I scratched Buttercup’s neck as she happily turned her head towards me. “Who’s my pretty, big girl? It’s you! Oh, yes, you are! Yes, you are!”

      “I want to be your pretty, big girl,” Aiyana jealously whispered as I scratched Buttercup’s neck affectionately. “Maybe not big, but--”

      “Not now,” Zuthina reminded her quietly.

      “Oh, right.”

      The pilgrims whispered to each other as they confirmed the plausibility of my story. After a few awkward seconds, they nodded and grunted agreeably. We’d apparently passed their little security checkpoint, but unfortunately for them, I still had some business to attend to.

      “Sounds like a right steal of a deal,” Goldtooth said politely. “Well, if you’ve got business to get to, we won’t keep you. Have a pleasant day, travelers!”

      “Hold on there, friend! I could use a good tale myself. I’d love to know what a band of mercenaries is doing so far out in the middle of nowhere?” I kept the conversation going. “There are certainly no wars to fight anywhere around here.”

      “Oh, we’re just passing through, same as you,” Goldtooth answered vaguely. “I’m sure we’ll find some work nearby. We were just stopping here for a quick rest before we decided where we’re going. Maybe we’ll go to Belton if we’re feeling it. Safe travels, friends!”

      “Well, you better make up your mind soon,” I tried to keep up the small talk. “These fields barely get any game, so you’ll be pressed to find any good food unless you brought some along. Still, why waste the rations if you can find a big buck in half a day’s travel, right? It’s just good survival sense.”

      “We’ll keep that in mind, thank you,” Goldtooth said in a clipped voice, resisting my attempts to strike up a conversation. “You better take your own advice and get out of here.”

      “Wouldn’t want anything to happen, would we?” Baldy hinted, lacing his words with a veiled threat. “Run along, kiddies.”

      “I’m thinking you’re right.” I nodded, playing along with them and looking around the fields with fake paranoia. “Lingering around these parts is bad luck, they say.”

      “Bad luck?” Goldtooth raised an eyebrow. “Who says that?”

      Finally! Something had hooked their interest. Now to just keep them talking long enough to give us a clue about the entrance to the site.

      “It’s mostly rumors, old wives’ tales, and hearsay around Belton,” I said as I led them along my little trail of lies. “Some people say there’s a witch living here in a mystical bog that only appears on the full moon. Others say they hear howling in the dead of night, and a few people swear that this is an ancient battleground from a long-forgotten war where the dead soldiers still haunt their final resting place. I heard a few gossips talking about a possible doorway to the faerie world. Wouldn’t that be something?”

      “But that doesn’t make any--” the one with the eyepatch spouted before stopping to gather his thoughts. “There’s nothing here. There shouldn’t be any rumors around this place. No one should have any interest in what’s going on here.”

      “Well, that’s just it.” I shrugged. “There’s nothing here. No people, no dungeons, no cursed ruins, no forests or bogs, no real landmarks, no animals, even. Just grass. Even the Belton adventurers avoid this place, and you know us adventurers. We go anywhere we like. It seems like a perfectly good place for something to hang around, right? Why’s it so empty? That’s gotten people talking. They’re spooked.”

      “But there aren’t any disappearances!” the one with claw scars said, belying the fact that he was a mere ‘wandering mercenary.’ “They don’t have any reason to be afraid of this field! No undead, no fey, no witches, nothing! Nobody dies, and nobody comes here. It’s that simple, so why are they even talking about it? They’re just making everyone’s job harder than it needs to...”

      “Granth!” Goldtooth glared at his scarred companion, cutting off any more of his illuminating tirade. “Well, as you can plainly see, there’s nothing around for miles besides us. Unless you plan to start trouble with us, I suggest you move along.”

      “I didn’t realize I’d offended anyone!” I feigned ignorance. “If there’s anything I can do to make amends, I would happily oblige. I don’t want to leave on a sour note.”

      “It’d be best if you were just gone,” Goldtooth sighed. “For your own sake.”

      “I simply must atone for my rudeness, though!” I bent over to reach into the saddlebag, pulling out a few wrapped portions of dried meat from our rations. “Here, you can have some of our rations. You’re all clearly tense from such a momentous crossroad in your journey, and you need all the energy you can get your hands on to choose a wise course of action.”

      “We don’t need your damn rations!” Eyepatch slapped the travel food out of my hands as the dried meat strips disappeared into the grass below us. “You need to get the hell out of here before I gut you and your monster bitches myself!”

      Underneath his cloak, the eyepatch guard discreetly unfolded the pole sections of a collapsible glaive made of dark-grey mithril. His eyes burned with a thirst for battle as he wielded the bejeweled polearm’s curved blade in my face, mere inches away from my nose. Aiyana and Zuthina would have both leapt out of their spots on Buttercup’s back if I hadn’t quickly put my arm over their shoulders to keep them seated. Tana, thankfully, was still faithfully restraining Jacob, but she definite poised to strike with her flexible legs and iron-like toes at the bald glaive master.

      Maybe I’d overestimated the control these adventurers had over their own mithril madness. I probably needed to tone down how obnoxiously friendly I was being if I wanted them to show me the enchantment site. As luck would have it, the other adventurers around the glaive wielder were restraining their friend instead of starting a fight. We still had time, even if we were running out of patience on both sides of this conversation. After a brief struggle, Baldy angrily folded up his collapsible glaive again and put it back underneath his cloak.

      “Is it a requirement for adventurers to spit slurs at us whenever they see us?” Zuthina quietly whispered to Aiyana. “Sometimes, I get the feeling they have some sort of quota to fulfill.”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me.” Aiyana was more accustomed to this derogatory treatment of her appearance than her shapeshifting friend. “Maybe they just have to mention at least one slur at a minimum, but they get gold marks if they use more.”

      “What is the mutt whispering to that girl?” growled Granth, the claw-scarred adventurer, as he took an aggressive step forward. “You better put a muzzle on her!”

      “I’m so sick of looking at them,” muttered the secret guard with the burns on his mouth, scratching at his scars and revealing a hand covered in several magical rings. “Why can’t we just pretend they know something so we can finally... y’know?”

      “Gentlemen, enough!” Goldtooth hissed, trying once again for a diplomatic resolution. “Your offer is kind, but we really need to get back to our… rest. We clearly have much to discuss before we head out any further.”

      “Ah, so you are adventurers!” I said, even though I knew that already. “You can’t buy a glaive like that at the local blacksmith shop, and are those magical rings I see? Why did you say you were mercenaries? Clearly, something’s got you worked up.”

      “We don’t have to tell you anything.” Silver Hair coldly snapped at me. “You’re lucky we’re not allowed to simply kill you.”

      “Frimond, for the love of the gods!” Goldtooth widened his eyes as he silenced his silver-haired friend. “I swear, it’s like herding cats with you people!”

      “Sorry, sir,” Frimond mumbled as he backed away. “Won’t happen again.”

      “Doubtful, but I appreciate the sentiment,” Goldtooth said as he scrubbed a hand over his weary face. “Sir, I implore you, from the bottom of my heart, to just… leave. Just leave. Please. I’ll beg. Honestly, that’s all we want. It’s the nicest thing you could do. Forget you ever ran into us and don’t tell anyone that you were ever here in this ‘unlucky’ field. Do that, and everyone’s lives will be just peachy. I can’t overstate how much I need you gone right now.”

      “Oh, come on, you’ve heard how annoying this guy is!” Baldy Glaive Man whined as he unfolded his glaive once more. “He won’t shut up! He’s going to blab about us! Sure, he doesn’t know anything, but who knows what other assholes will come around here because of him! If you need permission, I can just run over to the dimension door and ask the boss!”

      “Over there?” I followed Baldy’s offhanded point towards a seemingly random spot in the field. “What’s over there?”

      “Great, Trogue, just great,” Goldtooth addressed the bald blabbermouth as he drew a mithril sword from underneath his cloak. “We had plausible deniability right up to when you opened your big, fat mouth. A perfect record just thrown out with the chamberpot. Sir, would it be too much for you to ride off with your freak girls and forget that you ever saw us?”

      “I don’t want to fight anyone, but I’m certainly not turning my back on any of you until the mood’s calm again,” I said evenly as I dismounted from Buttercup and walked towards them. “Now, I’m sure we can all be friends if we just...”

      “Back the hell up,” Baldy growled as he stuck his glaive blade in my face again. “You’ve been an annoying little fuck, haven’t you? If a stupid gold grade’s the strongest one of you, I’m gonna take my sweet time carving every one of you into tiny little pieces. This is going to be...”

      BOOOOOOM!
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      “WHAT THE FUCK?!” Trogue the Bald knelt in the field as he cradled the red, dusty remains of his glaive in his arms. “WHAT THE FUCK?! WHAT THE FUCK?! WHAT THE FUCK?!”

      The other adventurers simply stood in awe of what they’d just witnessed. Trained professionals, each with extensive tales of beasts slain, battles waged, and dungeons raided, reduced to the freezing anxiety of new blood, as if this was their first battle ever.

      Not exactly untrue, from a practical standpoint. For all intents and purposes, the bald one was now like a new recruit again, since I’d ripped the enchantment from its facet at the base of his glaive blade. The rest of them had no idea how to even process what had just happened to their brash party member.

      Well, not all of them. The silver-haired one was rolling around in the grass, holding onto his head with both hands as he writhed in pain. The red and blue bolts of lightning that had shot out from the glaive’s adventuring enchantment gem had hit him directly in the face. He’d received a lovely hair cut, then it’d shaved the side of his head, carved out a section of his skull, and gouged out his left eye completely, spewing it out of the side of his head in an arch of pulpy mess.

      “Let the record show that I tried to be friends,” I said as I drew my sword, waiting for any of them to approach me. “Ironically, now I have to kill all of you to keep you from telling people that you saw me.”

      “Trogue, get up!” Goldtooth kicked his panic-stricken friend in the side, then kicked him three more times for good measure. “I said get the hell up! What’s wrong with you? This is all your fault, anyway! Stand and fight, lazy ass!”

      “I DON’T KNOW HOW!” Trogue’s tears ran down his cheeks as he sniffled. “I CAN’T FEEL THE INSTINCT! I DON’T KNOW HOW TO USE A POLEARM! I DON’T KNOW WHAT TO DO! I DON’T KNOW WHAT TO DO!”

      “Useless!” Goldtooth growled, kicking him one more time. “Well, don’t just stand there, you mithril apes! Kill them! You wanted this fight! Go kill him already!”

      “But…” stammered claw-scarred Granth tentatively as he pulled out two mithril push daggers, trying his best to take an aggressive stance. “But, what if he…?”

      “I will kill you myself right here and now if you don’t get over there and stab him in the next ten seconds!” Goldtooth roared. “Someone fucking stab him! Manto, you have ranged magic, for gods’ sake! Roast him already! Are you waiting for an invitation?”

      “R-right.” Manto pulled out a very expensive-looking spellbook with a metal cover and spine. It had a very obvious enchanting gem in the center of the front cover. “I’ll just… um…”

      Suddenly, Buttercup whinnied as her thorny hooves thrashed and crashed down upon the silver-haired adventurer still on the floor, poking holes in his cloak and piercing the skin underneath. Aiyana took her reins as Zuthina and Tana hopped off to join the battle. Tana immediately crushed the bald crybaby beneath her feet, grinding him to a pulp just like his now-ruined weapon.

      My troll chieftainess was obedient to a fault, refusing to let Jacob out of her grasp. Sensing the need for her arms, she quickly improvised a strange ‘baby sling’ of sorts out of some leather straps and her shield. Once she had firmly sandwiched Jacob between her and her shield, Tana engaged two of the adventurers at once. Granth and the adventurer with the eyepatch apparently felt more at ease fighting a monstrous girl than going up against me, and they squared up to her, two versus one.

      What a couple of gentlemen. If only they knew how fucked they still were.

      “I think I could be a lot more help if you put me down,” Jacob protested against his infantile arrangement.

      “Marusk want you stay put,” Tana said, refusing his suggestion as she deflected the blows from the adventurers. “Tana make sneaky man stay put. Tana good wife.”

      “Very well, carry on,” Jacob sighed, seeing the futility of his pleas

      The prisoner tucked his fragile limbs behind the safety of the shield as snuggly as he could, as Tana pulled on the eyepatch adventurer’s chain hook weaponry to throw him directly into one of Granth’s daggers. They recovered quickly, with the chain hook specialist kicking off his friend as he tried to circle around the giant troll to restrain her. Granth rushed forward as a distraction, but Tana successfully countered it with a righteous kick to the jaw, following it with a haymaker punch. Granth narrowly avoided it with a last-minute dodge.

      On the other side of the battlefield, Zuthina flew on currents of blue wind as she summoned a cascade of white lightning from her magic gauntlet, swarming Manto, the burn-mouthed magician, in electrical bolts of magic. He was not impressed, however, summoning three spell runic circles of green light to shield himself. Another red circle appeared in front of his mouth as he took a deep breath, exhaling like a dragon in a flurry of flames to overwhelm his opponent. The flames took the shape of clawing hands and toothy maws as they curled around Zuthina like a trap. He had the gall to look smug, but the expression died quickly once he realized Zuthina wasn’t phased at all.

      “Who do you think you are?” The indignant dragon sorceress intoned as she flared her human nostrils. “The audacity of these mortals…”

      The sphere of spellfire solidified and obscured Zuthina from view as it completely coated her with fire. Manto looked smug again as his pyromancy seemed to crush my bride into a searing inferno. As the flames compressed more intensely, the glow of the fire brightened until it seemed like a second sun. When it finally grasped its prey as tightly as it could, the ball of fire exploded out like a fierce red blade before fading away into nothingness.

      But… Zuthina remained completely unharmed.

      “How…?” Manto’s lumpy smile turned into a lumpy frown. “Not even a scratch…”

      “You cradle me in my mother’s womb and expect me to be harmed?” Zuthina scoffed poetically as flames twisted and swirled around her gauntlet like a dozen rivers of raging light. “Witness the inferno that burned before man first crawled out from the mud!”

      What came from Zuthina’s glove wasn’t the flashy flames that the pyromancer had used but a thick column of orange, red, and black that shot out from her spell gauntlet. They pierced straight through Manto’s chest like a needle pushing through silk.

      By the grace of the healing magic from his spellbook, the pyromancer sewed up the hole in his chest, repairing his organs and bones in an explosion of sinews and viscera. He took a deep breath as his new lungs connected, quickly conjuring several circles of runes and symbols once more around him to act as shields on every side, like a cube. Zuthina battered the shield with more blasts of her flaming spear, then switched to other elements at random as she barraged the mystical defenses of her wizard opponent.

      Turning away from my girls, I faced the golden-toothed leader. Our swords clashed together, and I realized our skill in battle was evenly matched. His sword was longer and thinner than mine, much like a rapier, giving him ample safe range for his thrusts and swings, while my own sword kept my hand steady as it dealt out heavier blows. Neither of us could quite take advantage of the other, as each strike was blocked, parried, and dodged as expertly as we performed them.

      In truth, I could tell that he would normally be the likely victor between us from the first few swings of our swords. While I was stronger than him physically, his speed and control outpaced mine, and his rapier-style sword was far better suited for these single duels than my longsword. Despite that, my crippling strike against the glaive master had unnerved Goldtooth, making him hesitate when he should have pressed his advantage.

      I needed to kill him before he regained his composure, or he would overwhelm me quickly. It was a race against the clock.

      The enchanting gem on his rapier was at the pommel, the worst possible place for me to reach for it without getting my hand cut off. Finding and utilizing the best opening in his defenses would take patience and stamina, two things I couldn’t afford to abuse against a superior swordsman. This was a pretty tight spot, I had to admit, but I couldn’t let him know how I felt.

      “What the hell are you?” Goldtooth’s voice shook as he thrust his rapier. “You knew about this place, didn’t you? All that bullshit about a bounty quest and heading to Mondestat was just to throw us off.”

      “What if I still said it was true?” I chuckled as I slashed upwards, cutting the side of the buckle holding his cloak together. “A man needs to make money somehow in this world.”

      “How are you not dead?” Goldtooth spat as his cloak fell away, revealing a light set of mithril plate and chainmail armor. “Your guildmaster should have activated the failsafe as soon as he sensed anything shady from you.”

      “You say that like he doesn’t already know.” I fed into his assumptions as I pressed into his defenses with my blade. “How loyal do you think the guildmasters are to each other?”

      “Damnit, so he’s covering for you!” Goldtooth believed he was piecing it together as he parried my blade and jabbed at one of my legs. “He keeps you hidden from the other guildmasters while you do his bidding!”

      “It’s a pretty swanky gig.” I dodged the jab, ducked underneath one of his wide swings, and swung down against one of his legs. “Exotic locales, beautiful women, sparse supervision. Not to mention how well it pays!”

      He side-stepped my attack on his leg, taking a step back to prepare a powerful thrust. “You’re helping him undermine all the other adventuring guilds! If he controls the temple, he’d have a stranglehold on every other adventurer on the continent!”

      Temple? So that was what the site was called. That was a pretty significant distinction. A temple implied a religious element to this whole enchantment operation. Were the adventuring enchantments some kind of divine gift from the gods?

      That didn’t bode well for my dungeon. Divine wrath had a funny way of not playing fair in a war. Of course, they could just be calling it a temple because they worship the enchantments as part of some weird secret cult. If that were the case, then calling the source of the enchantments a ‘temple’ only showed how much religious zeal had mixed with the special adventuring brand of fanatical assholery. They believed they were divinely ordained to be such assholes by their magic enchantments, and using them was like some form of worship. Mithril madness was a ‘divine revelation’ from their gems that proved just how ‘enlightened’ they were. That was essentially what Guildmaster Moorl said about all that, so the theory tracked.

      Regardless of the truth, I now knew what to call the place.

      “Don’t you see this is wrong?” Goldtooth pleaded, appealing to my sense of morality. An adventurer lecturing me on right and wrong? Psh, the gall. “No one adventurer should have that much power! Do you even know what forces you’re meddling with?”

      “I can’t wait to find out!” I struck him across the cheek with the tip of my sword, leaving a sizable cut across his cheek. “Should be fun!”

      “I don’t know what you were told, but I can guarantee you that it’s all lies!” He tried to riposte as he deflected another strike of my sword, but I twisted out of the way just in time to avoid it. “Your guildmaster will betray you as soon as you’ve completed whatever mission you’re here for.”

      “Oh, so you and your kill-happy friends are the saints I should listen to?” I defended my fake guildmaster against his arguments as I defended my head against his piercing thrusts. “Who exactly are the heroes here?”

      “He didn’t tell you what’s in the temple, did he?” Goldtooth offered, trying to undermine my trust as his rapier undermined my sword strikes. “The guildmasters all know the secret, and there’s a reason it’s kept only by the guildmasters.”

      “Maybe it’s not my place to know,” I grunted, feigning stubbornness as I used a feint to drop Goldtooth’s left guard. “What secret could be so bad that it would make me turn on my master?”

      “One that even the gods want kept!” Goldtooth moved out of the way, but not before I pushed my sword underneath his chainmail, drawing blood near his stomach. “It’s a sacred charge that we’ve maintained for millennia! You’ll bring the wrath of the heavens down on everyone if you violate the temple!”

      “Oh, don’t give me that superstitious dogma,” I scoffed as I rolled his sword around mine to move it closer to his face. “I bet you don’t know anything about the temple, either. You’re just stalling.”

      “You’ll kill us all!” the swordsman warned me as he kept jabbing his sword at me. “The gods were very clear about how important this temple’s secret was to be kept.”

      “Have they ever delivered on that threat?” I questioned him as I broke through his onslaught of jabs to strike at his face again.

      “Why would you ever want to risk angering them?” Goldtooth pushed me back with a kick, stepping forward as he thrust into my side. “You don’t have the strength to face them. They’re gods.”

      His thrust took me by surprise as it skewered me deeply, just above my hip bone. It hurt like a son of a bitch, but I used it to my advantage. I grabbed onto the rapier blade with the hand holding my longsword as I used my other hand to reach for the pommel of the rapier.

      Goldtooth’s thin blade slipped through my fingers, slicing as it went when he pulled away, stepping back to avoid my next jab towards him. So much for a decisive victory. He’d regained his composure, exactly as I’d feared, and I’d lost my damn advantage. Perhaps I’d dragged this fight out for too long in the hopes of squeezing just that much more information out of him. I’d gotten greedy, and now I was paying for it.

      Dammit, this was going to hurt.

      “You’re pretty good, especially for a gold grade.” Goldtooth smirked as he took up a duelist’s stance. “You’d probably become like a demigod if you kept growing. I hate to admit it, but you actually had me scared for a moment there.”

      As I tried to move towards him, the pain from the wound in my side tensed my body in just the wrong way, opening me up for another jab against my other side. It wasn’t nearly as deep as the first, but it still hurt like a bitch, and that bastard’s cocky smile itched at my rage like a bug bite under my eyelid.

      “Too bad you were working against us.” He stayed away from me, keeping his rapier between us as he took advantage of my dampened reflexes. “That wound’s going to slow you down more than enough for me to poke you full of holes. If you’re thinking about trying to snag my rapier’s enchanting gem with that blasphemous trick of yours, I’ll just keep my distance until you bleed out,” he sneered. “But don’t worry, we won’t let you die. We’ll torture you for weeks until you tell us everything we want to know, and then a few more weeks after that, just for fun.”

      “Someone’s feeling cocky,” I grunted, putting my sword up to prepare for another strike. “I’m not dead just yet, and neither are my associates.”

      “You might as well be,” he growled as he stepped forward, and I barely avoided his attack. “When I show them your corpse, they’ll likely lose any real resolve to fight back. The girls might prove fun for a bit of torture as well... or more.”

      Fresh rage flooded my body, but as I tried to step into his space again, he jumped away, then jumped back in with a thrust into my shoulder. It was fairly shallow, but the cuts were piling up, forcing me to bleed out even faster. I considered trying to reach Tana so she could patch me up for another round, but I didn’t want to distract her from her own battle. Besides, I had this guy right where I wanted him.

      Shut up. Yes, I did.

      “So, in your opinion, who do you think is going to crack first?” Goldtooth teased, dancing around me as he playfully pushed his rapier in and out of my space. “My bet’s that the mutt only lasts a day. Then the blonde after a couple of days, followed by the warthog after a week. I bet you’ll go a whole month. You seem like a stubborn fucker, so I’m holding out that you’ll make me proud. And rich, if I can convince the guys to put some good money on the table.”

      “So, since I’m a dead man, is all that ‘wrath of the gods’ bullshit true?” I said as I countered his next few halfhearted attacks.

      “Oh, everything I said was true,” he said as he nicked the back of my neck with his sword. I felt a thin stream of blood trickle down my skin. “You could have seriously fucked us over and made the heavenly pantheon very upset. For thousands of years, we’ve been keeping this place safe from fuckwads like you, and you almost ruined everything with that horrifying disenchantment trick of yours. Luckily, you’re not nearly as good a fighter as you thought, and you didn’t think through your attack plan very well. So,” he shrugged, “we have nothing to worry about anymore. We will root out your treasonous insurrection and save the world from your foolish shenanigans.”

      “Damn, I was so close too,” I sighed wearily, luring him into a false sense of victory. “I never thought I’d end up dying in a--”

      I could physically feel the way he dropped his guard as his own hubris took over. As he thrust at my side with his rapier for a final time, I leaned into the attack, letting the blade sink all the way into my stomach until it pierced through me completely. Caught completely by surprise at my willingness to be skewered, Goldtooth left himself wide open. Fighting through the pain, I gently reached down and popped the enchanting gem off the pommel of his sword.

      The cacophonous explosion of electrical magic sloppily tore straight through the gold-toothed adventurer’s other arm, removing his entire shoulder joint from his body in an explosion of metal and meaty, bony chunks. The intact remains of his arm fell to the ground, flopping like a dead fish as it rolled away. As Goldtooth howled in pain, holding the bloody, gristly nub where his arm used to be, he fell to the ground. The remains of his sword turned into crackling, brittle rust, and the handle broke under its own weight as it shattered on the ground.

      Acting fast, I tried to pull out the rest of the thin blade within me, but it snapped and crumbled in my fingertips faster than I could pull it out. Making matters worse, one of the bits I grabbed onto broke off too deeply inside the puncture wound, and I suddenly couldn’t reach the rest of the rusty, dusty blade still inside of me. There were still at least four inches of old rapier in there. Shit, maybe I was a little too zealous about using my own wound as a distraction.

      “Tana! Girls! Help!” I called out, still trying to squeeze my fingers into the little blade hole as dizziness overtook me. “If it’s not too much trouble… I think I might… I might actually be dying here…”
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      When I awoke, I saw Tana and a very furious Aiyana kneeling beside me. The troll healer’s hands were pressed against my hip, and I felt her warm magic stitching my insides back together. Meanwhile, I watched the wolfborn alchemist clean her gleaming, precise instruments of my blood. Her eyes were pinkish, and a reflective shine still remained from the tears that she’d wiped away. Beside the tools was a thin, rusted strip of metal, which Aiyana looked at briefly, then threw over her shoulder with a pointed look. A few feet away, Zuthina held on tightly to a set of spectral blue chains, which were wrapped tightly around the six guards, who were barely conscious and barely clothed. My gold-toothed assailant was among them, still missing an arm but clinging to life.

      Jacob, still wrapped up tightly in his impromptu baby sling against Tana’s chest, was the first to notice my eyes opening fully.

      “Hey, I think he’s waking up!” Jacob smiled as he alerted the girls. “Wow, you’re just as reckless as ever, aren’t you, Mr. Yew?”

      “Marusk feel better.” As she laid her hands on the wound, Tana’s magic touch stitched the final edges of the gaping hole back together like it was never there. “Marusk good as new.”

      “Never do that again!” Aiyana pointed at me with righteous indignation. “Even Tana can’t fix you up if you’re actively getting wounded! And with a rusty blade? Do you know all the infections you could have given yourself? I mean, what were you even thinking!? Stupid, that’s what you were thinking! Stupid and reckless and stupid!” she growled. “You’re so infuriating sometimes!”

      I remained silent, opting instead to stare at her while she got it all out.

      “Well, you’re still alive, so… good job, I guess,” she pouted, clinging to the last shreds of her anger even though I knew she was relieved. “You asshole!”

      “Yeah, I’m not doing anything like that anytime soon,” I managed to get out with a grimace. “Would have been embarrassing to die from a glorified guard dog. In my defense, though, I only take risks like that because I know you girls have my back. You’re right, though. I should be more careful. It’s not fair to put you through that. I’d be even more of a mess if the roles were reversed.”

      “Shut up,” Aiyana practically cooed as she wiped away another tear. “You’re still an asshole.”

      “You’d think that you’d be a little more honest with your feelings around our own husband, eh, little wolf?” Zuthina giggled as she jiggled the magical chains around her captives. “You’re just as happy to see him well as the rest of us, aren’t you?”

      “I can feel more than one thing about this,” Aiyana retorted. While her body and soul wanted to calm down, Aiyana’s pride still retained her anger to the bitter end. “Don’t tell me you’re not angry that he nearly got himself killed?”

      “The light of my fury would make the sun look like a deep cavern, only overshadowed by the crippling anxiety of losing my beloved,” Zuthina said with her usual poetry. “But we don’t both need to express ourselves freely for him to understand how we feel. He’s a smart boy.”

      “Oh, well, I didn’t mean to hog all the anger,” Aiyana said with a deep breath, regaining her composure even though she was still a bit teary-eyed.

      “Perhaps we can trade off.” The dragon sorceress’s eyes shifted over to their true, fiery color for just a moment before changing back. “The next time our favorite man makes a fool of his own mortality, I can show him the error of his ways. Tana, would you like to join the rotation as well?”

      “Tana try not break Marusk.” Tana put her hand gently on my arm. “Tana also maybe no heal Marusk after.”

      “You know, I envied you at first when I saw you with all of these girls,” Jacob said, nervously darting his eyes between each of my dangerous women and me. “Now, I’m not sure whether I should pity you, instead.”

      “Maybe both,” I grunted as I sat myself up slowly, my head still feeling empty and foggy from the fight. “I still wouldn’t trade this for the whole world.”

      “Try saying that after we’re done with you.” Zuthina smirked as she planted her foot on the shoulder of the claw-scarred guard just beside her in the chain bundle. “Maybe I’ll give you a little taste of what’s coming when you see what I do to these poor mortals here. It’s almost laughable to think that this is what constitutes a mithril-grade adventurer these days. I remember them being much more challenging to fight. It used to take all four of us to handle one of them.”

      “Aww, man, now I’m angry again!” Aiyana said suddenly as she shook her fists in the air. “Markus, you missed all the cool stuff I did! That guy with the silver hair, the one Buttercup was stomping on? He had a magic wand, and he tried to teleport away so he could snipe us from the air with prismatic energy bolts. But I wasn’t going to let him get away from me! I was riding on Buttercup and setting up my new sky trap snares at the same time, and it worked flawlessly.”

      She practically beamed, her smile lighting up her whole face. “It consists of a series of special gas sacs that instantly inflate as they float in the air, and each balloon has a pressurized container full of sticky foam that shoots out strings to attach to the other balloons, making a giant spider web in the sky to cage airborne assailants! I deduced the range of the flying wand wizard’s attack spells and set up the sky trap accordingly, and he fell right into it!”

      “What about you, Tana?” I asked the lovely troll, wanting the full experience of what I’d missed. “I saw you were fighting two of them at one point.”

      “No big deal,” Tana said humbly. “Easy fight.”

      “She’s horrifyingly brutal, Mr. Yew,” Jacob said, shuddering as he recounted his up-close perspective of Tana’s battle. “With all the spinning and flipping around, most of what I saw was a blur, but I did hear a lot of cracking and denting sounds. It never let up, just crack after crack after dent after crack, all throughout the fight. There can’t be a bone fragment bigger than my little toe in either of their bodies. More impressive than all that, I’m still completely intact, and I never had to be healed once.”

      “You can let him down now, Tana,” I said as I looked at the full-grown man, now seeming babyish and small in Tana’s strange sling. “Most of what he’s told us checks out, and I don’t think he’s going anywhere. If he’s still thinking about double-crossing us, he knows now that he can’t escape punishment.”

      “I’ll do my best to stay in sight, Mr. Yew.” Jacob rolled his shoulders and stomped his feet as Tana released him from his humiliating prison. “Even your most hateful enemies wouldn’t dream of angering you if they saw what these girls could do.”

      “Well, most of them don’t know who I am until it’s too late,” I said as I brought myself to my feet and looked towards the bundle of adventurers. “Are you sure those chains will hold, Zuthina? They’re still mithril-grade adventurers.”

      “Correction.” Zuthina pointed to two piles just beside me I hadn’t noticed before, one of completely oxidized scrap metal junk and another of dull enchanting gems. “They were mithril-grade adventurers.”

      “Did you find out how to remove the enchanting gems yourselves?” I knelt down to get a better look at the faded gemstones. “It’s not as hard as it looks, is it? I knew it. Barry’s just scared of the lightning bolt exploding out.”

      “No, we still needed your help, even if you weren’t awake for it,” Aiyana said as she grabbed my hand in hers, playing with my fingers. “Turns out, your fingers are the perfect tool for disenchanting adventuring gems. Your big hands were hard to move around and maneuver from piece to piece, but we managed.”

      “Still working even when I’m sleeping.” I looked at my hand as I wiggled my fingers. “Papa would be proud. But why did you keep them alive?”

      “We thought you might want to ask them a few questions,” Zuthina said, grabbing the jaw of the burned one and lifting his head up. “Did you need them to tell you anything?”

      “I guess I could ask them more about this dimensional door.” I got up and circled the beaten guards. “Any volunteers? You might leave here with your lives if you give me something I can use. Oh, I have an idea! Perhaps a friendly competition? It would be a shame if all of you had to die. The winner walks away with their life, and I walk away with my intel. Deal?”

      Silence fell among the captives as they contemplated my casually deadly threats. While I never explicitly said that there could only be one winner, it was heavily implied, and it was amusing to watch them as they weighed their loyalties. I could see the gears turning behind each of their eyes as they ruminated on strategies against one another, though they were each too fearful of being the first one to act. The six of them held their tongues, their eyes darting between each other furtively.

      Unfortunately, the pyromancer Manto didn’t have a tongue to hold at all. One of my lovely ladies had seen fit to remove it completely from his head. So sad to fail before he could even compete. Trogue, the hairless glaive wielder, had been reduced to pathetic screams before the fight began and was still babbling to himself like a baby. Unfortunately for him, gibberish was all but useless to me, so he’d have to change his tune if he wanted to be the coveted exception.

      If either of these guys found a way to win my deadly contest with their handicaps, I might just give them an extra reward for amusing me so much.

      Walking over to the other side, Granth was locked in a violent staring contest with the adventurer with the eyepatch, arguing wordlessly about whose fault it was that they lost to Tana. One of them might have sold their friend up the river just to spite them for the loss, so I had high hopes that either of them might offer me intel. The silver-haired one, now missing an eye and a good bit of his scalp and skull, kept snorting out little bits of blue, elastic goop and blood from his nose in seemingly endless streams. It was anyone’s game between these three if they could get past their own distractions.

      That left their fearless leader still looking pretty intimidating, even with only one arm. He stared daggers into me through his scrunched brow, his apparent bitterness flaring his nostrils as he seethed in place. I had a feeling he was the type of man that would try to preserve his remaining dignity, and I was betting those lips would remain sealed up tight. His chances may have been the lowest out of them, but the conclusion of this little game of mine remained unwritten.

      “Who do you think is going to be our lucky winner, girls?” I asked my lovely audience members. “You wanna place bets? As the judge of this event, I will abstain from betting myself so I may make a fair ruling.”

      “One hundred gold on the wand sniper,” Aiyana said, pointing to the one with silver hair. “He might even ask us to help him clear all the sky trap goop out of his nose.”

      “I’ll match that bet for the one with the eyepatch.” Zuthina looked over at her candidate. “His face just screams ‘weak will.’”

      “Claw-scar.” Tana identified her contender by his defining facial trait as she knelt down beside him. “Whiny screams. Weak fighter. Same gold.”

      “If I may also place a bet, I’d like to nominate Trogue, the bald one, for one hundred.” Jacob stroked his chin as he made his deductions. “He’s the most impulsive in the group, and he felt the shock of the disenchantment the hardest. We’ll have to see if he knows anything useful, but he’ll be the first to speak.”

      “The crazy crybaby?” Aiyana let out a laugh. “Alright, if you say so.”

      I turned back to our victims. “Well, gentlemen? I am not a patient man. There won’t be a winner at all if none of you step up to try for the spot. I’ll give you to the count of…”

      “The dimension door to the temple is at the northwestern base of that hill over there!” Trogue, the crazy, bald one, screamed with a spray of spittle, proving Jacob right almost immediately. “There’s a fake patch of grass that hides the spell circle!”

      “Traitor!” Goldtooth hissed at his treasonous subordinate. “Where’s your pride? You should be ashamed of yourself as an adventurer!”

      “I can’t be ashamed as an adventurer!” Trogue frantically shouted. “I can’t do anything as an adventurer! None of us can! We’re not adventurers anymore!”

      “Yes, we are!” Goldtooth tried to argue. “We will always be adventurers! Just because we don’t have our enchantments anymore doesn’t mean we should abandon...”

      “Oh, come off it, Deatsan!” the silver-haired man snorted. “Do you think Xalvex will let any of us live if he finds us like this?”

      “Well, do you honestly think Xalvex will hesitate to activate our gem failsafes if he finds out we ratted him out?” Deatsan retorted, his gold tooth flashing as he did. “Huh, Frimond? Did you think of that?”

      “The failsafe is gone!” Eyepatch spat out, joining in the discussion. “The gems are broken, and our powers are gone with them! Why would the failsafe be intact after all that?”

      “Are you willing to take the risk, Tircis?” Deatsan countered. “Do you think that thousands of years of enchanting research can’t find some way to make the failsafe more permanent than the gems?”

      “The gems were supposed to be absolutely permanent!” silver-haired Frimond shouted back. “No enchanter could have anticipated the gems being removable by anything less than a divine miracle! Nothing in those thousands of years of research has come close to pulling off what this freak can do with a flick of his wrist!”

      “You’re not afraid of this gold grade show-off, are you?” Deatsan scoffed, putting on a brave face. “You’re letting some weakling get under your skin just because he knows a few flashy tricks! They picked us for this position because we’re some of the most accomplished adventurers on the continent! I would have killed him outright if he hadn’t...”

      “Oh, shut the hell up, one-armed wonder,” claw-scarred Granth interrupted, which shut Deatsan’s boasting down.

      “He cheated,” Deatsan growled petulantly, practically whining.

      “Well, I would have won against the warthog, but Granth threw off my rhythm, Tircis, the eyepatch adventurer, muttered, seemingly more to himself than anyone else.

      “You were the one throwing your stupid hooks at me instead of her half the damn time, Tircis!” Granth shouted, his face turning red. “What, was I getting in the way of your view of the pretty warthog? You were probably just trying to get me out of the way, you monster-fucking pervert. Don’t think you can distract us from your secret fetishes. I bet you picked the chain hooks as a weapon just so you could keep the gnolls and slimes from escaping your horny little hamster dick!”

      “I’ll tear your fucking ear off with my teeth!” Tircis snapped like a bear trap.

      “Not before I rip your cheek off your face!” Granth chomped back.

      “Hey, I just want you to know,” I said softly, putting a hand on Tana’s back while the two dumbasses kept going at each other, “no matter what these assholes say, you’re a beautiful and attractive woman... not a warthog.” I spat the word out distastefully, hating the way they’d reduced Tana’s gorgeous looks.

      “Tana know.” Tana nodded. “Marusk like Tana. Friends like Tana. Tribe like Tana. Dungeon home like Tana. Tana like Tana.”

      “They’re clearly wrestling with their attraction to Tana in light of their ridiculous stigma against trolls,” Jacob said analytically. “Neither of them can admit that they think she’s pretty, so they fight to distract themselves and everyone around them from the truth. You see it all the time in adventuring guilds. Almost everyone wants to have sex with the attractive monster races, but we’re supposed to hate them for not being humans. Tragic, really.”

      “No kidding,” Aiyana agreed, nudging my side. “Luckily, some of us aren’t that dumb.”

      We turned our attention back toward the morons, who were still fighting, lest this conversation go any further. Any more talk about monster sex, and I wouldn’t be looking for the temple anymore unless said temple was between my wives’ thighs.

      “You know, I think I did pretty good, all things considered,” Frimond contemplated out loud. “A surprise attack gouging my eye out, a giant fucking monster horse stomping on me with its spiky hooves, and I still managed to get back into the fight. If it wasn’t for that floating web, I could have picked them all off, one by one.”

      “Like hell you could, Frimond,” Deatsan pouted, still nursing his wounded pride. “If I can’t say that I would have won without the disenchanting trick, you can’t say shit about being tangled up in balloons like a housefly. A flying spellcaster should never lose against a grounded opponent, and yet you somehow pulled it off. Congratulations.”

      “And how about you, Manto?” Deatsan said sarcastically. “Are you feeling thankful that the dragon bitch ripped out your tongue?”

      The now-mute pyromancer shook his head.

      “No? Really?”

      Manto shook his head again.

      “Shocking. I’m shocked, Manto.”

      “This is just embarrassing.” Frimond sighed.

      “As much as I’ve enjoyed watching you all turn on each other like starving coyotes in a single cage, this exercise has been mostly fruitless,” I sighed, concluding my game. “In the upset of the century, the crazy bald guy was the one to give the most helpful information. So, congratulations, baldy, you qualify for the exception to my death policy. I truly never believed you could do it.” I nodded at the dragon girl. “Zuthina, release him.”

      With a mystical breath, Zuthina beckoned the chains in front of Trogue to twist and bend, unlinking and relinking themselves as the lucky winner was pushed out of the bundle of adventurers. While the chains tightened again to constrain the others once more, I lifted the bald man by the neck to bring him to his feet.

      “That means I won, right?” Jacob asked. “Yes! I read him like a book! Looks like my spycraft is at the top of its game, and you three now owe me one hundred gold each.”

      “Dang it!” Aiyana pouted as she rummaged through her satchel for money. “Can you please turn out to be a traitor so we can kill you instead of paying the bet?”

      “I would if I could, but I’m not that stupid.” Jacob laughed nervously. “You’ll need some other reason to kill me.”

      “Later,” Zuthina said, practically licking her chops as she glared at Jacob like prey. “There’s plenty of time to be stupid later.”
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      “Here!” Trogue, grand prize winner of my impromptu game and our shivering, bald guide through the fields, pointed to a seemingly random spot on the ground. “The spell circle is underneath the fake patch of grass, like a trap door.”

      I crossed my arms. “Show me.”

      “Well, I would, but I don’t think I’m strong enough.” The mostly naked man cowered before me as he anticipated my anger. “It’s pretty heavy, and I don’t have my mithril-grade adventuring muscle anymore.”

      “Not a bad security system, actually,” Jacob commented. “Only a humanoid will probably have the manual dexterity and leverage to operate a latch door like this, and making it too heavy for anyone, but a powerful adventurer ensures that only the top brass will ever have the ability to use this entrance. Plus, you’d only ever find it if you already knew where it was.”

      “Tana more strong than adventurers!” Tana cracked her knuckles as she prepared to show off her door-opening skills. “Tana no need magic for muscles!”

      “Hold on, Tana.” I put up a hand to keep Tana still, keeping my gaze on our captive. “Why don’t you try to open it for me, anyway? You’ve yet to prove that this dimensional door of yours exists, which could disqualify your exceptional status from that fun game we just played. I want to honor my word to you as the winner, but that victory is null and void if you try to lead us into a trap. After all, it’s never too late for me to rescind the exception I made for you.”

      “I am telling you the truth, I promise!” he whined. “I can’t do it anymore! You heard your friend. The door is designed to only be opened by a human with enhanced strength. If you wanted me to open the door, you should have let me keep my glaive and armor.”

      “You saw what I did to the others, right?” Zuthina purred as she floated closer to him, unnerving the already frazzled man. “Those were some of my favorite spells. I like how slowly they work. Don’t tell me that you missed it all. Should I show you again, so you have the proper motivation to do what you’re told?”

      “Oh, please, gods, I beg you, I can’t!” Trogue backed away from the deadly witch drifting towards him. “I’d do it if I could! No bullshit, no tricks! Please, you have to believe me!”

      “I believe maybe I could help motivate you more. It seems like you’re having trouble believing how serious we are,” Aiyana added, pulling out a few sickly looking vials from her satchel. “Since I have sensitive hearing, I don’t want any screams. I’ll start on your mouth and lungs first, letting your sweet silence soothe me as I work.”

      The bubbling ooze inside each one swayed from side to side, and even I couldn’t help but shudder at the merciless chill in the wolf girl’s eyes. Judging from the unblinking stares that Trogue, Jacob, Zuthina, Tana, and maybe even Buttercup, all directed towards her, I knew I wasn’t the only one feeling that way.

      “What?” Aiyana said almost innocently, noticing all the eyes on her. “Too much?”

      “I-I’ll just get started on this trap door, then,” Trogue whispered as he got on his knees.

      “Good man,” I said as I watched him begin his task.

      “The bookish wolfborn is apparently scarier than the actual dragon sorceress,” Jacob said, analyzing once more. It seemed to be a habit of his. “Never thought that I would see the day.”

      “Aiyana is not a simple wolfborn,” Zuthina explained, taking pride in her friend and fellow wife. “A dragon does not consider any mortal her equal. I only hold three in such high esteem, even beyond other dragons, and she’s earned the privilege a thousand times over. Her beauty, intellect, pure heart, compassion, and most of all, her graceful humility and willingness to share make her...”

      “I’m not letting you have the front spot on the saddle!” Aiyana snapped, cutting her off abruptly and clearly seeing through the wily dragon trickster’s honeyed words. “You’ll have to claim it fair and square for the ride home! Also, thank you very much. That was sweet of you to say.”

      “I meant every word, but that spot will be mine,” Zuthina warned her rival. “You will ride behind me.”

      As the girls patiently schemed for seats on Buttercup’s back, little Trogue was on his knees, feeling along the ground until his fingertips caught on an unseen crease in the ground. They sank into the unnaturally straight line that seemed to be carved into the earth, and then he heaved and wrenched, using all of his average strength. The muscles spasmed and tensed beneath his skin, and sweat popped out over his battered brow, but it was no use. With one last heave and a ho, one final twist and a thrust, he gave up.

      It wasn’t completely futile, however. At least we could clearly see the seam of the hidden door. We just needed a little more elbow grease.

      “Ah, shit,” the defeated adventurer said mournfully as he brushed his hands free of dirt and stood back up. “I’m not getting that hatch open anytime this century, but I swear, that spell circle will be right underneath. Please don’t let that mut-- er, uh, the lovely wolf lady torture me to death.” His shoulders sagged heavily. “Listen, even if you let me go, Xalvex will torture me for this. Just… just give me the peace of a quick death? Have I possibly earned that, at least? I... I don’t want it to hurt.”

      It was hard not to feel the tiniest bit of pity for him. He was a far cry from the man he’d been only hours before, but I wasn’t inclined to relieve him of his duties just yet.

      “Well, I’m still on the fence about whether I want to hand you over to Aiyana or not,” I said with a slightly teasing tone. Before I could ask any more questions, he burst forth with a torrent of syllables, nearly stammering to get out any tidbit of intel that might sway me in his favor.

      “I’ll tell you everything I know about the dimensional door and the temple!” he sputtered. “Just lift the dirt and stone hatch, and the spell circle is etched into the hidden slab underneath. When you step on it, it’ll take you directly into the primary chamber of the temple. Everyone who wants to pass through the dimensional door at the same time just needs to be touching whoever steps on the circle.”

      “Good, good.” I liked what I was hearing. “What can we expect when we enter?”

      “This back entrance leads to a small room with a single door,” he explained. “The door is magically warded, so we have to request permission to pass through the door and speak with Xalvex in person. The door will open to the first chamber, which will have the starport that ships in food supplies and ships out freshly enchanted adventuring equipment. There will be twenty or so adventuring workers there packaging and sorting, each one halfway between the gold and mithril grades, along with four mystic chimera golems.”

      “What do those do?” I asked. “I’ve seen mystics, chimeras, and golems individually plenty of times, but what happens when you put them together?”

      “They’re half mithril, half meat, and dangerous as all hell,” Trogue warned us. “The exposed, fleshy bits are harvested from powerful magical creatures and tattooed with runes that allow the golems to cast spells. The rune tattoos won’t work if they’re covered with mithril plating, but don’t let that fool you. The beast parts are just as tough as armor, so they’re nearly impossible to kill. Just one of them could easily take out a battalion of gold grades without breaking a sweat, and they don’t hesitate to kill. They can even sense heartbeats and breathing through walls, so there’s no hiding from them. If we weren’t trying to hide this place from the world, they’d be the ones guarding this place.”

      He chuckled darkly. “They’re not exactly discreet. They don’t kill anyone wearing an adventuring enchantment, so you might be safe from them with that getup on. I mean, they’ll still harm you, but it’s a disciplinary function. They’re specifically designed to detain adventurers rather than outright slaughter them. Xalvex hates to waste time looking for fresh meat if he doesn’t have to but doesn’t tolerate any form of insubordination.”

      I mulled it over, doing my best to map out a strategy as Trogue talked. “So they’ll just capture me and kill my girls if they notice us. Hmm, there’s more to this temple than just this first chamber, I’m assuming?”

      “There’s a stone door between the first chamber and the second one, but I’ve never actually been in that one before,” he regretfully informed us. “Xalvex always met with us in the first chamber, but I’ve peeked inside a few times. I know that the next room’s the one where the enchanters actually assemble and build the adventuring equipment with the enchanting gems, but that’s not where the gems are made themselves. I counted at least seven or eight enchanters when I looked inside, but there could be more. Most likely, they’ll be stronger than the shippers in the first room, and I’d bet on a few more chimera golems inside. They’re handy.”

      “Is Xalvex the one overseeing the temple?” I prodded, needing to know more about him. “Does he answer to anyone further into the temple? What should I know about him?”

      “He only answers to the five guildmasters from the surrounding guild territories, and only when they officially convene once every five years,” he answered. “In the temple, his word is law. He’s an adamantine-grade adventurer, the only one I know of, and he’s a master of magic and combat equally. His weapon’s blade and handle can extend and shrink as he pleases, changing into a sword, a dagger, a spear, a glaive, or whatever he needs. The same goes for the shield, changing from a spiked buckler for mobility to a wall that cuts the whole chamber in half and everything in between. The blade weapon can also act as a wand for spellcasting and can simultaneously hold several different magical effects at once that he can switch out at will. His plate armor is also magically silent and allows him to fly. I think the cape does something, too, but I’ve never seen him use it. If it’s anything like the rest of his gear, I’d bet on the cape being just as dangerous as the rest of him if I were you.”

      “Dandy.” I sighed. This temple just kept getting better and better. “Anything else I should know about? Traps? Can the rooms self-destruct in an emergency? Any specific strategies that the inner adventurers tend to use?”

      “They’re trained as anti-mages and mage-slayer warriors,” he replied quickly, still wanting to please me. “The warriors will rush towards your spellcasters and healers first, avoiding your defensive front-liners as much as possible until they’re taken out. The anti-mages will focus their spells on disabling and anchoring your warriors first, then bombard everyone with ranged blasts. They’re all trained in heavy armor and armed with weapons, so it’ll be difficult to tell the anti-mages apart from the mage-slayers until they act. As for traps and such, the ceiling can also be triggered to collapse in the first chamber, but that’s never been done before. Xalvex always said it would draw too much attention above ground.”

      “I hate it when they play smart,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose as I ran through scenarios in my head. Unfortunately, I failed to find one that worked consistently with just what we had here. “I figured that they would use their best defenses here, but this is intense. I don’t know if our little group can win this.”

      “We’re not giving up now, are we?” Zuthina looked over at me. “Once they find out that we took out the outside patrol, they’ll only reinforce their defenses more while likely alerting the five surrounding guilds of our existence. This is the weakest the temple will ever be. If we don’t strike now, we’ll never be able to take it from them.”

      “Little time find more warriors for help,” Tana said, apparently agreeing with Zuthina’s assessment. “Beast horde move too slow as group, and Vastilon too far away. Adventurers see slow army move, come with more adventurers behind us. Caught between temple warriors and outside warriors. Split army no help take temple.”

      “You recently allied yourself with the dungeon of metal golems, right?” Jacob suggested. “They’re nearby. They’d take the least amount of time to mobilize to this spot. Perhaps you can use them to bolster your assault quickly?”

      “We wouldn’t be able to bring them into the temple this way,” Zuthina said with a shake of her head, nixing the idea with her expert knowledge. “Golems and undead cannot use magical portals like dimensional doors and starports. The animating magic inside them dissipates when the teleportation process deconstructs them into arcane essence to be sent across space. They become useless husks on the other side that need to be reanimated again. For a living necromancer, that might not pose an issue since they can simply reanimate their subjects on the other side, but golem revival is much more involved and time-consuming. It’s too impractical for combat.”

      I felt the futility of the task surmounting. “I don’t know if it matters who we brought along to help us. The temple’s setup doesn’t really let us use a numbers advantage well. The dimensional door and the locked room on the other side limit how many people we can put into the battle at once. We’d be bottlenecked and picked off easily, no matter how many we shoved through altogether.”

      “Say, friend, I have a question,” Aiyana addressed Trogue. The man shuddered under her gaze. “Do you know where the temple is exactly inside the ground? The physical location, I mean? Is it actually near this dimensional door?”

      “Uh…” Trogue rode the razor’s edge between avoiding any lies that might kill him and providing something useful so he wouldn’t get killed, anyway. “It’s… probably…?”

      “It would have to be close,” Zuthina interrupted, overriding Trogue’s lack of response with her mystical expertise. “Dimensional doors have a maximum range of one thousand feet and can only connect if they are positioned in the cardinal directions, as well as directly above or below it.”

      “Well, that’s convenient,” Jacob said brightly, spinning himself around to get a full view of the surrounding space. “That leaves only six directions it could be from here, and it’s below ground, so the other five are already eliminated. The temple has to be up to one thousand feet directly downward from here. Well, the entrance room is, at least. How does knowing that help us attack the temple, though?”

      “Oh, Jacob, I’m disappointed in you!” Aiyana sassed the young man. “We have a master of destructive magic, a master of destructive chemicals, a master of pure destruction, and a nearby army of mining war golems hollowing out an entire mountain at a fractional work capacity, yet you don’t have any ideas about how to dig up an underground temple? Where’s your imagination?”

      “Do you think you can pull that off?” I asked. “The hole has to be big enough for an army to fit through, deep enough to reach through a thousand feet’s worth of hillside and finished quickly or quietly enough that the temple defenses don’t notice us until it’s too late. If they catch us before we get all the way down, we’ve not only wasted all of our time, but we’re once again stuck with a losing battle strategy.”

      “Then we’re right back to where we started,” Zuthina pointed out. “What do we really have to lose? Besides our lives, I mean, but we assume that with any plan we make.”

      “Fair enough,” I agreed. “We should head to the metal golem dungeon now if this plan is going to work at all.”

      “Wait, what about me?” Trogue tugged at my arm as I turned to Buttercup. “I told you everything you wanted to know. That was helpful, right? You’re not going to let Xalvex or this… wolf alchemist get their hands on me?”

      “Very well.” I drew my sword. “I guess you’ve earned it. Quick and painless it is.”

      With a quick horizontal slash, the top of the bald man’s skull was separated from his body, right at the eyes. Within moments, he crumpled like a rag doll and tumbled unceremoniously down the slope of the hill.

      “I suppose it’s high time that we get this party started, huh?” I pulled myself onto Buttercup’s saddle, grabbing her reins. “We need to get back with as many golems as we can before they realize something’s wrong.”

      “I call the front!” Zuthina flew up onto the frontmost end of the mutant horse’s saddle before Aiyana could protest. “Ha! Victory is mine!”

      “Damn it!” Aiyana swore, her face turning red as she sat behind her rival. “I wasn’t even thinking! Aw, and we’re in a hurry, so we’re not getting off at the golem dungeon, so you get to keep the front seat until we come all the way back here! That’s like two trips!”

      “Kiss my polymorphed posterior!” Zuthina giggled, coming in hot with some trash talk. “You can focus on my sumptuous ass the whole ride since you’ll be looking right at it.”

      “Oh, I’ll be biting it later, just you wait,” Aiyana growled, baring her teeth.

      “If you’re trying to threaten me, you’re failing,” Zuthina said with a wink as she leaned back to rest her head on Aiyana’s shoulder. “You’ve only given me something to look forward to.”

      “Girls, work before pleasure,” I reminded them as Tana helped Jacob onto the saddle section just behind me. “There'll be plenty of ass-biting when we’re done with this temple. I will personally see to it myself.”

      Unfortunately, before biting ass, we’d have to first kiss the collective asses of the golems hivemind. Their help wasn’t exactly guaranteed, but we were royally screwed without it. We just needed to convince them to help us with this invasion. I had a feeling they would be the exact edge we’d need against the temple defenses.
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      Scammed. They had scammed me. Tricked. Duped. Deceived. Hoodwinked. Bamboozled.

      Why did I ever believe a word of the propaganda for this job? ‘It’s the best quest for any up-and-coming adventurer,’ they said. ‘A sacred obligation for the elite in service of the gods,’ they said. ‘There’s no greater honor for any adventurer in all the guilds,’ they said. ‘Think of all the glorious centuries of tradition you can take part of,’ they said. ‘Only a very lucky few will receive this rich heritage for themselves!’

      Yeah, sure, I was simply beside myself with all the ‘rich heritage’ I was drowning in. Maybe I’d have to go to the heritage bank to deposit all my heritage in my heritage account, y’know? Save up some heritage for a rainy day. Maybe I’d let the heritage interest build up so I could retire in luxury. I could open up a little shop in the city where I’d only trade in good, old-fashioned, ‘rich heritage,’ just so I could have more heritage for my children and grandchildren to inherit after I’ve broken my body down from a lifetime of receiving so much RICH HERITAGE!

      Yes, of course!

      THINK OF ALL THE THINGS I COULD PURCHASE. ALL THE HERITAGE WHORES AND HERITAGE BOOZE I COULD POSSIBLY WANT! SO MANY GOODS AND SERVICES IN THE WORLD DEFINITELY ACCEPT ‘HERITAGE’ AS A FORM OF CURRENCY, SO I’VE CLEARLY MADE A WISE INVESTMENT WITH MY VALUABLE TIME AND ENERGY, RIGHT? MY ONE CHANCE AT LIFE HADN’T BEEN WASTED LIKE A SHIT IN THE WIND, RIGHT?

      I used to be somebody. I used to have a goddamned future. I’d killed emperor griffins and bandit lords. I’d conquered fortresses and won against armies. I was a warrior, a respected adventurer that people were actually scared of. They respected me.

      Hell, I respected myself.

      Oh, sure, it started out looking like a perfect deal. I was young, impetuous, and stupid. I’d just reached gold-grade status as an adventurer, well before anyone else in my party. My guildmaster had called me into the guild hall to congratulate me. He’d introduced me to some guy in a long robe with a white collar, who said he was an enchanter for adventuring equipment. Since all the adventuring equipment came through the starports, adventuring enchanters were rarely ever seen by anyone unless they had very important business there. I was a little starstruck and couldn’t believe an enchanter would ever want to meet someone like me.

      Imagine my surprise when the enchanter told me he was recruiting for some prestigious position in the enchanting process. I’d heard the rumors about enchanting jobs. Apparently, adventurers who signed on to help with enchanting adventuring equipment could get so rich that they’d retire to their own remote villa with all the servants they could wish for. They apparently never bothered returning to their guilds as they sunbathed on their privately owned tropical islands with brown-skinned women, sipping on drinks with tiny umbrellas.

      So, yeah, of course, I agreed to take the job. The next thing I knew, they whisked me away through the starport to a cavern with no exit or entrance save for the magic gateway I’d just stepped through. They’d pushed me along to some other side chambers before I could actually get a good look at the place, and I was in an empty room, standing across from the most intimidating man I would ever meet in my life.

      An actual adamantine grade adventurer.

      He wore a full set of armor with an armet helm, all made of dark red adamantine. The mythical ore was so rare that only one ring had ever been made of the substance naturally. To have completely converted his adventuring equipment into the material was nothing short of historical. The man was a giant, standing two heads taller than me, and every metal sheet adhered to him was as thick as my thumb. He wielded a dagger with a grip wrapped in golden silk and a red blade that was jagged in some places, curved in others. The black crossguard was encrusted with two blue gems at the ends, and another rainbow gem made up the pommel. On his other arm, he held a buckler shield emblazoned with a golden insignia on the front, depicting twelve swords bloodily piercing through the stomach of a naked, screaming man on his back. A red cape with an animal-hide mantle flowed down his back.

      I couldn’t help but immediately idolize him. He had achieved what every adventurer, even guildmasters, could only dream of.

      He introduced himself as Xalvex, emphasizing his absolute authority in this place, which he called a temple. He informed me I would be training under him, learning his patented mage-slaying techniques. I could hardly believe my turn of fortune.

      Mage-slayers were the warrior version of mage hunters, with anti-mages being the spellcaster equivalent. Mage hunters of any kind were rarer than rare, even among adventurers; it took skills, techniques, and experience that no adventuring enchantment could have helped with, putting legitimate mage-hunting adventurers in a league of their own. And here I was, being taught all the tools of the trade for free. Even though it turned out to be grueling, punishing, and devastating work, I stuck with it, proud to serve under such a worthy commander. By the end of it all, I was an elite adventurer, ready to forge my destiny and write my name in legend!

      With all of these special, secret techniques being hewn into my mind, I thought I was being prepared for special quests and dangerous missions, perhaps hunting down rogue spellcasters with my new talents. Maybe I was supposed to find traitors among the adventuring guilds and take them out before they could do any damage. Or, it could have been lich-hunting, rooting out elder fey, or maybe even sniffing out polymorphed dragons hiding in cities. I mean, I now knew how to professionally counter the most potent forces that the world’s villains could muster. It would be a shameful waste to just let these new skills just… sit, right?

      Right?

      Oh, how naïve and foolish I had been. When my mage-slayer training had ended, they brought me back to that room with the starport along with twenty other poor saps just like me. Without any further explanation, they sat me down between two of the aforementioned poor saps, placed freshly enchanted items in front of me, and told me to sort them into little boxes that bore the names of different cities. This wasn’t adventuring. I was working in fucking packaging and shipping.

      And I’d been in that room ever since, cursing Xalvex with every breath I took.

      That was no exaggeration, either. If we wanted to sleep, we could do so in the corner of the room, but only if the two beds were free. That’s right. Two beds for twenty people. Couldn’t have the assembly lines or shipments left unattended, obviously... so they limited how many of us could sleep at the same time to a mere two. Not that it ever helped make the exhaustion go away. Without the sun, it was impossible to tell how many hours had passed between rests. Or how many days had come and gone. Or weeks. Or months. Or years.

      Goddammit.

      Our only meals came in the form of a meat-and-grain slop, which came in through the starport. Likewise, our trash and waste went back out, usually looking and smelling like the same slop we were meant to ingest. The biological waste we made stuck around nearby until we’d filled up a waste cart, which would be taken through the starport and replaced with another one to be filled up once more. It’d be less humiliating if the chairs at our workstations weren’t modified to accommodate chamber pots. We were literally shitting as we were working. The ventilation was nonexistent, but getting used to a smell was surprisingly easy.

      I grew jealous of the mithril-grade adventurers that would sometimes grace us with their presence. They’d talk to Xalvex about things in the blessed outside world, reporting on what they’d seen on their patrols above. Xalvex would then give them their orders, and they’d pass through the little door, returning to their posts. As much as I hated them, they were one of the few things in this cavern that ever changed.

      We had no sun, no moon, no stars, no seasons, no heat or cold, no way of telling time besides the rotation of slop carts and shit carts. The dim light from the glowing torchstones embedded in the walls, coupled with the luminous gazes of the sleepless chimera golems, were the only things that kept the darkness at bay, giving us just enough illumination to see our neverending workload.

      The chimera golems were unnerving in nearly every aspect I could perceive. Their metallic bodies hunched over us as their singular eyes shone from the end of their bear-like muzzles like crimson lanterns. Their sight always remained fixed on their targets, with two on either end of the starport and two overlapping on a little door sitting off to the side of the chamber. While their heads and torsos consisted of overlapping mithril plates, their four arms and two legs were stitchwork amalgams of monstrous flesh, puzzled together from a dozen different creatures and inscribed with runic markings. Each patch of skin was a different color, its runes reading in different directions and written with different magical dialects. Raptor-like talons and tiger-like claws comprised the five claws at the end of each patchwork paw, making each digit a beastly hook.

      Unbelievably, worse than all that, inside their inscribed jaws, they had a wet, heavy tongue, each one inscribed with more magical runes. Why did they need tongues? What did they need to taste? The questions about their wet, drooling tongues unsettled me more than anything else.

      Not only did they never eat, they hardly ever moved. I used to think they were statues until I tried to whisper to one of the workers beside me. Before I could even ask for his name, the golem behind me turned the red light of its gaze towards me, silencing me on the spot. So, we silently worked, and the golems kept their gaze on the only two exits. No one wanted to see what these things could do if they were ever to truly spring into action.

      Unfortunately, I had my first lesson about the golem’s formidable might when one of the workers tried to escape through the starport. One of them sprang to life immediately, snatching the unfortunate soul in its mismatched claws before he could even take two steps out of place. It didn’t kill him. That would have been a waste. Instead, it dragged him back over to his workstation, holding him in place as its claws dug underneath the man’s armor. Eventually, the man returned to work just like he was supposed to, but only after I’d taken nearly two dozen sleep breaks did the golem release the man. It must have been weeks of torture for the man as he was suspended and crucified from the monster’s wicked claws. How cruel it was to be kept alive only to continue working like the rest of us.

      Some weeks later, another worker tried to use his own sword to cut his throat. It seemed like a solid strategy until the closest chimera golem responded quickly, catching him before he could fully draw his sword from its sheath. This time though, it stuck each of its claws into one of the man’s limbs, sheathing the fifth one into the middle of his back. Like a horrific child playing with a broken toy, it puppeteered him into working until the man learned how futile his attempts were. Until we all learned how futile it was.

      There was no escape for any of us, not even in death.

      So, there we worked, waiting for carts of enchanted items to pass through those massive stone doors. We then sorted them into carts, then watched those many carts vaporize into magic ports, off to faraway places. We didn’t share names or speak, forced into silence. This was our whole lives, our ‘rich heritage.’ This was why nobody ever heard from adventurers who chose to work for the enchanters. There was no retirement, no villa in the countryside, no tropical island full of beautiful women. Only this sunless prison to contain us, and these four unwavering wardens to remind us that this was our new eternity.

      That was, of course, until the rumbling came. The tables and carts vibrated, and the items I was touching buzzed beneath my hands. The ground beneath my feet shook continually, almost imperceptibly at first, but constantly growing more intense as the minutes passed. All the ruts I’d locked myself in, all the dull sensations I’d grown used to, had almost become comforting after all this time, and this new feeling terrified me. I knew it wasn’t just me. We’d become pitiful down here in the dark. I saw the eyes of the others darting around, turning away from their work as they grappled with the new situation.

      As the rumbling only grew more intense, the chimera golems turned their red beams of sight away from their eternal posts, scanning the walls with circles of crimson. Something was happening. Was it an earthquake? No, that would have been more violent, especially considering how deep in the earth we must have been. Was it some tunneling beast, like a sinkhole worm or a dire mole? The specially crafted poisonous coating around the whole temple should have warded off anything that could dig this deep well before they came within range. If any such creature ignored his better instincts and continued to tunnel towards the poisonous outskirts, the beast would be dead from the toxic fumes long before it breached us. Even so, something had come to visit, and it was only getting closer.

      Suddenly, bursting from the stone door, Xalvex entered the room, his dagger and buckler drawn and magically extending into a longsword and heater shield. Every time I saw my adamantine-grade slavemaster, I imagined how sweet it would feel to see the light fade from his eyes as I strangled him with his own cape. But that was a dream within a dream. Even if the chimera golems came to our side against him, all twenty gold-grade, mage-hunting adventurers wouldn’t even qualify as a warm-up to him.

      That being said, it was particularly strange to see this adamantine-grade adventurer, this powerful, apex predator among men, panicking. The expression looked almost comical on his face.

      “To arms!” Xalvex roared like a lion. “To arms! The temple is under--!”

      The sound of an explosion bouncing off the echoing walls of the cavern interrupted the great beast of a man, followed closely by a second crash as the ceiling came down upon us in a shower of boulders. We were officially caved in, and I coughed as ancient rock dust and grime sucked into my lungs. Light from a distant, foreign source pierced through the gaps, stabbing my eyes with its burning brightness. Standing as best I could, I drew my sword and shielded myself from the severe rays of which plagued my now mole-like eyes. I supposed that I had the adventuring enchantments in my equipment to thank for my combat reflexes staying sharp, despite my long, sedentary lifestyle.

      What was happening? The ceiling wasn’t supposed to collapse like that unless it was an absolute emergency. In the event of an invading force from the starport completely overwhelming us, we were to retreat to the secondary chamber, lock the invaders in the first chamber, and let a quarter-mile of earth crush them all into paste. The starport would be destroyed, cutting off the invasion at its root, and we’d establish a new one in the second chamber while Xalvex decided how to proceed. That had never happened before. Hell, we’d never even come close to being invaded since I was trapped here. So why was the ceiling collapsing now?

      My mage-slayer training kicked in, guiding me through the sightless light as I gathered my bearings. Spellcasters might use several debilitating effects to slow a warrior down and keep them out of their wits, blinding being one of many such tricks. Consequently, a competent mage-slayer couldn’t waver an inch when they were blind, deaf, mute, weakened, sickened, wounded, mind-controlled, or under any other sort of spell. While I couldn’t pinpoint any spellcasters creating this effect, I stayed limber and agile, dodging the incoming rocks raining down on me until my eyesight quickly adjusted to the new light.

      What I beheld was utter chaos. The ceiling of the chamber had completely collapsed, and the sun mercilessly clawed its way through into the cavern for the first time in my life. Two of our adventurers had already been crushed, and we hadn’t even figured out what was happening. The boulders had stopped raining down, but they were replaced with a rain of brass-colored golems. They were smaller than the proper breed, but they were made of metal and synthetic materials all the same. They all bore spinning, cone-like drills, punching spears, grooved claws, and other strange weapons. It took me a moment to realize the creatures had no hands, only the cavalcade of industrial nightmares.

      As these raiding golems landed on top of the workers directly below them, their unnatural hands punched, tore, and pierced through our armor as if it were thin cotton, killing four of us before anyone could retaliate. They kept coming, quickly filling the room to outnumber us two-to-one in seconds, with no signs of slowing down.

      “Surround and contain!” Xalvex commanded us, his attention focused on the missing ceiling. “Keep them in the center!”

      Those of us fortunate enough to survive all of those surprises obeyed our commander without question, pushing the golems back as they dropped down. They quickly cluttered the chamber’s center, growing into a clattering, ticking mound while we refused to let them gain any ground. Once we gathered up the invaders, our own chimera golems could easily hit them with a barrage of pain, easily removing the invading golems in order to allow the mages to quickly patch the hole in the ceiling. Once the cavern was reinforced, the rest of us could hunt down whoever had brought them here.

      Except… our chimera golems hadn’t stopped looking around the walls and ceiling. Sure, they’d look at the invading golems occasionally, but their gaze passed by them as if searching for something beyond. They hadn’t mobilized in the slightest for combat, still poised in their standard alert states.

      Why weren’t they doing anything? These things were designed specifically for a scenario just like this. Couldn’t they see the golems right in front of them…?

      No. That’s right. They wouldn’t be able to. The defenses of the temple were designed with the starport and the dimensional door in mind as the only entry points for attack. No golem soldiers or undead creatures would have been able to pass through the magic portals without falling limp when they crossed over, so they’d only been enchanted to detect living targets. No one had ever imagined that someone would actually dig through the poison and reach us from above, let alone build inherently poison-immune golems to do the job for them. To our chimera golems, it was like there was no one even here, despite how much we screamed for them.

      As I pondered this, feeling more defeated with each passing second, more invader golems fell from the ceiling. Our shield wall against them was slowly being overwhelmed as their mechanical claws and spears found cracks to sneak through.

      “Damn it all to hell!” Xalvex’s pushed to the front of the shield wall, forcing ten of the golems back with a simple bash of his shield. “Useless trash!”

      As our fierce commander lifted his sword up, the blade grew and stretched across the room, puncturing through the mound of golem bodies. A few dextrous swishes of his wrist later, and the mound was eviscerated, the impossibly long blade cutting through their metal bodies like it was hot butter. Xalvex may have been a heartless bastard to his own allies, but he was an unrelenting force of nature to his enemies. What any of our defenses hadn’t accounted for, Xalvex was surely the one to plug the gaps.

      But the invader golems still came through, falling onto the pile of their dead comrades’ parts as they slid down to attack us. Before we could collectively rush up the mound to meet them, Xalvex flew up ahead of us, his shield expanding as it cut through the pile of broken golems. He caught all the new golem invaders on his shield, the magic disk still expanding as it plowed into more of the falling metal men.

      Xalvex flew upward as his shield expanded to reach the walls of the cavern, closing the hole entirely to block the invasion of golems and light. The falling invaders could only bounce against the adamantine wall in a clutter of clangs and tings, barred from ever invading the temple by the indestructible shield.

      Using his magical abilities to fly even higher, Xalvex kept his shield overhead, pushing the invaders further back with his inhuman strength. The true size of the tunnel the invaders had been using revealed itself as he traveled the length, er, height of it. It was a bizarrely immense feat of excavation, and I think I knew why. As I looked over the golems’ broken bodies, it was easy to see how their destructive tools were well-equipped for digging through the earth.

      Even still, it was a baffling accomplishment.

      How did they get this much dirt removed in such a short amount of time? What brought them here? How were there so many at once? How did they get past the guards above ground? The golems could only truly kill us gold grade adventurers through a surprise attack, but surely they couldn’t have taken out a team of mithril-grade adventurers the same way. Whoever was leading this attack was clever, powerful, and resourceful.

      Well, maybe not too clever. If they were at the top of that hole, they were dealing with Xalvex personally now. He would stop their invasion in its tracks before it even had the chance to make it past the first chamber, and the open air would only let Xalvex’s extending blade maximize its potential destruction. They were done for. Goners. Kaput.

      But at least it had been exciting while it lasted. It had been a nice change of pace from the stagnant suffering of this hellhole. A fun distraction, but that was all it was. There was no escape from this place, even in death, after all. We’d return to work as soon as Xalvex cleaned up topside, and then...

      Yet another explosion interrupted my train of thought. Several explosions, actually, coming from all sides of the chamber. Every explosion revealed a fresh tunnel in the walls, each flooded with more of the invader golems. In an instant, metal warriors surrounded us, many of us already falling to yet another surprise attack.

      I swung my sword, deflecting the piercing spear of one golem and the conical, punching drill of another. A lifetime of skills and elite mage hunter training, all leading up to this moment. This was the reason why such a powerful adventurer like me was chosen for this bullshit gig in the first place. Defending this place was my sole purpose for existing, the only thing I could do to prove that all the strength I’d gathered from a wasn’t wasted, that my time in this hell wasn’t wasted, that my life wasn’t wasted! I wouldn’t…

      A piercing pain ran through my body. Looking down, I saw a spinning cone-like spear tip poking out from my breastplate, tearing through my innards and my armor with ease. The air left my lungs as the golem behind me removed his drill-like hand from my body, leaving behind a strangely cold hole.

      As I fell to my knees, succumbing to the loss of my internal organs, I looked behind me, seeing the open door to the training room. The magical lock had been destroyed, and more invader golems were pouring out of it. The whole room was filled with them, with even more flooding in from even more tunnels. Dear gods. This wasn’t the only room they’d invaded. This was all just a distraction from the real invading army. They’d thought through all of our strategies. They were going to take the temple.

      Wait, this wasn’t my problem anymore.

      It strangely relieved me to realize I was dying. Y’know, I just wasn’t as upset as I thought I would be.

      At least I could finally leave this stupid ‘rich heritage’ behind…
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      “Fuck, that guy flies fast!” I shouted as I passed through the labyrinth of tunnels, hundreds of golems rushing past me like ants in a colony. “Gearthur, have the diggers found any gaps in those strange wards in that last chamber?”

      “Negative,” replied one of the golems beside me regretfully, speaking for the collective hivemind as the new Gearthur. “The unidentifiable magic protection seems to completely surround the innermost chamber on all sides.”

      “So much for the easy route,” I grumbled, pushing forward and continuing my march as I drew my sword. “Has Zuthina made any progress breaking the wards?”

      “Negative,” Gearthur said, once again giving me no good news. “Opening a voice channel to a nearby worker now.”

      “I’m gonna miss this,” I muttered, more to myself than anyone else. The golems were truly remarkable, and I never knew if I’d see such technology again. “If I could talk to anyone I wanted around the continent, my life would be so much easier.”

      “Markus, can you hear me?” Zuthina’s voice crackled as she spoke through Gearthur from somewhere far away. “I’ve made no progress on the wards. They don’t respond to any of my spells. I can’t guarantee they’re magical in nature at all. It could be something beyond magic altogether.”

      Beyond magic? What the hell?

      “Okay, forget the wards then. Move to the first chamber to open up the starport,” I told her. “I’ll be there shortly to help you with the chimera golems. How is your duplication spell holding up?”

      “The golem duplicates are still at two-thirds of the full strength of the originals,” Zuthina replied, “but Xalvex is destroying them by the hundreds. At this rate, I expect them to only retain half strength, but if they ever get lower than a quarter, all the existing duplicates will destabilize and disappear entirely.”

      “As long as they’re strong enough to keep pissing Xalvex off up there for a few more minutes, it’ll have to do.” I marched through another tunnel in the wall, following along through the maze of tunnels to head further into the temple. “I’ll keep a real Gearthur golem nearby, so call if an emergency comes up. Gearthur, connect me to Aiyana.”

      “Opening a voice channel to a worker nearby Aiyana now,” Gearthur replied in clipped tones, complying immediately with my command.

      “Aiyana, if you’re finished with the soil detox, head to the first chamber,” I spoke to the alchemist through the inexplicable voice pathway. “Zuthina and I will need your help to wrangle chimera golems before Xalvex catches on to Tana and Jacob’s distraction.”

      “Don’t you think Tana and Jacob need our help?” Aiyana spoke through her own golem. “Buttercup is fast, but Jacob is frail without his adventurer powers. If he ever gets caught, both of them are dead, and Tana won’t be far behind.”

      “If they get caught before we deal with the chimera golems, we’re all dead,” I said matter-of-factly as I neared the first chamber. “Have a little faith. Tana’s tough, Jacob’s slippery, and Buttercup is smart. They’ll be fine if we work fast. Plus, when we pull this off, you’ll have some fun new golems to work on, just like you wanted.”

      “Yeah, but in case you haven’t noticed, these are designed to find and kill us,” Aiyana pointed out. “They may have already detected your presence in the tunnels. Be careful they don’t catch you before Zuthina and I get there to help.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said with a slight smirk as Aiyana’s voice disappeared. “Gearthur, how close are we to the first chamber?”

      “Arriving in approximately twenty seconds,” Gearthur updated me. “The chimera golems have already mobilized towards exit nearest the first chamber.”

      “So come out swinging, then?” I pulled out my sword. “Got any tools in that metal body to help me make an entrance?”

      “This worker unit is capable of emitting a high-lumen pulse of various visible and invisible light frequencies that will override their ocular senses momentarily,” Gearthur intoned, speaking well above my paygrade. “The pulse will take ten seconds to fully prepare, and Markus will have five-point-three-nine seconds to take full advantage of the distraction before the chimera golems recover.”

      “You’re a lifesaver, Gearthur.” I clapped the metal man on the shoulder as we neared the tunnel’s opening. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      “Preparing flash distraction now.”

      We escaped the tunnel quickly, emptying out into the main hole that had collapsed the ceiling of the first chamber. Waiting for us at the bottom was the chomping, mithril jaws of one of the chimera golems as it climbed up the walls with its four beastly paws and two hind legs, barely managing to support its own weight as its claws slipped against the ancient, crumbling dirt and stone. Its creepily fleshy tongue whipped about, and some of the runes tattooed upon one of its many patches began to glow with magical energy. As the tongue flicked back and forth, the pointed tip of it snapped with flashes of icy mist, shooting shards of frozen magic that exploded into lotus-like crystal spikes as they landed against the walls of the giant hole.

      Grabbing onto Gearthur with my free hand, I pushed us around the walls of the tunnel, narrowly avoiding the skewering flowers of magic as they blossomed to life in an instant. With a few swings of my sword, I deflected a few of the ice spikes behind me as I fell deeper into the hole, watching every movement of the chimera’s magical tongue as we fell into its dripping, gaping jaws.

      The tongue was lightning-fast as it curled around to ensnare us both, firing one last ice blossom to try to freeze us into submission before we reached it. Thankfully, I was faster, pushing off the wall just in time to avoid the final ice shard projectile. I dragged my sword against the side of the spire of monstrous meat, and my well-honed blade was sharp enough to cut through the tough, wet muscled. I severed as many different patches of runes on it as possible as I spun around it, landing at the very back of the chimera golem’s throat.

      That’d keep the damn thing from casting any more magic while we were so close to it. However, avoiding all the razor-sharp metal teeth that filled every space in the chimera golem’s mouth was another problem. Wedged between its jaws, I held them open, using my back against the top jaw and my boot against the other, relying on my enhanced strength to overpower the opposing, crushing power of the jaws. Thankfully, the quality of my armor kept the teeth from piercing through my back. The tongue tried to contort itself backward to reach me, but I swiped at it with my blade using my free hand.

      I dropped Gearthur onto my braced, outstretched leg, and the metal golem propped himself up there as if he were sitting on my lap. In different circumstances, it might be sort of endearing, like a little iron puppet. Unfortunately, there was nothing endearing about our current situation. Thinking fast, I used my free hand to catch the whipping tongue’s tip and wrap it around my wrist. With Gearthur barely more than a second away from finishing his special flash, I had no time to waste. I pulled on the tongue like a rappelling rope and squeezed us both out between the jaws, swinging into the chamber with Gearthur caught between my legs, just as his eyes began to glow.

      The four monstrous hands of the chimera golem I was escaping from had their claws bared against me, fifteen of them sparking with the mystical glow of a different spell from each of its claw tips, while the fourth hand’s claws wrapped around to engulf us in its grip. The beast was in freefall, only slowing itself with its hind legs against the wall in front of it as it directed all of its other limbs to intercept me.

      At the same time, the many claws and tongues of the other chimera golems below us were similarly glowing with various magicks to fire at us all at once. That was seventy-five different spells being cast in total, for those of us keeping track of things like that, each one targeting Gearthur and me. In such a tight space, swinging in the air from a tongue that was actively fighting against me while Gearthur was wedged between my legs, it was hard to find any hope. It seemed like death might be an inevitability.

      I closed my eyes tightly.

      Thankfully, Gearthur’s flash went off just in time, filling the room with a blinding, white light for the briefest sliver of a second. The metal-meat hybrids around me caught the full fury of the light, turning away as their many spell attacks missed their target. Dozens upon dozens of magical missiles and projectiles ricocheted off the walls, bringing down thousands of pounds of dirt as the walls caved against the magical onslaught.

      My closed eyes saved me from the worst of it, allowing me to see enough when I opened them again to move with some semblance of grace and dignity as the tongue I was holding released me. I deflected a few more bolts of chaotic magic with my sword, bringing Gearthur up into my free hand as I braced for impact against the giant stone door to the second chamber. While I didn’t think that my body would be enough to break the hinges on a door like this, I figured that the flying spells and debris from the surrounding cave might help make up the difference.

      And it did.

      The thick doors shattered, and a wave of magic, stone, and metal flooded into the next room, where more of our Gearthur golems tangled with robed adventurers in the second chamber. Landing on the other side, I skewered one of the robed enchanters through the head to break my fall, catching my personal Gearthur golem as it flew down beside me.

      Holy shit, we’d made it. Well, at least for the next five minutes.

      As I stood up fully, my optimism was tempered by the blood I spit out when I coughed, but internal bleeding in my lungs would have to be a future Markus problem.

      The starport was the main goal right now, and things were complicated enough. Thankfully, none of the clutter and chaos from all of that destruction had broken the etchings on the spell circles in the wall, so I just had to keep those markings intact until Zuthina arrived. Removing the stone door had also helped give me the space I would need to avoid everything that the chimera golems would throw at me as I distracted them from the starport for as long as I could.

      Of course, removing the stone door also opened up the room to the robed enchanters in the second chamber. If they wised up to our idea to use the starport ourselves, they might either destroy the port altogether or use it to teleport in some reinforcements. Until the chimera golems and Xalvex were dealt with, we couldn’t afford for any of that to happen. Hopefully, the Gearthur duplicates and the chaos of the fight with the chimera golems kept them from even thinking about the damned port at all. I mean, we had no need for the starport to invade the chamber

      The simple task at hand seemed suddenly momentous as my distraction time ran out. The chimera golems regained their senses, rising to their beastly feet and shaking off the debris. With the red eyes on their noses aglow once more, they focused their attention on me once more, seeming all too eager to turn me into minced meat.

      As If that weren’t bad enough, there were four more of the chimera golems inside this adjacent chamber, and they’d, of course, activated as soon as the stone door was demolished. The door was probably the only thing keeping them from attacking me in the first chamber when I’d entered. Now, they were ready to pounce, warming up their own claw tips with spells just as the first four came to their wits.

      Great. This was just peachy.

      In case you haven’t been counting, that was eight chimera golems armed with twenty claws that could fire spells, making one hundred and sixty spells all being pointed at me. It was like fighting an army of spellcasters, and without Gearthur’s flash to distract them this time, I was short on options to survive this. I could only hope that my sword could deflect enough of the spells to grant me the ability to run and hide as the smoke and destruction inevitably gathered from the force of their magic.

      It was a very unlikely plan, downright stupid, really, but hey, trying was better than dying.

      Before any of the eight metallic monsters could fire a single shot, two of them in the second chamber randomly turned their heads and claws towards a seemingly inauspicious tunnel opening in the wall. One claw from each of them fired off immediately, filling the tunnel briefly with flames until it caved in on itself.

      Suddenly, out of another tunnel, two spiral-shaped glass containers flew through the air, knocking into the eyes of the two chimera golems in the second chamber still aiming at me, the green liquid expanding into a viscous putty as it coated their heads. The force of the expanding putty had thrown them around, forcing them to misfire their spells into the first chamber. The friendly fire hit the other four chimeras with a barrage of magic before they could properly aim their own spells. The barrage of spells forced the four chimeras to turn, letting their mithril-plated backs take the brunt of the damage.

      In seconds, nearly two hundred spells aimed at me had been reduced to zero, and I took the opportunity to move behind one of the gunked-up chimera golems before any of them could pin me down again.

      “WHAT DID I TELL YOU?!” Aiyana’s voice echoed out from one of the tunnels near the floor, followed by the sound of another glass projectile breaking. A nearby chimera’s face expanded into another glob of blinding putty. “BE CAREFUL NOT TO LET THEM CATCH YOU! THAT’S EXACTLY WHAT I SAID!”

      “To be fair, they hadn’t caught me yet when you showed up,” I said with a sheepish grin as I climbed up the back of the blinded chimera golem I was using as a shield. For good measure, I slashed at the runic tattoos on its limbs to disable its magics as I scaled its body. “You can only blame me for cutting it close.”

      “These are the ringleaders of the invasion!” one of the robed enchanters shouted from the chaos of metal men and robed adventurers that clambered at the feet of the chimera golems. “Kill them to cripple their resol--!”

      The overwhelming number of Gearthur duplicates took swift advantage of the man’s momentary distraction, and five different drill hands ran through his body in several different directions. Besides shutting up that asshole before he could rally any survivors, it also proved that our duplicates still had plenty of strength left in them. Not only could they still keep the enchanter adventurers busy, but they lasted through Xalvex’s rampage topside longer than we thought. Hopefully, that meant also that Tana and Jacob were keeping him busy enough to slow his slaughter down. They were buying us more time than we could have hoped for.

      But, our good luck was just about to run out, as the four chimera golems from the first chamber finally came into the second to help their battered brothers out. Tightly packed in this space, the eight chimeras did what they could to attack Aiyana and me, with four of them clawing at the tunnels in the walls to remove Aiyana’s hiding spots. Their stomping feet crushed many of the Gearthur duplicates still fighting the enchanters, doing further damage to Zuthina’s spell. Luckily, they were also stomping on the enchanters just as much as the Gearthur golems.

      It wasn’t exactly a victory, but it certainly helped.

      As the chimera golem I hid behind used two of its hands to claw away the gunk on its face, the other two hands twisted around in their sockets to reach for me. I stabbed one hand in the wrist, skewering it. Using it as a shield, I forcibly maneuvered it around to block the attacks from the second hand. It was times like this that I had to thank my lucky stars that I had wildly enhanced strength. Otherwise, this ugly motherfucker would have pummeled me in two seconds flat.

      Unfortunately, that didn’t stop the claws on the hand I’d been skewering from charging up to fire spells at me. I’d just have to push through the pain if I wanted to keep what little advantage I had here. If I exposed myself even a little, either the other hands on this golem or any of the other four loathsome creatures would kill me in seconds.

      While this was happening, Aiyana made excellent use of the tunnel system, staying just out of the reach of her gigantic pursuers and allowing her sticky goop to work to its fullest. The chimera golems around her had made the mistake of clustering themselves together, and she used more bottles to glue their arms and legs together each time they tried to attack her.

      However sophisticated these golems were as combatants, they weren’t exactly geniuses. They were completely useless adhered to each other like they were, pulling on each other and pushing each other around while they tried to move independently. They couldn’t aim properly or attack, and they only kept getting in each other’s way. Their bumbling movements threatened to throw their whole mass off-center, and it left them like sitting ducks for Aiyana’s further attacks.

      In short order, four of them had simply become a bundle of goop and golems, blinded and jostling helplessly on the floor.

      They tried firing spells off, but their claws were aimed far and away, only raining more dirt down on them from the cavern ceiling above. At this rate, the biggest risk that they posed was causing a cave-in, a minimal factor given how many tunnels we could escape to in that event. Besides, each glob of glue covered more of their runes and rendered them useless, so that cut their repertoire of spells in half, at least. They weren’t destroying the chamber anytime soon.

      “I’ve dealt with most of them!” Aiyana called out from the tunnels, still keeping her hiding place as she soundly dealt with her assailants. “How are you doing over there?”

      “Well, it’d be easier if I could cut their limbs off!” I shouted as I kept my skewered arm shield between myself and the golem’s many claws as they jabbed and fired spells at me. “A sword doesn’t exactly make for a harmless ‘disarm and disable’ tool like your sticky goop!”

      “Excuses, excuses,” Aiyana said as a clump of goop found itself between two of the golem paws on the back of the golem I was dueling. “You’re just bitter that I basically took out all the chimera golems single-handedly while you got your ass handed to you!”

      “I’m not having this argument right now,” I said tersely as I jumped away from the chimera golem and unsheathed my sword. “Where the hell is Zuthina?”

      “Call upon me, and I serve!” Zuthina’s voice echoed from the first chamber.

      A whirlwind gale blew in from all the tunnels, flooding the second chamber with mystical wisps of blue air. The blue wind circled around the clusters of chimera golems like personal tornadoes as they pulled them towards the missing stone door. The chunks of chimera golems slowly lifted from the ground, flying into the first chamber as a brighter, white-blue aura overtook them.

      Above them, shining blips of blue light were arranged like constellations, connecting with lines of light to draw out two distinct patterns. One constellation was like two rabbits hopping over a fox. The Twins Outwit Vulpinoxi was a constellation from the skies above us, while the other, depicting a powerful eagle, was one that I’d seen plenty of times over my own farm growing up. Specifically, it was the Raknos Eagle, and it was the constellation we used for the starport back at Vastilon Keep.

      As the energy coated over them completely, the constellations above shined brightly until finally, the chimera golems dissolved into flakes of blue energy, disappearing from the chamber entirely. Standing at the other end of the first chamber by the runic etchings of the starport, Zuthina proudly finished weaving her magic spells around, sending the chimera golems safely away from here and into the hands of our people back home. With one final flash of magic, the runic etchings on the wall behind her cracked, crippling the starport to keep it out of the enemy’s hands.

      “Okay, so that’s most of the plan finished and well-executed, all things considered,” I said, ignoring all the aches and pains that tried to surface now that there was a moment of false calm. “All that’s left is to deal with--”

      The guttural roar of a very, very pissed adventuring powerhouse resounded through the temple chambers, echoing down from the hole in the ceiling and the surface far above.

      “That guy.”
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      Crashing down from the hole in the ceiling, the mighty Xalvex made his dramatic entrance as he landed on his knee and fist, cracking the ground and leaving a crater in his wake. Holding his shield behind him and letting his cape billow in the wind like some conquering hero, he stood up slowly. The shaking grip on his dagger-sized blade belied his anger, since his covered face could not. As he came to his feet, he turned towards me with a sneer as I reentered the first chamber.

      “A mere gold grade adventurer?” the proud adventurer scoffed. “Who sent you? If you tell me all of your co-conspirators now, I’ll make your deaths swift and painless. I’ll make this offer only once.”

      Well, I supposed I could humor him with some conversation. These adventurers had a bad habit of making all kinds of assumptions about me when I met them. If he wanted to let me set up a trap for him before we fought, that was on him. I already had one trap set up, and I would gladly let him walk into another.

      “The temple now belongs to Guildmaster Gomiv,” I said, giving the name of the adventuring guildmaster who had sent the encoded messages Jacob had intercepted. “He’ll make better use of it now.”

      “Gomiv?” Xalvex seemed surprised by the mention. “That bastard. I had always thought his loyalty to our cause was strongest among all the guildmasters. But then again... only he would have the inside knowledge and the cunning to execute a plan this thorough. Any others?”

      “Far above my paygrade,” I said with a shrug. I couldn’t believe that he was buying this. “Not like it matters, anyway. We’ve taken this temple from you.”

      “Arrogance in the face of a clearly stronger foe is not bravery, but stupidity,” Xalvex snarled. “If you had learned some sense, perhaps you wouldn’t have fallen for Gomiv’s tricks. He’s sent you on a suicide mission.”

      “What are you talking about?” I pretended to seem interested. “I’m not the one standing alone in my own underground fortress.”

      “You really have no idea who I am, do you?” Xalvex laughed at me. “Boy, Gomiv has deceived you. He sent you here to complete a mission, and now Gomiv wants to silence you and your little friends by letting you fall to my blade. I will admit you’ve performed admirably. Fixing the temple chambers themselves is child’s play, but stealing the chimera golems and killing the workers and enchanters was inspired. Working alone, it will take me months to restore the temple to full operation. Gomiv can now use this time to put the most delicate stages of his plan into effect, with the full confidence that the temple’s reestablishment will preoccupy me.”

      “What do you mean?” Now I was honestly curious what he thought the fake Gomiv’s fake plan was. “He wants this temple, right?”

      “Not like this,” Xalvex explained, giving me exactly what I wanted. “Even if I somehow fell today, and you took the temple in your master’s name, he would have no use for it. It would simply fall to him to manage it in my stead, which would now require finding and training more enchanters and workers. If he didn’t, the other guildmasters would eat him alive when they learned what transpired here.” He sighed. “This ordeal only proves itself to be a hassle, especially if he’s already put in this much effort to take it in the first place. Your mission was simply to force a distraction upon me that I couldn’t avoid. He needs me out of the way for whatever plans he has in store. If that includes sacrifices like you, it seems he’s more than willing to make them without even the simple courtesy of telling you.”

      “What could those plans be if not taking this temple?” I asked, wondering what fake Gomiv would be planning next. “Every guild depends on this temple to survive. It’s how we make more adventurers, right? He’d have full control of all the guilds.”

      “Clearly, his designs don’t aim for just this temple, but for all the adventuring guilds,” Xalvex said with a sigh, unwittingly forming the plans for hypothetical Gomiv. “Whatever he plans to do next, it will undermine my stewardship of the temple and cement his control of the guilds completely. He can’t take me out on his own, so he needs time to set up some sort of scheme to get rid of me thoroughly. Now, he likely believes he’s bought himself that time. Most likely, he’ll attempt to turn the other guildmasters against me, labeling me as incompetent for letting the temple be so thoroughly ransacked. They will strip my authority, and the adventuring world I’ve worked so diligently to protect will turn against me. With their combined strength, the guildmasters alone may prove my end. To add insult to injury, he likely expected to accomplish this mutiny while I replenished the temple. All the hard work to rebuild it will have finished, allowing him to take it back in working condition without so much as lifting a finger.”

      “Wow,” I said with genuine amazement. Xalvex’s proposed theory for Fake Gomiv’s grand plans was thoroughly thought out and logical. “How do these golems here fit into the picture, then?”

      “These invader golems can only have come from the nearby dungeon,” Xalvex replied, showing his accurate intelligence of the world above him. “Using them as the main force of the invasion will help Gomiv sell the story that I’ve become soft. He can make it seem as though I allowed a meager dungeon invasion to tarnish the spotless reputation of my temple defense, making the temple and I seem all the more vulnerable. The guildmasters will grow even more panicked if they believe that the dungeons are attempting to reclaim the temple, even if the dungeon in question had no actual monsters in it.” He sniffed distastefully at the thought. “No, not monsters. Just useless little wind-up toys.”

      Alright, hold the fuck up. The dungeons “reclaiming” the temple is a hell of a way to phrase an invasion like this. Was he saying that the temple was a dungeon and that the adventurers had stolen it for themselves? But he’d also mentioned multiple dungeons. More accurately, he implied every dungeon. Did this temple originally belong to all the dungeons? Was this a religious sight for dungeon dwellers or something? What was a holy site for dungeons doing as the source of the enchantments that make adventurers?

      This was a big development.

      “How he managed to coerce the golems to serve him in this suicide mission is beyond me,” Xalvex continued. “He must have a prodigious artificer at his service. Regardless, he’s likely removed any evidence that could be traced back to himself now that the golems no longer serve him any purpose. In fact, killing you all here could very well be the very method he planned to eliminate any possible witnesses, making me his unwitting accomplice, as well as his victim. He’s thought of everything.”

      “Yeah, for sure,” I muttered, still kind of impressed with Fake Gomiv for becoming a mastermind during one short conversation. “He’s really something.”

      “But, he made one fatal flaw that has unraveled his designs before they could come to life,” the proud adventuring icon proudly exclaimed, puffing his chest out as he did. “He expected me to simply kill you, which I admittedly considered with little hesitation. However, I had no idea that we’d converse like this or that you’d implicate him without knowing. Now that I know Gomiv is behind this assault, I can postpone the temple’s revival while I hunt him down like the dog he is. The sooner I can conclude the hunt, the sooner I can revive the temple, and the sooner things will return to normal. In that spirit, I make another offer to you and your team. I make it once, and only once.”

      He paused for dramatic effect before continuing. “Tell me everything you know about Gomiv and his operation, and I will consider allowing you to live in light of your loyalty to true adventurers. If not, I will kill you all here and now. It will take me seconds to end your lives, precious seconds I may need to catch Gomiv before his plans come to fruition, so I wouldn’t waste any more time than that to make your decision. What do you say?”

      “I say that you really should have dealt with the troll before coming here,” I said with a smirk, holding my sword up to defend myself. “You might have beaten us, then.”

      “You really have no idea who I am,” he growled as he pointed his dagger towards me. “May you and that insufferable warthog wallow in regret for your eternal afterli--”

      “TANA STOMP!”

      Xalvex’s reflexes barely managed to bring his shield above his head to catch the falling tusked giantess before she landed. She timed her stomping kick perfectly, and her final impact rocked the world around her as it shook through her victim. A physical shockwave pulsed from the meteor-like crash of Tana’s attack, warping the air into a ring that pushed against the walls and pushed me back like a horse’s kick. The crater beneath them deepened as Xalvex’s boots imprinted into the already compressed dirt and stone beneath him. Xalvex was still standing, but even a tough son of a bitch like him was feeling a strike like that. Tana flipped backward and landed beside her opponent, picking up where they’d left off.

      “I threw you into the horizon!” Xalvex shouted, apparently recounting the last time he’d seen the persistent troll. “How are you here?”

      “Tana run!” She cracked her fist down on Xalvex, only for him to block with his shield. “Tana fast!”

      “Speak like a normal person, for gods’ sake!” he spat out through gritted teeth as his blade extended quickly, piercing through the wall just beside Tana’s head. “No one needs to know your name every five seconds!”

      “Hey! I find it endearing,” I yelled as I rushed forward to try to stab at the soft underbelly of his armpit while he had his arm lifted. “She’s a simple girl with simple pleasures.”

      “Gods above, you’ve played me for a fool,” Xalvex growled, twirling his now-halberd around as the blade and handle retracted, then extending the blade again to nearly turn me into a eunuch. “None of what you just said to me was true, was it?”

      “I will neither confirm nor deny that,” I said with a grunt, moving into his space to keep the pressure on him. I punched the cheek of his helmet, and it swiveled on his head. “You can just live in doubt.”

      “A distraction!” As Tana released a torrent of fists and feet on his shield, Xalvex pushed me back with a fierce elbow to the head. “You were just buying time for this warthog to return! Who are you monsters? Where did you all come from?”

      “Yes, of course, let me just tell you all about it because that’s tactical.” I snorted and rolled my eyes, stepping backward as I did. “You’re a real top-notch general, aren’t you?”

      “Says the one blundering in the middle of battle!” he roared, then pushed Tana away with his shield as he pointed his blade at me. “You shouldn’t have moved to where my blade can--”

      A vile of sticky goop cracked open at his feet, and the resulting blob quickly anchored him in place. At the same time, a rain of lightning bolts came down from the sky far above, shooting through his conductive armor. Blood seeped through the slits in his gear, and he immediately howled in pain. As quickly as the lightning appeared, it vanished, and the sickening smell of roasted flesh wafted out from the insides of the metal oven he wore. Just as the lightning abated, Tana’s arms flew in from behind to lock up Xalvex’s own arms while he was still dazed, and I rushed back in to step on his chest and grab at his head. I quickly fiddled with the latches on the side and removed his helmet.

      The very angry Xalvex reached behind himself and grabbed Tana with his now-buckler shield hand, throwing her against the far wall in front of him in one swift motion. At the same time, he brushed me away with his greatsword blade, slicing at my cheek as I stumbled backward. With some quick swipes of his size-changing blade and a jerk of his knees upward, he cut through the putty at his feet and freed himself.

      Luckily, I had his helmet in my hand, and his head was now fully exposed. I admit, he was a tough-looking son of a bitch, with greasy salt-and-pepper hair to match his beard, both flattened and warped from weeks of being pressed against his face. Clearly, he never took the armor off. A paranoid bastard like him wouldn’t be caught dead without his nearly indestructible armor. Thankfully, now he had a weak spot I could stab at.

      “I must be getting soft,” Xalvex grimaced, putting his yellow teeth and red gums on full display. “Letting a gold grade leave me vulnerable while my guard was down. Shameful.”

      “As I said, you might have stood a chance if you had dealt with Tana properly first,” I taunted as I swung at him. “You’re dying here today.”

      “TANA SPEAR PUNCH!”

      The troll shot herself out from the divot in the wall she’d made when she landed, launching herself with her fist over her head as she slammed herself into Xalvex. The bastard was quick, and his now-tower shield took the blow, though not without scooting Xalvex back a foot or two in the process. Deep furrows dug themselves in the ground as his feet burrowed through the earth. Using her leftover momentum, she flipped herself over the red-armored man and reached for a handful of his hair. Xalvex swung his greatsword blade around to cut that hand off at the forearm, leaving a clean, flat amputation behind.

      Tana, however, was crazier than Xalvex could have anticipated. She grabbed her detached hand, planted it back onto her stump, then used her healing touch to reattach the limb instantly. And in that same smooth motion, she continued to grab at Xalvex’s hair as she fell behind him, pulling the adamantine adventurer backward as she went.

      I used that opening to stab at his chin, hoping to skewer him through the head. Unfortunately, the man had reflexes like lightning and turned just enough so that I could only make a small gash along the edge of his jaw.

      Speaking of lightning, Zuthina shot some out of her spell gauntlet, aiming for Xalvex’s head at the same moment everyone else was attacking it. He managed to block it with his shield, its magical enchantments allowing it to deflect the lightning into one of the tunnels beside him. However, the lightning served as just another damn distraction for the adventurer as a projectile bottle of black fluid broke against his face from the opposite side, pouring foul ooze all over him.

      The ooze was acidic, burning and hissing against his face, first dissolving his hair and beard, then his skin as it sank in. He looked as horrifying as his screams sounded while the acid ate away at his flesh. More importantly, though, his eyelids had become somewhat fused together in a disgusting soup of skin and ooze, obscuring his vision until the acid had its fill, pooling in his eye sockets to permanently obscure his sight.

      But a little face-deforming acid wasn’t enough to take down this caliber of adventurer. His skull, his breathing, and his rage remained fully intact. If anything, we’d only managed to piss him off even more and, to illustrate this, he took to the sky with his flying boots. The hair that Tana held onto ripped away from his scalp, leaving her on the ground as he floated above us. He flew straight for Zuthina, his blade extending to reach her and cutting through the waist of her dress before she could move out of the way.

      It seemed like he was planning to take out our magician first, before any more spells cost him his advantage.

      However, Zuthina wasn’t so easily cornered, and her arm partially shifted into the orange scales and claws of her true form. She smacked Xalvex backward with her dragon claw, following up the blow with a blast of frost to encase him in a layer of ice. As her hand returned to human form, she kept the arcane ice thick, pouring inch over inch on top of him.

      Flexing his arms, Xalvex broke through the ice with his high-level strength, then cast a spell over his armor that engulfed it in flames, melting the frozen remains of Zuthina’s spell. Along with fire came lightning and shadow as his magic went on full display, protecting him and making his aura dangerously mystical. The three energies twirled around his arm and crawled up his blade as he used it to draw a circle of magic runes in the air. Zuthina channeled a magical ray of frozen winds and green, simmering poisons, but Xalvex kept the blast at bay with his shield as he finished preparing his ultimate spell.

      Just as he was about to cast his spell, activating whatever devastating effect it might have had on us all, another projectile bottle crashed against his back from our wolfborn alchemist, coating him in red foam that exploded upon impact. As the foam spread over him, it extinguished the flames, lightning, and magical shadows that coated him like a bucket of cold water. The runes in front of him faltered as the magic fueling his spell-writing sword diffused, but the magic was still alive enough for Xalvex to activate his spell as he wished.

      It did, however, leave him completely open for Tana to jump up from the ground and hug his legs. The spell dissipated as they fell, and Xalvex stabbed at her from above, piercing through both of her arms. The stubborn troll held on tightly as they both careened to the stone floor below, crashing and cracking the ground with their power. I closed the distance between us and stabbed him, slicing through one of his cheeks as he rolled out of my way and kicked Tana off him. One of these times, he was going to slip up, and then this fight would be over.

      He roared again, planting his giant shield into the ground until it grew to the edges of the chamber, blocking all three of us off from him with a wall of steel. A second later, all the tunnel openings flashed with light, pouring out with lightning, fire, and shadow as Xalvex’s magic flooded the labyrinth.

      Aiyana quickly scrambled out of her hidey-hole and hid behind the carcasses of two Gearthur golems, protected from the full disintegration that Xalvex’s spell likely would have wrought upon her. Unfortunately, she was flushed out of her sniper position.

      “It’s just a bunch of monsters, huh?” Xalvex said with a touch of awe and disgust as his shield shrank down. He chuckled darkly and brandished his now-knife blade. “Now, I see. You wanted this to look like some kind of rebellion from within the adventuring guilds so we’d start fighting each other, but it was monsters all along. You’ve actually come for the temple. You’re trying to liberate the dungeons.”

      I shrugged. “Honestly, we were mostly passing through. This place looked interesting, and we thought, ‘You know what? Let’s just kill everyone inside and steal all the valuables.’ Standard adventuring procedure, y’know? I’m sure you understand.”

      “You should have stayed in whatever dungeon hovel you crawled out of, freaks.” He said, then twisted his neck as he prepared to fight more. It popped like a bundle of lit firecrackers. “And you, gold grade. How could you turn your back on your own kind for the likes of these filthy monsters? You’re a human, damn it! Don’t you know that they’ll just try to eat you as soon as they’re done with you? It’s what they do. It’s why we kill them. They’re monsters, and we adventurers are the heroes that put them in the ground for the good of the world.”

      “Yeah, heroes, I noticed,” I scoffed, nodding sarcastically. “The underground sweatshop gave it away. Very heroic, indeed.”

      “I don’t need to justify the traditions of the adventurers to a monster-fucker like you,” Xalvex growled, his words dripping with acid. He pointed his knife at me while his body reignited with flames, lightning, and shadow. “I tire of this little power play, pissant. Let’s end this.”

      “Gladly,” I snapped back, crouching down into a defensive pose. “There’s been enough chit-chat.”

      Xalvex roared and lunged for me, swinging his growing sword as he did so. I arched back to avoid his blade just before it could slice through my armor. His line of sight was still damaged from Aiyana’s acid, but I could tell he was slowly regaining his vision once more.

      “Eyes!” I shouted simply, hoping my wolf girl got the hint.

      Before Xalvex could turn towards her, Zuthina channeled a fresh bout of eyewateringly cold wind and lightning, distracting the giant adventurer before he could hit Aiyana outside of her little hidey-hole. He swung his blade once more in a wide, wild arch.

      Using the same grace I’d used scaling the mouth of the massive chimera golem, I hopped atop the blade, balancing on it as it swung and using it as a bridge between Xalvex and me. As I leapt towards his still-vulnerable head, another of Aiyana’s black vials shattered upon his furrowed brow, immediately spraying his eyes once more with toxic acid. Using my shoulder like a battering ram, I burst forward, using my entire body to throw Xalvex off-balance as I connected with his chest, throat, and face. A bit of Aiyana’s acid seeped into my arm, but the pain was worth it as Xalvex went toppling to the ground.

      “Marusk smash. Ram like Tana,” the troll chieftainess said proudly.

      Xalvex screamed in frustration once he hit the ground, using both of his hands to claw at his eyes as the acid burned into his cheekbones and reduced his orbs to jellied, useless blobs. Zuthina quickly disarmed him while his baser instincts took over, then cracked him between the eyes with a bolt of lightning for good measure. His thick skull split open like a casaba melon, showing his vulnerable brain. Finally, Xalvex was at death’s door.

      “You’ll see... you’ll see, boy,” Xalvex choked out, bursting a bubble of blood between his lips. “You’re in over your head.”

      “I’ll take my chances,” I said darkly, pressing the tip of my sword into the hollow of Xalvex’s throat.

      “Over your head...” he managed to get out just before I skewered the soft underbelly of his throat like a hot knife through butter.

      Not to be outdone, Tana marched over and stomped her massive foot into Xalvex’s cracked head, sending a spray of pulpy mess over the stone floor.

      And so fell Xalvex, legendary adamantine adventurer, guardian of the temple, yadda yadda.

      “C’mon,” I said to the girls, nodding towards the door to the temple’s innermost chamber. “Let’s go see what all the fuss is about.”
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      We’d obviously seen enough of the temple’s first and second chambers, and we’d certainly seen enough of their defenses. While Gearthur and the robot duplicates regrouped to await further instructions from Zuthina, the girls and I headed through the still-intact doors towards the next chamber in the temple’s seemingly endless networks of rooms. As we walked, I reiterated all that Xalvex had said during our discussion of Fake Gomiv’s plans, including the very real possibility that the temple was, in fact, a dungeon.

      “They harvest the enchanted gems from somewhere within here, but I’m not sure what that might mean in the larger scope of a dungeon,” I said as we walked through the steadily narrowing hall. “This could very well be a religious site for dungeon dwellers, or the adventurers could have meant ancient ore or loot that rightfully belongs to whoever lived here before.”

      “Tana hate dark,” my eloquent trolless said with a grimace, looking warily around at the dank, primordial walls that had replaced the more civilized ones in the previous chambers. “Can’t smash dark.”

      I reached out a hand and quickly squeezed the first thing I could reach on Tana, which ended up being her formidable forearm. She grunted softly at my comforting touch, and we continued to plod on. I could tell the hallway was leading us further underground, but I had no clue how long it went on. I should have pressed Xalvex for more information about the enchanted gems and the dungeon itself, but I’d been a bit preoccupied learning about guildmaster politics and hypothetical plans.

      “And Aiyana said, ‘Let there be light,’” the alchemist murmured to herself, producing a glowing vial from her bag.

      It cast everything in a soft green glow, highlighting the shadows in our faces garishly and making everything seem just a tad more ominous. I think she’d meant the light to be comforting, but it had the opposite effect. If only someone had thought to install more torchstones this far out.

      However, it was becoming abundantly clear that not many ventured this far into the temple’s inner sanctum. Whoever existed within these walls was probably worse off than the poor souls I’d seen in the adventurer sweatshop earlier. Those men looked like mole people, as if they hadn’t seen the sun in years, and I had a good feeling that those kept further down were confined to even more secret purposes. Lighting the hall was probably the least of their worries.

      “Hey, look at this,” Aiyana said, holding her glowing vial next to one of the ancient rock walls. A thin trickle of moisture dripped down it, and the sound traveled sonorously around the narrow path.

      “Hmm.” Zuthina stepped forward to investigate. “Looks like ancient runes or cave drawings. Could be some rudimentary form of communication or art... My word!” she exclaimed suddenly. “Look at these.”

      The first drawing was of a humanoid figure with long, knobby limbs that nearly dragged along the ground. It was looking up at a sky with childlike suns, clouds, and even a few stars. From the sky, a ray of light had been carved, and it flowed down and encompassed the strange creature. It was hard to tell if he was yearning for the sky or glaring at it. There was no other context. In the second creature, the same creature was present, though this time, shining stars and circles surrounded him. Beneath him, smaller figures crowded around his body, either kneeling or with their arms raised, both looking like acts of worship.

      “This temple,” I said. “If it was once a dungeon, then it seems these dungeon inhabitants lived peacefully with this... creature? God?”

      “Hmm, they at least revered it as a god,” agreed Aiyana. “But look! Something else happened here.”

      “Adventurers,” Zuthina spat, examining the next drawing. It showed the same large creature being swarmed by smaller figures, but instead of looking worshipful, they looked combative.

      “If the adventurers took this place early enough to still have drawings like that around, this has to be one of the oldest sites in the world,” I said, scowling. “It might even be the first one they ever took. What made this creature so special? And where do the enchantments come from?”

      “Ancient ore under the earth?” Aiyana posited as we walked further into the darkness. “There has to be some sort of precious material in the veins within these walls. That’s all I can think to account for why something so seemingly old and sacred would be drawn here.”

      “We find out,” grunted Tana, and I looked to see a gargantuan set of double doors in front of us.

      Each one was at least thirty feet tall and made of solid slabs of carved stone. Pictures of creatures and beasts crawled over every inch of the stone. There were even dragons, wolfborn, and trolls. It seemed like every creature was represented. It only solidified my belief that this wasn’t a place for adventurers.

      This place had been stolen.

      Once again, how shocking. Adventurers... stealing? Who’d have thought?

      “Why do I have a feeling as soon as we open those doors, we’re in for a fight?” I asked drolly.

      “I’ll be ready for them,” Aiyana growled with a cute little smirk, hefting a few bottles of her black, sticky glue up as she did.

      “Open door. Door heavy,” Tana said, pushing forward to open the massive doors.

      She had a point. Door was heavy, and if anyone was going to pop those suckers open, it would be her. She pushed them open with a grating, rumbling sound, and it was apparent the doors were not meant to be opened often. The sound of stone against stone was grating to my ears, but it didn’t take her long to heave them open wide enough for us to enter. They were so heavy and so unyielding that they remained propped open even without her powerful arms to hold them apart.

      “Halt!” a voice called from just inside.

      “Um, no?” I offered, then rushed forward.

      Before I could step foot into the chamber, six guards barred the way.

      “You aren’t Xalvex! This place is forbidden!” the adventurer guard growled, and I caught the gleam of my own madness in his eyes.

      The six adventurers pushed forward, but we had them at a disadvantage. Tana had only opened the doors about six feet across, and the dark hallway we were in had narrowed to maybe ten to fifteen feet, effectively making a chokehold. Each adventurer had to step through in a near single-file manner, and from then on, it was easy pickings. Even with their combined strength, they couldn’t budge the door open any further, and Tana was more than happy to greet each of them with a patented Tana smash. Anyone that made it even a few feet into the hallway met my blade or Zuthina’s claw, and we disposed of the guards within a matter of minutes.

      “Aww, man, I didn’t get to do anything!” Aiyana pouted as she stuffed her vials back into her pouch.

      “Sorry, love,” I said with an apologetic pat on her back. “To be honest, they weren’t exactly the A-squad. You’d think whatever was so precious down here would have a hell of a lot more defenses.”

      “I’m betting they used every defense they had in the first two chambers,” Zuthina said, poking a nearby corpse with her toe distastefully. “Xalvex never expected anyone else to get this far.”

      We stepped over the guards’ broken bodies to behold what awaited us on the other side of those towering, ornate doors. All of us looked up in awe at the chamber, which was more accurately a hall of worship or cathedral of some kind. The ceilings were high and vaulted, and columns carved with decorative depictions of creatures ran the length of the room on either side. Massive wrought-iron chandeliers hung every few yards or so, and the white wax from their numerous candles seemed to drizzle and drip on every surface. An altar of some kind stood at the very back of the room, and a fount of precious fluid, like holy water, stood directly by the door. All it was missing were some beautiful stained-glass windows, but alas, there was no need for windows underground.

      But it was clear this temple of worship had evolved into something else entirely.

      Tables lined the walls, and each one overflowed with gems, weaponry, mounts for augments, and various tools for etching and carving. Someone had sloppily hammered a rickety rail system into the once shining marble floor, and two carts that reminded me of old mine cars sat, braked near openings on either side of the room, each one leading into some kind of sloping darkness as their cobbled-together tracks continued onward. I imagined they went to the shipping and packaging department we’d caught a glimpse of upstairs.

      But all of this interesting scenery paled in comparison to the figure that was in the middle of the room. Even Zuthina and Tana, who were accustomed to creatures of large size and might, gasped sharply at the sight of him.

      He was colossal, stooped in the massive hall of worship despite its expansive ceilings. His skin was flesh-toned, though it had a red hue like clay. He was completely hairless, and though his limbs and features were proportionate and not disfigured, the spikes that ran down the edge of his spine and down each limb ruined his human-like appearance. His eyes were black and sunken so far into his gargantuan skull that they looked like dying coals at the bottom of a fire that had been snuffed out long ago. Deep wrinkles carved around the corners of his eyes, between his brows, and at the drooping edges of his mouth. They were permanent evidence of how much he grimaced and frowned.

      It was no wonder, either. Deep scars pocked every inch of his body, and his disfigured and crippled hands and toes immediately drew my eyes to them. All were missing either fingernails or the first one or two knuckles. To add insult to his already expansive injuries, harpoons the size of my entire body pierced each of his bony spikes, with an additional three dozen stabbed and shot into every other part of his body. From each harpoon ran a thick adamantine chain, which then connected with steel rings along the hall’s walls and floor. They had stripped the poor creature of not only his freedom but even the ability to move a few feet in either direction. He was pinned down mercilessly.

      And it didn’t take us long to figure out why.

      All around the hall of worship, hooded figures bustled to and fro, completely unbothered by our appearance. I watched in horror as they worked with machine-like efficiency and precision, and the source of the gems was abundantly clear.

      The adventureres didn’t harvest their power from ore or ancient rock. They harvested it from him.

      Each hooded figure took a piece of the creature's body, whether it be skin, a bit of bone, fingernail, etc., then carried their prize to one of the long work tables that lined the large chamber. Some pieces were immediately bottled up or packaged in strange glass vials or important-looking documents with wax seals, but the majority of them were enchanted to look like gems of various shapes and colors. Their multi-faceted surfaces shone under the torchlight as the hooded figures dumped them unceremoniously into large carts when they finished. Once they’d finished with one bit of the poor creature, they went back for another, like parasites feeding off his flesh. They were no better than piranhas stripping some unwitting cow down to its bones, and I had the urge to kill every single one of them.

      “Why aren’t they attacking us?” Aiyana hissed, her voice just above a whisper.

      “We’re not their purpose,” Zuthina said sadly. “Their only objective is to... harvest this poor creature. It’s the god, isn’t it? From the cave drawings?”

      I nodded, too disgusted by the implications of the scene to speak. The adventurers hadn’t just stolen this temple from the dungeon people, but they’d perverted every last inch of something they’d revered as holy. How sick could you get?

      “Is he…? Is…? He’s not alive still, is he?” Aiyana pondered.

      I shook my head. I couldn’t see any movement coming from his rib cage, and I assumed the breathing from a creature of that size might make some noise, no matter how shallow or weak it was. The idea that he could still be alive and in this much constant pain over what could be a millennium was heartbreaking.

      “Tana feel... bad,” she said sorrowfully from behind.

      “Yeah, Marusk feel bad too,” I concurred. “C’mon, whatever this is, we can’t let it stand.”

      “Hey!” I called out to the mindless workers cruelly digging pieces out of the creature. “There’s been a change of plans. This operation is under new management.”

      Nothing. No response. One of them even bustled past me to begin work on turning the creature's flesh into a new gem. He stuffed the scrap of skin into the back of a hollow-out ruby, then began to craft its backplate and molding to welded to a weapon of some kind.

      “LISTEN!” Zuthina bellowed in her queenly, commanding voice. “Xalvex is dead. Stop what you’re doing or die.”

      None of them stopped.

      “Well, I guess they choose to die then,” Zuthina said, rolling her neck and shoulders as orange scales began to crawl across every exposed bit of her body.

      We stepped back as her wings sprouted from her back, throwing her into the air as she continued to grow into her powerful body. Wisps of smoke curled up from her nostrils as she fully transformed into her dragon self, and I was glad the hall was so expansive. It gave her plenty of room to shift and have a little fun.

      And fun she had.

      Zuthina swooped around the hall, gutting the candles out as her wings flapped, sending out great gusts of air around the enclosed space. Her dragon’s breath provided more than enough light, however, as she engulfed the hooded men in flames, filling the air with the scent of roasting meat and burning wool. The stone and marble in the temple provided no further kindling for the flames, and her miniature infernos died out safely as she roared at each of the scavenging vultures, ever mindful not to hit the colossal creature in the center with a lick of fire.

      By the end, the hooded figures had finally abandoned their mission and made a run for the door, but the few that made it past Zuthina’s fury quickly had to answer to Tana, who was more than eager to TANA SMASH their skulls against the marble like fragile eggs.

      When we finished taking out our frustrations on the lemmings and worker bees, we tentatively drew closer to the hulking creature... er, god. If it had been a god once, it probably wasn’t any longer, and that struck me once again as heartbreaking. Everything regal and powerful about him had been stripped away. On the very small chance he wasn’t dead, killing him might be a mercy. I stepped forward with my sword drawn and rested my hand gently against the creature’s upper arm.

      “Please,” the creature suddenly spoke with a voice like boulders tumbling down a hill. “Please.”

      All of us jumped in surprise, with Aiyana and Tana going as far as to run across the room. I don’t think any of us expected him to really be alive, let alone alive enough to form cognitive thought or speak.

      “Please,” he said once more, the single syllable echoing off the pseudo-cathedral’s walls.
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      After a stunned second, Aiyana and Tana ran back to the creature’s side. All four of us shared an uncertain look, completely unsure of what to do. Did we pull out the stakes and chains that held him? I didn’t think he bore us any ill will, and if anything, he’d be thankful that we’d freed him, not violent. But then again, would we hurt him as we pulled them out? Gods, did he even know friend from foe anymore?

      “What can we do for you?” Zuthina asked softly, laying her hand on the creature’s massive side, which barely rose as he sucked in the smallest of breaths.

      “Please,” he repeated once more. “Let me... let me tell my tale.”

      “Tana heal?” Tana said, holding up her hands with a questioning expression.

      “No, child,” the creature said sadly. “I am above your abilities.”

      Tana looked from him to me with an expression that was half-fear, half-anger. The troll wasn’t used to being told no, but I could tell she respected its wishes.

      “Tana heal anything,” she grumbled softly to herself, kicking a nearby rock.

      “It is a gift,” the creature whispered sadly. “And one I am grateful to have given you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Aiyana said, narrowing her eyes and cocking her head to the side to examine the hulking beast. “What are you? You’re the one in the drawings, correct? How did you come to be here?”

      There was a pregnant moment of silence, and for a second, I didn’t think he was going to explain. Not sure of what to do, I moved towards one of the chained spikes that tethered him to the ground, but he shrugged his back away from me like a dog shakes off water. His message was clear: don’t mess with it. I backed away with my hands up and waited for him to speak.

      “Like Proteus and Janus, I am a god of change,” he finally began. “Long ago, the other gods preferred their pet creations, what you know as humans. The gods created them to till the land, to breed, and to worship. But I desired something more, something new. The humans my brothers had created were not always good or kind. They were often stagnant or envious... so I did what I needed to do to change. The world needed more than one kind of creature to nurture and to love, so I made all different breeds. The humans would eventually call them monsters.”

      All three of the girls gasped.

      “You... you are the creator of all of us?” Zuthina said with a wide-eyed look.

      “Gift,” Tana said simply, holding up her hands with a look of understanding.

      “Aye,” the god intoned. “My name is too ancient to be spoken in any tongue left here on this cursed rock, but my beautiful children, unfortunately, grew to become the feared ones, the dungeon dwellers. And the humans... they feared what they did not understand, and their fear fed the other gods. A war broke out in the heavens, a war I, unfortunately, lost as I stood alone against all the other gods above. They banished me to this temple, deep below the ground. The gods tasked their best and brightest to keep me here, to imprison me...”

      “Adventurers,” I practically spat.

      “Once, they were men,” he said sadly. “My own flesh made the men what they are now. They are powerful because of me. It’s strange… they hate what made them in the first place. They were told to destroy my children, but they weren’t powerful enough, so they began to augment pieces of my own flesh, using my own magic against my children and using it to enchant themselves. The more they used it, the more powerful they became. The madness that affects some of their highest grades is the body’s reaction to my continued presence, my godhead. It was not made for a mortal to wield continually.”

      “The mithril madness,” I said slowly, thinking of my own affliction. No wonder it made me feel so powerful in battle. It truly was overriding my own humanity.

      “Tana, Marusk, girls, we help,” Tana said with a confident nod, stepping towards another one of his chains.

      “No,” he commanded, and the troll froze in her tracks. “No, it’s too late for that. It’s been a curse for me to watch my body turned against me. I would… see to it that no one else be able to use my flesh to harm my people… your people.”

      “What would you have us do then?” I asked, even though I was pretty sure I already knew the answer. I was just hoping desperately that it was something else.

      “I ask of you only one thing,” the creature intoned gravely, his weary forehead resting upon the floor. “Kill me.”

      “No!” all the girls protested at once, and I stepped away with a start. I’d thought that’s what it might have been, but it was still startling to hear it out loud. I mean, how many other people had been asked to kill a literal god? Who was I to cleanse this world of one of its creators?

      I didn’t have the strength, the power, or the right to do such a thing, even if the god desired it.

      “Please,” he said, his voice even weaker. “Listen to me. Killing me serves more than one purpose, and it may very well be the last time I can help this world. Let my death serve my children in some way. If you kill me... all the enchantments will lock in place. Adventurers will no longer be able to progress any further.”

      Zuthina's and Aiyana’s eyes flickered to mine, and I knew what they were thinking. If killing the god of change meant putting a halt to any sort of enchantment progress, what did that mean for me? It seemed like I and I alone had been given an advantage when it came to enchantments. Were we willing to risk my full potential for a mercy killing?

      Then again, it could prove useful, and it would essentially stunt our enemies in one fell swoop.

      The god’s eyes drifted over my frame, clearly taking in the enchanted gear I wore. I wondered what he must think of me, and despite my strengths, I felt sort of terrible about wearing it in front of him.

      “I see your own enchantments,” he said as if reading my mind. “But I have seen your actions and the company you keep. You have the heart of a true warrior, not an adventurer. And I sense your own enchantments defy my own understanding. I believe your skills will still surprise us all. And there is... something else I sense within you.”

      “Mithril madness,” I said, and he nodded his massive head almost imperceptibly.

      “Once I am dead, the madness that plagues you will be sealed away within the capped enchantment,” he explained. “For you and for any others.”

      Could it be true? Could I finally have a cure for this disease? If I could retain my powers and not kill my family, it would certainly be a win-win. It would mean the innate skills and reactions I sometimes experienced in battle might be compromised, but I had to admit it would be well worth it. And it was possible that without mithril madness, some of the other adventurers might not be nearly as cruel or volatile.

      “Markus, we’ve been looking for a cure,” Aiyana said.

      “Alright,” I said, doing my best to look into the god’s downcast eyes, which may have once been beautiful, but were now devoid of any color or luster. “I’ll free you from this prison.”

      “Thank you,” he said, the syllables coming out between wheezing breaths. “Thank you, and your powers... Do not worry. Something about you will not be capped the laws of mortal men. But–”

      “Oh boy, there’s always a but,” Aiyana said, crossing her arms, and Zuthina shot her a look.

      “But,” the god of change continued, “if you kill me, you prematurely end my punishment. The other gods will not be pleased. They may retaliate.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Zuthina said, holding up her golden hand. “You never said we would be pissing off gods!”

      “Yes,” he gasped. “They wanted me to suffer forever... but I am barely a shell of my old self. I have suffered enough. Just know that they may send their most powerful emissaries to deal with this insult. They will rally support from their angels and their adventurers, and I’m afraid it might take unifying my children to stop them.”

      “Well, funny story,” I said. “I’ve been working on that.”

      “I knew there was something special about you,” he said, wearily rolling his head along the ground and closing his eyes. It was clear this conversation had taken a lot out of him.

      Okay, so we’d covered all of his warnings and facts, and now one question remained.

      “How does one kill a god?” I asked, looking around at the girls.

      “Smash?” Tana offered with a shrug.

      “I think it’s probably a lot easier than we think. It’s not like he’s going to fight back,” Aiyana said with a hint of sadness.

      “It’s like killing a helpless animal,” Zuthina said, shaking her head. “I don’t think I have it in me. I can’t look into his eyes and help with this.”

      “Aiyana,” I said, getting an idea. “Got anything in your bag powerful enough to knock out a god?”

      “I have highly concentrated doses of henbane and belladonna? Any of the nightshades would kill a lesser creature, but a large enough dose might just make him sleep?” she offered, chewing her lip thoughtfully.

      “At least it’ll be painless.” I sighed, then directed my attention back to the god. “Um, Mister God of Change, how exactly do we kill you?”

      “Your lovely girl’s elixir and a swift blade strike will do nicely,” he said with as much emotion as reading off a grocery list for the market. Man, he really did want to get this over with and die.

      “Okay,” I said, patting the creature’s closest limb affectionately. “We’ll be as quick as we can.”

      “Thank you,” he said in his deep, gravelly voice, then sighed wearily. It sounded like the plates of the earth shifting, and there was something so sorrowful about the sound.

      “Before we start,” Aiyana said in a hushed tone, holding up one finger, “can I--?”

      “I swear to the gods if you ask to keep his body, I will never touch your ass or let you have the front seat on anything ever again,” Zuthina said through gritted teeth, cutting off Aiyana before she could even start.

      “Okay, then. Noted,” the wolf-girl quipped, then began to rummage in her bag.

      After a few moments, she brought forth two flasks of liquid, one black and one red. She pulled down her goggles, pulled her scarf over her mouth, and held the glass bottles at arm’s length warily, squatting down towards the god’s bowed head.

      “Everyone hold their breath, okay? Except you, big guy,” she said with a wince. “Bottoms up.”

      She poured the flasks into the god’s mouth, and even though his head was at a strange angle, I could tell by the muscles in his throat that he’d managed to swallow it.

      The effect was almost immediate. It would have been enough deadly nightshades to kill at least fifteen to twenty men, but the god’s slitted eyes merely slid all the way closed, his mouth hung open a bit, and his breathing grew even shallower. He appeared to be dead already, but I knew we couldn’t take any chances, and I could still see a flicker of movement along his torso as he tried to draw in a few ragged breaths.

      The girls each laid a hand on the god, but whether it was to comfort him in some subconscious way or to say goodbye to their creator, I wasn’t sure. As gently as I could, I settled my blade against the soft underbelly of his downturned throat, then slashed. My arm burned with effort as I drew my sword against his gigantic throat, and his skin was tougher than a human’s, but I managed. Black ichor spilled forth and splattered the temple’s marble flooring, immediately splattering all of our shoes.

      We stayed there silently for a few moments as the god’s lifeblood ran out of him. Besides, the gravity of the situation didn’t exactly lend itself to conversation. Even though he’d wanted it, it was still immensely sad to kill something so ancient and so powerful.

      When his blood slowed to a trickle and then eventually to a drip, Zuthina finally spoke.

      “How do you feel?” she asked somberly, eyeing me up and down.

      “I-I’m not sure,” I said honestly. “I thought I might feel some sort of surge or power or something as the madness left me, but I just feel like me. I don’t feel like murdering anyone, but I manage to keep those thoughts at bay a lot of the time already.”

      “Do you think the other adventurers know something’s happened?” Aiyana asked.

      “If they don’t, they will soon,” I said, looking around the temple at the devastation we’d caused. “We need to get out of here. I have a feeling my cure isn’t going to hit me until our first fight.”

      “What about the enchantments?” Zuthina asked, tossing her long mane and motioning towards my gear.

      “I don’t think anyone will realize until they try to upgrade in some way,” I said, looking down at my gear curiously. “I still feel just as strong as before, but he said my powers could be a ‘surprise,’ whatever that means.”

      “Well,” Aiyana snorted, “that’s not inconvenient or ominous at all.”

      “We go,” Tana said, looking around the room warily. “Time to see the sun.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Zuthina said, slinging an arm around her fellow wife. “I’ve had about enough of being underground.”

      “Well, we just managed to cure me and piss off all the gods with one action,” I said, turning towards the door. “What’s next on the agenda?”
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      We climbed through the chambers until we hit the decimated first chamber once more. The Gearthur golems had finally destabilized and disappeared, just like Zuthina had promised, and now that the battle was over, the echoing chambers and halls seemed desolate and lonely. I made a mental note to not only thank Gearthur but check back in to see if they would need anything else. The strange mechanical golems were incredibly self-sufficient, but we certainly owed them.

      The four of us helped each other crawl through the first chamber’s caved-in roof, and I had to blink back tears from the sunlight. We’d only been underground for a short while, and already my eyes had adjusted to the darkness. I couldn’t imagine how miserable life must have been for the people who dwelled down there constantly. It sort of sucked that we had to kill them all. I had a feeling many of the men packing up the goods in the sweatshop had no true idea why they were there. Xalvex had used and abused them until they were of no use to him anymore.

      As I ruminated on the specifics of Xalvex’s labor force, Jacob and Buttercup came riding out from a nearby outcropping of rocks. They must have made themselves discreet as they waited for the battle’s outcome. Jacob looked filthy and tired, but both he and Buttercup seemed no more worse for wear. I had to admit I was glad to see the other adventurer alive and well. I’d had my doubts about him evading Xalvex long enough to live.

      “I can’t believe you guys did it,” he said with a grin, sliding off Buttercup.

      “That’s not all you aren’t going to believe,” I said, clapping a hand on his back. After everything we’d been through, I felt a lot warmer towards him. Distrust sort of dissipates when someone is willing to risk their life for you.

      I filled Jacob in on everything with the god of change, including what that meant for mithril madness and enchantments. Just as I was finishing, four figures approached on foot. They weren’t wearing the hoods or robes of the other four guards we’d first met early on, so they must have been here for an enchantment pickup. As they drew closer, I could tell by the way their eyes narrowed in on the cavity in the ground that they were not pleased.

      Buttercup knickered nervously, but Jacob stood fast by her side and whispered some soothing words. He and the beast must have really bonded during their harrowing distraction attempt. Meanwhile, the girls stepped up beside me as I raised my hand in greeting. Hopefully, I could get a little intel from them first before it came to blows, and at this point, if I could avoid another battle, grab the girls, get some grub, and hop into bed, I wouldn’t be pissed about it. I just needed to play this situation right.

      All four figures stopped a few yards away from me, and I finally got a good look at them. Judging by their gear, they were mithril grade, and I saw no hint of the madness that probably used to exist in their eyes. The god had been right about his death. This meant that without my own sickness, I would have to call all the shots in battle, and it was sort of weird how nervous that made me, even though I certainly had all the same capabilities. I just felt a bit exposed or naked without it, but hey, at least I wasn’t going to kill my own family anymore.

      “Sorry, guys,” I said, trying to keep my face passive. “Store’s all closed. There was a going-out-of-business sale.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” spat the one closest to me, his entire face covered in tribal tattoo work like some kind of indigenous mask.

      “We have a shipment, motherfucker,” growled the one beside him, whose entire face was done in smudges of black warpaint. Piercings ran down his ears, through both nostrils, and over his bottom lip.

      Yeah, these guys weren’t exactly coming across as reasonable. I rested my hand on my sword, just in case. The adventurer nearest me flicked his eyes towards my hand, and I could tell my little movement hadn’t improved his mood. He was practically itching for a fight, even without his madness.

      “He said,” Aiyana piped up, tossing one of her bottles up and down in her hand, catching the vibe immediately, “that the store is closed. No more enchanted items today.”

      “No ever,” Tana grunted.

      “Where’s Xalvex?” the third man said, stepping forward. He looked like the most reasonable of the four, even though he dressed like some sort of gunslinger with his sarape and a wide-brimmed hat.

      “Xalvex has taken… administrative leave,” I smirked.

      “Okay,” the one with the warpaint said, stomping his foot like a petulant child. “Speak plainly, motherfucker.”

      I sighed. These guys definitely weren’t smart enough to have intel on anything.

      “Okay, you caught us,” I said with a shrug. “Xalvex is dead, this temple is closed, and enchantments are as-is. No new shit in, no new shit out. Whatever you got is what you have now, so I’d learn to be happy with it if I were you.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me? There are no more enchantment upgrades?” the fourth sneered, a squat, toad-like man with bandy legs that had on a ridiculous leather onesie.

      “Zip. Zilch. Nada,” Aiyana piped up again with a smile.

      “I’d ask what’s with the monster bitches,” the one with the mask said, “but it’s clear you aren’t in your right mind. Taking on Xalvex? He’s adamantine, so you’re either delusional or a tricky underhanded bastard.”

      “No bitches,” Tana growled, curling her fists at her sides.

      “I’d be careful how you talk about my lovely wives,” I warned. “I can put up a good fight, but they can do it even better. Watch your words, or you’ll answer to all three of them.”

      “Four,” Jacob said, trying to be helpful and supportive but totally missing the mark.

      Piercing-guy reared back his head.

      “This dude is your wife too? Fucking weird,” he said, spitting on the ground.

      Aiyana, Zuthina, and Tara all started laughing, and even I couldn’t help but crack a smile. I tossed a look back at Jacob, who looked rightfully embarrassed. I don’t think his skin could get any redder.

      “N-No, I’m not a wife,” he stammered quickly, trying to save face. “I just mean, like... I’d help.”

      “Enough of this,” the toad-like man croaked, cutting through the girls’ laughter. “We came for enchantments, this fucker messed them up, and now there’s only one thing left to do.”

      “Kill me, right?” I said, rolling my eyes. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      “Thank the gods,” Aiyana said, equipping her slingshot with a vial.

      She shot it towards the adventurer in the strange serape, and the glass shattered immediately upon impact, spreading the same black goo that had bound the chimeras together across his chest. The adventurer whirled around wildly, spinning on his heel until he collided with the toad-like man. The two idiots stuck together fast to become one bumbling, unbalanced mass of limbs.

      Before I could proudly watch her killing blow, the one with the mask on rushed me. My instincts took over, and I evaded his bone-handled blade. I felt it slice the air just above my head with a soft whistle. It hadn’t been the madness that had taken over, but my own innate skill in battle and confidence surged through me once more.

      I shoved my blade upward, skewering through his armor and into his ribcage, and hot blood flowed over my hand, nearly making me lose my grip on my sword. I stood up and used my foot to push him off my blade just as the fourth adventurer's body went flying past my head.

      “Tana throw!” the troll laughed, chasing after the man she’d tossed like a puppy going after a ball.

      Just when it seemed like we were going to end this little fight without even breaking a sweat, the sky above seemed to crack open. The clouds parted, making shadows shift quickly over the earth, and then a shaft of intense light fell just to my right.

      All of us, even the adventurers, threw our hands up over our faces and closed our eyes, immediately stricken blind by the intense beam. The wind howled around us suddenly, and I heard the sound of giant wings beating, followed by a soft thud as something landed on the ground. The shaft of light finally disappeared, and we all opened our eyes to see what had just happened.

      It was an angel.

      Seriously! An angel with big white, feathered wings and everything. I’d seen illustrations for them before, but nothing I’d ever seen had come close to capturing the perfection of the strange, terrifying creature before me. Unlike popular art, this angel didn’t have golden curls or a beautiful face. Instead, it was sort of like the god of change. Its limbs were perfectly carved with muscles, but they seemed just a tad too long. It was completely hairless and nude, but there was nothing sexual about its nakedness. Between its legs was a blank stretch of skin pulled taut over its muscular pelvis. Four glowing white eyes sat stacked in two neat rows on its chiseled face, which had high cheekbones and an impossibly square jaw.

      I am here, it said simply. Well, it didn’t say it, it thought it, and judging by the bewildered looks on everyone’s faces, everyone else had heard it too. Its voice seemed to echo in my skull.

      “You too, huh?” Zuthina said with a soft gasp, staring up at the tall creature, which must have been eight to nine feet tall.

      Unhand the adventurers, abominations, or you will force me to intervene, it intoned.

      “Abominations?” Aiyana said with a snarl. “You might be an angel, but I’ll be damned if I let you insult me too.”

      You, the angel thought-spoke, turning towards me. Call off your dog.

      “Speak normally so everyone can hear you,” I said through gritted teeth.

      My true voice would shatter your eardrums and liquefy your brain, mortal, it said, and even though its face remained blank, I picked up the sneer in its voice.

      “What did he say?” Zuthina said, her eyes darting wildly between me, Aiyana, and the angel. I could tell she was calculating our defenses.

      “Tana smash?” she said tentatively. “No like this thing.”

      I locked eyes with all the girls, then looked back toward the angel with a slight nod.

      The god of change had been right. The gods were already sending angels to help their pitiful adventurers against us. There wasn’t a way to talk ourselves out of this one. If we left the four adventurers, they’d try to retaliate on us and tell every nearby guildmaster what happened to Xalvex and the enchantments. The news would get out sooner or later, but I’d rather slow the rumor mill down as best as I could to buy us more time to get home safely and mount our defenses.

      Plus, I had a good feeling that this angel wasn’t going to just let us go with a slap on the wrist. After all, we’d compromised some kind of divine punishment, and the god of change had warned us that we’d be pissing off some people in some very high places, literally.

      Nope, there was only one way to fix this.

      “Yeah,” I said with another nod. “Tana smash.”

      The fury of the gods will rain down on you! the angel intoned as it pushed off the ground with a flap of its expansive wings.

      Before it could get too high and out of our reach, Tana jumped instead of smashed, using her powerful thighs to propel herself upward to wrap her muscular arms around the angel’s legs. Her weight dragged the creature back down, and even its large wings were no match for their combined body weight.

      As Tana launched her assault on the angel, Aiyana quickly dealt with the adventurers, sealing the other two to the already joined pair with another one of her vials. Our initial attack and the angel’s arrival stunned the adventurers. All they managed was to stick together and stare. I’d deal with them and their enchantments later.

      Tana and the angel were now tussling on the ground in a frenzy of limbs and feathers. Its wings shielded it somewhat from Tana’s powerful blows, absorbing most of the damage.

      “Aiyana! Zuthina!” I hollered, running towards the fray.

      Zuthina threw a blast of ice towards the angel, trying to freeze its wings in place, but it was no use. The angel shrugged off the ice as if it were no more than a bit from a mosquito or a gnat. Tana managed to grip the angel’s head in her hands and beat it once against the earth, cracking and indenting the surrounding ground with a loud noise, but the angel was still undeterred. With a heave, it threw Tana off it and hopped back onto its feet, the breath heaving in its chest as its wings twitched and fluttered behind it.

      Great, all we’d managed to do was piss it off even more.

      I and my kind will reign fire on you for what you have done, it warned. If you wish to continue this fight with me, we will not only slaughter you but your children and everyone you hold dear.

      The girls all gasped at the angel’s words, and Zuthina’s body erupted into golden scales as she transformed into her dragon form with a deep, blood-curdling roar. She looked as if she wanted to tear the angel limb from limb and chew on his bones, and for good reason. He’d not only insulted me, but he’d threatened our children. My three wives were incredibly protective matriarchs, and now, they’d stop at nothing to destroy this being.

      You don’t mess with mama bears.

      “NO TOUCH CHILDREN!” Tana roared, spear-tackling the angel in his midsection and sending him back onto the ground.

      With her own enraged scream, Aiyana let loose a barrage of vials, careful not to hit Tana as she did. The black goo she’d been so fond of today did its best to immobilize the angel, but it was far from completely effective. Tana hopped away just in time to avoid a fresh vial that broke across one of the angel’s wings, pinning one side of its fluttering appendages down like a butterfly specimen with a pin.

      To my left, Zuthina roared once more, then let loose an inferno of fury. When the flames ended, all the feathers had been burned away from the angel’s wings, which made them laughably look like overgrown roasted chicken wings. Unfortunately, there was no time for laughter as whatever super-healing the angel possessed began to regrow the feathers before our very eyes.

      “Shit!” I swore, running towards the creature, which had almost completely shaken off Aiyana’s goo, and stood to its feet.

      “I’ve got your back!” Jacob called from my other side, speeding past me on Buttercup like a bat out of hell.

      The former adventurer and the giant beast trampled over the angel before he could fully get into a fighting stance, and I couldn't help but wince as the horse’s multitude of powerful hooves pounded against the creature’s skin with fleshy, painful sounds. As soon as Buttercup and Jacob darted away, Tana was back with another heaping helping of punishment, this time jumping and landing on the angel’s chest with her full body weight.

      There was a massive CRACK as its sternum and rib cage shattered, undoubtedly piercing and devastating the inner organs it was supposed to protect. After this barrage of blows, the angel didn’t try to get up again.

      I walked over to its head and bent down to stare into its four wide, white eyes. There was no emotion on its face, not even pain, but I bet if it could emote, I would see disbelief. Why did these fuckers always think they were unbeatable? I mean, hadn’t anyone learned by now?

      You will pay for this, it said for a final time.

      “Bring it on,” I snorted. “Zuthina, I think you deserve to do the honors.”

      Zuthina slinked over in her dragon form, still obviously enraged at the thought of anyone harming our children. She outstretched her clawed hand slowly, making sure to show off the long talons that tipped each digit, then just as slowly, she began to insert four claws into each of the angel’s eyes. The angel didn’t scream at all as my dragon queen pierced through his orbs, through his skull, and into his brain matter, ending her deadly, torturously slow move with a final twist of her wrist, which decimated the rest of the angel’s half-caved-in face.

      I marched over to the four struggling adventurers, two of whom were already passed out. I plucked the enchantments from their gear with a chorus of BOOMS. I didn’t want to risk anyone else finding or using the items, and I felt like I owed it to the god of change to take back whatever stolen pieces of his body that I could. The loud booms woke up the other two adventurers, who immediately startled to pull futilely against their trappings. The one with the indigenous mask blubbered pitifully, all trace of his former bravado long gone.

      “What did you do?” he said with a whine. “I-I don’t feel like myself. I... I can’t live this way!”

      “Good news,” I said, sucking my teeth with a little sigh. “You won’t have to.”

      With two wide, swinging arcs, I decapitated all four of them fairly swiftly. I didn’t exactly relish killing them when they were totally helpless, I’d much prefer an even fight, but as I said, I couldn’t risk them running to the nearest guildmaster. When I was finished, I walked over to the girls, who were standing around the angel’s body with curious expressions.

      Zuthina had changed back into her human shape, but she was picking blood and gristle out from her nails with her nose wrinkled up, looking impossibly cute. Tana kept poking and prodding at its wings with a similar distasteful expression, and I noticed that nearly all the feathers had grown back. I needed to keep their super-healing in mind for the next time we fought an angel, and I was absolutely certain there would be a next time.

      Unlike the other two womens’ expressions, Aiyana looked down at the angel’s body excitedly. She may as well have been rubbing her hands together in front of her like a nefarious mastermind. I swear she was practically licking her chops, and her eyes looked extra wolfish as she narrowed them appraisingly at our shiny new corpse.

      “We should take it back with us,” she said with a firm nod. “I could research its organ systems, defense mechanisms, the works. Any information would be helpful.”

      “And you’d get a new plaything,” Zuthina smiled.

      “Alright.” I nodded. “We can test its armor too. I don’t know its actual composition quite yet, but I have a feeling it will come in handy. Tana?” I said, directing my gaze toward my brawny wife. “Care to carry Aiyana’s new toy home?”

      Tana looked from me to Aiyana several times. “Marusk Aiyana toy,” she said.

      Well, she wasn’t wrong.

      I couldn’t help but laugh and pull her in for a quick but deep kiss. When I was done, the troll chieftainess was looking properly flushed, and I couldn’t help but feel a wave of satisfaction. Would anyone notice a little bit of fun right now? Or was victory sex on the literal field of battle passe?

      “Marusk Tana toy,” she said a little breathlessly as I pulled away, her cheeks nice and flushed.

      “Tana, my love, I always admire how straight to the point you are,” I said with a grin.

      “S-Should I leave?” Jacob said, clearing his throat awkwardly.

      The girls and I turned towards him with an amused expression, and then all of us couldn’t help but laugh.

      “No,” I said, clapping a hand on his back. “But as soon as we get home, you can make yourself scarce.”

      “Okay, sex first, but then... dissection!” Aiyana practically squealed, hopping up and down. Who knew a dead body could make a girl so happy?

      “I can’t wait to be home,” Zuthina said with a happy sigh, then rested her head against my shoulder.

      “Me either,” I said, pulling her closer. “Me either.”
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      When we finally made it back home, it was the sweetest feeling in the world. I wanted to do nothing but lie around with my wives and see my children for days on end, but peaceful days weren’t exactly on the agenda. There were more pressing matters at hand.

      I did manage to carve out a few days of family time. Perhaps it was indulgent or foolish, but I couldn’t very well ignore my family in good conscience, especially now that I felt so much more at ease around them. Without the threat of mithril madness, there was no possibility of triggering something and harming anyone I loved, and I couldn’t help but relish my wholesome free time for a few days. Ginyi’s intelligence and Rackthar’s sheer zest for life were refreshing after days and days of travel, and Garrett’s strong presence reminded me every moment of why I loved his mother so much. As my firstborn, he had certainly done me proud.

      Honestly, each of my children had gone above and beyond what any father could hope, and each of them had contributed strengths for the impending battle. They must have taken after their mothers. After all, I’d started out this whole journey as a simple farm kid.

      Of course, not all of my free time was wholesome. Wink, wink, nudge, nudge. I’d promised my wives sex, and I was a man who kept my promises. Gods, those were good days and even better nights. I think the whole keep was in danger of crumbling from the force of Tana’s pleasure, and I swear my troll chieftainess nearly pulled down the walls on more than one occasion.

      On day six, I called for a meeting with the various representatives that spoke for the myriad of people within Vastilon Keep. I selected some of my beastmasters, my three wives, Garett, Fluffers, several more delegates from the trolls, artisans, and metalworkers, like Barry and George, as well as anyone else I thought might need to be involved in either building our defenses against the adventurers and the angels or actively fighting.

      Each dungeon I had evacuated had seen fit to elect one person to speak for them at the Coalition and some of the leaders I’d barely gotten a chance to know during the fast-paced evacuations. I was interested in seeing everyone’s personalities, strengths, and concerns firsthand. Pebbles and Zuthina’s shadow demon, Shaknazath, were also officially present, though they were sort of always present. This time, I’d also asked Jacob to speak with the Coalition. He’d been busy the past few days, using his slipperiness to great advantage and working with some of the keep’s spies, doing his best to get intel on the guilds’ movements.

      Once we’d all settled in for the meeting, I wasted no time explaining everything that had occurred with the god of change. Using my own experience as an example, I went on to discuss the cure for mithril madness, which came as a relief to everyone, Barry and George especially, who I’d been concerned about before. I needed them to remain clear-headed and protected, and it was nice to know their gear no longer threatened that. However, they were disappointed to learn that the enchantments were no longer and that they would remain capped at their current levels.

      Garrett, too, seemed disappointed about this, but he had his mother to guide him and grow his own formidable powers. He was still a damn half-dragon after all. That was still pretty impressive.

      “I’ve got something to add about the mithril cure,” Jacob said, piping up as soon as he could. We all turned towards him with interest. I wondered how the rest of the realm was taking the sudden absence of homicidal urges. “It seems that many adventurers are actually leaving the guilds now that the madness is gone.”

      I couldn’t help but rear my head back a little in shock.

      “Leaving the guilds?” I replied. “That’s good news for us.”

      “Yeah.” Jacob nodded. “Apparently, without the need for constant combat to satisfy the urges, plus the lack of advancing enchantments, many people have decided to try to settle down and make a life somewhere. Though that’s not to say there isn’t still a vast majority of adventurers who liked to kick our asses. They’re still a little salty about the Beast King thing. Now that your identity has been revealed, they’re ready to get you back for fucking up their dungeons. Plus, they've got their new allies. I’d bet money the angels have conveniently been touting about your whereabouts since they’ve flown their asses down here.”

      “Yes, we’ve heard some of the reports,” Fluffers said, leaning forward. “And they say I’m a monster? Psh, these angels sound positively horrific.”

      “Right, well, that brings me to my next point,” I said, getting ready to turn the conversation over to Aiyana. “The god of change warned us about incurring the wrath of the gods, and that happened pretty damn quick. We battled a literal angel not long after, and Aiyana had the good sense to bring it home for research. I’ve heard about angels taking flight over the realm or settling in outside of guild halls, so it’s apparent they're helping the adventurers mount an attack. They’re tough sons of bitches, so I’m hoping we gathered some kind of intel on them. Aiyana, wanna fill us in?”

      “Gladly!” my wolfy wife chirped, perking up her ears. “First and foremost, their composition isn’t much different from humans save from the fact that they’re a lot tougher. I also saw evidence within its underdeveloped lungs that normal oxygenated breathing may not be as much of a requirement for them as it is for us, so should you find yourself in combat with one, restricting its airways may not be the best course of action.”

      “Burning worked,” Zuthina added quickly, and Aiyana nodded.

      “Yes, general bodily harm seems to work, but its super-strength renders some attacks fairly ineffective,” the alchemist noted. “Binding it was particularly difficult. They have super healing and regeneration, so any attack has to be fast and decisive. I suggest burning its wings to immobilize it, then killing it once it’s on the ground. Evisceration will work as well, as they seem to still make use of a heart and brain. They’re sexless, so no crotch shots or low blows are gonna help.” She added a smirk.

      “Damn,” Fluffers muttered.

      “Let’s move on to defenses,” I said, turning my attention to Barry and George.

      “Well,” Barry started, “as far as metalwork goes, we have plenty of armor and weaponry. You should be damn proud of Ginyi and her black mithril. We’ll be crafting as many arrows and blades with it as we can.”

      “I am proud of her,” I said, my heart swelling with pride for my ingenious daughter. I shot a look towards Aiyana, who looked a little misty-eyed herself. Even though she’d originally planned for Ginyi to be as alchemy-minded as she was, she’d supported her tutelage under Barry. Metal was truly Ginyi’s skill, and she worked wonders with it.

      “I’ll work with the necromancers, of course,” Fluffers added quickly, ticking off a few points on his fingers. “And I’m sure I can spare a few undead to help the beastmasters wrangle your ever-growing lot of creatures.”

      “I’ll take it,” said Borginon, the lizardborn senior beastmaster.

      “Trolls help. Tana get them ready,” the troll chieftainess said with a grin. “Trolls love good fight.”

      “And we’re working on specific armor for the trolls and orcs,” Barry added, smiling at her. “The black mithril is incredibly light and hardy, but I have a feeling you and yours might want something a little more intimidating. And Zuthina, we’ll have quicksilver for the spellcasters.”

      “Excellent,” she said, tossing her gleaming hair over her shoulder. “I’ll prepare Shaknazath to rally the cultists as well. We need all the bodies and spellwork we can get.”

      “Back to defenses,” George cut in. “First, we need to move any refugees not immediately inside the keep behind the walls. Some of the townsfolk and neighboring tribes preferred to make their own little nests away from the keep proper, but it won’t do now. If it comes to war, we need everyone we can inside the dungeon… er, farm... er, dungeon’s structure for protection. We have room to expand if need be, and Pebbles does wonders when he can.”

      Across the room, Pebbles’ grey child-like avatar bent its head gratefully towards George for the praise. Since George couldn’t see it, I relayed the message.

      “I’d rather not risk tasking Pebbles with too much. We could use a fully rested god on our side,” I warned. “I don’t know how much time we have before all of this comes to a head, but you can bet we’ll be meeting this new Alliance of Adventurers sooner rather than later. The angels don’t strike me as particularly patient creatures, and I have a feeling that when gods are pissed off, they get a little impulsive.”

      “We should prepare more for aerial attacks, I take it,” George said, scratching thoughtfully along his jaw. “I can make a dome of sorts, but the time it would take to craft a superdome to cover the entire keep will be extensive.”

      “Perhaps I can find something magical to help? A force shield of some sort? It wouldn’t hurt to try to supplement your efforts, George,” Zuthina said, tapping her chin and quirking her mouth to the side. “Hmm, there’s always so much to do.”

      “Keeps us busy, though,” I said, sending her a soft smile.

      “Better ways for busy,” Tana said with a wink, and Zuthina and Aiyana both smirked knowingly.

      Garrett, however, looked less than thrilled about the idea of his parents having loads of gross sex. Typical kid, even if he was actually a young man now. He’d figure it out himself one of these days.

      “Okay,” I said, clapping my hands together to signal the end of the meeting. “I think everyone’s got a lot on their plate. Hell, we’re even gonna put the kids to work, especially you, Garett. You’ll be by my side the whole time, coordinating most of the combat efforts, and I need a trusted eye on things when I’m not around. As far as a hand-to-hand battle is concerned, you’re second only to me, though your mothers will head up their own sections. Jacob,” I turned toward the sly man once more, “you’ve proved your worth with whispers, but I’ll need more. Whatever intel you can flush out, I’ll take. You seem to handle Buttercup well, and I need you both to contact the rest of the dungeons outside of the keep to fill them in. I’ll begin writing correspondence out today, but if you’re compromised in any way, it must be destroyed.”

      “Got it,” he said, snapping off a little salute.

      “I’ll send a few of the beastmasters with you, but only a handful. You’ll need to be discreet. There’s no telling how many adventurers and angels are roaming the countryside. Anyone not within our walls is vulnerable, so we need to starport them ASAP, along with any extra supplies and equipment. Promise them I’ll have a place for them here, even if it's just temporary. This keep will continue to grow.”

      I did my best to lock eyes with everyone one final time before they each went their separate ways. This would be the first discussion of many. We had a lot of ground to cover and not a lot of time to do it. Those winged assholes and their adventurer peons could be on us at any time.

      I would do my best to be ready for them. No one threatened me, my people, or my home. It might not be a simple farm anymore, but it was still mine. An invading army wasn’t exactly the Kingslayer, but the basic plot would stay the same. They came. I killed. I conquered.

      “From farm boy to protector of the universe, hmm, my love?” Zuthina said fondly, reaching over to lay her hand on mine and pulling me out of my reverie as everyone else left the room. “What a story this will be one day.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Ginyi Metalweaver

          

        

      

    

    
      “And so,” King Marusk continued on, “you all know what happened next. We expected the Alliance of Adventurers to attack immediately, but instead, they’ve taken their sweet time strengthening their partnership with the angels while building up their plan of attack. Fortunately, it’s given us the time we needed to construct most of a superdome. You can all thank George and his builders for that one. It’s truly a modern marvel.”

      “And that’s the end of the Beast Wars, then?” Tiberius wondered aloud, staring up at my father with comically wide, child-like eyes.

      “Well, as I said, once the Beast King had been outed as yours truly, the focus shifted on retribution for destroying the god of change and the enchantments. The Alliance had a bone to pick with me either way, but it benefited them to have angels on their side. I have a knack for pissing off a lot of people at once,” he said with a wink.

      “Aye, but we’ve kept ‘em at bay!” someone shouted heartily from the crowd, and a few other people murmured and cheered their agreement.

      “We have,” my father beamed proudly. “We’ve managed to stay a step ahead of their small-scale attacks. It should hearten us to know that we’ve pushed them towards this last-gasp attack. They’re scared of us.”

      This was met with more cheers and applause.

      “Father,” I insisted. “You’ve brought us up to the present. We have to go before…”

      “MARUSK!” Tana’s voice boomed through the cavern. “WHERE GO?”

      “Before that,” I said with a sigh, my shoulders sagging. Now we were all in for it.

      Garrett chuckled and slung an arm over my shoulders, then tossed a meaningful look at both Rackthar and me.

      “Remember the deal,” he said, the only hint of amusement on his grave face dancing in his eyes. “I’ll shield you from our mothers.”

      “Thank the gods,” Rackthar said, though he was already happily turning towards his mother’s voice.

      “Markus!” Zuthina’s voice exclaimed. “What the hell are you doing down here? Story hour, is it?” She scoffed and tossed her pretty hair over her shoulder. “You make us worry, and then you proceed to distract people with tales on the precipice of battle? Gearthur’s arrived with a small contingency, the beastmasters need your attention, and...” She waved her graceful hands vaguely in the air, her pretty features distorted with frustration, clearly trying to make the point that my father’s to-do list was never-ending.

      My father had the good sense to look sheepish as he shrugged and looked around the room at his adoring crowd, who were all suddenly very interested in the cavern’s walls and flooring. No one was stupid enough to come between the King and one of his wives, even if it was in the king’s defense. Everyone stood up as Pebbles removed the earthen stools out from under them, apparently also not willing to garner any of Zuthina’s ire.

      Suddenly, my own mother entered the chamber, looking harried with her hair mussed and her ears pricked up. Her eyes alighted on me, and one of the corners of her mouth dipped down into a frown.

      “You two…” she began, but Garrett stood up for us just as he said.

      “These two tried,” he said with a soft smile. “You know how he is.”

      “Yes.” My father sighed, holding his hands open wide in supplication. “Don’t blame the kids. I was telling these two,” he jerked a thumb towards the two beastmasters, Tiberius and Borginon, “all about the enchantments and how that all came to be... er, and then not be.”

      “That’s all well and good,” Zuthina the Inferno growled, “but you seem to forget that your little story here has to have an ending, and that ending happens to be a contingent of desperate adventurers mounting one last battle against Vastilon Keep, our home. So, if you’re quite finished, we’ve got a war to win.”

      “Sorry, mistress,” Tiberius said, lowering his head and having the good sense to look truly ashamed. “We shouldn't have bothered the king. It’s just… King Marusk’s history and the Coalition of Dungeons is such interesting history and the fact that I get to be a part of it... Well, I got a little carried away.”

      “MARUSK!” Tana yelled once more, her voice growing to a boom as she entered the immediate area. “There!” She huffed, shooting my father a disappointed look, then shot the same look at her son.

      “Mom,” Rackthar started. “Ask Garrett...”

      “Alright, alright!” My father held up his hands in surrender and turned towards his adoring fans. “My wives are right... as usual,” he added smartly. “Everyone, back to work, huh? I hear there’s a war going on.”

      Unlike the first time, when everyone had turned to begrudgingly leave, everyone made their way out of the immediate area and began filtering through the corridor of halls towards their respective destinations. Before Rackthar could go running too far away from me and smash his head into something else, I grabbed him by the back of his shirt and kept him by my side. I had a feeling our father would want us to stick around for a little while longer, even if story time was over. My eyes met my mother’s, and I could tell that something was wrong. My intuition was usually correct, and it hadn’t failed me now.

      “What is it?” I asked her, and she shot me a quick shush, casting a furtive look at the townsfolk as they retreated.

      “I don’t want to worry anyone. We just got word that the Alliance is on the move,” she said once everyone was far enough away.

      “What?” Rackthar and Garret both said, though Rackthar practically shouted, eliciting another shush from my mother.

      “Come on.” My mother waved us forward. “Let’s get to one of the nearest libraries so I can fill you in.”

      All three of our mothers, all three of us kids, and of course, my father followed my mother down one of the winding halls until we reached one of the keep’s numerous library rooms. Because of all the different races and people that lived within Vastilon, there were several rooms of tomes, maps, and books, each equipped with several desks for studying or teaching. Schooling at Vastilon had evolved from parents teaching their own to communities forming small apprenticeships and homeschooling or tutoring groups, and the libraries were often filled with children of all ages.

      Today, however, it was all hands on deck, and no one was learning anything today but the art of war.

      “Alright, Aiyana, spill it,” my father asked with a frown. “You three seem especially antsy.”

      “Bad news,” Tana grunted, crossing her muscular arms over her chest. “Stupid wingies.”

      At the mention of wingies, I couldn’t help but smile. My stepmom sure had a way with words, and I thought her particular name for the pesky angels was sort of cute, even though I’d never tell her. Tana didn’t take too kindly to cute.

      “Pondered your orb lately?” Zuthina said with a perfectly arched brow. “Since our council meeting and the conclusion of your tale, they’ve left the staging area. They’re on the move.”

      “Shit,” my father swore. “We need to get everyone mobilized now.”

      “That’s not all.” My mother sighed. “There’s something a bit more pressing.”

      “More pressing than an actual army moving towards us?” Garrett said, furrowing his brow.

      “It’s not going to be anything cool like ‘a circus’ or ‘everybody surrendered’ or like... ‘endless cake,’ is it?” Rackthar said, bouncing from foot to foot.

      “Never circus,” Tana said grumpily.

      “No, never circus,” Rackthar sighed, looking at his mother glumly.

      “Anyway,” my mother said, sounding slightly exasperated with the two trolls. “Jacob’s caught wind that the angels and the guildmasters have made some kind of master weapon to destroy our defenses in one fell swoop. If I had to guess, they’re aiming at doing something to our superdome. An aerial attack would be the easiest way to breach our walls.”

      “They’re putting all of their eggs in this basket, Markus,” Zuthina chimed in. “This is their last push to destroy the Coalition for good and take its seat of power. The dome is only seventy-five percent complete, but I think I know a spell I can use to supplement it with a power field of some sort. I’ve been researching since George presented the idea years ago. As long as I hold my focus, the dome should hold.”

      “Rather than a spell, could you freeze it?” my mother pondered out loud. “We can’t guarantee you won’t have to help during the battle, and we can’t lose your skills as a whole solely to seal up some architecture.”

      Zuthina bit her lip, then nodded.

      “It could work. It’s certainly the most simple approach. I think I’ve been making this more complicated than it is,” she said, pinching the bridge of her nose. “It’s been so hard to keep everything that needs done straight.”

      “You’re doing great, mother,” Garrett said sweetly. “And Aiyana’s right. We need you. Simple seems to be the most effective.”

      “Simple good,” Tana agreed. “Trolls know.”

      “Okay, ice it is,” my father said, grabbing Zuthina’s hands. “Now, you gather your cultists and prepare the ice dome. Aiyana, I need you and Ginyi to make sure Barry has everyone suited up and equipped. I presume you’ve already checked your bombs and prepped those by now?”

      “Oh, I’m prepped,” my mother said with a grin, snapping her goggles on. “Explosives and vials have been triple-stocked just in case.”

      “Always ahead of the game.” My father grinned at her then turned to the trolless. “Tana, mobilize the trolls and orcs. Take Rackthar with you, and Garrett, as second in command, you’ll get everyone else into formation. Make sure the archers are positioned first. We need the cover.”

      “If we need you, where will you be?” Zuthina asked, tightening her grip on my father’s hands.

      All of us looked toward him for an answer, and I swear the whole room could hear my adrenaline-fueled heartbeat. I was nervous for my family and for my home, and even though my father, the great King Marusk, was every inch a true hero, that didn’t mean I wasn’t terrified for him. Zuthina was studying his face as if she wanted to commit it to memory, and my own worry reflected back at me in Garett and Rackthar’s eyes.

      “First, I’ll see to it that the beastmasters are prepared. Then, I’ll speak to Jacob myself about what he’s seen. After that... Vastilon Keep goes to battle, and I’ll be on the front lines,” he said proudly.

      “It’s time to end this once and for all.”
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      After kissing each of my wives and hugging my children, I headed topside to speak with Jacob, who was now a far cry from the ragged, injured man who’d come to us outside of Gearthur’s dungeon so long ago. His leather armor had long since been replaced with black mithril, and though the two blade scars on his face had faded some over the years, he bore many scars from his slippery excursions through Marlashtia, proving his worth as an informant and spy. Jacob and his trusty steed had long since become my most dependable method of correspondence over the years, and I credited him with so effectively pulling everyone from the Coalition together.

      Sure, my letters and deeds had rallied them and aided them, but it was Jacob who went in person to ask for help and plead our case. Because of him, Vastilon Keep was home to many races, and many people would have fallen under the adventurers’ blade if Jacob had not ridden off to warn them. It seemed strange that so long ago, I had mistrusted him. Now, I counted him as one of my most trusted friends.

      He stood atop one of the southernmost ramparts, looking at the horizon where any minute hordes of adventurers and angels might appear. All around us was the clink and clatter of metal as the armored archers marched to their places. I knew Barry and Ginyi had been working day and night to provide them with a mass amount of arrows, and my eyes instinctively searched along the opposite ramparts and parapets, trying to spot my daughter. Jacob cleared his throat, and I tore away my gaze, trying to focus on the matter at hand.

      “So,” I said, “they’ve moved?”

      “Aye, Mr. Yew, they left the staging area about an hour ago,” Jacob nodded, then scratched at the stubble along his jaw.

      “Still addressing me as Mr. Yew, huh? Don’t you know I’m a king?” I said goodnaturedly, and Jacob laughed.

      “Old habits die hard, I guess,” he said, then turned to look into the courtyard and castle area proper, rather than the opposite side of the walls. “What do you think? Have we got a chance?”

      “Well, Zuthina’s closing the dome, and everyone is getting mobilized. The beastmasters, orcs, and trolls will be our secondary defense, but the archers will be first. That’s why there are so many arrow slits and embrasures along the dome here,” I said, pointing out the numerous defensive openings George had worked into the bottom of the dome.

      We had constructed the dome to seal off Vastilon completely, starting perfectly from the top of the ramparts to stretch high enough to encompass each parapet and tower. As it stood now, it was more than halfway done, with the fullest part of the curvature completed and beginning to close in on itself. The very top of it, which had proved to be the most difficult to construct, had yet to be completed.

      I had every confidence that George would have succeeded if they had given him the time, but unfortunately, that little element wasn’t exactly on our side. Zuthina’s ice would hopefully prove strong enough to close up the large gap and fuse it shut completely. Of course, being closed off meant nothing could get in, but nothing could get out either, which wasn’t exactly peachy for defensive maneuvers.

      Luckily, George had the foresight to install several clever features that allowed us to rain down arrows, boiling oil, and other attacks while we were safely nestled inside our dome.

      “We should check out the front lines,” Jacob said, nodding towards the mass of bodies and beasts that were converging below. “Will you have them ride out to meet them? Or save all of your strength until they come onto the property?”

      “The walls around Vastilon are strong, and we’re better under the dome,” I noted. “The battle with the Grabling adventurers proved how easily someone can break a shield wall, and I’m a man who likes to try alternative routes. We’ll rain hell down on them while we can, and I can send out contingents of beasts as necessary for the first line of defense, but I want everyone who can fight in here, protecting what’s ours.” I narrowed my gaze as I scanned the multitude of loyal subjects falling into formation.

      “Alternative routes, huh? Seems a little risky, y’know... when it comes to life and death,” Jacob said with a sly look.

      “Maybe we should go back to the ‘Mr. Yew’ thing,” I said with a mischievous look. “I don’t like that you’re confident enough to question me now.”

      “Please,” he scoffed. “You should know by this point that I’d follow you and your alternative routes anywhere. You’re a man who always manages to land on his feet. Speaking of feet, let’s get moving.”

      Jacob turned sharply on his heel and made a beeline for the nearest tower, his arms clasped behind his straight, proud back. Tana had healed as many of his wounds as she could on each of his return trips, but a run-in with a manticore outside of one of Marlashtia’s unexplored boglands had given him a permanent limp. It wasn’t enough to slow him down, but it was pronounced, and I hurried to keep up with his fast, uneven gait.

      “Where do you think you’re goin’?” I said with a grin.

      “To do your job for you,” he shot back with a matching smile. “We’ve gotta get this show on the road.”

      Both of us had already decked ourselves out in our armor, which saved us a good bit of time. We first headed towards Barry’s forge, where my newly repaired and upgraded black mithril blade waited for me. I’d come a long way since making do with the Kingslayer’s castoffs, and my gleaming black blade matched the dark color of my plate armor. Its pommel had been handcrafted to resemble tree roots, hearkening back to my name long before I was ever King Marusk. I’d been Markus Yew back then, just a simple man on a simple farm with no wives or children, and now look at what I’d done to the place. The growth that had occurred on my ancestral land was unimaginable to me, even now, as I prepared to protect the fruits of my labor.

      Sometimes, it hit me all at once how much everything had changed, like when I was in bed with my wives or commanding an entire army. Other times it was simpler, like remembering what it was like to plow a field by myself or the taste of a particularly fresh apple. I was glad to be the leader I was today, but damn, I did miss life’s simpler pleasures. Maybe when I was finally done with all of this, these blood-soaked hands could make something grow once more.

      But first, the aforementioned blood-soaking!

      “Looks incredible,” I told our forgemaster as I eyed my newly improved blade, checking its balance and slicing it through the air with a few quick thrusts. “You’re truly a master.”

      “We’ve come a long way from monster pigs, eh?” he said, his eyes twinkling.

      “Those goddamn pigs,” Jacob muttered, turning a little green, and I almost laughed. Years of violence and adventuring under his belt, and Jacob was still a little nauseous about our very first adventurer. I suppose when you feed a man to the hogs, the memory sticks with you.

      I made my way into the courtyard proper, which was a bit of a misnomer. It was the entirety of the property, really, and whatever space wasn’t taken up by an actual building had been reserved for formations of allies and beasts. The beastmasters and their charges placed themselves closest to the massive gates, which could open in such a way to either force the invaders into a choke point or allow a steady flow of rampaging creatures out. There were basilisks with fearsome talons and shrieking cries, minotaur-like bulls with rolling ridges of thick muscle, hellbeasts, satyrs, untamed centaurs, siege rams, slavering werewolves and lupines, armored sheep, and even saber-tooth tigers. Borginon the lizardborn and the rest of the beastmasters had been busy concocting a number of fresh horrors for my army, and here they were on display. Damn, how the hell did we feed these things?

      Our secondary line of defense were the orcs and trolls, both under Tana’s very capable leadership. She was known as the Mountain Breaker, but she could certainly break a few dozen men while she was at it, and each creature under her tutelage was nearly as powerful. All they ever asked for was meat, which once again begs the question, how the hell did we feed these things?

      Behind the lines of beasts, trolls, and orcs, came our trained knights and fighters, along with Zuthina’s cultists. The cultists weren’t exactly the hardiest of folk, but they were loyal and fairly crazy, and crazy goes a long way in a fight. Although even with their well... cult-y mental instability, they still weren’t as nuts as Fluffers and his necromancers. I mean, I loved the lich and his battalion, but it’s not exactly pretty to watch them raise and manipulate the dead all the time. It’s a pretty neat party trick, but it’s not exactly part of polite society.

      A glint of metal caught my eye, and I spotted Gearthur walking along the walls with George. I hollered out a hello and waved at them, and the automaton returned my gesture awkwardly. I assumed he was helping George with some kind of dungeon modification or mechanization. Aiyana still had never figured out what made the strange metal golems work, which I sort of liked. It was good to know Marlashtia still had some secrets to discover, and more importantly, Aiyana was very cute when she was frustrated.

      “Your highness!” George hollered back. “Gearthur thinks we can make these gate mechanizations smoother. I’ve modified it for maximum efficiency, but it’s still fallible. Gearthur thinks he can install a failsafe for it. If they break down the gates from the exterior side, we’re looking at installing some kind of tripped boobytrap.”

      “Well,” I said, miming as if I were checking an imaginary watch. “You better work quick, old man!”

      “Who you callin’ old, kid. Might wanna take a look at yourself. Rapidly becoming a middle-aged suburban dad, my friend,” he said, laughing as he did, then turned back toward the automaton, who looked positively perplexed by the entire conversation.

      “Are these insults?” he said in his clipped, stilted tones.

      “C’mon,” George said. “We don’t have time to teach you sarcasm and nuance.”

      I walked around the perimeter of the grounds, surveying each group as I did. Jacob and I finally stood in the center, where Garrett waited with our best fighters. They looked sharp and disciplined as they stood at attention, eagerly awaiting my son’s commands. I clapped a hand on his back, then stared up at the sky, which still needed to be closed off before those adventuring bastards and their winged friends got here. Leaving us open like this was like leaving us with our figurative asses hanging in the wind.

      Speak of the devil... Here came the lady of the hour, with a dozen of her best cultists in tow.

      “Looks like the show’s about to begin,” I said.

      “It’s not like Mother to be late,” Garrett said, arching his brow, and his insinuation was clear.

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. Me and my big mouth,” I grinned sheepishly. “I promise if we live through this, I’ll cool it with the stories.”

      “Are you kidding?” Garrett said with the smallest scoff. “If we live through this, you’re going to have to tell more.”

      Zuthina and her loyal lemmings stood in a cleared area in the center of the grounds, just under the dome’s opening. The dozen cultists clasped their hands together and turned their faces toward the sky reverently, as if about to worship. Each of them closed their eyes and began to mutter something in a guttural, archaic tongue, funneling their energy and power over toward their mistress.

      It was always hard not to be in awe of Zuthina, especially before she was about ready to cast. She’d changed for battle, and her gown was now a vibrant red that matched her plump, scarlet lips and perfectly offset the snowy paleness of her porcelain skin. Her elbow-high gauntlet sparkled as the sunlight hit the encrusted gemstones. Now, standing in the center of her chattering subjects, seemed even more regal and goddess-like than ever before. With a touch, she pressed upon her gemstones, raised her gauntlet, and channeled her powers upward. Clouds gathered in the sky to shield the sun, and a chill cut through the air like a knife blade. A beam of thick, permafrost ice shot up from Zuthina’s gauntlet and began to spread across the dome in rapidly crawling tendrils and rivers of ice. The sound of cracking filled the air as the ice crawled over the dome, encasing us in a glittering, solid prism. It seemed as dark as dusk, and torches were lit to fight the gloom.

      Aiyana ran up to me, and her clothing, hair, and face were covered in soot and grime. She had on her bandoliers, and each slot was filled with an odd-shaped vial full of multi-colored liquids, some glowing and some as iridescent and dark as a greasy oil slick.

      “She’s really doing it, huh?” she said, peering at Zuthina and her ice-dome with awe. “Sad I missed the start of it. I was a little busy.”

      “Uh oh, what did you get up to, you saucy little alchemist?” I said with a wry look, and she wiggled her eyebrows at me suggestively.

      “Traps, and lots of ‘em, too. I did what I could around our perimeter without compromising our walls. I think our lovely troll wife would say… Adventurers go boom,” she said, holding up her hands and wagging her fingers for effect.

      “I like the sound of that,” I said, proud of her quick thinking.

      Zuthina finally dropped her gauntlet, staring up at the thick shield of permafrost she’d encased all of Vastilon Keep with. Exhausted by her draining efforts, the twelve cultists fell to their knees, sagging their heads and shoulders as weariness overtook them. Zuthina dismissed them to hide inside the castle, then made her way towards us.

      Suddenly, a low, mournful horn blast sounded through the air, warning all of Vastilon that war was at our door.

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” Aiyana murmured, staring up into my face with her wide eyes before snapping her goggles on with a determined look.

      As we stared at each other, war drums began to pound from just outside our walls, and the first wave of archers nocked their arrows.

      “EVERYONE AT THE READY!” I shouted, projecting my voice out over my kingdom.

      And so, the battle began.
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      “KING MARUSK!” a deep, sonorous voice intoned. It seemed to shake the very foundations of the earth. “I am the archangel Michael, slayer of the dragon and champion of war, and I have come at the behest of our gods to punish you for your slights. Surrender to us now, and we will let your people live.”

      I jogged up the steps quickly to look out over the ramparts, shoving my way between the rows of archers as I did so. I looked for the mysterious speaker, this Michael, but he was nowhere to be seen. His voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. I scanned the scene in front of me, doing my best to quickly calculate our odds. Nearly three hundred and fifty adventurers stood at the ready, from silver grade to mithril, and each of them looked ready to tear me limb from limb. They were intimidating in their own way, sure, but they weren’t what gave me pause. I counted thirteen angels amidst their ranks, towering over the adventurers and looking like proud statues carved from the purest, palest marble. Rather than the sexless nakedness we’d witnessed during our first angel bout, these wore glittering chainmail and breastplates. They’d obviously grabbed some gear since flitting down to our little realm.

      Shit. An angel was already tough, but an armored one? We’d have to hit them with everything we had.

      “Surrender or die,” Michael’s mysterious voice bellowed out again, like the deep, melodious tolling of a bell.

      “If I surrender, you and the angels will leave, but what about them?” I screamed out of one of the small windows we’d crafted, gesturing towards the adventurers. “They will come in here to rape, pillage, and rob. They’ll pick my people clean like vultures on roadkill.”

      “That is not my concern,” the voice said simply.

      “Well, it’s mine, fucker,” I growled, raising a hand to signal to the archers, who already had arrows at the ready.

      “LOOSE!” I yelled, cutting my hand downward and sending a volley of arrows straight into the crowd.

      It was hard to tell how many adventurers fell from the first volley, but it satisfied me to see several fall to their knees. There was a chorus of pained grunts and screams, though many of the arrows deflected off those with higher-level armor. The angels, of course, swatted the arrows away as if they were gnats, but I hadn’t expected simple arrows to kill the damned things, anyway.

      “I see you’ve chosen war,” Michael’s disembodied voice boomed. “You were warned, and now you will taste the wrath of the gods.”

      A horn blew again, this time sharper and more urgent, and out from the nearby treeline came a massive covered wagon, pulled by six more adventurers. They grunted with a sort of chant with each step, keeping time as they pulled. I swear I could see their veins and muscles straining even from my vantage point. The adventurers near our gates parted for them as they drew the covered wagon closer, finally pulling it until it halted at the center of our gates.

      “Shit,” I muttered. “This ain’t good. ARCHERS, NOCK!”

      There was the satisfying sound of metal against wood as the archers prepped another round.

      “LOOSE!” I called once more before they could unveil whatever bad fucking news had just pulled up on that wagon.

      All but one of the six men who’d pulled the wagon fell under the second barrage of arrows, as well as a few more of the less hardy adventurers. Once again, none of the angels even flinched, but I had a feeling they would stand there for eons until the archangel commanded them to move.

      “BEHOLD!” Michael shouted as the volley ended, and the remaining man near the wagon scurried over to it quickly and yanked on the heavy tarp.

      With a bit of flourish, he pulled away the fabric in a flurry of canvas, revealing what looked to be a cannon of some sort with a crystal attached to the mouth of it. It was strange, to say the least, since any projectile coming out of it would clearly shatter the seemingly enchanted gem.

      “Ah, I see you are perplexed,” Michael said in his flat, emotionless voice. “Allow me to demonstrate a taste of my gods’ powers. Behold our super beam.”

      “Show yourself!” I shouted, scanning the horizon once more for the source of this annoyingly formal, smug voice.

      “In due time,” he intoned. “But for now, witness.”

      One of the angels nearby, who looked identical to the one we’d killed outside of the temple, stepped forward and placed his hand on the strange cannon. It tilted and swiveled on its mount, and the angel aimed it higher. It looked like it was pointed straight towards us, and I immediately called for my men to move away. Just as my archers were trying to evacuate the immediate area in an orderly fashion, the angel gripped the back of the cannon by two gleaming golden handles along its side. A bright, ethereal light surrounded the angel, focusing on a single blinding beam. I yelled and ducked down, positive the heavenly light would either roast me or blow me to smithereens, but it shot straight above my head.

      Into our dome.

      A massive cracking sounded, and chunks of Zuthina’s permafrost began to fall in dangerously heavy sections. Screams erupted from the courtyard, and I heard the horrific sound of one scream cut off mid-sound as a chunk of deadly ice crushed the speaker. Luckily, more than half of Zuthina’s ice dome held, but the thirty-foot gap or so that the beam had neatly sliced through the center was still more than enough room to cause a massive amount of damage. Pushing past my archers, I sprinted down the stairs, intent on getting my wives out of the courtyard and moving my people underground.

      “Zuthina!” I screamed, catching a glimpse of her scarlet robes.

      “I-I don’t know what happened!” she said, her mouth twisted with fury and shock. “That crystal of theirs focuses heavenly power or something. It cut through our dome like a welder’s torch through soft metal. I-I tried Markus, but it didn’t even stand a chance.”

      “There’s no judgment on your magical prowess, Zuthina,” I said, grabbing her hand and squeezing it. “Even if George had constructed it of the highest grade, we would be no match. Go! Send Garrett to my side.”

      A fresh symphony of screams cut through the air, followed by the sound of powerful wings and the clash of metal. Of course, they knew they couldn’t breach our walls... so they breached our roof. I looked up just in time to see an angel swoop over our dome and drop an adventurer inside of our walls, infiltrating us efficiently and quickly. All thirteen angels must have lifted off the ground with a little package in tow, airdropping their special deliveries as quickly as they could and then going back for more.

      “ARCHERS! Shoot them down! Men!” I roared. “To me! Kill them where they land!”

      Mass chaos ensued. As soon as the angels dropped an adventurer, my beasts fell on them. Still, some of the higher grade ones managed to cut down a few of my beasts and a handful of trolls, and with each round of drops the angels did, we became more embattled with the brutes. Lightning flashed across the sky and pierced conductive armor as Zuthina and her cultists shot up a volley of spells.

      “I told you to go!” I roared, and she shot me a haughty look.

      “I am not leaving your side, you stubborn ass,” she said, peeling her red lips back from her teeth with a wolfish grin.

      BOOM!

      Speaking of wolves… there went one of Aiyana’s traps, a landmine or bomb of some sort, and I hoped it had blown something all the way back to heaven. Good fucking riddance.

      As if summoned by her bombs, my wolf girl came sprinting out from beneath a nearby archway, ripping vials off her bandoliers as she went and ululating like a wild woman. A vial of blue fog struck the adventurer nearest me, and the fog turned into acid as it forced its way into his nose and eyes, reducing his face into a bubbling mess inch by painful inch.

      “AIYANA!” I yelled. “To Zuthina!”

      She halted in her mad dash and came to our side, narrowly missing being trampled by a siege ram as it stampeded towards a mithril-grade adventurer in a full suit of posh medieval armor. He even had goddamned flowers pinned to his sash like some courtly knight. What a loser.

      “What do you need?” Aiyana said, wiping a thick fug of who-the-hell-knows from her goggles.

      “We have to fix the dome!” I yelled as I parried a blow from a nearby adventurer who’d suddenly dropped right next to me.

      Our blades clashed, sending shockwaves down my arm, but he was only silver grade. Anything below gold grade was essentially cannon fodder, and it was clear the guildhalls had sent bodies in first just to tire us out. I slashed through the adventurer’s plate armor as easily as a knife through hot butter, then turned back towards Zuthina and Aiyana once more.

      “The hole!” I yelled. “Take up. Work your dragon mojo on these bastards and fly Aiyana where she needs to be!”

      With realization suddenly in her eyes, Zuthina nodded before spinning away quickly in a twirl of platinum hair and scarlet fabric, practically dragging Aiyana behind her.

      “Tana RIP!” Tana yelled, barrelling through a grouping of three adventurers like they were bowling pins. She plucked up the nearest one with a snarl, then promptly pulled his arms and legs off as if he were no more than a daddy-long leg. I had no time to cheer for her, unfortunately, as a brutish motherfucker who stank to the high heavens came charging at me like an angry bull.

      As he drew closer, the bull comparison was pretty apt. It didn’t take long for me to realize that his mildewy stink was coming off the ratty furs that blanketed his hulking frame, which only accented the massive gold hoop he had through his septum, much like a bull ring. I feinted to the left to avoid his charge, pirouetting as I did to spin my sword and slice a long wound along his side. His rib cage kept him from being completely eviscerated, but he fell to his knees, cursing in a foreign language. Rather than use my blade again, I got a little creative. I kicked him down, placed one of my armored feet against his chest for leverage, reached down, and ripped his bull ring out, effectively taking half of his face with it. Ta-da!

      No! I heard in my head as one of the angels was taken down, screaming telepathically as it fell to the ground and became mincemeat under the necromancers and their skeleton swordsmen. They swarmed over the angel’s body like scarab beetles, leaving nothing in their wake but death. Elsewhere, another of Aiyana’s traps sounded, vibrating along the ground and sending a fresh chorus of screams into the air. Another angel made a guttural sound that I felt in my brain, and I hoped the bastard was down for the count.

      A roar from above alerted me to Zuthina and Aiyana’s progress, and I looked up to see Zuthina in her dragon form ripping a few of the adventurers limb from limb as soon as they dropped from the angel’s hands. She wasn’t using her draconic breath, but it was obvious why. Using fire risked damaging the ice dome even more, and Aiyana was already precariously scrambling around its edges like an insane monkey, lobbing her sticky black goo along the edges of the rift with expert precision thanks to her slingshot. The strange concoction began to grow and stick together, but instead of gluing opponents together as it had with the chimera golems, its sticky mass was gluing the hole together. It looked shoddy, but hey, it was working.

      Every few moments, Zuthina would pick her up again and place her somewhere else strategically while the dragon queen slashed and tore at her opponents. Mercifully, none of the angels seemed intent on stopping her progress. They were too focused on feeding adventurers to us like cannon fodder. Archers overwhelmed the few who had dropped down, black mithril arrows punching holes through their wings like tissue paper. That sent them to the ground for the rest of us to deal with. They probably wanted to tire us out as much as possible before getting their own hands dirty.

      They really were selfish pricks with only one end goal in mind. To them, this squabble between adventurer and dungeon dweller meant nothing. All they cared about was the god of change’s mercy killing and how much they wanted to punish me for it.

      Suddenly, a deep banging sounded against the main gates, and the sound seemed to thud along with my own heartbeat. Our gates only opened outward, which would make ramming them even harder, but I had a feeling that these weren’t ordinary men banging at our doors. A chant began to pick up outside from the adventurers, keeping time with the teeth-quaking, thunderous knocking as it picked up its pace. The thick wood that I had thought so infallible began to crack under the onslaught of the angels’ blows, and the hinges and iron banding began to creak and rattle in their homes.

      With an ear-splitting crack, the lock on the gates gave way, splitting the thick timber bar across its length as it did. But instead of bowing inward as they expected, the doors merely hung slightly ajar, since their natural inclination was to open outward. It was a ‘pull when you should have pushed’ situation, but the angels were too stupid to realize. Garrett and Jacob appeared by my side, both looking half-shocked at the scene before them as the angels kept pushing on the door, each push becoming more and more half-hearted.

      “Seriously?” my son scoffed. “These are the warriors of the gods?”

      Finally, one of them managed to pull open the double doors, but just as he and his compatriot stepped through, George’s experimental fail-safe initiated. A massive sheet of metal angled like a guillotine slid down, effectively halving the angels like medical specimens with their organs on display. They stood upright for a moment, not yet realizing they were dead, before tipping forward and becoming two twin piles of gore and viscera.

      “Got you, fuckers!” I heard George scream triumphantly.

      I looked over at him with a shocked expression, and he pumped his fist in the air.

      “We didn’t have time for spikes!” he yelled. “But good ol’ Barry’s always got massive amounts of sheet metal around. You can thank Gearthur for sharpening the edge so fast.”

      Holy shit. I was going to give that little metal guy whatever he wanted the next time I saw him. Hell, he could be king.

      Just kidding.

      Any nearby available men rushed to George’s side to close the gates back up and re-bar them while Garrett, Jacob, and I dealt with the remaining adventurers within the walls. Everywhere we looked was chaos. A contingent of archers let loose a controlled round of arrows, spearing five or six adventurers that were trying to smash their way into one of the towers. A body screamed as it dropped from above, smashing on the cobblestones with one last wet sound as its head broke open like a casaba melon. I looked up to see Zuthina staring down victoriously with Aiyana dangling by just one of her claws like a marionette.

      “That’s the last of them!” Aiyanna said in a bright, excitable voice, tossing me a little wave. Behind her, her patented black goo had sealed up the entire crack. Zuthina gripped Aiyana in her claws tighter and dove gracefully to the ground, changing into her human form masterfully and alighting on the ground just after Aiyana landed with a little oof.

      “Things are looking up, men!” I yelled, raising my sword in the air and charging towards one of the few remaining groups of adventurers. “To me!”

      And then, wouldn’t you know it, the bloody front gates broke open.

      For good this time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      We all turned to see a small contingent of soldiers burst into the courtyard, setting foot inside Vastilon Keep. My keep, dammit. Six guildmasters led them with elite armor and gear, though none were adamantine. I had confidence we could take them, though it was shaken a little when an impossibly tall, lean body stepped through behind the screaming torrent of bloodthirsty, battle-ready men.

      This must be the archangel that called itself Michael. He was at least ten feet tall, with even more lean, wiry muscle than his lesser counterparts. Instead of four eyes, he had six, and his wingspan must have been fifty feet on each side. Rather than the pale hue of the other angels, this particular creature had a golden hue to his skin. In his hand, he held a flaming sword, covered in runes with a massive golden gemstone at the base of its blade. It looked like an agate watermelon. I wondered if it was a god-given enchantment from the heavens above and if it would be something I could manage to dismantle. Like the rest of the angels, he had outfitted himself in glittering white chainmail with a single breastplate. This was not going to be easy.

      The elite guild masters and the impossibly tall angel blocked the front gates and surrounded us in a half-circle, intent on saying their peace before this obvious final showdown.

      The time has come to prove your so-called worth, Michael’s voice intoned in my head.

      “What happened to your voice, big guy?” I taunted.

      That was an illusion. Up close, my true voice could…

      “Yeah,” I said, rolling my eyes and swinging my blade gracefully with a flick of my wrist. “I’ve heard. My brain will explode. It’s very impressive. Get on with it.”

      You would battle us? We are elite in every way. I alone could crush you like the vermin you are, he warned.

      “I’ll take my chances,” I muttered, then turned over my shoulder to yell at what remained of my army. “ARCHERS! Swarm the motherfuckers! Beastmasters, men of Vastilon, Fluffers... protect your home!”

      A hearty cry rang out from all along the ramparts and throughout the courtyard, turning my blood into invincible steel.

      I looked into each of Michael’s six glowing white eyes.

      “This is Vastilon, motherfucker, and you’re going down,” I said, dropping into a defensive stance as my army surged around me.

      The clash of our battle was deafening.

      Tana rushed towards the guild masters with blinding speed, crashing into two of them at once and sending them sprawling to the ground. Beside me, Zuthina morphed back into her dragon shape, practically ripping out of her human skin as she took to the air to rain fire down on the six masters, Michael, and the few straggling adventurers that had dared to accompany them inside the keep’s walls. A few of the idiots tried to swarm her, grabbing onto her wings and scales to drag her down, but they only doomed themselves as she jettisoned high into the air and spun like a cyclone, throwing every adventurer back down to smash onto the cobblestone below.

      Meanwhile, Aiyana made a mad dash to establish some kind of perimeter, effectively keeping the elite army out of our castle proper and away from our most vulnerable people. She littered the surrounding areas with her exploding bottles of magical fluids, setting up dozens of different traps around the gate, as well as several in front of each staircase and doorway, making them unable to retreat above towards the parapets or inward towards the citizens who couldn’t fight. Any guildmaster stupid enough to try to run out of the immediate courtyard area was either trapped in purple gunk, vaporized by explosions, or promptly immobilized by her crawling black goo. I watched as one guildmaster and his three cronies stupidly tried to run her down and were given face fulls of acid for their trouble.

      However, the first guild master I saw actually fall was thanks to Borginon and the other remaining beastmasters. Though the master was elite and had the mithril armor to prove it, they were no match for a literal swarm of starving, gnashing beasts, and it wasn’t long before my beloved farm animals had turned him into a pile of pulpy viscera that reminded me of a melted ice cream cone.

      Meanwhile, I was doing my best to avoid Michael’s wide, swinging sword strikes. I’d managed to duck under each one, but as of now, we were dancing together in a stalemate, with neither one of us able to land any blows while the other evaded. I smelled burning hair as his flaming sword skimmed just a centimeter away from my head, and I quickly dropped to the ground onto my stomach and rolled, slashing upwards as I did to slice my blade along his scarily muscular thigh.

      “ARGGH!” Zuthina roared with effort as she shot a beam of ice towards Michael’s sword to douse the flames, landing beside me half-shifted on the dirt.

      Fortunately, it worked, but unfortunately, it made his already heavy broadsword even heavier, making it more like a claymore or a lethal club. He was a little clumsier as he swung it, but Zuthina had only managed to up the damage.

      “TROLLS! SPEARS! ROCKS!” Tana commanded suddenly, and a volley of black mithril spears and rocks descended on the guild masters. A handful of angels broke through our gates but were also promptly stopped by the trolls’ onslaught. Their spears pinned the angels to the ground like dissection specimens. I looked over at Tana’s remaining contingent of trolls gratefully, but barely had time to muster up a smile before Michael swung for me again. This time, I kicked my feet out and slid towards him, kicking up a cloud of dust as I slipped between his open legs and lunging my sword up as I did.

      That’s right. I cut him in the nonexistent nuts.

      Sexless or not, a wound was a wound, and Michael’s knees buckled as he clutched at the quickly spreading patch of blood between his legs. Sensing his weakness, Zuthina unleashed a fresh torrent of dragon fire to scorch his feathers and immobilize his wings. The smell of cooking flesh filled the air, mixed with the unpleasant smell of burning hair and downy feathers, and my mind erupted with sound as the archangel screamed telepathically. Hopping to my legs as quickly as possible, I clenched my sword in my hand and prepared to strike the back of Michael’s neck, thereby severing his spine and hopefully damaging his brain enough to kill him. With all the power and speed I could summon, I stepped back, then stabbed my sword deep into the base of his neck, leaning into my sword with all of my might to puncture through his muscle and the gristle surrounding his spinal cord.

      No, Michael said in an unending mantra. No no no no…

      “No no no no,” the guild master nearest to me began to intone, using the same emotionless, clipped tones the angels seemed to prefer. He gripped his weapon tightly with one hand as the other hand pawed and dug at his scalp, as if to dig out a burrowing parasite or scratch an impossible itch.

      “What the hell?” I said, raising my blade up at the ready once more. My head turned on a swivel, taking in the carnage around me and counting as I did. We were down to just a few guild masters, and judging by the seizure-like fit he was suddenly having in front of me, we might shortly be down one more. I felt a sliver of hope that we might be done here.

      And then that sliver promptly vanished.

      The nearby twitching guild master, a stout man with a copper beard and a barrel chest like a dwarf, calmed his body suddenly and swiveled his neck toward me creakily. His eyes turned all-white, then suddenly began to glow. As he began to march towards me with herky-jerky movements, I realized what was happening.

      Michael had somehow possessed the body of one of the remaining living guild members.

      As the bearded brute marched towards me, his gear changed before my very eyes, going from mithril to the dark, unmistakable tones of runite. Watched as glowing runes crawled their way down his weapon, which was now a double-headed axe. Michael’s presence was upgrading and changing the guild master before my very eyes.

      “One body cannot hold me,” the Michael-master growled, then came towards me with what would have been a stunningly fast, decapitating blow had it not been for Tana.

      “TANA FLYING KNEE!” she roared, sprinting first from her position near her spear-throwing brethren, then springing up from the ground.

      Her knee connected with the master’s bearded chin with an audible, echoing crack, and his head snapped back with a force that made even me wince.

      “HOLD!” she growled, flexing her massive arms and legs as she wrapped herself around the Michael-master’s head and neck, essentially strangling the man with her impressive limbs.

      The Michael-master’s eyes widened, unaccustomed to the effects of a lack of oxygen. The soft, ethereal glow that seemed to emanate from his eyes began to dim.

      “That’s it!” I yelled. “Remember what Aiyana said. Angels can’t be suffocated. Keep hold of him!”

      “Markus!” Aiyanna called from nearby. “Watch out!”

      I ducked as she slingshotted a vial of purple gunk onto the Michael-master’s thick, armored legs, sealing them to the ground and rendering him even more incapable of movement as Tana choked the life from him with her powerful arms and thighs. Any mortal man would have died by now, but the upgrades Michael had imbued within the master made him preternaturally strong.

      “Tana, let go, now!” I said, jumping towards her and the Michael-master’s intertwined forms.

      Tana unwrapped herself from this head quickly, kicking back almost gracefully into a back handspring just as I swung my blade through the air and connected with his neck. My blade buried itself halfway through the gristle and pulp of his neck and spinal cord once more, and I had to place my foot on his chest for leverage as I sawed through the rest of the way.

      Yeesh. Sometimes they make decapitation look so easy, y’know?

      The Michael-master’s head rolled to a stop just beside my feet, and a cheer broke out. With only a handful of adventurers left, and even fewer angels, things were looking up for the people of Vastilon Keep.
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      “That’s the last of the bastards,” I spat as I pulled my bloody blade from the throat of the nearest angel.

      Beside me, Aiyana was busy with corpse cleanup as well. Zuthina’s remaining cultists had been tasked with gathering the bodies and stripping them of any useful gear, then piling it up. Rather than bury them all, Aiyana was dousing the piles with a very efficient acid, leaving no trace of the bastards. There’d be no praises sung or elaborate funerals for these guys. It was a fizzle, a pop, and a nice soupy puddle of goo, quickly evaporating under the late afternoon sun, which could finally show its face once more. Zuthina had quickly dismantled the dome, albeit safely this time, in the hopes of letting a little light in on the courtyard so we could see what the damage was. Besides, the threat of aerial attack was no longer looming, and the sight of the sky and the sun would bring hope to our people.

      So anyway, that’s how the elite guild masters and their supposed heroic adventurers left this earth, and it seemed rather fitting. Most of them didn’t even deserve to be a pile of goo. Of course, there were worse fates. We would chop up a portion of them to serve to the beasts. Listen, they ate a lot, and these guys were dicks. I know it seems harsh, but alas, that’s life. Plus, it seemed like such a shame to let perfectly good angel meat go to waste.

      “Meat for trolls?” Tana said hopefully as she came to my side, toeing one of the nearby corpses.

      “Uh, yeah, sure. Meat for trolls too,” I replied, then shouted towards Aiyana. “Better halt the corpse cleanup. I guess none of this meat is going to waste.”

      “Eww,” she muttered, wrinkling up her nose cutely.

      “Father,” Garrett said, trotting up to me breathlessly from outside the walls. “Most of the adventurers have disbanded after the fall of Michael and the guildmasters, and the few holdouts are manageable. The beasts are hungry.”

      “See?” I said, looking at Aiyana. “Meat.”

      “Ah, so we win?” Jacob asked hopefully, wiping a piece of bloody goo from the front of his armor.

      Just then, a fresh beam of light descended from the cheery, blue sky, lighting up the courtyard with a sunny, yellow haze that would have been pleasant, except we were all growing pretty wary about beams of light from heaven. The beam became almost a spotlight of sorts, and three wispy figures appeared in the center of it, almost ghost-like in appearance. One was blue-skinned, one was gold and shining as if made of actual metal, and the other was silvery and sparkled like a diamond. Each one was bald and devoid of discernible features, much like the angels, though they all wore what looked to be velvet robes of the deepest midnight black. Looking closer, they almost seemed to mimic the night sky, and I swore I could see constellations and galaxies swirling along their folds.

      “It’s a projection,” Aiyana whispered, her voice dripping with curiosity. “I’ve heard tell of projections and holograms.”

      She reached forward to touch it, and the image wavered a little as her hand brushed the beam of light.

      “Stop that,” the silvery one snapped, its voice booming out with preternatural strength and clarity, much like Michael’s had.

      Aiyana jumped back with a little squeak, then straightened up by my side. Tana strolled over to join her, and Zuthina ran down the stairs gracefully towards us, coming down from the ramparts where she and her cultists had been working to safely dismantle the dome.

      “Who is the one they call King Marusk? You cow all look the same to us,” the blue one spat.

      “I am,” I said, pushing out my chest and setting my jaw forward determinedly as I raised my hand. “I’m betting you’re the gods I’ve heard so much about?”

      “We are,” the gold one sniffed prissily. “And we have come to discuss your terms.”

      I raised my hands and did a little spin.

      “What terms?” I said, raising my brow. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’ve won.”

      “WON!?” the silvery one snapped. “We have allowed you mere minutes more on this plane of existence, mortal. I will crush you... I will destroy you…”

      The blue god held up his hand, silencing his compatriot.

      “Though I lack my brother’s enthusiasm for emoting, I agree with the sentiment. We will kill you for what you have done. You have gone against our wishes for Cetaris, the god of change, and you have slaughtered heavenly beings as well. Michael was a prince in heaven, an eternal watcher of this world. This cannot stand, and you have forfeited your life.”

      “These no terms. These mean,” Tana said angrily with a little harrumph.

      “Yeah, these aren’t exactly negotiations,” Aiyana chimed in. “Demanding Markus die isn’t exactly a compromise.”

      The ghostly holograms reared back their heads and stared around them distastefully.

      “Who are you?” the silvery one said. “What are you, really? You have no place in this discussion.”

      “We’re his wives,” Zuthina said, popping out her shapely hip sassily.

      “Pervert,” the blue god hissed, narrowing his eyes on me. “I should have known you were nothing more than a filthy deviant.”

      Man, I wished I could stab them.

      “Die, or be hunted until the end of your days,” the golden god said, steepling his long fingers under his chin like some kind of stereotypical villain. I mean, c’mon, he may as well have been stroking a pointed goatee and chuckling ominously.

      Suddenly, several loud BOOMS erupted, causing my ears to ring. Rubble and dust rattled around stung our eyes as the very foundations of the keep seemed to shake, and the girls and I all clapped our hands against our ears to muffle the noise.

      “Traps!?” I shouted at Aiyana.

      “Not of this caliber!” she shouted back, shaking her head.

      The rumbling went on for another minute, and all of us, even the projection of the gods, looked around to discover its source. I heard a shattering sound, like glass breaking, and the bodies of the adventurers nearest me became suddenly naked as their armor and weaponry fell to dust beside their corpses. Outside the keep’s walls, I heard frightened screams and shouts, and I finally realized what was happening.

      Every enchantment on every piece of equipment, on every adventurer, was becoming dismantled. Something was triggering the enchantments to detonate or destroy themselves. Zuthina’s eyes widened as she pieced everything together, and she looked at me with a questioning glance.

      I shook my head. Whatever this was, it was not my doing, even if I was the only one with the power to do so. Someone was wiping out an army’s worth of enchantments within seconds and thoroughly pissing off the gods as they did so. Beside me, largest among a pile of discarded swords, the watermelon-sized agate on the archangel’s pommel popped, wiping out my hearing and completely disorienting all of us as the massive stone disintegrated into a pile of ochre-colored dust. Tana, Aiyana, and Zuthina clapped their hands over their ears, staring in shock at where Michael’s sword had just been.

      Suddenly, I was hit with a wave of disorienting heat and power, and a rust-colored dust cloud rushed from the keep’s walls to overtake me. I fell to my knees as the dust from hundreds of ruined enchantments stung my eyes and nostrils, choking me as I struggled for one tiny gasp of air.

      “MARUSK!” I heard Tana scream, and I tried to raise my arm weakly to reassure her.

      Unfortunately, it felt like every nerve ending in my body had been dipped in some of Aiyana’s acid. What the hell was happening? Every inch of my body seemed to burn and swell as the dust from hundreds of broken enchantments fused with my armor, shaping my gear and my body along with it, rocketing past any form of mithril, past adamantine, until I hit something else entirely.

      I heard Zuthina roar, tapping into her most primal self out of her frustration and pain for me, desperately looking for something to destroy in the process. Unfortunately, there was nothing, just me and that stupid, futile beam of unharmable light.

      And then suddenly, everything went quiet, and I felt something shift as some force lifted my body back to standing. Something massive stood beside me, birthed from whatever the hell had just happened. It was big enough to cast a cool, soothing shadow over my sweating body, and I peeled open my eyes to see what stood before me.

      It was the god of change.

      Except, he wasn’t quite the same as the last time we’d seen him. Instead of a pitiful broken thing, he was now back to his full health. He was tall and proud, like a bronzed statue of Atlas himself, holding up the world. His muscles were in stark relief to the rest of him, and his skin seemed to absorb the sunlight and reflect it back out tenfold. A gem sat on his baldhead, between both eyes where I’d heard the mystical “third eye” should be, and I realized just how impressive and all-knowing he really was.

      “Cetaris,” the silvery, diamond-skinned one wheezed out. “What is this? How is this?”

      “The enchantments you allowed your little pets to harvest from me were your downfall,” he said in a strong, deep voice. It sounded like ancient mountain stone, burbling rivers, and rich soil. It was the sound of the true nature of the earth. It was comforting and powerful all at once.

      “Our pets?” the blue one said, positively aghast. “Wh-What are you presuming? That it was our fault, you were harvested in such a beastly fashion?”

      “Well, you didn’t exactly not let them harvest him,” I muttered, remembering the horrific scene below Xalvex’s temple.

      Cetaris stepped forward, and even the projection of the gods shrank with fear.

      “Your adventurers, your humans, your heroes, stripped me of every inch of my soul. It wasn’t until King Marusk came to find me that I found a sliver of hope in this desolate realm you’ve created. These humans have been your little vanity project, prodded along by your own violence and greed... all for your own sick amusement... BUT NO MORE!” he boomed.

      “If this... this king…” the gold one said, curling his upper lip. “If he killed you, then why are you here… back to plague us in the flesh?”

      “Each enchantment he destroys grants me a piece of my soul back. When he killed me... I sensed something special within his armor, and I fused the last vestiges of my soul within his enchantments. I knew there would come a time when he would face you when your pride and bloodthirsty vanity would force his hand and gather a multitude of enchantments around you. Now is my time. I’ve watched your angels fall, and every piece of enchantment on this battlefield has fed my true self.”

      Cetaris straightened up and looked down at me with a mix of respect and pride.

      “This King will never fall. Not by your hands, and not by your pesky adventurers either. I will spend eternity protecting him and his people, his children, his children’s children, and so on. You cannot harm them ever.”

      “But this cannot stand,” the blue one hissed, his voice booming over the battlefield as he glared at me. “You are human. You’re not meant to deny the will of the gods. You refuted our punishment and our will.”

      “Well, the gods are sorta dicks,” Aiyana muttered beside me, and I bit back a laugh.

      “Excuse me?” the golden one asked with an uppity voice.

      “Nothin’,” Aiyana said innocently with a shrug. “Just... you can’t expect creatures to not have free will. They threatened our home. We did what anyone would do.”

      “Cetaris,” I said, ignoring the idiot gods and giving him my full attention. “I’ll do what I can to hunt down every last remaining enchantment to restore your soul.”

      “I know you will,” he replied, bowing his head with respect. “I did not fuse myself to just anyone. It is not an experience to be taken lightly, Markus Yew. There is great worth in you, greater than any other man this world has ever known.”

      “So,” the blue god scoffed, crossing his robed arms prissily, “you openly defy the gods to live under this brute’s protection? With these...” He wrinkled his nose up at Tana, Aiyana, Zuthina, and the myriad of other creatures that still stood within my walls. “With these abominations?”

      “Yes,” I said, stepping forward and looking each of the projections dead in the eye. “I’d rather be the king of abominations than deal with you or your sorry excuse for human beings ever again.”

      “And you would serve this… defiler?” the golden one said, clutching the robe at its chest as it stared up at Cetaris in his new, wondrous form.

      I glanced up at the god of change as well, confident in his newfound strength and my promise to restore him to his former glory.

      “Fuck yes,” I said, flashing them a wide grin. “Fuck yes, I do.”
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      “It’s alright, boy!” I shouted as Rackthar fell off his unicycle for the fourth time. “Try again! You’ve got this!”

      “Do good! Much better!” Tana shouted at our son supportively, beaming a smile at me when she finished. It lit up her entire face beautifully, and I couldn’t help but give her a quick peck on the lips.

      “Ironboned. Good name,” she grunted with another smile, obviously proud of her firstborn.

      “Good thing he’s got a hard head,” Ginyi muttered, and I couldn’t help but tousle the hair between her ears.

      “And a loving sister, right? Particularly a sister who could fashion his blockhead a helmet if ever the time comes,” I said fondly.

      “Yeah, yeah,” she said with a grin, ducking out from underneath my hand.

      My daughter skipped away out of my reach just as her mother came closer. It was clear she’d been busy in her lab by the sooty stains on her cheeks and hands and also by the way she had messily pulled her hair back under her leather goggles. Her apron was stained, and she smelled a little bit like cordite and something sweet, like sugar.

      “Busy?” I asked with a grin.

      “Always, though lately it’s been with fertilizers, blasting caps, and anything George needs for expansion. It’s safe for everyone to return to their homes, but many of them want to stay here,” she replied. “Our temporary solutions have been proven well... temporary. The beastmasters are using the stronger creatures to uproot more trees and plow the fields, and we’re working with Gearthur on mechanizing some of the farm equipment. We’ve got a lot of mouths to feed and a lot of homes to build.”

      “I’m happy to host them,” I said, pulling her close. “It’s safer now, but the coast isn’t entirely clear. A few holdouts of adventurers are still roaming around the countryside, though anyone within a three-mile radius of the keep was stripped of their enchantments and gear. Jacob and I are riding out in a week to root out a few more enchantments and destroy them for Cetaris. Every piece we give back to him makes him just a bit stronger.”

      “God already strong,” Tana replied, turning her attention away from Rackthar.

      “Yeah, but we owe him,” I said with a shrug. “He’s pledged to keep us all safe from any future threats, including the gods’ wrath. Plus, if any of the few remaining bands of adventurers try to form another alliance, they’ll be promptly given a godly beatdown.”

      Suddenly, I had to squint my eyes as Zuthina strolled across the green towards us, shimmering under the afternoon sky like a second sun. She looked stunning in a vibrant, multi-colored gown that showed off her elegant limbs, and my mouth practically watered at the slits that ran up both sides, showing nearly all of her shapely legs. Damn, didn’t she know our kids were around? How was I supposed to focus on being a good king and a good dad with her looking so delectable?

      “Like a star,” Tana said fondly, patting Zuthina as she closed the distance between us. “Pretty. Bright.”

      Zuthina looked up at her fellow wife with a warm smile, then turned to watch Rackthar and Ginyi, who now battled over the unicycle. Rackthar had bent the rim of the tire and was trying to fix it with brute force alone, while Ginyi had pulled some metalworking instruments out of her trusty hip bag and was trying to make her stubborn brother see reason.

      “Where’s Garrett?” Zuthina asked, her eyes searching the grounds for our firstborn.

      “That boy was made for battle,” I said proudly. “He’s heading up training for whoever wants to bear arms. There are no threats on the horizon, but it’s good to stay sharp.”

      “We should get him a girlfriend,” she said with a dazzling smile. “You know first hand how much a good woman improves you.”

      “Or three,” I said with a wink.

      We watched as Ginyi finally won her argument over her brother, who had the good sense to look cowed nearby as she deftly fixed his wheel. The day was peaceful and warm, and for a moment, the only sounds were birdsong and the tink of Ginyi’s tools against metal. I sucked in a deep breath, closing my eyes and tilting my face towards the sun. The breeze fluttered by, and I caught the scent of freshly tilled earth soil and something yeasty and warm, like fresh-baked bread. All was right within my little world, and thanks to all of us, it would remain that way for a long, long time.

      “What are we going to do now?” Zuthina muttered as if more to herself than anyone else.

      I bent down and grabbed a crisp, red apple from the picnic basket at our feet. I shined it on my shirtsleeve, now no longer hidden under plates of dark metal, then took a nice, juicy bite. The sound of my teeth snapping through the apple’s skin was satisfying. My wives watched me silently as I devoured the fresh apple. I couldn’t help but marvel at how fresh it tasted as if I could taste the soil it had grown in and the sunshine in the sky.

      This was it. This was what my father and grandfather had worked so hard for. I missed my Ma and Pa suddenly, and I wished they could see how well I’d ended up. I’d managed to live off our land and then some.

      It’s sorta funny. I’d spent so much time wanting to be anything but a farmer, but now the whole idea just sounded so damn nice. I guess years of killing and warfare will do that to a guy.

      I looked at all three of my gorgeous wives and couldn’t help but grin. Yeah, adventuring had grown tiresome, but it’d had its perks. Three very curvy, luscious perks.

      I tossed the core of my apple over my shoulder and held my arms out wide to let my three wives snuggle into my sides. In the distance, Rackthar was back on his unicycle, shakily making his way across the hard-packed earth. Ginyi had her arms crossed over her chest and was tapping her foot impatiently as she watched him, undoubtedly waiting for his next fall.

      “Markus?” Zuthina said with a touch of concern. “Did you hear me? Gods, don’t tell me you’re already going senile.”

      “Sorry,” I said, shaking my head with a smirk. “I got lost for a second there.”

      “As long as you always come back,” Aiyana said, standing up on tiptoes to kiss my cheek. “But seriously, what are we going to do now?”

      “Live,” shrugged Tana. “We live nice life.”

      “Tana,” I sighed, squeezing all three of them closer. “That might be the smartest, most poignant thing you’ve ever said. Hell yeah, we’re going to live.”
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      Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review. The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it.

      Do you want to miss out on my next release? No? Well, if you don’t join my Facebook group, follow me on Amazon, and subscribe to my mailing list, you probably will! Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they probably won’t.

      Follow me on Amazon!

      Join the Facebook Group!

      Get the news from my mailing list!

      But if you really want to make sure you get notified about my new books, join my Patreon. Because of the way Patreon works, there is no better way to ensure you don’t miss out on any exciting content, plus you get to read books early. How awesome is that?

      Check out the hot new content on my Patreon!
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