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1        

Being crushed to death by a blood magic fueled tsunami was definitely not something I ever expected to experience when I first logged in to Sosaku Online. But there I was, once again a first-class passenger on the dead bus. Next stop: The Land of the Dead.
As the crimson sands of the Saa afterlife took form around me, it was as if some notification dam had broken and released a flood of text across my vision.
*** THE WORLD EVENT (FROM THE DEEP) IS COMPLETE! ***
*** The world has changed. Simultaneous attacks on the coastal cities of both Kor and Orva by the unknown foe have resulted in massive casualties and destruction. Who are these invaders? What do they want? And who will stand against them? ***
*** WELCOME TO SOSAKU ONLINE—DEEP TIDES ***
*** Many updates have been made to the server in preparation for this launch and are now active server wide: ***
*** 1) The xp rewards for various monsters have been normalized across the continents. Creatures of similar ability should now have the same base xp rewards assigned to them, regardless of geographical location. ***
*** 2) The scaling algorithms for monster xp have been updated to include a static scale based on the difference between character level and monster level. Monsters more than 5 levels below the character’s level will no longer grant xp, and bonus experience for defeating an opponent of higher level has been capped at five times the base experience of the monster. A party’s average level will be used when calculating the experience received by the group. ***
***3) Due to numerous complaints about notifications interfering with the enjoyment of the game, all experience and skill gains will now take place at the end of each encounter. In addition to this, multiple instances of the same experience message will be consolidated into a single entry. ***
***4) The calculations used to determine the minimum respawn time for players have been updated to be more logical. All characters under level ten will have a base respawn time of ten minutes. After level ten, the respawn time will change to one minute per character level. ***
***5) The “Weakened Spirit” condition (Death Debuff) will follow the same formula as respawn time. This debuff is applied upon respawn in the mortal realm. ***
***6) New content dungeon bosses will now include an encounter reset feature. Upon the death of all party members, or no party members being within the encounter zone for five minutes, the entire encounter will reset. ***
***7) Skills that scale along with the level of the player will now have notifications associated with them when the player reaches a new tier in power. ***
**8) Restrictions on live streaming have been removed. However, this is an immersive game and as such, behavior that would break immersion will result in revocation of this privilege on a case-by-case basis. In addition, some restrictions on recording in alternate realms have been reduced. ***
***9) Some restrictions on private messages have been lifted to allow players to communicate when outside of combat regardless of geographical location. ***
*** End of Updates ***
*** Achievement Awarded: Defender of the Wall! You stood firm and answered the call to defend the Saa Empire against unknown foes! ***
*** You have gained reputation with all Saa factions! ***
*** Quest Completed: Defend the City! ***
*** Your party has gained 5000xp! ***
*** You have gained 20 Divine Favor! ***
*** You have gained reputation with all Saa factions! ***
*** Congratulations you have reached Level 11! ***
*** You have gained 2 Combat Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 2 Divine Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 2 General Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 16 maximum Hit Points. ***
*** You have gained 20 maximum Mana. ***
*** You have gained 8 maximum Stamina. ***
As I finished reading through the wall of notifications and celebrating gaining a new level, I caught a glimpse of a mangled human face at the edge of my vision.
Cursing, I jumped away, instinctively using my Child of the Underworld class skill that let me travel freely within the Saa afterlife to get some distance.
I turned back to the road and raised my spear, but there was nothing there. A few seconds later a new spirit appeared along the road, dressed in the livery of the Sehkem city guard. A very pissed off expression crossed his face as he stepped forward and disappeared.
Spirit after spirit appeared on the path, representing the full gamut of Saa players. Dressed in heavy armor, robes, or sometimes nothing at all, they appeared for maybe a second before continuing on their way.
There were going to be a lot of angry players with what just happened. Sehkem was royally hosed, and I was pretty sure that anyone who was still in the city when the wave hit was on their way to respawn as well. I had no clue what would happen to the NPCs, but I hoped the ladies at the Plucky Goose had made it somewhere safe.
I turned away from the “new arrivals” area and let my eyes take in the view. The Land of the Dead was still one of the most beautiful landscapes I had ever seen. Rolling dunes of crimson sand stretched as far as the eye could see in all directions, and up above was a perfectly clear, starlit sky.
Taking a deep breath, I gathered my will and pictured the one structure I knew of in this zone: the place where I had encountered the Saa god of death and been chosen to be his Acolyte. The Temple of the Restless Dead.
That image firm in my mind, I activated my skill once again and disappeared in a small whirlwind of sand.
I arrived at the entrance to the temple and stepped back, eyes wide. When I had first found this place, the only part of the temple visible above the sand was the entryway. But now almost the entire face of the temple was uncovered.
I wondered how long it would be until the temple was visible from the pathway that Saa players took between their spawn point and the Gates of Death on their way to respawn.
The inside of the temple was in much better shape too, and even the small piles of sand that had been present when I was raised to Adept rank were gone. Some of the previously faded and worn stone hieroglyphs were regaining some of their coloration and form as well.
All thoughts of the aesthetics went right out the window when I glanced at the altar and saw Anpu there, using its surface to support himself as he rubbed at his temples in obvious pain.
Eyes still closed, he raised a hand and beckoned me forward. “Ah, Kheph. It is good that you are here. There is much to discuss, much to do, and little time to waste.”
“My lord, you requested I bring you information on the invaders…” I said, but the god shook his head and I fell silent.
“Your previous mission is no longer of import,” he said with a wave. “We are well aware of the nature of the invaders, although I am still confused as to how they managed to avoid our detection before launching their attack.”
*** Quest Canceled: Gathering Information ***
*** The source of this quest has determined that it is no longer of use. Partial experience will be rewarded. ***
*** You have gained 200xp ***
Anpu continued, “We must act quickly before they are able to capitalize on the chaos they have wrought.”
He opened his eyes and gazed into mine, and for an instant I got a glimpse of somewhere else, a gigantic set of scales with a line of souls crowded before it, stretching into the darkness as far as the eye could see.
“So many spirits,” the god said. “More in a single hour than we normally see in a year. It is almost too much to handle.”
He shook his head and then looked me dead in the eye. “Listen closely, as the return of the Kchil is something that cannot be ignored.”
The lord of the underworld continued, “In the early days of this world, before the birth of the mortal races, and even before we gods came into our full power, the physical world was ruled over by the Primordials. They ruled unopposed for millennia, creating and destroying as their whims demanded.”
“Over time they grew tired of their constant war, and most went to sleep, their consciousnesses fading into oblivion. As the world settled, we gods grew in power and created the mortal races. Some created slaves to serve them, some created children to nurture, and some created beings just to see what they could do. The first cities were established, and with the worship of the mortals, we grew even stronger.”
I nodded and listened intently as he spoke, “One of the Primordials, Kchil’ik the Devourer, sensed our growing might and roused itself from its slumber. Kchil’ik was driven to destroy, to devour all things and break them down into the primordial chaos from which it was born, and the sight of all of the order we had wrought during its slumber enraged it.”
“It struck hard and fast, destroying city after city as it tore a path of devastation across the land. Entire pantheons of gods were devoured along with their people, leaving barren wastelands in place of once fertile ground. Watching our divine cousins slaughtered by the raging Primordial, the remaining pantheons put aside their differences and joined together to oppose the Devourer.”
“Many were lost during the ensuing battle, but in the end we were victorious. We subdued the Primordial but found ourselves with another problem. The Primordials are a part of this reality. To destroy one would be to unravel existence, so we were forced to use… another solution.”
“Much like the stories of your Pharaoh’s tales of the fate of Asah, we tore Kchil’ik into pieces and split them amongst the survivors. The pieces were spread throughout the world, the distance diminishing their power and ensuring the survival of our peoples.”
I raised an eyebrow at that and began to respond, but was silenced with a pointed look. “Kchil’ik’s followers were all killed, or so we thought. But it seems that we were not as thorough in our purge as we had believed. Some remnants of the Devourer’s cult must have survived in hiding and have now returned. Arven’s Folly has been sacked, and with its loss the Devourer’s followers have gotten their hands on the torso of their previous master.”
A chill passed through me at the thought of those fishmen with even more power.
Anpu seemed to sense my thoughts and nodded. “We had thought it safely stored within the vaults under the Quetzl’s ancient temples, but my cousin Mictlantecuhtli now reports that some time in the past decade a Karillian tomb raider infiltrated its resting place and stole the object at the behest of one of the merchant syndicates.”
The stone of the altar began to crack under the god’s grip. “Now we are in a race against destruction. The enemy’s initial strike has put us on the back foot. We must recover and secure the rest of Kchil’ik’s remains before its followers can do so.”
Anpu stepped forward and tapped me on the forehead. New doors opened in my mind, revealing details of the Saa Empire’s true history that I was pretty certain had been purged from the written records of the current world.
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient with Lore (Saa Religion)! Rank 11 Achieved! ***
Before the Saa Empire was unified under Pharaoh Ketem the First, Sehkem was the home of the temple of Aset, the queen of the Saa pantheon. Her temple was built over the tomb of her husband, Asah, who was murdered by the Devourer’s forces.
When Ketem began his war of conquest, Sehkem was the first to fall. His claims to divine providence meant little while those who shared the blood of Asah and Aset still drew breath.
Her temple and the connected tomb were swallowed up by the new temple that Ketem raised in honor of his own divine ancestor, Heru-et.
I blinked, processing the new information as Anpu spoke, “Return to Sehkem, access the temple of Aset, and find the entrance to Asah’s tomb. Within the main sarcophagus is not the body of Asah as the Pharaohs would have you believe, but the Heart of Kchil’ik. Obtain the heart and bring it to me.”
*** Quest Received: Heart of the Void***
*** Anpu, Lord of the Underworld has charged you with retrieving the Heart of Kchil’ik from within the Tomb of Asah in Sehkem. The Tomb is forbidden to all but the Pharaonic line, so entry may be of issue. ***
*** Criteria: ***
*** Find a way to enter the Tomb of Asah [0/1] ***
*** Obtain the Heart of Kchil’ik from the Tomb [0/1] ***
*** Return the Heart of Kchil’ik to Anpu at the Temple of the Restless Dead [0/1] ***
*** Rewards: xp, reputation with the Saa Pantheon ***
I bowed my head. “As you command, my lord.”
Anpu locked his eyes onto mine and I felt myself trapped in the star fields that were his eyes. “Make haste,” he said. “The Devourer’s followers may already be in the area, so be vigilant. These cultists that seek to restore Kchil’ik are in some ways worse that those who would enslave the soul, for at least those shackled by necromancy can be freed. If Kchil’ik returns, there will be nothing left.”
*** Skill Update: All abilities that previously applied to Undead only will now also affect those touched by Kchil’ik as if they were Undead. Divine Favor will be rewarded appropriately for actions performed in opposition to Kchil’ik. ***
Anpu waved his hand and I found myself standing before the Gates of Death, still reeling from the information he had just dumped on me. An ancient cult was trying to put evil humpty dumpty back together again, and it was up to me to stop it. No pressure.
There was still some time remaining until my timer was up and I could respawn, and I had absolutely no idea where that would be.
When the tsunami had crashed through Sehkem it had destroyed my spawn point, and there was a message about the system assigning a random location. For all I knew, that could be anywhere in the world.
I hoped the system wouldn’t spit me out too far from where I’d died. I really didn’t want to have to slog across the entire continent to get back to Sehkem. Not to mention the possibility of being separated from Kjara.
Trying not to panic, I distracted myself by opening up my character sheet and reading through my stats.
I’d just reached level eleven and had some points burning holes in my pocket, and it was becoming pretty evident to me that my hoarding strategy was sub-optimal.
CHARACTER STATISTICS

Name:Kheph Sa’tep

Race:Human, Saa (Awakened)

Class:Priest of Anpu

Level:11Awakened Rank: 2

Experience: 34930/38250

Hit Points: 452/452

Mana: 460/460

Endurance: 311/311

Divine Favor: 41

Attributes (Modifier):

--Strength (+1):14 (+3)

--Agility (+1):11 (+1)

--Constitution (+3):16 (+4)

--Intelligence:12 (+2)

--Wisdom:13 (+2)

--Presence (+1):20 (+6)

--Fortune:12 (+2)

Racial Skills:

--Child of the Sun

--Martial Training

--Son of the Sun

--Aspect of War

--Aspect of Light

Class Skills:

--Blessing of the Gods

--Divine Blessing

--Temple Training

--Child of the Underworld

Boons and Blessings:

--Unknown Origins - Blood of the Gods (Awakened)

Combat Skills: (Available: 10)

--Spear: 9 [56%]

--Shield: 7 [40%]

--Medium Armor: 7 [45%]

--Endurance: 5 [53%]

--Precision Strike: 4 [10%]

General Skills: (Available: 12)

--Armorer: 8 [28%]

--Cooking: 4 [98%]

--Discerning Eye: 4 [54%]

--First Aid: 5 [90%]

--Literacy (Saa):1 [84%]

--Lore (Saa Religion): 10 [37%]

--Survival (Desert): 1 [76%]

--Weaponsmith: 1 [13%]

--Lore (Necromancy): 3 [15%]

--Riding: 1 [92%]

Divine (Available: 4)

Skills

--Combat Caster: 8 [15%]

--Spectral Legion: 2 [N/A]

--Exorcism: 1 [0%]

--Spellcrafting: 1 [15%]

--Aura of the Underworld: 1 [41%]

Spells

--Soothing Touch:  3 [42%]

--Sunstrike:  2 [10%]

--Jackal’s Tooth:  2 [0%]

--Beacon of Life:  1 [0%]

--Purifying Touch: 1 [12%]

--Flamestrike: 1 [54%]

--Sever Bonds: 1 [0%]

--Summon Legionnaire: 1 [0%]

--Cure Wounds: 9 [17%]

--Sehkmet's Cleansing: 3 [20%]

--Purification: 1 [0%]

--Call the Dead: 1 [0%]

The first thing on my list was combat skills. I had ten points to work with and while I always wanted to have a few points available to learn new things when they became available, even I had to admit that five levels worth of skill points was a bit much.
Shit had hit the fan and I needed to be at the top of my game. My desire to avoid the political shenanigans that went along with my race and class combination had caused me to miss out on the ability to train my skills up without using my points, so I was already behind the curve.
I was still a bit pissed that there was no warning about that in character creation. A nice “Warning, the NPC organization associated with this race and class are grade-A dickbags” would have been nice.
I sighed and started working on correcting my deficiencies. Watching the progress bars disappear was going to be painful, so I closed my eyes, kissed the fifty-six percent goodbye, and added two points to my spear skill.
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Spear skill to 10! ***
***Congratulations! You have reached rank 10 in the Spear skill. Normal attacks will now ignore a portion of the enemy’s armor. Critical hit damage increased. ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Spear skill to 11! ***
Next, I added three points to both Shield and Medium Armor, bringing them to ten as well to capitalize on the extra bonuses.
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Shield skill to 8! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Shield skill to 9! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Shield skill to 10! ***
***Congratulations! You have reached rank 10 in the Shield skill. Blocks will now absorb a more damage and the chance of successful blocks to trigger an increased critical chance is now increased. ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Medium Armor skill to 8! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Medium Armor skill to 9! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Medium Armor skill to 10! ***
***Congratulations! You have reached rank 10 in the Medium Armor skill. Medium armor now counts as light armor for any skill checks and will provide additional protection. ***
I paused for a minute to let the new knowledge flow into my brain, catching myself on my spear as a wave of vertigo passed over me while the new muscle memories settled in.
Two points left, I thought. What to do, what to do. My inner hoarder wanted to hold on to them, but I had no valid reason. So, before I could second guess myself, I put them both into Precision Strike.
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Precision Strike skill to 5! ***
***Congratulations! You have reached rank 5 in the Precision Strike skill. Targeting time reduced. If this skill results in a critical hit, subsequent attacks to the same creature have an increased critical chance for the next 10 seconds. ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Precision Strike skill to 6! ***
The new ability upgrades were nice, especially for Precision Strike. If I could get a good chain of abilities going, I could really do a number on my opponents. An increased crit chance after a block combined with the base critical chance from Precision Strike was bound to trigger my Combat Casting ability and get a free spell in addition to the bonus damage my spear could cause, and a good chance to cause a bleeding wound as well.
That done, it was time to review my general skills. In my mind, the only ones worth increasing were First Aid and Discerning Eye. First Aid had a direct link to the strength of my healing magic and let me direct the healing energy to repair specific things.
Discerning Eye boosted my perception and I suspected it might have an impact on Precision Strike as well.
With those things in mind, I dumped eleven of my twelve general skill points into them to bring them both to rank ten and activate whatever boons that rank conveyed.
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your First Aid skill to 6! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your First Aid skill to 7! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your First Aid skill to 8! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your First Aid skill to 9! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your First Aid skill to 10! ***
***Congratulations! You have reached rank 10 in the First Aid skill. With the proper application of a healer’s kit, you may now cure common poisons, diseases, and set broken bones. Additionally, the extra mana and stamina cost when using this skill in conjunction with healing magics is now reduced by 10%. ***
The influx of knowledge was much more impactful this time, and when the disorientation passed, I found myself on my knees with my head resting against the cool edge of my shield.
Knowing I still had more skills to learn, I decided to stay on the ground, rolling back to a full sitting position as I read the new rank ten boon.
The first half wasn’t quite as useful for me, as I had magic to heal, but another ten percent reduction to mana cost when using the guided version of my healing on top of the five percent reduction at level five would really help to make that application efficient enough to use more often.
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Discerning Eye skill to 5! ***
***Congratulations! You have reached rank 5 in the Discerning Eye skill. This skill now includes an active component, “Analyze,” which can obtain additional information on the target. ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Discerning Eye skill to 6! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Discerning Eye skill to 7! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Discerning Eye skill to 8! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Discerning Eye skill to 9! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Discerning Eye skill to 10! ***
***Congratulations! You have reached rank 10 in the Discerning Eye skill. “Analyze” now has an increased chance to reveal weaknesses. Additionally, this skill may reveal weak points upon the enemy which have an increased chance to generate critical hits if struck. ***
Sitting had been a wise choice. Instead of an ice pick stabbing into my brain, this time it was two ice picks. One for each eye.
I swayed in place, leaning again on my shield and covering my eyes as they adjusted to whatever changes pumping the skill up so quickly entailed. Rubbing my eyes to clear away the dancing lights, I read through the new boons and got goosebumps for a new reason. More critical hits. I love me some critical hits.
I had one point remaining but decided to hold on to it as there was really nothing else that really called to me. Plus, with hundreds of general skills out there that might be useful, I couldn’t stomach the thought of encountering something I needed to learn and being unable to do so.
I only had four divine skill points since I’d been using those in clutch situations, but at least I knew that learning new spells didn’t require any point expenditure.
I could use them to level up spells or skills though, and Cure Wounds was quickly becoming my bread and butter healing spell. And it was just one rank away from that sweet level ten boon.
Combat Caster was close to that sweet spot too, and I couldn’t wait to see whatever boon it might grant.
I spent three of my four points to bring them both to rank ten as I chanted, “No whammy, no whammy, no whammy…”
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Cure Wounds spell to 10! ***
***Congratulations! You have reached rank 10 in the Cure Wounds spell. Spell range increased. Healing effects increased by 5%. A critical heal will now have a chance to generate an area of effect healing on all allies within five feet of the target. ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Combat Casting skill to 9! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Combat Casting skill to 10! ***
***Congratulations! You have reached rank 10 in the Combat Casting skill. Successfully blocking or parrying an incoming attack now has a small chance of triggering a free, instant cast non-area of effect spell. ***
“Yeah!” I said after a very brief wave of vertigo. “Definitely no whammy!”
The range and efficacy increases on the healing spell were nice, but the addition to Combat Caster really took the cake. The rank five boon for Combat Caster granted a chance to trigger a free spell when I scored a critical hit. Now it could be triggered from a block or parry too. I was definitely surfing that RNG curve.
My skill set was quickly turning into something that had a ton of potential if I could get the crit train rolling. Eat your hearts out, rogues!
I was still grinning at my updated skills when the icon for my respawn timer disappeared, giving me the green light to get back to the land of the living.
I closed my character sheet, squared my shoulders, and hopped into the Gates of Death.
…




2        

*** Your spawn point has been set to Camp Anu’vek ***
*** Respawning in 3… 2… 1… ***
The first thing I felt as I rejoined the living was my boot sinking up to my calf in thick, wet mud. Everything was wet, and I thought for sure that the game had plopped me down in the Quetzl lands.
All around me were ramshackle shelters seemingly built out of whatever someone could get their hands on. Piles of broken wood were stacked to form makeshift walls over which torn canvas and other assorted cloth was draped to shield the people huddled underneath from the fading sunlight overhead.
Within the structures were several small groups of ragged looking people finishing small bowls of a gruel-like substance. Most of them were Saa, although there was an occasional generic human. From what I could tell from the info being fed to me from the system, almost all of them were on the brink of passing out from lack of endurance.
I opened up my map and zoomed out, sighing in relief as my mark on the map appeared just to the south and west of Sehkem. I started to zoom back in when something collided with my back, sending me stumbling forward a few steps into one of the makeshift structures, almost causing it to collapse.
The refugees inside just glanced up at me weakly before closing their eyes and settling back down with a weary groan. As I turned, a voice called out from behind me, “What do you think you’re doing just standing around when there’s work to do? I’ll have you whipped for…”
The voice cut off with a choking sound as his eyes locked onto the black stole hanging from my shoulders.
A muscular Saa stood there, mouth agape while his eyes darted back and forth in panic. The muscular man was flanked by a pair of mercenary looking Saa who were even now trying to pretend they had nothing to do with the man. All three wore a simple blue sash over their mismatched armor, likely some sign of office or mercenary company.
The three men seemed to be in a lot better shape than any of the other people in the area, and the whips hanging from their belts offered a good explanation as to why.
“I am sorry, my lord. Please have mercy,” the mercenary said as he fell to his knees and bowed his head.
“Oh, just get up and go help out with whatever work you were trying to get me to do,” I said, leaving the man behind in the dirt as I headed away from the ramshackle encampment and the mud.
“Thank you, my lord. Of course, my lord,” he whispered as he regained his feet and rushed off in the opposite direction. The other two mercenaries grinned at their comrade’s misfortune and moved to stand at the edge of the small clearing.
I thought I saw some small smiles creep onto the faces of some of the exhausted refugees as well at the exchange, but when I turned my attention their way I was met with only weary resignation.
With a small chime, a message from Kjara popped into my display.
>>>Kjara: Kheph!? Finally! I’ve been trying to message you for ages! Where are you?
>>>Me: I just spawned at a place called Camp Anu’vek. So far, I’m not impressed. You?
>>>Kjara: I’m at Anu’vek too. Come get me out of here!
>>>Me: What? Out of where?
>>>Kjara: They locked me in a cage! In. A. Cage. Pretty much every non-human that showed up or spawned here got waylaid and locked up. They took my weapons too. Your people are definitely assholes.
>>>Me: Damn it! I’ll be right there.
Grumbling under my breath, I used my minimap to guide me towards Kjara’s location. Most of the camp was in the same condition as where I had first appeared, although a bit dryer. Makeshift tents, rough living people.
The devs must have done some sort of time warp mojo because it had been at most an hour or two since the tsunami hit. When did they have time to create a refugee camp, let alone get to the point where the refugees looked like they hadn’t had a decent bite to eat in weeks?
Chalking the entire thing up under the banner of “suspension of disbelief,” I continued on. A few minutes later I had to stop and stare as I came to a wall of thick cloth stretched between posts at the base of a small hillock.
There was a single path through the cloth wall, with guards stationed to either side of the opening. The sentries lazily scanned the tents and people, seemingly bored with their current lot.
Putting on my best impression of resting bitch face, I continued on a path that would take me past them and onwards towards my incarcerated friend. The guards inspected me as I approached and, upon seeing my stole and asshole expression, stepped back and allowed me to pass without issue.
Within the cloth walls was a completely different world. The ground was dry, and the area was full of fancy looking tents, all bearing the banners of the noble houses of Sehkem. Almost every tent had its own pair of guards; although what they were guarding against I had no clue.
I glanced into several tents and saw those within lounging on plush furniture and eating from tables overflowing with rich food, their wine cups being continuously filled by hordes of servants who moved around the area tending to their every need. More than once I spotted a white stole decorating the shoulders of someone partaking of a noble’s largesse.
I did my best to avoid them all as I moved past, keeping my telltale golden eyes from the gaze of the other priests so as not to start any additional trouble.
Of course, the nobles and priests were living it up while the rest of the camp was getting by on scraps. Barely keeping my temper in check, I finished my trek across Camp Inequality and exited on the northern end.
It was pretty much the same as the rest of the outer camp. People erecting whatever shelter they could with the materials at hand and scavenging for any food they could get their hands on, but at least it was dry.
At the northern edge of the camp, I found a large wooden cage, crowded with at least a hundred people, all of non-Saa heritage. There was even a small group of Karillians huddled against one of the cage walls, keeping their distance from the other races.
>>>Me: I’m here.
A minute later, a visibly shaken Kjara pushed her way through the crowd and approached the gate. She gave me a weak smile and gestured towards the guards.
One of the guards, a tall muscular Saa wearing a full set of bronze plated armor saluted me as I approached. “Greetings Adept. How can I assist you today?”
I pointed past the guard at Kjara and answered the guard, “I would like you to release her.”
He seemed confused for a second. “The moon elf?” he asked, “She’s not yet been cleared. We need to make sure that she is not in league with the invaders before she can be freed. The hearings are set to begin tomorrow morning.”
“I can assure you she is not working with the enemy. She fought bravely against them on the walls of Sehkem. Now release her,” I responded impatiently, gesturing towards the door.
“Of course, Adept. Your word is enough for me,” the guard responded and gestured to the guard stationed near the gate.
He took out a large iron key and removed the lock from the gate.
Before it was completely open Kjara rushed past and wrapped her arms around me in a warm hug. The guards seemed uncomfortable at the display of interspecies affection, but did their best to avoid showing any reaction that might attract more of my attention.
Once the gate was secured again, I turned to the first guard and said, “Her weapons?”
The guard grimaced slightly and responded, “All weapons were confiscated by the temple guard. You will need to obtain them from the quartermaster in the central camp.”
A small marker appeared on my map indicating the quartermaster, which was back in the “haves” section of Camp Inequality. Joy, I thought, and beckoned Kjara to follow me away from the cage.
…
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As we left the makeshift prison, I glanced over to Kjara. “How long ago did you respawn? And what happened?”
She pulled me over to the side and scanned the area to make sure no one else was around as she conveyed her displeasure in a tightly controlled, yet obviously furious voice. “First, I get crushed by a tsunami. Then I respawn up to my knees in the mud. And if that wasn’t bad enough, as soon as I finished going through all of my notifications, I get waylaid by a bunch of thugs and thrown in jail on ‘suspicion of collaboration with the enemy.’ ”
She clenched her fists as she continued, “And as much as I appreciate you getting me out of there, I really, really, really want to shank some Saa right now.”
I winced and pulled aside my chest piece, bearing some flesh. “Be gentle, and please, avoid the nipple.”
She snorted and punched me in the arm. “Damn it, Kheph, just let a girl get her angry on, okay?”
With a warm smile, I replied, “I’m sure we’ll have more than enough time to shank some fools later on, but for now we need to play this a bit more… diplomatically. The nobles and priests have set up their own little miniature camp in the center of this place and are hoarding everything for themselves. So if we want to get your stuff back without both of us ending up back in the cage, we’ll have to take a rain check on the shanking, okay?”
She sighed. “Fine. But if I ever see the bastards who jumped me again… I can’t make any promises.”
“That is perfectly reasonable. Let’s go get your stuff back,” I said and led the way. “Ready to play ‘Deal with the Grand Order of Divine Douches’?”
Her only response as we headed out was a series of curses that would make a sailor blush.
The guards at the inner wall let us through without issue, although their expressions said plainly that they didn’t want to admit my moon elven companion to the elite camp.
I followed the marker on my map to a large, silken tent set slightly apart from the lavish pavilions of the different noble houses. A richly dressed Saa clerk stood behind a large counter at the front of the tent, scribbling away in a ledger.
He looked up as we entered and bowed low over the counter as he recognized the double stripes on my stole denoting my rank as Adept.
“How may I help you, my lord,” he said in an obsequious voice.
I gestured towards my companion and answered, “My friend was mistakenly detained and her weapons confiscated when she arrived in camp. We have come to remedy that mistake. Return them at once.”
The clerk glanced at Kjara and his expression shifted into a frown as he spoke. “I see,” he said before turning back to me as if to argue the point, but his objections melted quickly under the intensity of my glare.
*** Presence check successful. ***
“Hmm… yes. What is your prisoner identification number, hm… miss?” he asked.
Kjara glared at the man and answered through gritted teeth, “Four, oh, four.”
The clerk opened his ledger and tapped a quill against his teeth as he read. A brief look of worry crossed his features as he read the entry associated with her number.
“Hm… It seems that your blades have already been distributed to Lord He’ka for use by his personal guard. Please wait here while I retrieve your bow and dagger from the armory,” he said and then quickly dashed off into the tent before we had a chance to respond.
“What!” Kjara exclaimed.
Seeing she was visibly upset I caught her attention and sent her a private message.
>>>Me: Don’t worry, we’ll figure something out. Going to take advantage of this bullshit social structure as much as I can before we skip this joint.
>>>Kjara: Fine.
Several of the guards posted nearby had turned their attention on us and started to approach at her outburst. I waved them off and they saluted and returned to their post. I raised an eyebrow at Kjara and gestured to the guards all around, but she didn’t seem to care.
The clerk returned a few seconds later and handed the elf her bow and bundle of arrows. She yanked the bow out of his hands and then replaced the arrows in her magical quiver as I addressed the clerk. “Why was her property given to someone else? She was pending trial; her goods should not have been seized.”
The clerk bowed low once again. “I am sorry, Adept. I could not refuse the request of one of the noble houses. In any case, those weapons are of much more use in the hands of a Saa than some primitive elf.”
I could sense Kjara tensing next to me but remained calm, leaning forward to glare at the clerk. “This elf stood bravely on the walls of Sehkem against the invaders,” I said in a cold voice. “Can the same be said of whomever you gave her blades to? Her skills were responsible for the death of hundreds of those foul creatures from the sea. Where was Lord He’ka during the siege?”
*** Presence check successful! ***
The man sputtered an apology, “I am so sorry, my lord. I am but a humble servant. I must do what I am told.”
I narrowed my eyes and said, “Good. Now, where is this Lord He’ka?”
The man seemed to be get a little more panicked and responded too softly for me to hear.
“What was that?” I said. “Speak up.”
“He… and his guard are gone… they took a portal back to his estates east of Sehkem to try and retake his land from the invaders,” the man said.
“They are gone!” Kjara growled, and the clerk cowered once again.
“The invaders are still in the city then?” I asked.
He nodded. “Sehkem was almost completely destroyed. The giant wave crashed through the city and destroyed almost everything except the temple. After the waters settled, those creatures returned and slaughtered anyone they could find. The people in this camp were only able to escape because they fled when the alarm sounded, and the evacuation was ordered.”
“Damn!” I said, and the little man’s eyes widened. “We need to get going… like yesterday. If the Kchil are still in the city, then the clock is ticking.”
Kjara’s expression wavered between anger and curiosity as she glanced between me and the clerk.
>>>Me: Another quest in the city, will tell you more after we are done here….
>>>Kjara: Ooh.
I turned my gaze back to the clerk. “Go back there and bring me replacements for my companion’s weapons. And if they are not at least as good as what was taken from her, I will be displeased. And nothing that was confiscated from other prisoners!”
The clerk nodded and ducked into the back. His muttering and cursing as he sorted through the items gave me a little satisfaction as he went about his work.
Kjara turned to me. “So, what’s the quest?” she whispered, an expression of curiosity replacing that of anger.
I glanced around and shook my head slightly, motioning to the nearby guards and sent her another message.
>>>Me: Don’t wanna talk about it here…, but there’s a dungeon involved ��
>>>Kjara: You tease!
>>>Me: We’re probably going to need to find ourselves a rogue for this one. It’s an ancient Egyptian tomb so there are bound to be a bazillion traps and the like.
>>>Kjara: That might make things a bit harder. There were only a few non-human PCs that were in the clink with me and they all logged out or respawned.
>>>Me: Respawned?
>>>Kjara: Yeah, if you get locked up you can file a complaint and if the system shows you didn’t actually commit a crime, it’ll spawn you somewhere else and replace your gear.
>>Me: Why didn’t you do that?
>>Kjara: I figured we would probably spawn in the same place since we were in a party, and I didn’t want to risk getting split up. If you spawned somewhere else then I’d have been long gone.
The clerk returned with a bundle wrapped in front of him and a very nervous expression on his face as he placed it on the counter and turned to me. “My lord… the only blades I have that would satisfy your demands are these… but… well, see for yourself,” he said in a shaky voice as he unwrapped the weapons.
The blades were beautifully crafted bronze khopeshes with handles of carved ivory and gold. Even the sheaths were made of some sort of exotic albino lizard. And if that wasn’t enough, my lore skill kicked in and filled my mind with a much better understanding of why the clerk was so nervous.
*** Lore (Saa Religion) check successful. ***
*** Temple Blade—Blessed by the gods, this Khopesh is issued by those sworn to the service of the Temples of the Saa pantheon. The strength of a Temple Blade is a reflection of its wielder’s faith. ***
“I see…” I said and sent a quick PM to Kjara while I pretended to examine the blades further.
>>>Me: Want to join my cult?
>>>Kjara: What?
>>>Me: These swords are good, but they're reserved for guardians of the temples, like… priest’s bodyguards and the like. You can be my bodyguard, and I can be your long lost, pa-al.
>>>Kjara: Hah. Sure, I’m already guarding your ass, Al.
Giving the clerk a wide grin, I continued “… good thing that Kjara here is my bodyguard, and thus these blades are perfect. Isn’t that right, Ahn’ep Kjara?” using the title that had popped into my brain just seconds earlier.
I looked towards the moon elf and froze. Her eyes were unfocused and her entire body was completely still. A second later she started breathing again right before the system informed me of my accidental invocation of an ancient rite.
*** Anpu has accepted your choice of Kjara as Ahn’ep of the Temple of the Restless Dead ***
*** Kjara has accepted the bond of Ahn’ep to the Temple of the Restless Dead ***
My expression must have reflected my surprise which only grew when Kjara answered, “Yes, Adept,” and pulled back her sleeves to reveal a pair of intricate tattoos depicting a stylized jackal with a broken chain in its jaws.
The clerk made a choking sound and then bowed to Kjara, apologizing profusely and offering her the twin Temple Blades. The instant she touched them a glowing light flowed from her body into the blades, causing them to shine for a second before fading back to their normal bronze sheen. She strapped the new blades to her back and made the adjustments necessary to allow her to draw them quickly. Once situated she smiled and gave me a thumbs up.
“Is there anything else, my lord?” the clerk asked.
Turning back to the clerk I replied, “Yes. I would like some food. Enough to feed myself and my companion for a three week venture.”
The clerk scanned through his ledger and then nodded slowly before heading off into the back, returning a short time later with a small bag full of decent quality travel rations.
“Good,” I said and motioned to Kjara as I turned to leave.
“Wait! Please, my lord,” The clerk said from behind me. “I need to log everything. What is your name and temple affiliation?”
I turned back and said, “Adept Kheph Sa’tep of the Temple of the Restless Dead.”
I watched for any indication that the name meant anything to him, but he just scribbled it down in his book and sat down behind the counter with a long sigh as we left him to his duties. Not wanting to press our luck, we gathered the supplies and made a quick exit from the central encampment.
…
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“So, what are the supplies for? Last I checked we were pretty well provisioned,” Kjara said as we headed back to the main camp. “And where are we going?”
“The food’s not all for us, it’s for the refugees. They have some sort of forced labor going on and the folks in the mud tents are eating some nasty looking gruel,” I said as we walked. “I figure I can give back a little to the digital folks whose tax money likely paid for those swords you’ve got strapped to your back.”
She shook her head and laughed. “You’re such a softie. Okay, lead the way. Hopefully we can get out of this place so we can talk about the quest!”
“Soon,” I promised.
As we approached the spawn point, the sound of fighting could be heard coming from the muddied clearing. Kjara and I shared a look and quickened our pace.
In the center of the clearing two of the blue sash mercenaries were facing off against a small human man wielding a pair of daggers and scaled leather armor decorated in feathers. A third merc was busy tying up a slight robed figure who lay unconscious in the mud.
As we entered the clearing, one of the guards scored a lucky hit on the man, stunning him and knocking him to the ground where the other pounced.
Two of the mercenaries led the newly captured PCs in my direction while the other took up position to waylay any newcomers.
In the front was a dryad woman clad in long brown robes and covered head to toe in mud. She seemed dazed from being cold cocked by the welcome squad.
Wanting to know exactly who I was dealing with, I scanned both of the respawned players and used my new Analyze ability, trading a small chunk of my endurance pool for a better glimpse into their stats.
*** Unknown Dryad Mage, Level 6 ***
*** HP: 2%, MP: 4%, SP: 1% ***
*** Conditions: Concussion, Bound, [AFK] ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: None ***
*** Weakness: ???? ***
*** Highest Statistics: Intelligence, Wisdom ***
*** Unknown Karillian Warrior (????), Level 10 ***
*** HP: 60%, SP: 1% ***
*** Conditions: Bound ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: ????, ???? ***
*** Weakness: ???? ***
*** Highest Statistics: Agility, Fortune ***
The three blue sash mercenaries were all level thirteen, but I didn’t bother using Analyze on them as the added info wouldn’t really be useful at this point. When they reached my position, the guards both bowed low and then forced the captives down to their knees.
The one leading the dryad spoke. “My lord, we have apprehended two more suspected attackers. If you will excuse us, we will bring them to the holding cells.”
The Karillian spoke up at that, “Listen you stupid bastard, we didn’t attack your damn city. We…”
The rest of his sentence was lost as the guard cracked him across the jaw and spat, “Silence dog! You are not fit to speak in the presence of a servant of the gods!” He raised his hand again to strike another blow, but I had had enough.
“Stop!” I said in my most disapproving voice. “Those appearing here have nothing to do with the attack on our cities. Please tell your superiors that those who appear here are no longer to be detained. Escort them out of the camp instead. Understood?”
The mercenaries seemed uncertain but nodded and then helped the prisoners to their feet.
Turning to the warrior, I asked, “If we untie you do you promise not to do anything stupid. If you start shanking the NPCs there won’t be anything I can do about it.”
The warrior grinned and said, “Sure thing man. I don’t have enough time in the pod as it is. Don’t wanna spend any of it in-game jail.”
I glanced at the dryad who was still doing her best impression of a robot and shrugged before addressing the mercs. “Release these two and return their things.”
The one leading the dryad responded, “But what about the bounty, milord. Adept Pa’rep promised five gold a head for each foreigner we brought in.”
“You will have to discuss that with Pa’rep. For now, do as I ask before I need to make it a command,” I said with steel in my voice.
They bowed once again and removed the bonds from the prisoners and returned their equipment.
The Karillian took his weapons back from the guards and started tucking them in all over his person. I think he must have had at least nine daggers sheathed in various places on his short frame. Color me impressed.
“The quicker I’m out of here the better,” he said, glancing around nervously.
Glancing at the mercenaries I said, “Please escort these two to the gate. Dismissed.”
The two men bowed and led the Dryad and Karillian away, leaving only a single guard behind to watch the spawn point.
Done with the business at hand, Kjara and I moved around the edges of the camp and handed out packets of food to the people camped there. Most had no clue what was going on and just seemed confused, but those few who gave me a genuine smile made all the effort worth it.
I held on to a few of the rations for Kjara and me as there was no telling how long it would be until we were able to restock if we ran out of food, or ran into more refugees on the road. I still remembered the starvation debuff from my tutorial and wanted none of that.
Our good deeds done, we made our way to the eastern edge of the camp where teams of workers were busy erecting a defensive barrier. The guards moved to block our way when we reached the gate but one glance at my priestly stole and they backed off, bowling slightly as we passed.
I led the way east, away from the camp. My minimap showed the area was full of rolling grassy hills, but with the water from the tsunami still hanging around, the valleys between the hills had been transformed into gigantic puddles. There were even a few fish native to the Saa’eth swimming around in one of the pools.
“Where to?” Kjara asked.
“Northeast,” I said. “Let’s find someplace dry and far enough away so we talk without any eavesdroppers.”
Kjara took the lead, her eyes much better able to spot any hidden threats as we made our way along the hilltops. We traveled for several hours, eventually finding a large rocky outcropping that seemed like a great place to make camp.
The sun was about to set and traveling further in this unknown territory was just asking to be ambushed. It had been one hell of a day and we were both exhausted.
It would have been nice to have a fire, but all of the wood in the area was completely drenched from the flood. That and having a fire on the top of a hill in potentially hostile territory wasn’t the smartest of ideas.
We took out our bedrolls and cloaks and set up a small comfy camp for the night. I figured Kjara would log out, but I wouldn’t have that option for quite a while.
My feelings were still a bit mixed on my current situation. On one hand I got to play an awesome, fully immersive game twenty-four seven, all expenses paid for the next several months. But on the other hand I’d been shot, twice, and my physical body was currently lying in a giant medical pod while itty bitty robots crawled around inside my body repairing my organs and spinal cord… which definitely sucked.
I was trying to make the best of it, but not having the option to log out, get some real food and see my family was starting to weigh on me.
Kjara’s hand on my shoulder snapped me out of my current train of thought, and I gave her a smile of thanks. She smiled back, her eyes full of sympathy as she spoke. “Do you want to talk about it? I’ll have to log out soon, but I can stay for a bit longer if you need me to.”
I reached up and squeezed her hand against my shoulder. “Nah, I’ll be fine. Never thought I would miss the robo-cabs and buses, or the smell of unwashed bodies wafting through the arcade on my way home in the evening, but I do.”
I shook myself and put on an optimistic smile. “But I’m alive, the company couldn’t be better, and we’ve got one hell of a quest ahead of us. So I might as well put one foot in front of the other and kick ass while I’m here.”
She sat back and grinned, “You’ve kept me in suspense for long enough! What is the quest, and why didn’t you want to talk about it in the camp?”
Holding nothing back, I gave her the full rundown on the Kchil and how the gods had pretty much run a primordial chop shop on his ass, and the current mission to keep his cultists from reassembling their dark master and pretty much ending the world.
“So, we need to get to Sehkem, bypassing any of the Kchil that are probably still in the city, and find a way into the tomb under the temple… before the fish folk do?” she replied, condensing my verbal diarrhea into a much more digestible version.
I chuckled and nodded, “Pretty much!”
“But why the secrecy?” she said.
“According to the big guy, the dungeon’s restricted to the family of the Pharaoh so I didn’t want the nobles and priests to know we were going there, because even though I’ve got a god’s blood running through my veins, it’s the wrong god as far as they are concerned. Let me share the quest so you can get the full rundown.”
*** You have shared the Quest, “Heart of the Void” with Kjara ***
Both of our eyes lost focus for a second as we read the system update, which reminded me of my own questions. “Ahn’ep Kjara… that’s right. What happened at the quartermaster?”
She grinned. “It was pretty epic, actually. When you called me by that title the world seemed to shift, and all of a sudden I was standing in front of a man wearing some fancy Egyptian garb with galaxies for eyes. I felt him reaching… inside of me? Then he nodded, and a prompt appeared asking if I wanted to accept the position as Ahn’ep of the Temple of the Restless Dead. I selected yes and boom, I was back at the quartermaster with some new ink, and some nifty abilities.”
“Awesome! So you finally met Anpu, Lord of the Underworld, God of Death, Scourge of the Unclean, and Patron deity of yours truly.”
She nodded. “In the flesh, so to speak. It was a very interesting experience having someone look through you like that.”
I shrugged. “Yeah. It’s hard to put into words,” I said with a shiver and then changed the subject. “If you don’t mind sharing, what buffs did you get?”
She grinned at me mischievously. “Well… I don’t know how much I should share,” she said, pausing for a few seconds before bursting out in laughter at my impatient expression. “Oh fine, I’ll tell you.”
Ahn’ep was apparently a more militant variation of the Temple Guardian. Where a guardian, like Amenhotep, was built as a pure tank with all sorts of defensive buffs and some crowd control ability, an Ahn’ep was focused on offense… similar to the classic paladin archetype.
She’d gained a Divine Favor pool that she could use to either heal herself or others like the old school lay on hands ability, or to boost her attacks.
She also received a skill named Hand of the Temple which was similar to my Child of the Underworld skill which granted the ability to see in complete darkness and see spirits, as well as the ability to skip the line in the afterlife.
Hers was slightly different in that she had the option to go right to the Land of the Dead, where for me it was mandatory. That difference was likely due to her being a moon elf. Wouldn’t want to deny her the moon elven afterworld if she wanted to visit once in a while.
The fifth level upgrade to her skill was different as well. Where mine allowed me to decrease the death penalty and timer for fallen allies, hers granted the ability to bless her weapons to improve her ability to kill.
The tenth rank boon was the same, allowing us both to poof into sand and go to the underworld once every twenty-four hours. It was an interesting skill as we’d still incur death penalties if Anpu determined we were abusing the ability or wasting his time. For valid reasons it was a great tool, but using it to try to escape a fight or something would be punished.
She also received two abilities unique to her new specialization: Knowledge of the Ancients and Condemn the Fallen.
The first was pretty amazing in my book. Once a level she could summon a spirit from the Spectral Legion to increase one of her skills by one or teach her a new skill for free; and it could be used up to three more times at increasing divine favor costs.
The second skill, Condemn the Fallen, was slanted more towards PvP, allowing her to double the death penalties of Necromancers, Kchil cultists, or the vaguely defined ‘those justly convicted by the clergy of Anpu.’
“Those are pretty sick abilities. I pity the fool who messes with the Whirling Dervish of Divine Death!” I said, cheering her on.
Her own smile was gigantic. She seemed pretty psyched about her new abilities, but her expression fell as her eyes lost focus and she read through whatever system message had just appeared.
She sighed. “Looks like I’ve gotta log out. What do you plan to do for the evening? More editing of your feed and posting new content?”
I slapped myself on the forehead. “I totally forgot that I could do that now from inside the game. Yeah, definitely. My subscribers are probably abandoning ship by now.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,” she said with a wink, and then leaned in and planted a quick kiss on my cheek before her avatar faded away, leaving me blushing, all alone in our makeshift campsite.
…
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After a few deep breaths to regain my composure, I started formulating my plan for the night. I did a short patrol around the area to make sure nothing had wandered in while we were talking, and finding none I settled into my blankets and opened up the web interface Kabishiyama Holdings had unlocked for my account.
I worried that I wouldn't have access to all of the tools I was used to working with on my home PC, but whoever had put together the virtual toolbox had clearly done their homework. It was even better than my home setup since everything was running on the same network, so the latency was virtually nonexistent.
My memory was still a little fuzzy after being shot, shocked back to life multiple times, and then stuck into a super high-tech medical grade VR pod, so I decided to review my streaming channel to see where I had left off…
“Damn,” I said. My last post was just after my first dive into the undead infested sewers beneath Sehkem the night before the big convention. I had some catching up to do.
Something was wrong with my site though. That video had over a thousand comments. That couldn’t have been right. I opened the thread and skimmed through. The first fifty or so were pretty standard for my feed. Some fans, some haters, some trolls, but then the weird ones started.
A bunch of people had posted their wishes for my fast recovery, praising my actions in facing down Kimiko’s crazy ex. There were pages and pages of comments on the shooting, and a slew of people who had subscribed just to show their support and wish me well. It was a bit overwhelming.
All of my plans for editing the footage got put on hold as I read through the thread, my emotions reeling from the outpouring of support.
I wanted to respond, to let everyone know how touched I was… but I couldn’t find the words. Instead, I opened up the browser and began some research into my current income and some local charity organizations. After gaining a better understanding of my financial status, I loaded up the video editing software and got to work cutting together the evidence of my survival and continued life.
Once I got into the process, I was finally able to put my gratitude into words, starting the video off with a small voice over.
“Hello everyone. It is I, James, coming to you once again from the digital world of Sosaku Online. I wanted to thank you all for your comments and support and wanted to let you know that I am quite touched. Normally, I’d be ecstatic seeing all the new followers, but two bullets in the gut seems like a pretty steep price to pay for some subscription fees… but since I’m alive, I won’t look a gift horse in the mouth. Not sure how long all of these subscription dollars will last, but while they do, I will be donating half the proceeds to Anya’s Arms, a charity providing help to domestic abuse victims in the tri-state area. So…. with the serious part out of the way, let’s get started…”
“When we last left our intrepid adventurer, I had just had my ass handed to me by some sewer water soaked undead and a wraith, well… I got better…”
I cut together my return to the sewers with Kjara and our battles against the undead. I focused heavily on the fight against the Fleshforged Abomination and gave the Necromancer behind the whole operation a very short cameo. I was pretty sure no one would want to watch us sitting there paralyzed trying to break free while the bad guy read a book. I ended the first video with the death of the wraith, focusing on its incorporeal hijinks.
Once that was done, I cut together the battle against the fish folk, giving it a nice action movie background track as we fought our way to victory against the invaders. The whole thing was a lot longer than I remembered, but I guess that time passing has less of an impact when you’re trying to avoid a horrible death at the hands of a sushi chef’s fever dream.
To close out the video, I showed the running chase as we drove the invaders back into the sea, and capped it all off with the tsunami turning us into paste.
I was a bit surprised to find some segments from my time in the afterlife among the recordings. Some of the time I’d spent there was still blurry and unavailable, but once I entered the temple itself things cleared up and I was able to view my entire conversation with Anpu, and the assignment of the “Heart of the Void” quest.
Their availability introduced a whole new level of conflict. I wanted to share all of the tasty new content with my viewers, but at the same time, Anpu had revealed a lot of information that would be dangerous if it fell into the wrong hands.
Sosaku Online was an MMO, and as such I had no doubts that there were going to be guilds out there who would be gunning for the artifacts in order to hand them over to the Kchil.
Roleplay could justify some of them, but I knew there would be just as many out there who would do so just to be edgy or to troll the “good guys.”
In the end, I decided to cut out most of the info dump and only give a brief glimpse of Anpu and the quest assignment, so the rest of the videos where we were working on the quest would make sense.
From there the video showed my respawning near the refugee camp and the ensuing shenanigans with freeing Kjara, having her blades replaced, and then skedaddling out of there, all the way up to our makeshift camp.
I posted the videos, set up the transfer of funds to Anya’s Arms, and shot off a few messages to the fam to let them know I was still doing okay.
My tasks complete, I curled up in my cloak to give my brain a chance to rest and went to sleep.
…
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When I woke up the next morning, I wasn’t alone. Kjara must have logged in while I was still sleeping and nuzzled in next to me. I tried to stay still. She was playing the part of little spoon to my big spoon and I didn’t want to move and ruin it. I knew we should really get going since it was already close to 10AM. But a few more minutes couldn’t hurt.
Something in my breathing or posture must have tipped her off that I was awake because she shifted and slipped out from under my arm. She turned to face me, giving me a warm smile. “Good morning,” she said. “Ready to save the world?”
I returned the smile and sat up, stretching the kinks out of my stiff back. The hard ground was a far cry from an actual bed, and the realism of the game made that fact very evident. “I guess… if I can get this crick out of my back.”
We packed our things and left the rocky hilltop behind, continuing our trek towards Sehkem, and hopefully our first step in the quest to stop the Devourer’s cultists from resurrecting their god.
The puddles filling the low areas between hills had drained some, but what was left in their place might have been worse. The hollows were now full of mud of various colors and consistency. Mild mud, slippery mud, and even the very specific variety of is-that-really-mud-or-did-an-elephant-have-taco-bell-yesterday mud.
Kjara led us forward, doing her best to keep to the dryer paths, but occasionally we had choose to either brave some mud or backtrack and sacrifice time in order to find an alternate route.
After my first slip which resulted in my entire left side being coated in the nasty substance, we decided to say screw it to cleanliness and stick to the most direct path towards the city.
Using the mud-covered terrain as an adult slip and slide was much more fun than gingerly tiptoeing around the substance.
We still had to avoid the deeper looking parts, but after a while we turned it into a game to see who could go the fastest down the slick slopes.
We had to stop now and then to rehydrate, and brush off the mud as the day continued and the harsh Saa sun started to bake the mud to our armor, but we eventually reached a point where we could see the Saa’eth and Sehkem off to the northeast.
Seeing the city gave me a renewed sense of purpose and I was both excited and anxious to see what had become of the city.
A hiss from Kjara grabbed my attention. She motioned for me to get down and then tilted her head as if listening to something.
I knelt in the mud, straining to hear whatever had caught her attention.
“Wait here,” she whispered and then crawled to the top of the hill we were resting on. A few seconds later she jogged down and beckoned for me to follow.
“There’s a pack of those fish monsters chasing someone heading this way. They’re sticking to the low ground so we should be able to surprise them when they come through the next valley.”
She was much faster than I was, and much nimbler. She seemed to glide effortlessly along the hillside, leaping over the slick patches while I lagged behind, doing my best to keep quiet.
Eventually we reached a place where the hills dipped and formed a nice bottleneck. Kjara motioned for me to stay put while she crawled up to the top of the nearest hill for a better look at the incoming party.
A short time later she returned. “They’re heading right for us. We’ve got about two minutes before they get here,” she whispered, just as the sound of splashing footfalls reached a volume my human ears could pick up.
Kjara gestured towards the sound. “There are three fish creatures chasing some sort furry humanoid this way, and it doesn’t look like it’s got much left in the tank.”
“We talking about skreel? Marcids?” I asked.
She shook her head. “Not sure what they are. Nothing we saw at the wall at least. They look like someone crossed an orc with a puffer fish.”
While she relayed the news, I cast Jackal’s Tooth on our weapons, giving them a nice damage and crit boost. I had no clue what was coming our way, but it was always best to be prepared.
“You sure the furry thing wasn’t another monster we need to worry about?” I asked.
She shook her head, saying, “Their info wasn’t tagged like a monster. The system gave me the same readout I’d get from another player: just a bunch of question marks and a vague sense of their pools. Their running on fumes.”
“Alright. Let’s do this,” I said and formed the sequence of glyphs in my mind for the Flamestrike spell. I fed the spell-form the needed mana, filling each of the glyphs until the spell manifested in a javelin of crackling flame in my right hand, ready to be unleashed on the latest breed of fishies.
Kjara pulled out her bow and took up position on the opposite slope, drawing an arrow and aiming towards where we expected the creatures to arrive.
The first to arrive was the ”furry humanoid” that Kjara had described, just ahead of his pursuers.
At first I didn’t know what to make of them, but as they got closer, I was able to make out more features. They were about four feet tall and seemed to be some sort of humanoid mouse.
My curiosity got the better of me and I activated Analyze.
*** Unknown Dýrafólk Rogue, Level 8 ***
*** HP: 60%, MP: 0% SP: 1% ***
*** Conditions: None ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: ????, ???? ***
*** Weakness: ???? ***
*** Highest Statistics: Agility, Fortune ***
The dýrafólk skidded to a stop as he saw us standing there waiting to attack, but a savage growl from behind and my wave to keep moving spurred him on.
The first of the pursuing creatures came into view seconds later, and I was finally able to take it in, in all of its… glorious detail? They were all well over six and a half feet tall with muscular bodies covered in spines, with small, shark-like fins extending from the center lines of their heads like a mohawk.
A quick Analyze put a name to the creature.
*** Arothrok Warrior, Level 11 ***
*** HP: 100%, SP: 45% ***
*** Conditions: None ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: Thrill of the Hunt, ???? ***
*** Weakness: Fire, Lightning ***
*** Highest Statistics: Strength, Constitution ***
My review of the lead arothrok was cut short by an arrow sprouting from its chest and its subsequent collapse.
It slid along the ground, still alive, but not by much. Kjara’s opening shot had taken off about eighty percent of its total health.
The remaining creatures leapt over their downed comrade as it struggled to regain its feet, and charged towards Kjara.
I cursed and held my flamestrike, my original target no longer viable due to their proximity of my elven companion.
With no other real options, I hurled the flaming javelin at the previously injured arothrok who had just regained its feet, making sure it was going to have a very bad day.
Turning back to support Kjara, I heard the sweet sound of my flamestrike piercing the enemy’s chest with a sizzle and then the loud whoosh as the javelin transformed into a raging ball of fire that turned the arothrok into red mist.
Kjara dropped her bow and dodged to the side to avoid the sharp claws of her latest attacker. She rolled down the muddy hillside to give herself room to draw her blades and easily regained her feet.
With a well-practiced gesture, she drew the Temple Blades and smiled as they began to glow slightly with the power of her new gifts.
The next claw seeking to end her life was met in transit by the edge of her left blade, shearing through the arothrok’s flesh and bone.
The severed hand continued on its path, barely scratching the moon elven warrior as it collided with her shoulder and fell to the ground. Before the arothrok had even registered its loss, her right blade flashed across and opened its stomach, finishing it off.
The last creature took advantage of his partner’s demise to land a wicked two-handed attack on Kjara’s side. Its claws ripped through her leather armor and sent her sprawling, her health bar dropping more than half.
The arothrok screamed something in its chittering tongue and raised its claws for a finishing blow.
Its coup de grâce was interrupted when it suddenly gained a new backpack in the form of the strange mouse-man who raised his twin daggers and began to sing as he drove his blades into the enemy’s neck.
“Les.” Stab. “pois-” Stab. “-son,” he sang at the top of his lungs, one blade after the other digging into the arothrok’s flesh, each hit taking off a large chunk of hit points.
“Les poisson. Les poisson. How I LOVE, les poisson,” the mouse man bellowed as the arothrok’s blood splashed into the mud and two icons appeared next to its health bar: bleeding and poisoned.
With barely a sliver of health left, the arothrok reached up and managed to dislodge its living backpack with a quick slash of its claws.
The dýrafólk went sliding through the mud, but his work was done. With a garbled attempt at speech, the spiny creature fell to its knees and then flat on its face as the poison and bleed effects finished it off.
*** Your party has killed 2 Arothrok Warriors! Your party gains 824xp ***
I rushed over to Kjara as the xp notifications flashed past my eyes and cast Cure Wounds, replenishing her health as she regained her feet. The patch notes said we shouldn’t get any xp messages until the end of an encounter, but I wasn’t going to take the chance.
I glanced over to the mouse-man who was sitting in a giant puddle of mud with barely five percent of his health remaining and winced. Every inch of his body was covered in mud, and his large, rat-like ears were plastered to the sides of his head with blood and dirt.
After I healed her back to full, Kjara grabbed her bow and climbed back up the hill to make sure nothing else was coming, leaving me to experience the multi-player aspects of this VRMMO.
I healed the injured dýrafólk while he rested, earning a nod and a weak wave as he pulled himself out of the mud. His soft leather armor was plastered to his body, even more encrusted than we were after our mud sledding adventures.
I waved back and said, “What’s up, man. Were there any more of those things on your tail?”
He shook his head slowly and started washing some of the mud out of his fur with some of the cleaner puddles as he regained his breath.
His features began to blur, and the mouselike fur, ears, and other features slowly morphed into a small, humanoid form that looked like a miniature, slightly heartier, elf.
“Thanks,” he said between breaths. “I don’t think I had much more in me.”
“Our pleasure,” I said, offering him one of my spare waterskins. “I’m Kheph, and my lovely companion over there is Kjara,” I said and gestured towards where she was scanning the surrounding countryside.
He glanced over at Kjara and waved as I continued, “What brings you out here? I haven’t seen anyone else playing your race on this side of the world. Hell, I don’t even know what that race is. What’s a dýrafólk?”
He smiled and replied, “I’m Mika, and as to your other questions, the stupid auto-respawn thing dumped me down here in Egypt-land for some reason. Even though I was bound in Svarthöfn back on Njor.”
Kjara rejoined us. “Coast is clear. Looks like that was all of them,” she said and handed us each a handful of silver coins, earning a confused look from Mika.
“Thanks,” he said and grinned. “I’m definitely not in Njor anymore.”
She chuckled and shrugged. “It’s the least we can do for your performance of ‘Les Poisson,’ after all.”
Mika gave a tired smile, but his relief was short lived. Looking around with a worried expression he asked, “So… Where am I?”
…
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We continued east towards the river while keeping an eye out for any additional threats, getting to know our newfound companion along the way.
Mika, contrary to the majority of players who chose to play on the northern continent, was not a PvPer. In fact, after he made his character, he was quite surprised to discover his in-game home was overflowing with people who would like nothing better than to act out their might-makes-right philosophies upon anyone they could find.
The dýrafólk was a custom race that the developers had created to give the northern continent some additional flavor. Their racial abilities allowed them to choose an animal and get some passive bonuses based on the animal type, as well as an active skill that let them turn into a pseudo-lycanthropic version of that animal.
Out of all the animal types available, Mika had chosen the mouse since it gave bonuses to Agility and Fortune, which were ideal stats for rogues. His hybrid form actually took those abilities to the next level and gave him the ability to climb and squeeze through small gaps just like the pesky real world rodents could.
His choice ended up being his saving grace, letting him slip away from the hordes of predator players on the northern continent and stow away on board a trading ship bound for Karillia. Unfortunately, even his enhanced Fortune stat couldn’t counter the world event, and his trip was doomed from the start.
Not only was the ship chased way off course by a veritable swarm of raiding ships, but it was caught up in the tsunami that had wiped out Sehkem and was smashed to pieces on the rocks somewhere on the northern coast.
The aftermath of the wreck wasn’t any better. After spawning in a small Saa village at the very edge of the disaster zone, the poor guy was forced to flee when the village was attacked almost immediately by the Devourer’s creatures. After that it was one long, tiring slog until he ran into us.
I felt pretty sorry for the guy, but his misfortune might just be a godsend for Kjara and I. The dungeon we were headed towards was bound to be full of all sorts of nasty traps and having a rogue along might be critical to our success. Maybe his Fortune stat had played a part in things after all.
I mentally brought up the private message interface and shot Kjara a message.
>>>Me: So… remember how I said we should find a rogue? What do you think about Mr. Mika here?
>>>Kjara: He seems ok. I say we see if he’s interested and give him a chance. If he ends up being a toolbag we can always kick him later.
>>>Me: Okay. Sounds like a plan.
While we paused for some water, Mika took the opportunity to scan the plants along the riverbank. Every once in a while he would pluck a flower here, a leaf there.
When I approached he looked up and held up his latest find. “Saa’eth Lily. I’ve got no clue what it’s used for, but my herbalism says its rare and picking it’s really upping my skill. You have any clue what it’s for?”
I glanced at Kjara and she shrugged, “Hell if I know.”
I shrugged. “I’d recommend a good apothecary I know but they are likely swimming with the fishes right now… literally.”
He tucked the plants into his pack and brushed off his hands. “Eh, I’ll figure it out eventually I guess, once I get back to civilization,” he said with an uncertain look. “Any chance you could direct me to the closest, non-infested port?”
I opened my map and looked for anything that might qualify. “Well, I would if I could, but the only ports I’m familiar with are to the north, and thus fish central,” I said with a gesture towards where we could barely see Sehkem in the distance. “I guess you could follow the river south and maybe find something in Khem’et, but I don’t know how dangerous that trek may be. With the current state of things, the spawn points aren’t very reliable. What’s your build, anyway? You built for DPS? Utility?”
The dýrafólk gazed to the south, scanning the horizon as he answered. “Utility for the most part, although I did have to pick up a few DPS skills to survive in the north. My original plan was a treasure hunter, delving into ancient ruins, robbing tyrants, that sort of thing. But instead I learned all sorts of ways to get killed by players, how to hide from them, and eventually how to take them out from the shadows when they didn’t get the ‘leave me alone’ memo. So, I’ve got my bases covered but haven’t been able to specialize.”
Kjara winced in sympathy. “That sounds like a hell of a way to start off a game,” she said. “I’m glad you decided to stick it out.”
“Yeah, man,” I added. “That sounds like a total shit show. Glad you managed to escape to our slightly less crappy situation here,” I said with a gesture to the muddy riverbanks all around.
Mika shrugged. “I already paid for my pod rental, and I wasn’t about to let those idiots ruin my fun. Even with all the bullshit I still got some satisfaction out of turning the tides on them and making my escape.”
“Glad you’ve kept your spirits up, man, and I may have something to improve them even further,” I said, gesturing to the north. “How would you like to join us for some good old fashioned tomb raiding?”
His eyes went wide, and he looked between us and whispered, “A dungeon? You found a dungeon?”
Kjara responded, “Yeah. We’re heading to a dungeon, although we still have to find the entrance.”
“It’s part of a quest,” I added, absently straightening my stole. “We know where the entrance is supposed to be, but we still have to get to it. It’s probably going to be hard as hell, but if you’re game you’re more than welcome to join us. I think your skillset would make things a whole lot easier.”
Kjara nodded in agreement. “Dusty tombs, ancient mummy puzzles and loot… can’t forget the dungeon loot,” she said, patting her replenishing quiver.
With a wide grin, Mika replied, “Oh… I am so in.”
I sent him an invitation to our party and his information appeared in the party window.
Kjara Mistwalker:
HP: [100%], SP: [100%]
Mika Músin:
HP: [100%], SP: [100%]
Kheph Sa’tep:
HP: [100%], MP: [100%], SP: [100%]
“When do we start?” the dýrafólk said with an eager look, and Kjara and I shared a chuckle as she led the way towards the city.
…
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It took us the better part of a day to make our way to the outskirts of the city. Our new companion’s rogue skills proved to be invaluable in detecting the approaching patrols and finding cover to avoid them. All of his practice dodging the PKers on his home continent made keeping clear of the fish folk seem easy for the dýrafólk.
Unfortunately, our luck ran out when we entered the city itself. The damage done by the tsunami was insane. Most of the buildings were in ruins and provided ample cover to move around without being detected, but even that couldn’t negate my clumsiness.
As I was crossing from one ruined building to the next, my boot slipped on a wet patch of road and my feet went out from under me. The residual mud on the road turned the entire thing into a makeshift slip and slide, delivering me into the debris gathered against the buildings.
The only injury I suffered was to my pride, but the noise was enough to draw attention of a nearby patrol. A series of loud clicks mixed with a trill filtered in from around the corner.
“Damn it!” I cursed under my breath as I regained my feet, ducking behind the debris as the clicking and trilling language of the fishmen was joined by the sound of their footsteps in the muddy puddles that covered most of Sehkem’s roads.
Mika sighed and shook his head as he invoked his stealth ability and faded from view.
Kjara pulled out her bow and took cover behind a pile of rubble on the other side of the road, giving me a joking glare and whispering, “Klutz.”
I unslung my shield and readied my Sunspear, triggering the magic that elongated it from its easily stored rod form into a short spear.
With the scraping of talons on stone, a group of ten skreel came scrambling around the corner. They were just as ugly as I remembered, their features a mad blend of goblin and fish. They ran on all fours towards me, their wide, soulless eyes and slavering maws promising a painful end.
As soon as they were in range, I activated my Aura of the Underworld skill, shivering as my body became a conduit between the land of the dead and the material plane. The icon representing the aura’s empowering effects appeared next to Mika and Kjara’s names in the party window, showing they were both in range.
The creatures visibly slowed as the aura washed over them, the death energy draining some of their vigor.
The lead skreel collapsed as Kjara’s first shot pierced its heart, its lifeless body trampled under the feet of its companions.
The skreel turned towards Kjara and hissed, their goblin-like maws hissing and snapping as they changed direction to attack the archer who’d pulled their aggro.
Free of the impending wave of enemies heading my way, I triggered Analyze and skimmed the creatures’ stats.
*** Skreel, Level 6 ***
*** HP: 100%, SP: 95% ***
*** Conditions: None ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: Frenzied ***
*** Weakness: Fire, Lightning ***
*** Highest Statistics: Strength, Agility ***
Sixth level enemies shouldn’t be that much of a challenge for our group, but with the level of realism they’d built into the game I was afraid that their numbers would allow them to just pile on top of us and tear us to pieces, regardless of any mathematical advantages.
With a high-pitched screech, the skreel patrol cleared the barrier, completely missing Mika’s stealthed form in their mad rush to get at the moon elf. Kjara stood calmly, and released another arrow, skewering a second skreel through the stomach.
The fish-goblin clutched at the arrow standing out from its stomach and collapsed in pain.
At the same time, I summoned the glyphs for Sunstrike into my mind and channeled my mana to blast another of the creatures with a bolt channeled through my spear.
The lance of fire shot forth and struck my target, burning a hole through its shoulder and dropped its health to less than half. It screeched in pain and stumbled to the side, causing one of its companions to stumble as well.
The scorched creature and two of its friends broke off their charge at Kjara and headed towards me, flexing their claws eagerly.
I raised my shield and set my spear, absorbing their charge and finishing off the injured skreel with a quick thrust to the heart.
My world became a chaotic whirl of frantic blocks and parries as the other two attempted to overwhelm me with a flurry of claws and teeth.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw another fall with an arrow in its neck. I raised my spear to intercept a slash intended for my throat and winced as another seized the opportunity to slash at my thigh. My health bar dropped by five percent as blood began to flow.
I punched out with my shield, sending the offending skreel stumbling backwards, but that small gap was enough for his friend to score another minor hit to my chest, dropping my health another two percent.
Growling with frustration, I tried to bring my spear to bear, but the press of bodies was too tight.
I took a quick step backwards, lashing out with my spear to give myself some space and grinned as my wild swing opened a wide gash across the creature’s stomach, dropping its health by half.
As the wounded skreel attempted to recover, I finished it with a quick thrust, leaving me with a single opponent. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Kjara easily cutting down the ones that had reached her, and Mika was slightly further away with a pair of corpses laying at his feet.
Kjara turned towards me and asked, “Need help?” as she flicked the blood from her gleaming blades.
Glancing at the party window I saw she’d barely been scratched by the numerous foes.
I shook my head and switched to a more offensive footing, quickly putting the last skreel down.
*** Your party has killed 10 Skreel! Your party gains 800xp. ***
I was skeptical about the patch to consolidate all of experience gains into a single message, but not having to look out for threats through a wall of text was nice. Good choice, devs.
In the distance, a long wailing note rang out, quickly followed by an answering wail behind us.
I started to prepare for another fight, but Mika shook his head and rushed towards a small alley between two washed out homes, gesturing for us to follow.
My inner gamer screamed at me for abandoning the skreel corpses without looting, but I told him to shove it. The quest was more important.
When I arrived at the alley, Mika was kneeling down and pointing to a partially covered trap door in the space between ruined buildings.
“I just spotted this thing before those fish things arrived. I’m not sure where it leads, but when I saw it, I got a notification for my Escape skill.”
At our confused looks he continued, “It’s a rogue skill that helps you find a likely escape route from sticky situations. It’s not always completely reliable, but more often than not it’s saved my ass. Judging from those horns, we don’t have time to be picky.”
As if to underscore the point, another round of horns followed, seeming much closer than last time, and I could almost make out the clicking and trilling of the skreel echoing down the streets.
I looked to Kjara and she shrugged. “At least it’s a chance?”
We cleared away the pieces of wood blocking the trap door and opened it, revealing a steep stairway leading downwards. Mika entered stealth and descended first, with me behind and Kjara watching our back.
When we were clear, she dropped the door into place and there was a loud creaking around us, followed by a loud crash outside and a shifting of the surrounding stonework.
“The stairs are collapsing,” Kjara yelled, a second before she slammed into my legs, tripping me and causing me to fall back onto her.
We slid down the stairs, nearly colliding with Mika who barely jumped out of the way as we shot down the stairs like a human toboggan, grinding to a halt about ten feet into a small stone room.
Kjara groaned and I quickly rolled off of her, using soothing touch to heal the bruises from the fall. When I looked up, the staircase was nothing but a pile of broken rubble.
“Well, that’s either extremely convenient, or extremely bad,” Mika said, a bit of worry in his voice. “I hope this is one of the times where the skill leads to an actual escape route and not to certain doom.”
I gave him my best glare, but then hung my head and let out a groan as I noticed something familiar about the surrounding stonework, earning a strange look from our newest party member.
“What’s that for?” Mika asked, looking between me and Kjara, who looked almost as confused.
“Sewers.” I said, gesturing at the surrounding walls, “Why does everything in this game have to revolve around mucking through sewers?”
…
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Luckily for us, the tunnels where we’d ended up were bereft of any of the normal ambiance one would expect to encounter in a major city’s sewer system. Instead, there was a completely different sort of grime… and smell.
Instead of human waste, dead rats, and garbage, the tunnels were cluttered with seaweed, fish carcasses, and broken pieces of the city’s once thriving docks.
Mika led the way forward. Light wasn’t an issue for any of our merry band. Both Kjara and I had our boons that allowed us to see in the dark, and Mika had his own racial ability that provided a similar advantage.
We made our way through the tunnels, moving slowly towards the center of the city while avoiding any of the wandering creatures that seemed equally intent upon avoiding us.
I was surprised there were no patrols in the tunnels, but the mystery of their absence became perfectly clear when we walked into a scene straight out of a horror movie.
Maybe two dozen arothrok corpses were scattered around the room, their bodies missing large portions of flesh and covered in massive bite marks. Something big was in the sewers with us.
There were two additional tunnels feeding into the room, so there was a fifty-fifty chance that we could run into whatever had managed to massacre a group of fishmen that would have easily sent us to respawn.
Mika and Kjara examined both tunnels with their tracking skills while I kept watch from the middle of the carnage.
“So,” I whispered. “Which way lies certain death?”
Mika shrugged. “Well, I can tell you that whatever beastie did this walks on all fours and has a tail, but the tracks are all over both tunnels and my skill isn’t high enough for more than that.”
Kjara nodded in agreement and pointed down the right-hand tunnel. “The newest set of tracks heads down that direction. It’s a reptile of some sort. Clawed feet, thick massive tail: likely some dev thought it would be fun to put a giant crocodile in the sewers.”
“A giant sewer croc is probably worth a nice chunk of xp,” Mika said with a gleam in his eyes. “And probably a nice pile of loot too.”
Kjara paused in consideration, and I was tempted, but in the end logic had to outweigh greed. “Normally I’d be all about tracking down the hungry sewer crocodile that wiped the floor with a dozen fishmen soldiers who may or may not have been higher level than us and risk death for some xp and loot…”
Mika began to smile, but it quickly faded as I continued, “but our mission is the dungeon, and remember, we don’t exactly have a safe respawn point nearby. Who knows where we would end up if captain crocodile eats us? I’d hope the game would send us to the same place since we’re in a party, but there’s no guarantee. We might end up back at another refugee camp, or some other place swarming with mobs.”
I looked at the now deflated Mika. “You want to play tag with the fish folk again?” I asked and turned to Kjara. “Or spend more time in a cage?”
“Point,” Kjara said and looked over at Mika. “Dungeon loot is better anyhow.”
That seemed to raise his spirits a bit.
Mika sighed dramatically and headed down the left tunnel away from his dreams of xp and loot. He kept his daggers ready just in case, pausing every so often to check the ground for any additional signs of the creature. I followed a few seconds later, followed by Kjara, her bow knocked and ready.
Our luck held out for a few minutes as we continued further towards the temple. Conveniently, any side passages leading off of our main route were blocked by fallen rubble, limiting us to a single path. I figured it was either leading us towards our goal, or to certain death.
At least this place broke the pattern from the previous sewers. That architect had a serious obsession with ninety degree turns in every tunnel, I thought as the tunnel opened up into a large room with daylight spilling in from a hole where the ceiling had collapsed.
Mika and Kjara moved forward to scout out a path upwards while I watched our backs, hoping we’d be able to take a rain check on fighting giant sewer monsters today.
Our luck held, and with the aid of my nimbler companions I was able to haul myself out of the sewers and onto the slightly less muck-covered city streets. And just in time too. We’d made it less than fifteen feet from the hole when a low, rumbling growl echoed from below.
With a shared glance, we booked it, putting as much distance as possible between ourselves and the hole as quickly as we could.
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The sewers had let us out in the nobles’ district surrounding the temple itself. The larger and more opulent structures of the nobility had fared better than the smaller dwellings of the less well-off that we had passed when we first arrived at the city. But they had still suffered a lot of damage.
Most of the walls that once served to separate the noble estates from the common folk were now in ruins, turning the once labyrinthian roads between the estates into something much easier to navigate.
Mika led us through the ruined grounds, guiding us from cover to cover to avoid the roving skreel patrols. There were no signs of any of the former inhabitants of the city as we moved, and I hoped that they had managed to evacuate during the attack, or had at least reached some sort of shelter.
As we dashed between one ruined building and the next, Mika motioned for us to stop and tilted his head as if listening to something. “I can barely hear it, but there’s a fight going on up ahead. We should be even more alert going forward,” he whispered.
I nodded and refreshed the Jackal’s Tooth buffs on our weapons before we moved on.
Soon even my human ears were able to make out the sounds of fighting. The clicking and trilling screams of skreel and the other aquatic beasties was answered by the sound of human voices calling out orders and calling on Heru-et for his aid.
Kjara and Mika led us through the ruined walls towards the battle, somehow navigating the ruins with little effort. We paused at one of the few walls that seemed mostly intact with the sounds of combat raging loudly from the opposite side.
We followed the wall away from the conflict and found a hole big enough for us all to fit through.
“I’ll go see what we’re dealing with,” Mika said. “Wait here and I’ll come and get you.”
Kjara and I nodded our agreement and took up positions around the breach while Mika activated his stealth and disappeared through the crack.
We didn’t have to wait long. Mika popped back into view less than thirty seconds later and motioned to us to follow him through.
He tapped my shield and whispered, “There’s a group of warriors with shields like yours with a sunburst on them fighting against a swarm of skreel with a couple arothrok warriors, and three of these ugly blob fish things. They seem to be holding their own for now, but I think there were some townsfolk in there too. I couldn’t get a good enough look to be sure.”
I frowned. “The sunburst is the symbol of the city guard. Wonder how they ended up out here?”
Kjara shrugged and knocked an arrow. “So how should we do this? If we take them from behind maybe the city guard can press the advantage? The skreel and marcids should be pretty easy to take out, it’s the arothroks that are higher level. Although the skreel here in the city seem a bit beefier than they were on the walls.”
Mika glanced between us and asked, “Marcids are the big blubbery ones?”
“What?” Kjara said. “Oh yeah. They look like someone coated a troll in blubber. If you’ve got fire, hit them with that. They tend to melt.”
Mika shrugged. “I’ll leave those to Kheph, then. As for the arothroks, I should be able to take out at least one of the big guys if I can get the jump on them.”
I nodded. “I’ll toss a Flamestrike close to the marcids. If they’re gathered close enough, I can do some solid damage to them all at once. And lighting skreel on fire is always a good time.”
Kjara chuckled and said, “Alright. Let’s go save some townsfolk,” and led the way towards the fight as Mika dropped into stealth and slipped away.
I willed my spear into its rod form and tucked it away, freeing up my right hand to cast Flamestrike. The flaming javelin formed in my hand, and I tucked it behind my back to keep the flickering light from giving us away on the approach.
Ahead I could see the horde of Kchil locked in battle with the disciplined line of the Sehkem city guard. There were a good number of skreel, marcid, and even arothrok corpses splayed before the line of sunburst-embossed shields, but there were at least five dead or soon to be dead guardsmen as well.
I spotted one of the blobby creatures close to the middle of the pack and activated Analyze as I came into range.
*** Marcid, Level 8 ***
*** HP: 92%, SP: 55% ***
*** Conditions: None ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: None. ***
*** Weakness: Fire. ***
*** Highest Statistics: Constitution, Strength. ***
Kjara raised her bow and took aim, and as soon as I heard the twang of her bowstring I launched my flaming javelin towards my intended target. I smiled as the fiery construct sank into the fatty creature’s flesh with a sound like sizzling bacon and it let out a pain filled scream.
Kjara’s arrow hit her target as well and sank into the thick muscles of one of the arothrok leader’s backs. It stumbled forward, grasping at the arrow with a sliver of health left and barely had a chance to react before her second arrow joined the first and sent it on to whatever afterlife awaited its kind.
With a loud roar and the marcid’s blubbering scream my Flamestrike detonated, sending gobs of melted fish blubber onto its skreel allies, heavily injuring them and lighting three on fire.
The remaining marcids backed away from the epicenter of the spell, causing a shift in the lines that gave the city guard the break they needed to reform and press forward.
The remaining arothrok trilled out something and the enemy forces started to shift. One of the remaining marcids dashed forward and attacked the city guard’s formation with abandon, its rubbery flesh able to absorb most of the force of their attacks while several skreel took advantage of the distraction to strike at the lower limbs of the guards.
The second remaining marcid and about ten skreel broke off from the line and charged towards Kjara and me while their spiny leader took up position between the two lines of engagement and continued to dole out orders in its native tongue.
Kjara shot another arrow towards the enemy commander, scoring a nasty cut along its skull. After that it wisely took cover behind some nearby rubble where it would be safe from the moon elf’s ire.
I drew and extended my Sunspear as the enemy charged, scanning their info as the text popped above their heads.
*** Skreel, Level 4 ***
*** HP: 100%, SP: 85% ***
I smiled as I read through their levels. The skreel were all level four. Tougher than the original waves during the Kchil’s first attack on the city, but not as high level as those in the first patrol we’d encountered on our return.
The center of the lead skreel’s chest began to glow as I activated Precision Strike and braced for the charge. Maw wide and claws raised, the creature leapt for me and I struck, skewering it through the heart with a critical hit.
A rush of blueish green blood leaked from its open maw as the light faded from its eyes, and it slumped to the ground. I barely noticed its fate as my attention was drawn to my slightly glowing spear and the new icon that had popped up next to my health gauge.
*** Sustained Critical—00:00:10 ***
The countdown timer began to tick downwards as the next two skreel launched themselves at me. I lost sight of Kjara as I raised my shield to catch the overhead slash of my next foe’s claws and took a step back.
I choked up on my spear and lashed out at the second skreel to join the scrum. The sound of the first’s claws scraping against the metal of my shield set my nerves on edge, and I punched towards it, canceling out the creature’s momentum and doing some damage.
My next thrust caught the latest arrival in the throat, triggering another critical hit that filled me with a surge of divine energy. Pushing that energy into the spell-form for Sunstrike, I targeted another skreel intent upon attacking me and let it loose, searing a hole through the creature’s chest with the blast of divine fire.
The skreel I’d shield-checked was back in my face, its claws slipping around my defenses to open a gash in my calf with a reckless strike. I stumbled backwards in pain and my leg threatened to collapse, but I caught myself in time to block the creature’s next attacks. A quick thrust put my spear through its gut, sending its spirit to reminisce with the rest of the dead Kchil littering the ground.
Kjara was nearby, standing over the corpses of several fallen skreel while she picked apart the lone marcid of the group. The creature was barely holding its own, its blubbery flesh crisscrossed by large gaping wounds where the moon elf’s magically enhanced blades had pierced its defenses.
Seeing she had things well in hand, I tried to locate Mika to see how he was doing. His health bar was still full in the party window, and the icon for my aura skill was active so he had to be somewhere close by, hopefully getting into position to practice some of his roguery.
The city guard was holding their own, but their wounds were beginning to take their toll and several shields were beginning to droop against the combined attacks of the marcid and its skreel allies.
The arothrok had emerged once Kjara’s bow was no longer in play and was striding towards the moon elf when its health bar suddenly dropped from ninety-five percent all the way to ten with a bleeding icon. The creature whipped around, hissing and flailing at the dýrafólk who had just broken stealth with his attack.
Mika was standing there with his twin daggers coated in the arothrok’s blueish blood and a wicked grin plastered across his face. He ducked under the spiny creature’s reckless swing and plunged his daggers into the arothrok’s chest before it could do anything more than gasp in surprise at the rogue’s speed. Its health bar emptied completely, and it fell to the ground, joining its fellows in death.
I whirled as I felt a presence at my back and let out a relieved sigh when I saw it was Kjara, fresh from finishing off her marcid opponent. “Can I get some healing please?” she said with a wince, holding one hand against a nasty looking bite mark on her arm.
The party window showed she was at eighty percent, which was pretty good considering things, but that twenty percent certainly looked painful. I healed her back to full, receiving a smile in thanks, and then topped off myself as we charged towards the backs of the force still engaged with the city guardsmen.
When I got close enough to read the health bars for the guardsmen I winced. Most of them were below half health and some were barely hanging on.
I paused my advance and started to cast as Kjara and Mika cut into the back ranks of the Kchil force. Instead of my preferred pastime of raining holy fire down upon my enemies, I began to heal.
Using my newly improved Cure Wounds spell, I targeted the most injured of the guardsmen first and progressed from there, spreading the healing love to all of the soldiers, while making sure both Kjara and Mika were in good shape.
A flash of red in the ruins behind the guardsmen grabbed my attention, and I almost missed a critical heal as I stood there in shock.
Ducking behind a piece of broken stone was a very familiar redhead, Maeve, and several of the other ladies from the Goose.
I shook off the shock of finding them out here and continued my healing duties, recovering from my brief lapse with a rapid barrage of Cure Wounds spells.
While I was focused on healing, Mika and Kjara had gone full murderhobo on the remaining skreel and the unlucky marcid who’d been tying up the guard. With my party and the guards hitting them from both sides, the remaining Kchil were mopped up in no time.
As the battle came to an end, I closed my eyes against the influx of notifications.
*** Your party has killed 2 Arothrok Warriors! Your party gains 380xp.  ***
*** Your party has killed 22 Skreel! Party’s average level is too high to gain xp from this creature. ***
*** Your party has killed 3 Marcid Warriors! Your party gains 570xp. ***
*** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Flamestrike spell! Rank 5 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Cure Wounds spell! Rank 11 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Aura of the Underworld and have reached Rank 2! ***
Annoyed at the message about our level being too high, I updated my notification settings to drop any messages for creatures that gave no xp and sighed as the useless message disappeared from my view.
Kjara and Mika were standing near the guards, who seemed a bit nervous for people who had just been saved from certain death. As I approached their apprehension rose, and I caught more than one of them staring worriedly at my priestly stole.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw a guard with a sergeant’s insignia waving the ladies behind him back into hiding before they could be seen.
I nodded to him in greeting. “Sergeant.”
He snapped to attention along with the rest of his squad and answered, “Adept. Thank you for your aid against these enemies. I fear that we would all be dead if not for you and your allies’ timely arrival.”
Kjara and Mika were looking past the guards, who seemed to be getting more antsy by the moment. Mika wasn’t familiar with the ladies of the Plucky Goose, but I saw the moment Kjara recognized Maeve hiding in the back and an amused twinkle entered her eyes.
I looked past the Sergeant and put on my most official sounding voice. “You in the back. Come out now.”
The sergeant gulped, and a couple of the other guards’ hands clenched around their weapons, and I couldn’t keep up the act anymore.
With a laugh I called out, “Maeve, please come out here before these guys have an aneurism or something.”
“Oy lad, ‘twas wondering ‘ow long ye’d be pullin’ poor Sergeant Ash’s leg,” she said. “But wasn’t about ta let ye make me an’ the girls stay stuffed in the back much longer.”
She pulled herself up and then helped some of the other ladies out of their hiding spots while the city guard stood by stupefied.
Kjara gave Maeve a big hug and said, “I’m glad you got out in time. But what are you doing out here?”
Sergeant Ash still seemed to be on edge, and the rest of the squad weren’t much better, so I decided it was time to put him at ease.
“Don’t worry, sergeant. Maeve and the ladies of the Goose have nothing to fear from me. Hell, until the tsunami hit, Kjara and I were living there,” I said, seeing some of the tension leave his shoulders.
He still looked a bit confused, his expectations about the priesthood likely warring with his ingrained desire to take me at my word. “Of course, Adept,” he finally answered. “That is good to hear.”
Kjara did her best to diffuse the situation. “So how did you all find yourselves here? From what I heard in the refugee camp I thought the city was evacuated when the attack started?”
One of the ladies whose name I didn’t remember walked up to Sergeant Ash and put her hand on his arm, causing him to blush slightly as he looked over at her with a warm gaze. She was a Saa woman with lightly tanned skin and jet-black hair. The sides of her head were shaved, and her remaining hair was gathered into a series of cascading braids that fed into a single long tail hanging down in the back.
She was very attractive, and I could tell the Sergeant was quite taken with her as his eyes continued to drift towards her as he answered, “When the attack started, Maeve, Car’efi, and Vela here were with the volunteers who came to assist with the wounded at the wall.”
He absently reached up and took Vela’s hand in his own as he continued, “When the invaders were driven off, the survivors were on our way back to the barracks when news of the wave reached us.”
Vela smiled back at the sergeant and took up the telling, “One of the temple guard came through and ordered everyone to retreat to the temple. We gathered everyone who was able to move and fled as quickly as we could. We barely made it through the gates before they were slammed shut behind us.”
One of the other guardsmen stepped forward, his blood-soaked armor a testament to the hell these men had experienced over the past few days. He shuddered and said, “It was horrible. We could see the wave’s approach over the temple walls and thought we were all doomed, but the gods spared us.”
The rest of the city guard and Vela all bowed their head in a silent prayer of thanks before returning to the story.
“Thanks be to Heru-et,” Sergeant Ash replied before continuing with the story. “When the wave reached the temple wall it was split in twain by the power of Heru-et. The golden falcon on the obelisk came to life and spread its wings to shelter us all, creating a glowing golden dome that cut the wave in two and protected all of those within.”
I looked over to Maeve who nodded in agreement.
“But why are you out here?” I asked.
Sergeant Ash dropped his gaze and frowned. “Once the waters cleared, the invaders returned and we found ourselves fighting once again. This time on the walls of the temple complex. The ladies were sent to the infirmary to assist, but-”
Maeve cut in, “Don’t ye go blamin’ yerself again, sergeant. Ye weren’t anywhere near when they came fer us.”
Vela rested her head on his arm, and he sighed and nodded.
Maeve turned to me and said, “Someone in the infirmary recognized me, an’ ye can guess what ‘appened next.”
I frowned. “They made you leave? In the middle of a siege? What the hell, Maeve?”
Maeve nodded. “Got it in one, laddie.”
“Wait. What?” Mika said, “I’m completely lost here, guys. Obviously, I’m missing something. Aren’t churches supposed to be all about protecting women and children and all that?”
Maeve snorted. “Who’s yer friend, Kheph? Can’t say I’ve ever seen one o’ his folk before? They all ‘ave such fanciful ideas?”
I gestured to the dýrafólk. “Maeve, this is Mika from the not so lovely Isles Njor,” I said and then gestured back at Maeve. “Mika, this is Maeve, Madam and proprietor of the Plucky Goose.”
Mika’s eyebrows furled for a second. “Madam? I don’t…” he said and then froze as it clicked. “Oh. Things now make a little more sense.”
“Exactly,” I said, turning back to Maeve. “It’s still an asinine thing to do.”
“Aye, well. Not much we could do about it at the time though,” she said and waved dismissively. “At least we knew o’ a place we could probably ‘old up fer a bit. This ‘ouse used ta belong to a wizard friend o’ mine. He ‘ad a nice secure room in ‘is basement that should o’ been safe, and we managed ta get there with little problems. Unfortunately, that did nae last.”
Kjara’s face was set in an angry frown. “That’s just wrong on so many levels.”
Sergeant Ash nodded. “When we returned to check on them after our shift on the wall, we found out what had happened. We would probably have gotten forced out ourselves if not for Hierophant Kaluitep.”
I smiled. Kaluitep was a gem in the pile of turds that was the temple of Heru-et; a kindly older priest who I’d met when I went looking for a teacher for some new spells, and unlike most of the other priests he seemed to be a genuinely good guy.
“He took us aside and told us what had occurred,” Ash continued. “He was able to scry their location and let us know that they were in danger. I was ready to go on my own to rescue this wonderful woman,” he said, wrapping his arm around Vela’s shoulders, “but my squad insisted they be allowed to come.”
One of the squad chuckled and added, “As if we would let you go and get yourself killed. Or worse, come back a hero and hog all of the glory for yourself. Plus, it wasn’t just you that they patched up during the battle against those fishmen. How could we abandon them, especially when an opportunity arose to pay them back?”
Sergeant Ash bowed slightly in gratitude. “The Hierophant showed us an old passage to one of the estates near where the ladies had taken refuge, and from there it was a quick trip here to get the out to bring them back to the temple.”
He looked thoughtful for a second and then gestured towards my shield. “But now I think he had more than one motive for sending us out here.”
“What do you mean?” I replied.
“When we left the temple, he told us to watch out for the bronze jackal,” he said. “I thought it was just his way of telling us to stay safe lest we meet Anpu in the afterlife, but now I think he may have meant you.”
I wasn’t sure what to make of the implied prophecy on Kaluitep’s part, but the whole situation seemed a bit too good to be purely random. The chances of running into this particular group of NPCs who just happened to have access to a secret passage into the temple and were in the service of my one friendly contact at the temple while also including another group of NPCs who I felt I could trust… let’s just say they weren’t good.
Blissfully unaware of my inner musings, Mika said, “So, what you’re saying is you have a way we can get into the temple without fighting through an army of fishmen?”
Ash nodded in agreement and I grinned, tossing my suspicions on the fires of suspension of disbelief.
“Perfect,” I said. “Let’s get moving before any more Kchil show up.”
Maeve piped up, “That may be all fine and well fer ye all, but won’t they just give us the boot again once we get there?”
I shook my head. “No. If Kaluitep is involved, I’m sure we’ll be able to work something out. I’ll speak to the High Priest directly if needed.”
Ash added, “Correct. The Hierophant gave us his word that they would be allowed to stay.”
Kjara grinned. “Great!” she said and readied her bow. “No reason to wait around here for more patrols to show up. Let’s get going.”
Sergeant Ash and his team led us through the ruins back to the noble’s house where the secret passage to the temple was located. As we walked, he filled me in on what he knew of the current state of things within the city.
The Temple of Heru-et was pretty much the last bastion of the empire remaining in Sehkem. Hundreds of people from the surrounding areas had managed to make it through the gates before the wave struck the city, but that still left the vast majority of the city unaccounted for.
The Kchil were constantly attacking the temple walls, trying time and time again to get inside. I knew the reason, but most of the soldiers and refugees within thought it was simply a desire to wipe them out. I considered letting the sergeant in on the secret but decided it was not my secret to tell.
Ash led us to the secret door and flipped the hidden switch that opened it to us, and when the doorway finished opening, Hierophant Kaluitep was there waiting.
…
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We followed the Hierophant through the underground tunnel and back to the temple itself. When we were all safely inside, Kaluitep stood before the entrance and raised a hand towards the passageway.
I could feel power building around the older priest, and then with a flash the open passage was filled with solid stone.
Kaluitep seemed to sag with the effort. I dashed forwards and lent him some support as he recovered from his exertion. He gave me a warm smile and said in a shaky voice, “Welcome back, Adept. I heard from a very reliable source that you’d be coming our way.”
“So ‘ere’s the one we ‘ave to thank fer the rescue?” Maeve said, earning several looks of shock from the soldiers and even her own Saa ladies at her lack of decorum.
Kaluitep chuckled and gave a small nod in her direction. “Yes, well. While the policies of the temple are quite clear on certain things, I cannot countenance sending anyone to their death solely based upon their profession. So, while you are here, I will extend my protection, but would ask that you please refrain from any, shall we say, transactions within the temple grounds? My influence only goes so far.”
The madam just glared at the older man. “Do ye think we’re daft? Sure,” she said with obvious sarcasm. “I’ll just slip one o’ me girls into the High Priest’s bed and leave ‘im a bill in the morn. Bah!”
The Hierophant just chuckled at the thought. “Well, there is little time to waste,” he said and turned to the city guard. “Sergeant, take your squad and escort the ladies to my guest quarters and then return to the barracks. The attacks have become more and more frequent of late and every spear is needed.”
The guardsman saluted and led the ladies further into the temple, leaving us alone with the Hierophant.
Once they were out of earshot, he continued, “The rest of you, come with me and I will bring you to the entrance to the tomb. Unfortunately, we don’t have the leisure to let you rest before heading in, but I have taken the liberty to gather some supplies and things that will assist you in your quest.”
He led us deeper into the temple, passing through hallways so dusty I was certain we were the first to walk them in quite a while.
Eventually we ended up in a large hall with an intricately carved golden disk in the center of the floor. Even as deep as we were under the temple, the room was bathed in bright sunlight. I relished the feeling as the warm light washed over me and seeped into my bones, resetting my Aspect of the Sun racial skill.
I wondered how there could be sunlight this far underground, but as I examined the area it became clear. The room was lined with a series of large, brightly polished mirrors reflecting beams of sunlight streaming in from an opening in the ceiling.
I knelt next to the disk and read the engraved hieroglyphs.
*** Lore (Saa Religion) check successful. ***
The carvings told the tale of Asah and Aset according to the official history of the Pharaohs. How Asah was murdered by the storm god, Sett, and his corpse scattered throughout the empire. How the mortal Priest Hokatutem avenged his god’s death by razing the storm god’s city to the ground, sought out and reunited the god’s remains, and returned them to Aset for burial.
The story as told in the engravings was only partially accurate. From the understanding I’d gained from the Codex Vitae, the part of the story where Asah was murdered by Sett was true, but the resulting quest by Hokatutem and his eventual marriage to Aset and fathering of the Pharaonic line was pure fiction.
Did Aset knock boots with some of her mortal followers? Undoubtably. But the rest was just one family’s propaganda to justify their rule of the empire.
In any case, that part of the history wasn’t relevant to the current quest. The tomb was believed to be the official resting place of the remains of Asah, entombed within a dungeon of unknown deadliness. But instead of the corpse of one dead god, we’d be recovering a piece of the corpse of a Primordial. Lara Croft would be green with envy.
Mika broke the silence. “So, you mentioned supplies?” and gestured around to the empty room.
Kaluitep nodded. “Packs for each of you are within the entrance. Leaving them out here could attract unwanted attention.”
I glanced up and saw he was looking directly into my eyes. I quickly glanced away but not before I caught a slight grin on his face. He continued, “It would be wise if you did not mention entry to the tomb. Even with the times as they are, some would still raise issues if it were known that someone other than the Pharaoh was allowed to enter.”
We all nodded our understanding, and the Hierophant continued, “When you have completed your quest, come and find me and I will see if there is any further aid I may offer.”
With that, he whispered a quiet prayer over the golden disk. The metal shimmered and faded from view, revealing a spiral staircase leading downwards into darkness.
Mika started down the stairs, scanning ahead for any surprises.
“Wait!” I said and then focused on binding myself to the temple and sighed when it took effect.
*** You have set your bind point to the Temple of Heru-et—Tomb Entrance! ***
“Make sure to bind here,” I said, and watched as both Kjara and Mika paused to do so. It would have really sucked to die in the dungeon and have to trek all the way back to the temple.
I gestured to the stairs and said, “Ladies first,” and then dodged a kick to the ass that was Kjara’s only reply. I smiled and followed behind Mika with Kjara in the rear.
As we descended, I heard Kaluitep from above shout as the disk began to reform, “Good luck, Adept. I can’t wait to hear the story of those eyes,” and then the entrance was closed.
*** Quest Update: Find a way to enter the Tomb of Asah [1/1] ***
…
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The stairway descended even further into the earth and eventually opened up into a small room that with a large, gold plated door blocking the way forward. The door’s surface was covered in hieroglyphics that immediately drew my attention.
*** Lore (Saa Religion) check successful. ***
<Herein lies the remains of our beloved Asah, King of the Divine and Mortal realms. Only the worthy shall be granted the right to gaze upon his final resting place. Turn back ye who are faint of heart, weak of will, or feeble in body, for you shall surely perish.>
Mika was examining the door as well, but his gaze was fixated on a small, strangely shaped keyhole worked into the center of the doors frame. Not even thirty seconds had passed since we’d entered the dungeon and he was already at work, kneeling next to the door with a set of strange looking tools in his hand.
“Uh, Mika,” I said. “What are you doing?”
He looked up at me, tools dangling from between his pressed lips as he mumbled, “Picking the lock?”
Kjara coughed and gestured towards the large pack leaning against the left hand wall. “Don’t you think we should… you know, find out what the door says first, or maybe look through the gear that Kaluitep left for us?”
He shrugged, his eyes slowly turning back to the intricate keyhole. “I can listen and work at the same time,” he said and inserted a small pick into the keyhole. “Well?”
I shook my head and read the inscription out loud, watching the dýrafólk do his thing.
Mika inserted another tool into the lock and twisted. There was a loud clank as something within the door disengaged accompanied by a soft hiss. Mika yanked his hand back and glared at the large bronze needle embedded in the meat at the base of his thumb.
I was close enough to see the blueish green liquid mingling with the dýrafólk’s red blood as it dripped onto the stone floor, so it wasn’t that much of a surprise when a poisoned icon appeared next to his health bar in the party window.
He clenched his chest and fell to the ground, choking and coughing on a thick, yellowish froth that was pouring from his nose and mouth. Each attempted breath sent globs of the nasty substance to splatter over the floor.
I cursed and dropped to my knees, casting Purifying Touch on the little man as quickly as I could. The fiery healing magic surged through his veins to burn out whatever poison was at work.
Mika’s choking gurgles intensified as the pain from the poison was joined by that of his boiling blood. The poison was a powerful one, and it took almost my entire mana pool to counteract it.
*** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Purifying Touch spell! Rank 3 Achieved! ***

When the poison icon finally disappeared, I sat back and felt my shoulders sag in exhaustion.
Kjara just stood there shaking her head at the two of us. “Are you guys done messing around?”
“Hey,” I said. “I was just-”
The look she gave me said it would be smarter to stop right there, so I did.
While Mika silently reflected upon his mistake, I joined Kjara to examine the gear Kaluitep had so thoughtfully provided.
She reached into the main pack and took out a small pile of items including three smaller bags that were addressed to us individually.
Most of the provided gear was standard dungeon diving stuff. There were provisions… sort of.
The Hierophant had packed us a small bundle of beef jerky and three water skins, but the skins were empty. There were some general tools that might be useful, but since I had no clue how to use them, I didn’t bother taking any.
When Mika finally joined us, his expression upon seeing the miscellaneous gear was much different. He grinned eagerly as he scooped up a grappling hook and a crowbar and added them to his own backpack along with a long coil of rope and some steel spikes.
He saw me watching him and grinned. He patted the crowbar and said, “Skeleton key,” and raised the grapple. “Fire escape.”
Kjara picked up a small book from the pile and looked it over. “Either of you have any general skill points free?” she asked. “It’s a skill book that’ll teach you Swimming.”
I chuckled and both Mika and Kjara looked at me questioningly.
“I do. Is it a single use thing? Or can we all use it?” I asked.
Kjara shrugged. “Doesn’t say. I don’t have any points free anyhow. What about you, Mika?”
The dýrafólk just shook his head. “No, I’ve got too many skills to let any points sit,” he said with a weary sigh before turning to me. “How do you have points left?”
I tried to avoid the question and started opening the small bag. “I wonder what’s in here?”
Kjara looked at me with wide eyes. “I can’t believe you’re still hoarding points,” she said. “How many do you unspent right now?”
I looked up and gave her my most dashing smile. “I actually did spend most of my points. I only saved one general and one divine in case of emergencies. I could use the book, but we’re in a desert. I don’t think I really need to know how to swim right now. If the situation comes up where we need it, I’ll use the book, but for now, let me keep the piddling remains of my once vast hoard.”
She just shook her head and sighed before handing out the smaller packages.
The first thing I saw when I looked into my package had me cracking up.
Both of my companions turned to stare at me, which make me laugh even harder.
Trying to control myself, I pulled out the item in question and held it up to them: A bronze key that looked perfectly matched to the lock that had almost sent Mika to respawn.
Mika started grumbling as I pulled out the second item, a short note that I struggled to read through my laughter. “Adept K… Kheph. This… is the k..key for the tomb entrance.”
I read the next line and then doubled over laughing again. When I could speak, I continued, “The door is trapped, so be wary. To disarm the trap, push they key further into the door after disengaging the lock. This should keep you from a painful death. Signed, Hierophant Kaluitep.”
My ribs were sore from laughing, and it was hard to keep a straight face with the look on Mika’s face. But damn it was funny. If we had listened to Kjara and taken things slow, the poor guy would have been spared quite the painful experience.
Kjara unpacked her own bag, taking out a small book and several major healing and stamina potions.
Mika’s bag had a book as well, with the same assortment of potions and a set of complex looking lockpicks.
In addition to the key and note, my care package had three moderate mana potions and a rolled up scroll. I added the potions to my belt pouch as I unrolled the scroll and started to read.
A complex series of spell glyphs was drawn out in detail with a description of the spell in the margins. As I studied the construct, I felt a small bubble of information flow towards my memory, pausing just at the edge of my awareness.
*** Would you like to spend one Divine Skill Point to learn the Create Food and Water spell? (Y/N) ***
I only had one point left in that category, but a new spell was a new spell, and the empty waterskins weren’t going to do much to slake our thirst, so I indicated yes, and steadied myself as the rest of the knowledge needed to make use of the spell flowed into my mind.
The scroll turned to dust unnoticed in my hands as my brain began to process the new info, my Spellcrafting skill kicking into overdrive to categorize the various pieces of the spell.
For something with such a simplistic sounding function, the spell-form was incredibly complex. Glyphs for life, fire, water, earth, summoning, and a slew of specialized linking symbols necessary to make the whole thing work all fit together into an intricate puzzle that would bring food and water out of nothing.
My brain raced over the spell-form, but trying to break down all the various energy flows and potentials started to give me a headache.
A sharp pain in my arm brought my attention back to the physical where Kjara and Mika were both yelling and prodding me to get my attention. Apparently actual damage had finally snapped me out of it.
I shook my head and looked at my companions. “Sorry. My brain just fell down a rabbit hole trying to process this new spell that Kaluitep sent me.”
“Hope it’s something useful at least,” Mika said.
“Depends,” I answered. “I think it’s useful, although I’ll hold off my final judgment until I taste the results.”
“Taste?” Kjara asked with a confused expression on her face.
“Yeah, taste,” I said. “I just learned Create Food and Water. I’ll have to do some testing to see if the food I can conjure has any buffs, but it should keep us clear of the Starvation and Dehydration debuffs… and I think that I might be able to do something with these glyphs too...”
“Other than exploding your head, you mean?” Kjara asked with a smile.
I chuckled. “Yeah, other than that.”
Mika held up the small book he’d taken from his own package and sighed, “Another skill manual that I don’t have the points to use.”
“Anything good?” Kjara asked.
He grinned. “Yeah, it’s for a skill called Disabling Strike. From what I can tell it’s useful for taking out an enemy limb for a bit, but that’s all I can tell from the preview. What’s yours?”
“It’s a new skill that chains off of my Flashing Blade AOE called Dervish. If I crit against one of my opponents, I can immediately use the skill to do another AOE attack for free. Next level…”
I snickered and made sure I was out of easy reach as I commented, “Yeah, too bad you don’t have any skill points saved up.”
She gave me a resigned look. “Fine. I will admit that this one time you have a point. But just this once!”
I grinned and said, “As you wish,” in my best Princess Bride impression.
We divvied up the rest of useful supplies and I used my newfound spell to fill the waterskins so we could begin our delve properly hydrated.
The key fit perfectly in the door, and when we followed Kaluitep’s instructions the lock clicked open without a repeat of Mika’s frothy adventure.
…
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Mika took point, leading the way into the tomb proper. After his experience with the trap on the door we had all agreed that being extra cautious was wise. It was slow going, but much better than getting caught in whatever deadly traps the devs had planned for the dungeon.
Our caution was rewarded almost right away when Mika found something halfway down the tunnel. He waved for us to stop and went to work disarming a trap tied to an invisible (to me) pressure plate set into the floor.
He cautiously drew out what looked like a flat head screwdriver and wedged it under the plate. With a deft twist of the wrist, a thin plate popped free revealing a series of gears and other gizmos.
The dýrafólk studied the contraption for a second and then nodded to himself and took out a small pair of pliers from his belt pouch and went to work on the contraption. Seconds later there was a soft click as a piece of the mechanism came free, and Mika pocketed his tools and waved us forward.
About twenty feet past our almost date with some sort of horrible death, the hallway opened into a large room. High above, the ceiling was painted to resemble a brightly lit day, but in place of the sun there was an opening from which a beam of actual sunlight emerged, forming a bright column in the center of the room.
Looking up into the hole I could see a brightly polished mirror reflecting the light, similar to those in the entry room above, likely the final piece of an intricate network maintained by the hard work of a small boy named Aziz.
The ceiling itself was supported by four stone columns carved to resemble Saa women raising their arms in prayer. The statues themselves were very well maintained, and there was no sign of any of the ravages of time one would expect in an ancient tomb.
Another large golden door stood directly across the room, flanked on either side by a line of stone sarcophagi that stood against the wall, as well as the walls to our right and left.
Mika moved slowly into the room, keeping up his vigilant watch while we followed in his wake. As soon as we all crossed the threshold into the room, a shimmering figure flickered into existence in the center of the column of light.
The figure was a well-built Saa man wearing a suite of bronze armor with a wide golden usekh engraved with imagery that my lore databanks identified as appropriate for the servants of Asah and Aset.
“Halt,” the figure said, its voice reverberating throughout the chamber. “None shall disturb the resting place of our lord, Asah. Turn back now or meet your doom.”
Mika slowly crept backwards and Kjara looked at me expectantly.
I squared my shoulders and approached the image. “Greetings, guardian. We have come to recover that which was hidden in place of your lord. I ask that you grant us passage as we mean no harm.”
The figure turned its gaze to me. “None shall disturb the resting place of our lord, Asah. Turn back now or meet your doom.”
“I am here on the business of Anpu, Lord of the Underworld. We are here to save everyone from the ravages of the Kchil. Please stand aside. We cannot abandon our task,” I responded, hoping to avoid a fight.
The image’s eyes locked upon mine once again as he spoke. “None shall disturb the resting place of our lord, Asah. Turn back now or meet your doom.”
I sighed and moved back to where my companions were waiting. “I think their answering machine is broken. Looks like this place is scripted and doesn’t care what our mission is. You guys ready for a fight? Those sarcophagi have to be there for a reason, right?”
Mika shrugged. “Just give me a warning before you do anything crazy so I can stealth.”
I looked to Kjara and she smiled, “You know it. I’m good to go as soon as you call in Amenhotep.”
Grinning, I brought the spell-form for Summon Legionnaire into my mind, feeding it energy from my divine favor pool. That warm, vitalizing energy flowed through me from my connection to my patron and into the spell, creating a small summoning circle on the ground before me.
Within the circle of light the energy created a swirling cyclone of crimson and gold sand. Like a reverse Thanos Snap, the sand began to come together, shaping itself into large, humanoid form.
As the spell continued, I selected the buff I’d gained upon reaching rank two in the Spectral Legion skill: Aegis of Bone, which granted my summoned companion bonus hit points and defensive stats.
A cloud of what looked like powdered bone and bronze appeared at the outer edges of the summoning circle and was swept up in the cyclone, merging with the spell as it completed construction of the Temple Guardian Amenhotep.
As the spell completed, I snuck a glance at Mika to see his reaction and noticed Kjara doing the same with a mischievous grin on her face.
The dýrafólk did not disappoint. If there was a Guinness world record judge with us, Mika’s reaction to seeing my summoned companion for the first time might have broken the record for the highest vertical jump from a crouched position.
I wasn’t sure what Mika was expecting, but it definitely wasn’t a giant, armor clad mummy staring at him with glowing golden eyes.
Amenhotep was a massive figure. Clad in intricately carved bronze armor and wielding a massive tower shield and khopesh. He was quite a frightening sight. Beneath his armor, every inch of his body was wrapped tightly in dry, linen bandages except for his eyes which shone with a glowing golden light.
The guardian turned to me and bowed his head. “Greetings again Adept. I was beginning to grow restless awaiting your summons. I am eager to begin our quest.”
I nodded in return and gestured to Mika. “Amenhotep, this is Mika, the newest addition to our party.”
The mummy turned his gaze back to Mika and nodded a greeting.
“Mika, meet Amenhotep, Guardian of the Temple of the Restless Dead. And our tank,” I said with a grin, still enjoying the rogue’s skittishness.
“You don’t think you could have warned me?” he said.
Kjara smiled. “Why would we ruin the surprise? Think of it as a sort of initiation. Even Kheph almost wet himself when he first saw him, and he cast the summons!”
“Guilty as charged,” I said with a shrug, and gestured for him to come closer. “Let’s buff up and see what kind of crazy this place has in store.”
I enchanted all of our melee weapons with the Jackal’s Touch spell, giving us all a small increase to damage and critical chance, and we each chowed down on one of my few remaining travel cakes and meat skewers to give us a small boost to our attributes and regen rate.
*** Meat Skewer: +5% HP/MP/SP out of combat regeneration. Duration (8hrs) ***
*** Travel Cake: +1 Constitution, +2% in combat HP regeneration. Duration (4hrs) ***
A bowl of lentil stew would have been nice as well for the wisdom and perception boosts, but without any form of in-game Tupperware I didn’t have any way to carry it with me for field use.
I looked to my companions, and they signaled their readiness. Mika faded from view as he activated his stealth ability while Kjara and Amenhotep and I readied our weapons and got into formation.
Amenhotep raised his shield and took point with Kjara on his right while I followed closely behind, ready to heal or stab as needed.
The figure in the light just watched us as we approached, continuing his pre-recorded spiel. No one’s allowed, we are doomed, yadda, yadda, yadda.
Nothing changed until Amenhotep crossed into the sunlight itself which was when all hell broke loose.
The messenger’s expression instantly transformed from one of calm warning to one of intense rage. His normal Saa features began to morph. His human mouth opened wide in a scream of rage, and then continued to open further, the jawbones popping out of their socket and the flesh stretching until its mouth was almost two feet high.
A cloud of glowing, red-tinged energy poured out of the figure’s maw and spiraled around the room. The image’s body deflated as it the energy rushed forth until it finally disappeared with a slight pop, leaving only the glowing cloud behind.
The energy divided into smaller pieces, each piece sinking into one of the sarcophagi lining the walls, raising small puffs of dust in their wake.
The sarcophagi began to shake and then one by one the lids slid to the side, revealing creatures that looked like Amenhotep’s malnourished second cousins, twice removed. Each clenched a short bronze spear in their left hand and a short sickle-like khopesh in their right.
Where Amenhotep’s eyes shone with a pure golden glow, these mummies’ eyes shown a deep crimson. At least it’s not the sickly green of necromancy, I thought, readying my Sunspear.
I used Analyze on the closest of the mobs to see what we were dealing with.
*** Tomb Guard, Level 10 ***
*** HP: 100%, SP: N/A ***
*** Conditions: Eternal. ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: None. ***
*** Weakness: Fire.  ***
*** Highest Statistics: Strength, Agility. ***
The guards pulled themselves free from their tombs and advanced, threatening us on three sides. A quick glance revealed ten guards total, three each from the left and right, and four from the center.
Kjara took the lead. “Left, left, left!” she cried, and dashed in that direction, her swords a blur as she brought the fight to the mummy in the center of that flank.
Amenhotep followed, angling himself to cover the moon elf’s right flank and defend against the guards approaching from the far wall. I followed after, aiming a Sunstrike at the leftmost guard and burning a hole through its desiccated body that dropped its health by a third.
The glowing energy of Kjara’s blades seemed to be doing a number on the animated warriors and her initial target was already below half health when we collided.
I deflected my opponent’s spear to the side with the haft of my own and raised my shield to block its sickle. I took a step back, opening some space between us for my spear to work and thrust forward.
My spear tip skipped along the surface of the guard’s protective usekh and sank into its right shoulder, piercing through the joint itself, dropping its health down to forty percent and disabling its right arm.
I withdrew my spear with a twist and the enemy’s arm ripped free with a spray of dust and sand. Its sickle fell to the ground with a clang.
Seemingly unphased by the loss, the Tomb Guard slashed its spear tip along the outside of my right arm, finding a gap in my armor and cutting deep into my flesh.
My arm started to throb as my health dropped by ten percent and the bleeding status appeared next to my health gauge.
*** You are bleeding! ***
I batted its spear to the side and answered its attack with my own, this time finding a gap under its arm and thrusting my spear home.
The guard’s body crumpled to dust as its health bar reached zero and a glowing orb, now the same pure gold color of Amenhotep’s eyes flew back to the warrior’s sarcophagus and floated idly above it.
A crash from my right drew my attention to where Amenhotep was now engaged in a family reunion with his smaller cousins. The residual light from his Shockwave skill still hung in the air, and six Tomb Guard were showing him just how much he was missed.
Kjara had already dispatched her initial target and was in the process of cutting into the flanks of the enemies fixated on Amenhotep.
All three sarcophagi on the left side of the room had glowing golden wisps hanging over them, leaving seven guards standing.
I cast Soothing Touch on myself to stop the bleeding and scanned the room for the missing warrior, turning just in time to avoid taking a spear in the back.
Instead of becoming a priest-kabob, I felt the sharp bronze blade skip off of the bronze rings bolted to my armor. My health dropped by another five percent as the force of the blow went right into my kidney and stunned me for just long enough to miss its follow up attack with its sickle.
The blade cut a large gash into my shoulder and sent me stumbling back with my health dropping even further. I raised my shield, blocking my view of the Tomb Guard as I awaited its follow up attack. But none came. Instead, I heard a familiar voice.
“Hey Kheph,” it said, and I dropped my shield to reveal Mika standing where my opponent had been, a newly created pile of dust still settling at his feet. “You should probably start healing the tank,” he said and gestured over to where Amenhotep and Kjara were taking on the rest of the enemy force.
Confused for a second, I glanced at the party window and cursed. Amenhotep’s health was flashing red with less than ten percent. I ran back into position and started casting.
As my first Cure Wounds flowed into the Temple Guardian, I heard Kjara call out, “About time, James.”
“Sorry,” I yelled back, and continued healing for all I was worth.
I got Amenhotep’s health back up to ninety percent or so and then did the same for Kjara, draining my mana in the process.
Once they were in good condition, I shifted my attention to my own wounds and then moved forward to assist in dispatching the remaining enemies.
A Sunstrike here, a stab with my elongated Sunspear there, and healing all around until the rest of the Tomb Guards were destroyed.
As the final warrior fell and released its glowing wisp, those hovering above the open sarcophagi abandoned their perches and gathered once again within the pillar of sunlight at the center of the room.
The glowing figure from earlier took shape once again, but instead of a static image, it shifted continuously in face and form.
The original man was replaced by a female warrior who was then replaced by another man, and another. As the faces and bodies changed, they began to glow brighter until it was too much for even my blessed eyes to bear.
I raised my shield to shade my eyes and there was a bright, painful flash of light that left me seeing spots that partially obscured the end of combat notifications as they scrolled by.
*** Your party has destroyed 10 Tomb Guards! Your party gains 2500xp. ***
*** Mika has reached level 9! ***
*** Kjara has reached level 11! ***
*** Congratulations you have reached Level 12! ***
*** You have gained 2 Combat Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 2 Divine Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 2 General Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 16 maximum Hit Points. ***
*** You have gained 20 maximum Mana. ***
*** You have gained 8 maximum Stamina. ***
Blinking to clear away the spots, I looked around the room and saw that the remains of the Tomb Guards were no longer present, and all of the sarcophagi were closed once again.
“Ding! Oh hey, look,” Mika said with a laugh. “The door’s open. Let me check it out.”
He moved through the room and into the now open hallway, taking two steps before a loud click echoed through the room and Mika came flying back towards us, a ballista bolt stuck through his chest like a gigantic skewer, his health at zero.
*** Mika has been killed! ***
Kjara and I just looked down at his corpse in stunned silence.
“Well… that’s certainly one way to disarm a trap.” I said, shaking my head. “Let’s see if dýrafólk can benefit from my new spells.”
“At least it's not too far from the entrance if it doesn’t work,” Kjara said and leaned her head on my shoulder.
I gave her a warm hug and then got down to work.
Using the level five boon from my Child of the Underworld skill, I performed a blessing over his corpse, removing the ballista bolt and scraping as many of his bits as possible back into the gaping hole in his chest.
“Anpu, Lord of the Underworld, please grant your blessing upon this foreign man who has thrown in his lot with your servants. Help him find his way quickly back to us,” I whispered and drew an ankh on his forehead in his own blood.
A soft glow settled over Mika’s corpse and then sank into the body.
*** Funeral rites… successful! ***
That complete, I sat next to the body and got comfortable before bringing the glyphs for the Call the Dead spell to mind. I studied the symbols briefly, filing away some bits of information brought to the fore by my Spellcrafting skill for later and then supplied the necessary mana.
A glowing golden spear appeared in the air over Mika’s corpse and thrust down into his chest, almost mirroring the ballista bolts path. The haft of the spear then split and expanded into a glowing golden portal.
The spell took a miniscule amount of mana to maintain, but did require my concentration, so I settled down and used the time to study the active glyphs while we waited for Mika to make his ghost walk of shame back to us.
Looking at the way the different glyphs combined was creating a tingling sensation, like a word on the tip of the tongue that you just can’t bring forth. It was frustrating. I could tell I was on the verge of something awesome but knew that if I tried to dig in deeper while the spell was active, I would likely end up both killing myself and possibly creating some complications with Mika’s return journey.
Resolving to look into it later, I banished my inner Elmer Fudd back to the recesses of my brain and let the rabbit go for the time being.
…
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A bit later Mika rejoined the party, popping out of the shimmering portal at the same moment that his now defunct meat puppet disintegrated into the ether. He looked around a bit sheepishly and then shrugged at us both.
“Did I mention I may have a tendency to get tunnel vision?” he asked. “Didn’t expect there to be a trap two feet in.”
Kjara smiled. “Ya don’t say.”
I just shook my head and sighed. “Let’s take it slow, okay? We’ve already proven that whoever designed this place was a bit trap happy. And congratulations on the level up. Now you guys can use your skill books.”
“Already done,” Kjara said, and when I looked back at her she smiled. “What do you think I was doing the whole time you were sitting there holding open the portal?”
Mika gave me a thumbs up as he pulled out the book and opened it up. “I spent my points while waiting for the gate to port me back here, but saved one for this,” he said, the book turning into a cloud of shadowy looking mist and sinking into his body.
I chuckled. “Awesome. Hope you upped whatever you need to spot traps a bit better.”
He smiled sheepishly. “Oh yeah. And slow going from now on. I forgot how much death hurts.”
I reapplied the buffs to Mika’s daggers and then said, “Alright, I leveled after the last fight too, so give me a minute to get myself sorted.”
I popped open my stats and looked at my current progress.
CHARACTER STATISTICS

Name:Kheph Sa’tep

Race:Human, Saa (Awakened)

Class:Priest of Anpu

Level:12Awakened Rank: 2

Experience: 40184/47250

Hit Points: 535/535

Mana: 510/510

Endurance: 383/383

Divine Favor: 33

Attributes (Modifier):

--Strength (+1):14 (+3)

--Agility (+1):11 (+1)

--Constitution (+3):16 (+4)

--Intelligence:12 (+2)

--Wisdom:13 (+2)

--Presence (+1):20 (+6)

--Fortune:12 (+2)

Racial Skills:

--Child of the Sun

--Martial Training

--Son of the Sun

--Aspect of War

--Aspect of Light

Class Skills:

--Blessing of the Gods

--Divine Blessing

--Temple Training

--Child of the Underworld

Boons and Blessings:

--Unknown Origins - Blood of the Gods (Awakened)

Combat Skills: (Available: 2)

--Spear: 11 [60%]

--Shield: 10 [72%]

--Medium Armor: 10 [45%]

--Endurance: 5 [89%]

--Precision Strike: 6 [34%]

General Skills: (Available: 3)

--Armorer: 8 [28%]

--Cooking: 4 [98%]

--Discerning Eye: 10 [0%]

--First Aid: 10 [0%]

--Literacy (Saa):1 [84%]

--Lore (Saa Religion): 11 [0%]

--Survival (Desert): 1 [76%]

--Weaponsmith: 1 [13%]

--Lore (Necromancy): 3 [15%]

--Riding: 1 [92%]

Divine (Available: 3)

Skills

--Combat Caster: 10 [80%]

--Spectral Legion: 2 [N/A]

--Exorcism: 1 [0%]

--Spellcrafting: 1 [15%]

--Aura of the Underworld: 1 [51%]

Spells

--Soothing Touch:  4 [72%]

--Sunstrike:  4 [90%]

--Jackal’s Tooth:  3 [95%]

--Beacon of Life:  2 [42%]

--Purifying Touch: 3 [25%]

--Flamestrike: 5 [11%]

--Sever Bonds: 1 [25%]

--Summon Legionnaire: 1 [0%]

--Cure Wounds: 11 [20%]

--Sehkmet's Cleansing: 3 [20%]

--Purification: 1 [0%]

--Call the Dead: 1 [0%]

I dropped a point into Cure Wounds since its progress was still low enough that I didn’t feel bad about the loss, bringing it up to twelve. Precision Strike got a point as well. Landing more crits meant more free spells, not to mention dead enemies.
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Cure Wounds spell to 12! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Precision Strike skill to 7! ***
The rest I held in reserve for the next time my core skills ranked up through use.
Adjustments made, I gestured to Mika and said, “Ready when you are,” and watched as he proceeded down the tunnel at a much more cautious pace.
Between the guard room and the next there were four more traps. Four. Luckily for us, whatever skills Mika had increased on his jaunt through the afterlife did the trick and he was able to disarm, or at least help us avoid them all.
As we descended, the walls began to take on a greenish tint and the air became cool and heavy with moisture, noticeably dropping the temperature.
The tunnel opened onto a small stone platform that extended out over a swift moving underground river. A small boat floated in the water, tied to the platform by a pair of thick ropes.
Carved along an arch spanning the entire width of the cavern was an inscription.
Float upon the river,
Let knowledge guide your path,
Answer incorrectly,
And experience my wrath.
Two forks ahead, regrets behind,
Your fate is in your hands,
But answer wrong too many times…
Your blood will soak the sands.
“Huh,” I said and read the inscription out loud. “Anyone know how to steer a boat?”
Mika sighed and raised his hand. “I did start in Njor after all, knowing how to work a boat was pretty much required. But looking at that boat, I don’t think we’d really need a skill.”
From the edge of the stone platform, I could see the workings of the small boat and he was probably right. There were no oars, ropes or pullies or anything like that, just a simple rudder to direct the course of the boat as the current drew it onwards.
The boat was wide enough for two to stand abreast and about ten feet long. A waist-high railing provided some protection from taking an unwanted bath, coming to a point at the front where a single person, or two Mikas, could comfortably stand. The back of the boat had a lower rail with the tiller poking through.
A thorough search of the cave confirmed that the only way forward was to take the boat unless one fancied a swim in a mysteriously flowing underground river in the middle of a magical dungeon. Kaluitep’s gift of the Swimming skill book finally made sense.
I briefly considered using the book, but with my armor no amount of swimming skill was going to keep me from a watery grave if I fell overboard, and Mika and Kjara were again bereft of the necessary skill points to use it.
Kjara peered off into the tunnel ahead. “How do you want to do this? The riddle seems to imply there’s some sort of puzzle coming up, but it’s a dungeon so we can’t be sure there aren’t some type of critters around.”
“Who’s going to drive?” I asked, glancing between my three companions.
Kjara shrugged. “I’d rather have my bow free in case enemies show up, so that counts me out.” She turned to Mika and asked, “Do you have any ranged attacks?”
The dýrafólk nodded and pulled out a light crossbow and small quiver of barbed bolts from his pack. “It’s pretty slow to reload, but it packs a serious punch. I can throw daggers too, but I’d rather not lose my blades in some underground river. Bolts are a lot cheaper, and I rarely use them anyhow.”
I looked to Amenhotep with his heavy armor, tower shield and khopesh. “How would you feel about steering the boat?”
He gave me a look that made it quite clear how he felt, but in case the look wasn’t enough, he mentally projected, “Do I look like a ferryman? My task is to defend and aid you in your quest. If we are attacked, I must be free to act.”
I sighed. “Guess I’ll be playing the part of Charon on this venture. Let’s just hope we don’t end up in the underworld or I’m telling Anpu it was all your fault,” I said in Amenhotep’s direction.
The guardian turned his glowing gaze towards me and gave an almost unnoticeable shrug.
Kjara laughed. “I’ll take the prow. Mika you can move pretty easily between port and starboard and Amenhotep can stay astern near Kheph at the tiller unless he’s needed.”
“What?” I asked, “Can you say that in English please?” I had no clue what she was talking about. Prow, stern, starboard. Sure, I’d seen a bunch of pirate movies, but the lingo had never stuck.
“I’ll take the front. Mika can go between the left and right and Amenhotep will stay in the middle near the back with you,” she explained with a grin and then hopped down into the boat, landing lightly on her feet and easily catching her balance as the boat rocked back and forth.
Mika hopped down with just as little effort, and even less of an effect on the stability of the vessel.
I wasn’t about to try that approach. I’d probably end up capsizing the boat or falling overboard. I shrank my spear back down to its rod form and tucked it into my belt and handed my shield to Kjara below. With both hands free I carefully climbed down the ladder and stepped into the bottom of the boat, stumbling into the rail as it tilted and put me off balance.
I managed to catch myself and shuffled over to my position before taking my shield back. I slung it over my shoulder, keeping my hands free to steer while making sure it would be available in case we were attacked.
Another lurch of the boat almost sent me tumbling over the rail as Amenhotep landed slightly off center on the wooden deck.
I cursed and wrapped myself around the rail as the boat shuddered, glaring at Amenhotep. “Really? Just jump off the docks into the boat? How did you know it would hold your weight?”
“It is Saa crafted,” his voice said in my mind, “of course it would hold my weight.”
All the rocking was starting to make me nauseous, so I settled myself against the “stern” and took a few deep breaths before resting my hands on the tiller.
*** Launch vessel? (Y/N) ***
“Everyone ready?” I asked and looked around to my companions. One by one they nodded, weapons in hand.
Taking a firm grip on the tiller, I hit yes.
The boat came free from its moorings with a lurch, sending me stumbling back a step. Somehow Amenhotep was unphased by the change and stood rock steady in the center of the boat.
Seconds later the current took hold and launched our vessel down the tunnel at near roller coaster speed. I could feel the wind rushing over my shoulder and looked up to see Kjara standing on the prow, the wind whipping her braid behind her.
She turned back to me and grinned. “I’m the king of the world!”
I smiled back and then saw a large arch of worked stone rapidly approaching. I could barely make out the words carved in the Saa tongue on its surface.
As I read it aloud, I was kind of disappointed. Really devs? You couldn’t come up with anything a bit less popular for a riddle?
“The beginning of eternity, the end of time and space, the beginning of every end and the end of every place. What am I?” I said, bored.
Kjara looked back and said, “Really?”
I nodded as we rushed under the arch and looked back. The reverse side of the archway had the same riddle carved into it, giving anyone who missed it the first time another chance.
Up ahead the tunnel split, each branch with another carved archway overhead. The left arch had a small plaque with the words “The Void” carved into it. The right arch had a similar plaque with a stylized “E”.
The current increased in speed as we neared the fork, the water smashing into the cave where the river split. I yelled out, “Alright all, here we go! The letter E. Right!”
I shoved the tiller hard to the right and almost flipped over the side of the boat as it turned sharply to the left and slid into the wrong tunnel.
“Why did you go left?” Kjara yelled from the front of the boat. “You got the answer right.”
I looked around as the tunnel began to glow red and the water began to slow. “I pushed the damn thing right. Someone inverted the steering on this hunk of junk.”
Mika was laughing his ass off and Kjara just looked at me and tried not to laugh.
“Oh, you sweet, summer child,” she said and looked around. “I guess that’s what we get for letting the land lubber steer the ship.”
The river flowed into a large circular chamber with a massive stone gate blocking the flow of the river and I wondered what I had gotten us into.
The current pushed us around the outside of the room in a large circle, the side of the boat occasionally scraping against the rock walls. Trying to rectify my prior steering error, I used the tiller to direct us away from the stone and any potential damage to the boat.
“Well, what now?” I asked, looking for some way to open the gate just as something thumped against the bottom of the boat, causing it to rock.
Kjara was up on the bow, looking into the water where some ripples and small bubbles were coming up from below. A second tap on the opposite side of the boat sent us drifting in the opposite direction.
With a spray of dark water, a large serpentine form burst out of the water on our left and struck at Kjara on the prow. A giant snake wasn’t quite what I was expecting, but it was very fitting for the source material.
The creature’s body was covered in thick, dark scales with even darker patches along its back. Its underbelly was a bright orange color with several dots, like the pips normally seen on dice, and strangely, its gaping mouth was completely toothless.
At its size it really didn’t need any teeth. Its mouth was big enough to swallow an arm, leg, or head with ease.
I used Analyze as Kjara ducked under the serpent’s lunge and shot an arrow into its flank, dropping its health by a sliver.
*** Laurenti Serpent, Level 15 ***
*** HP: 97%, SP: 100% ***
*** Conditions: None  ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: Noxious Secretions ***
*** Weakness: Electricity ***
*** Highest Statistics: Strength, Agility ***
Mika raised his crossbow just in time to see the tail of the serpent crest over the boat and release a spray of some substance that splattered onto the dýrafólk and our boat.
It stank. My eyes started to water, and my vision got hazy as the stench of whatever foul substance the creature had squirted at us washed over me.
*** Constitution check unsuccessful! ***
***You are affected by the Laurenti Serpent’s Noxious Secretions ***
I couldn’t see it, but I heard the sounds of retching as Kjara and Mika began coughing and choking from the front of the boat.
I leaned against the tiller, sending the boat into a slow turn which only added to my nausea as my budding seasickness combined with the effects of the oil of stank.
Amenhotep seemed unphased when my eyes cleared enough of the tears to get a look around. The Temple Guardian was poised in the center of the boat. Head tilted as if listening for something.
With another splash, the snake appeared over the rail on the left and dashed toward Mika’s retching form, its toothless maw closing around the dýrafólk’s leg.
A new icon appeared next to Mika’s name in the party window indicating some sort of paralysis effect and the snake began to slide back into the water, dragging the rogue with it.
Amenhotep stepped forward and smashed his shield down onto the deck, producing a shock wave that washed over the serpent. The creature released its hold on Mika and turned its gaze on Amenhotep as the taunt component of his Shockwave skill forced the creature to focus on him.
Mika dropped like a mannequin into the bottom of the boat, his limbs locked in place by the serpent’s toxin.
I hit him with a Purification spell and winced in sympathy as the paralysis burned away and he started screaming. A quick Cure Wounds eliminated the pain from both the bite and my fiery purification magic.
When I looked back to the front of the boat, Kjara had recovered from the noxious attack and was busy cutting into the serpent’s flanks while Amenhotep held its attention.
The boat was too unsteady for me to move any closer to the fight, and I was sure that any attempts to use my spear would result in someone going overboard. Probably me.
The snake’s main tactic seemed to be poisoning its prey and then dragging it down to a slow, painful, drowning death, but the Legionnaire was immune to the poison, and was strong enough to avoid being tugged into the water when the creature did get past his shield to latch on to his bandage-wrapped form.
I wedged myself into the space between the tiller and the rail and kept the healing flowing. The one or two times purification became necessary, I sent the magic along with an apology, but a little burn was far preferable in my mind to drowning in the loving embrace of a giant snake.
Forced to fight us on our own terms, the snake was at a distinct disadvantage.
Mika landed the final blow, leaping onto the serpent’s neck and plunging his daggers into its eyes. The risky move almost backfired when the snake went limp and almost dragged the rogue into the water with it. Only the dýrafólk’s quick reflexes saved him from joining the corpse at the bottom of the river.
*** Your party has destroyed a Laurenti Serpent! Your party gains 841xp. ***
Nothing remained of the giant snake, and as the final ripples of its passing faded from the surface of the pool, the stone door blocking the way forward slammed open. The water trapped in the cavern, now free to pursue another course surged through the door, taking our vessel with it.
…
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I moved the tiller slowly back and forth, getting myself even more familiar with the inverted nature of the steering device and looked over my companions. Their out of combat regeneration was slowly closing their remaining wounds, so by the time we approached the next archway we were all completely healed.
Mika turned to look back at me. “You got the whole steering thing down this time?”
“Yeah,” I said and shrugged. “I never claimed to know how to drive a boat.”
Kjara gave me a wink. “Don’t worry, James. As soon as you’re up and at ‘em again, I’ll take you out on the water and show you the ropes.”
“Let’s hope I don’t get seasick for real,” I answered just as the next arch came into view.
I read through the next question and said “Wha…”
Kjara looked back, “What is it? Neither of us can read hieroglyphics.”
“How many sides does a circle have.” I said, trying to wrap my brain around it. “I don’t get it. It’s a circle. It doesn’t have sides.”
Our boat sped down the river as Mika answered, “It’s got two sides. Pick two.”
“Yeah, two,” Kjara agreed. “An inside, and an outside.”
I smacked myself on the forehead and watched for the split ahead. The right-hand tunnel had a one carved above it, and the left had a two.
I pushed the tiller gently, steering the boat to the left-hand tunnel. The walls of the tunnel glowed green as we passed under the archway, and the current once again increased in speed as it carried us forward.
The next arch came up quickly, asking another common riddle that we easily answered, but then the devs really turned up the difficulty, or at least I thought so.
The riddles progressed from common ones we’ve all heard as kids all the way up to strange obscure questions that just blew my mind, but somehow Kjara knew the answers.
As we passed through the latest arch I just had to ask, “Where are you getting these from? Did you memorize a riddle book or something?”
She laughed. “No, but my team is the reigning champ at trivia night at the local bar. Amazing how much random knowledge you pick up when free drinks are on the line.”
But even her trivia mastery ran out as the underground river widened and the current slowed to a crawl. The sound of the river itself diminished, replaced by another, more deadly sound. A waterfall.
Rising from the center of the river was a large stone pillar with a series of numbers carved into it, and as we approached, Kjara started reading them off.
Whoever had programmed this test decided to forgo any hieroglyphic numerical system in favor of the standard Arabic numerals of the real world.
“Okay, looks like a number series and there’s a blank at the bottom. Guess we have to find the next number,” she said.
“Here we go. From the top we have one, eleven, twenty-one, one thousand two hundred and eleven, one hundred eleven thousand two hundred and twenty-one, three hundred twelve thousand two hundred eleven,” she said.
Mika groaned. “Really? Complex math problems on a limited timeline?”
I started trying to do some calculations in my head and saw Kjara’s brow furrowed in thought as well as she scratched out numbers on the bench in front of her.
The boat continued to flow onwards, getting closer to the pillar until it was readable by everyone.
1
11
21
1211
111221
312211
________
Kjara growled. “It doesn’t make any sense, there’s nothing there. All the math just breaks down after one step.”
Mika shrugged. “I can calculate planetary orbits in my head. There’s gotta be a trick here. This isn’t math, its bullshit.”
I read through the number again, hoping for some spark of info from the game system but there was nothing. “One, eleven, twenty-one…. wait….”
Our boat passed by the pillar and started to pick up speed once again. Luckily the same sequence of numbers was engraved onto the back of the pillar as well.
Something clicked in my head and I laughed. My companions all looked at me like I was crazy as I said, “It’s not math! Listen. Follow along with me.”
“One. One one. Two ones. One two, one one. The next number’s describing the previous one,” I said.
The pillar was rapidly disappearing behind us so I yelled, “Kjara can you still see it? What’s the last number?”
She squinted. “Okay… we have one three, one one, two twos, and two ones… so One three one one two two two one… Got it?”
I looked down and saw Mika had scratched the number into the wood of the seat with his dagger and looked up to see a series of caves open up before us.
Unlike the previous questions where there had been two choices offered, this one had four.
Kjara pointed to one of the tunnels with our answer carved above it and I put the boat on course. I crossed my fingers as we sped under the arch and hoped to see the familiar green glow of a correct answer surround us, but there was nothing.
The boat dropped out from under us as river plunged down a steep incline, the walls of the tunnel narrowing into a tube just big enough for our craft.
I clenched the rails with white-knuckled hands and ducked down into the boat so I wouldn’t hit my head on the tunnel roof. Amenhotep and Mika hunkered down as well, but not Kjara. She was at the front of the boat, eyes gazing forwards with a grin of pure joy on her face. “This is so much better than any water ride I’ve ever been on!”
“Yeah… Totally,” I yelled back. “Let’s hope this ride is more Disney and less Jurassic Park.”
She howled in glee as we whipped around the bends, the centrifugal force pressing us all down into the boat as we spiraled downwards. I barely had time to register the tunnel was coming to an end before we were ejected out into the open air.
Somehow, we managed to keep our grip on the boat as we sailed across a massive cavern and then began to fall.
I may or may not have peed a little as our vessel plummeted towards the sandy beach far below, but just when I thought we’d somehow made a mistake on the last riddle, a force took hold of the boat and arrested our fall.
Peeking over the rail I saw a cloud of some sort under our boat, supporting us as we slowly descended towards the water below.
I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and relaxed my grip on the rails, flexing my fingers to restore circulation as Kjara gazed around as if we hadn’t just almost plummeted to our deaths.
Mika slowly peeled himself from the bottom of the boat and looked over the rails as well, whistling softly to himself, and Amenhotep was well… Amenhotep, sitting stoically, unphased by it all.
With the fear of impending doom no longer filling my mind I was able to relax and take in the scenery.
Up above there were four openings spewing water into the chamber. Beneath the three we hadn’t come through were formations of sharp, jagged rocks. The fate of those who had failed to figure out the last riddle.
Below us and approaching quickly was a small beach leading up to a large stone door carved into the cliff face. The story of Asah and Aset was duplicated in the stone here, with colossal statues of the King and Queen of the Saa pantheon flanking the door, and a large stone sphinx resting in an alcove above it.
As we landed and hopped out onto the beach, Kjara rushed over and wrapped her arms around me in a warm hug and gave me a quick kiss on the lips, her eyes wide and lips curled into a massive smile. “Can we do it again?!” she asked, hopping up and down excitedly.
I smiled and gave her a warm squeeze and kissed her on the forehead, basking in the moment, until it was shattered by the sound of cracking stone and something massive clearing its throat nearby.
…
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I spun towards the sound and raised my shield, looking for its source. Kjara already had an arrow nocked and ready to fire.
Perched above the stone doorway was a creature straight out of the myths. The creature’s lower body was that of a lion with a pair of feathered wings sprouting from its back, and her - it was most definitely a her - chest and head were that of a beautiful human woman.
A broad usekh was draped over her shoulders and extended down her chest, just far enough to cover the bits normally not kosher for prime time TV and provide some protection to her less leonine flesh in those areas.
Portions of the sphinx’s body were covered in a residual layer of stone, which she quickly sloughed off and stood. The majestic creature’s human mouth spit into a grin, revealing a deadly looking pair of fangs framed by blood-red lips.
She shook herself free of the remains of her stone shell and leapt down from her perch, landing between us and the stone door.
As the sphinx touched down, a pulse of energy traveled through the sand covering the area, sweeping it into six equal sized heaps that then morphed into large cats.
Standing approximately eight feet tall at the shoulder, she was truly massive, and each one of her kohl darkened eyes was the size of a softball.
She let out a low churl and the leonine creatures began to pace back and forth, awaiting direction from their mistress.
The sphinx stretched out on the floor, her true, tawny colored skin now completely free of its earlier casing. She took a deep breath, flexing just enough to shift her usekh and reveal a glimpse beneath, her grin widening even further at my blush.
She languidly stretched out, arching her back like a house cat and idly kneaded the ground before her, foot-long claws extending from the pads of her very leonine paws to scratch deep gouges into the stone.
Amenhotep took a step forward and readied himself to absorb whatever attack was coming, but the sphinx just looked at him with her kohl darkened eyes and chuckled. “Oh, do calm down, my dear boy. There will be time for violence soon enough.”
She ruffled her large, feathered wings and settled them over her back like a cloak as she looked us over. Her grin widened as she looked to me and Kjara. “Oh, one of Anpu’s… strike that. Two of Anpu’s, how delicious.”
She looked over to Mika next and licked her lips, “Oh, and an appetizer from the far north. Yum.”
“But rules are rules, as they say,” the sphinx continued. “I am compelled by the terms of my service here to offer you the chance to answer a riddle instead of eating you outright. So, what do you say? Will you answer my riddle?”
I gulped and tried not to stare as Kjara smirked at me and then stepped forward, “Of course, oh wise sphinx. Give us your riddle.”
The sphinx chuckled and replied, “Oh, little tasty moon elf, buttering me up won’t do you any good. Now listen closely, you will get only one chance to answer.”
Kjara stood silent as the sphinx spoke. “What is that which in the morning goeth upon four feet; upon two feet in the afternoon; and in the evening upon three?”
Mika and I shared a surprised look. They had literally taken the riddle of the sphinx directly from the source material.
Amenhotep stood silent but Kjara turned back to me and raised an eyebrow and smiled. I bowed and made a flourishing gesture towards the sphinx and Kjara turned back. “A man,” she answered.
The sphinx seemed to deflate a bit and huffed, “Correct.” She waved her paw and feline forms made of sand fell apart.
She grinned wickedly and licked her lips. “At least now I won’t have to share,” she said and launched towards Kjara, her mouth wide open and her claws whipping across in an attempt to eviscerate the moon elf.
Caught by surprise, Kjara tried to dodge but still took a vicious wound from the creature’s attack.
“What the hell!” she yelled. “We got the answer right you bitch! You said we’d be safe.”
The sphinx danced backwards, laughing. “Oh no, my little morsel. I said I wouldn’t eat you right away. The terms only say I can’t use the other guardians if you get the riddle right, and while on a good day I might let you by without a fight, but…”
Her eyes began to glow red as her supple body shriveled into nothing more than skin and bones. Her already prominent fangs grew longer as she growled out, “…I am starving,” and leapt towards us with a flap of her now ragged wings.
Amenhotep leapt forward and put himself between us and the once beautiful creature, catching a flurry of attacks with his tower shield, each one driving him backwards.
I turned on my aura and sent a Sunstrike directly into the sphinx’s face, the holy fire of the spell causing her to back off momentarily and guard her eyes from the heat while we recovered from her surprise attack.
A sharp twang accompanied Mika’s crossbow bolt as it shot across the room and sank into the sphinx’s rear leg.
She let out a long hiss as she turned on the dýrafólk and opened her mouth wide. A cone of ash and sand erupted from her maw and swept Mika off his feet, burning away some of his flesh before he was able to roll out of the cone.
I sent a Cure Wounds his way and watched as his health bar climbed back into the green, and then healed Kjara as well.
Kjara had dropped back to the shoreline and was sending arrow after arrow at the sphinx, whose flanks were starting to look like a porcupine.
I used Analyze to see exactly what we were dealing with.
*** Desiccated Sphinx, Level 16 (Boss) ***
*** HP: 85%, MP: 75%, SP: 80% ***
*** Conditions: Desiccated, Starving, Oathbound ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: None ***
*** Weakness: Fire ***
*** Highest Statistics: Presence, Constitution ***
The creature hissed, “Tender morsels, little meat, soon it will be time to eat” and leapt into the air, her wings whipping up a cloud of sand.
*** Desiccated Sphinx uses Sandstorm! ***
*** Sandstorm: Missile weapon and spell range decreased by 50%. Ranged accuracy decreased by 50% ***
Kjara’s next shot flew into the cloud and was swept away by the raging wind. She cursed and drew her blades, rushing into melee range as the sphinx dove back to the ground and ripped into Amenhotep with a savage bite.
The guardian’s health bar dropped by almost half and I quickly started pumping Cure Wounds spells into him while I drew my spear and started stabbing at the creature’s limb that was pinning Amenhotep’s shield.
I had no idea how, but Mika somehow managed to climb onto the sphinx’s back in all the excitement. He raised his blade and brought it down in a nasty slash along the base of one of her wings, causing her to shriek in pain and turn her attention toward him.
He leapt from her back just as the sphinx released her grip on Amenhotep and batted at him, catching him in midair and sending him sprawling with a nasty gut wound.  
I cast healing at him while he was in midair and then lost sight of the battle as a box popped up in my view with an incoming call on the chat software the company had installed in my pod. The sound of a telephone ringing began playing, apparently audible to everyone.
Mika yelled, “What the hell is that? You have a phone in here?”
“Hang up!” Kjara yelled as she leapt over a swipe from the sphinx’s claws.
Floating in midair before me was a display with the caller ID stating simply “US Navy.”
I froze up. “I can’t. I think it’s my dad,” I said and hit the accept button.
The floating picture in front of me shifted to show an office with my father standing there in his Navy uniform. I moved the screen to the side so I could still see the battle, but had a hard time paying attention to the game with my father there before me.
“Hi, Dad,” I said, and dodged to the side as the sphinx expelled another cone of ash and sand in my direction, missing me and engulfing the camera with no harm to the virtual device.
“James? What’s going on? Are you okay?” he said, concern on his face as he looked past me to the sight of my companions locked in battle with the shriveled cat lady.
“I’m doing okay, Dad. Just another day in the pod,” I grinned. “I wasn’t expecting you to be able to call. Radio silence and all that.”
He shook his head. “Your mother got a message to command about what had happened. So as soon as we reached port, I rushed to the base to get in touch.”
Kjara went flying through the air behind me and crashed to the ground, blood seeping from a massive gash in her side. “Kheph,” she groaned, “healing please.”
“One second, Dad,” I said, turning back to the fight and sending bolts of healing into Kjara, taking care of the worst of her wounds.
“Dad,” I said, “this is Kimiko, well, her character anyhow,” and gestured towards the no longer critically injured moon elf.
“Kimiko, Dad,” I said, gesturing towards the image of my father.
She gave a small smile and a wave. “Hi James’s dad, nice to meet you. I’d love to chat sometime but I’m a little busy trying not to be torn in half by a nasty she-beast who wants to eat my liver. Sorry!”
Kjara leapt back into combat and I turned back to my father, occasionally sending another bolt of healing whenever someone’s health dipped.
“Well, son. I heard what you did at the convention and I wanted to tell you how proud I am.” My father smiled and my eyes began to tear up.
He’d never given me cause to believe so, but I was always afraid that he was disappointed in me for not following him into the service, and hearing those words punched me right in the feels.
The rush of emotion was almost overwhelming. “Thanks, Dad. That really means a lot coming from you. You put your life on the line every day for the rest of us.”
He smiled warmly. “We contribute what we can, in our own ways, James. Don’t think that I don’t know about the money that you give to your mother, and how you look out for your sister when she needs you. I can do what I do because I know you are there to look after our family.”
I wiped away the tears from my eyes. “Thanks, Da-”
Kjara screamed a warning, and I looked back just in time to catch a shriveled paw to the chest. I felt my breath rush out of me as I went airborne, crashing after a few seconds of involuntary flight.
A short stunned debuff appeared next to my health bar, and the initial hit plus that taken from my face meeting the stone floor left me with twenty percent of my health.
I could feel blood coursing down my cheek from a gash above my eye where my face had hit the stone.
As the stunned timer ticked down, my father watched me with a shocked expression. “What the hell is going on? This is what your generation does for fun?”
The stun wore off, and I pulled myself back to my feet. Amenhotep had regained the creature’s attention while I was stunned, and everyone’s health was steady so I worked on healing myself as I turned back to the video call.
“What can I say,” I replied with a shrug. “It’s not as bad as it looks. The pain is toned down, at least a bit.”
My father shook his head and then looked off to the side and nodded as someone spoke off camera. I couldn’t hear what they said but my father’s expression made it easy to guess. “I am sorry, son. We’ve been called back to the ship. I have to go now.”
Not wanting him to feel guilty for doing his duty, I put on my best smile. “I understand. I won’t be in here forever, so hopefully next time we see each other it’ll be in the flesh.”
From behind Kjara’s called out, “Kheph! We’re almost to fifty percent! Things are going to get crazy in a second!”
I glanced over and saw that Kjara was standing on the sphinx’s back where her blades had just cut another deep gash into the creature’s haunch.
I looked back to my dad who smiled. “I love you, son. We’ll talk again next time I’m in port!”
“I love you too, Dad. Stay safe!” I said and the call window went dark and was replaced with a blue screen with five empty stars and the text “How would you rate this call?” across it.
“Really?” I asked and slapped the fifth star which closed out the window, giving me a full view of how the battle was going. Things were not so good.
Amenhotep:
HP: [45%], SP: [60%]
Kjara Mistwalker:
HP: [23%], SP: [56%]
Mika Músin:
HP: [32%], SP: [13%]
Kheph Sa’tep:
HP: [53%], MP: [37%], SP: [90%]
Taking a deep breath to steady myself, I pillaged my mana reserves and sent healing spells streaming through the air towards my companions. When my mana pool was down to the dregs, I popped my best rejuvenation potion and kept going until things were finally under control.
The sphinx was covered in wounds, her health bar just over fifty percent as she struggled to dislodge her unwanted passenger. Amenhotep was in full on defensive mode with Mika cutting at the creature’s flanks.
Mika scowled at me. “Have a nice chat?”
“Hey man. My dad’s an officer in the Navy, so when he gets a chance to call, I’ll be damned if I’m going to miss it.”
The dýrafólk went silent at that and leapt back onto the sphinx. He sheathed his blades and pulled out something from his pouch, clinging to one wing while he splashed the contents of a small bottle all over her back.
“I can show you the world,” he sang. “Sloshing, oi-el-ly pleasure, tell me cat-thing, now when did you last feel yourself on fire.”
The sphinx reared back on her hind legs and snapped at the dýrafólk with her fangs, taking a chunk out of his calf as he leaped out of the way.
He landed with a loud oomph and gasped. “Hey, Kheph. Hit the oil with your fire spell thingy.”
Kjara looked over at him with wide eyes and leapt away from the creature as I pointed my spear and sent a Sunstrike right into the wet spot on the sphinx’s back.
The fiery lance burned into her dry and brittle flesh and dropped her health below half, but that was just the beginning. The fiery nature of the spell ignited the oil that had soaked into her dried out flesh and her back and wings and went up in a blaze.
The sphinx’s hit point bar started flashing and she once again took to the air, wings ablaze.
Her feathers were almost completely gone, but that didn’t seem to stop the charred stumps of her once beautiful wings from somehow producing enough lift to keep her airborne.
She glared down at us, the winds of the Sandstorm still whipping around her body. “You will all pay for your defiance,” she snarled, and her eyes began to glow even brighter as the winds intensified, filling the room with a whirling cloud of sand and dust that cut visibility down to almost zero.
*** Desiccated Sphinx uses Fury of the Storm! ***
“Kjara! Mika!” I yelled; my voice muffled by the whirling storm. I could hear my companions calling out from somewhere nearby, but there was no way to determine where with the wind turning me in circles.
Amenhotep’s voice rang clear in my mind, “Be on your guard.”
I waded through the storm, using my shield to keep the whipping sand out of my eyes, so I almost missed it when the sphinx swooped down and slashed at me with her claws, I shifted my shield just in time, but the force of the blow was enough to slam me backwards onto my back.
On the plus side, it did trigger my Combat Caster boon. A rush of divine energy surged through me and into a Cure Wounds spell targeting myself.
My health shot up to full as the spell took effect, and I climbed to my feet and concentrated on the bond I could vaguely feel with Amenhotep, using it as a compass to lead me towards the guardian.
I heard a muffled scream filter through the storm and Kjara’s health in the party window dropped down below twenty percent with a bleeding icon next to it. I tried to send healing her way, but the storm prevented me from targeting her.
I reached Amenhotep just as the sphinx struck again, this time tearing a ragged gash along the guardians back, spraying crimson sand from his wounds into the raging storm.
I cast Soothing Touch and held my hand against the mummy’s wounds. The soft glow flowed through his body, knit his torn bandages back together, and replaced the crimson sand that was his life’s blood.
A high-pitched scream broke through the storm and Mika’s health dropped into the red as well.
The winds began to slow, and the raging sands settled back to the ground, revealing the sphinx in all her horror. The beast’s claws and teeth were drenched in blood, and the grin on her deathly face was something out of a nightmare.
*** Fury of the Storm expires. ***
Kjara’s health jumped back up as she quaffed a potion, and I sent a healing spell into Mika to keep him alive as soon as I spotted him on the other side of the enemy.
My mana was down to almost nothing again, and I still had about a minute and a half before I could use another potion, so things were about to get a lot more… interesting.
“Running on mana fumes here,” I said, raising my spear and shield into a defensive position next to Amenhotep.
Mika pulled himself to his feet with a groan and then faded from view as he entered stealth while out of the view of the enemy.
Kjara looked over and held up a mana potion and I shook my head. “Potions on cooldown. Need about ninety seconds.”
She nodded. “Got ya. Operation ‘Don’t get hit’ is now in full effect.”
The flames on the sphinx’s back had been smothered by the storm, leaving behind large gaps in her flesh where bones were now visible. She gazed down at us and licked the blood from her claws, groaning in pleasure at the taste and stretching to give us all a view guaranteed to give me nightmares.
I threw up a little in my mouth and averted my eyes from the ruin peeking out from under the sphinx’s usekh. Luckily, our preview of the next Food Network special on the creation of prunes ended as the creature leaped in our direction.
Amenhotep brought his shield down onto the ground with a crash and hit the leaping sphinx with his Shockwave just as she landed, robbing her of some of her momentum and drawing agro.
I took up position on his right flank, hoping to take some pressure off of his sword arm so he could begin to be more active with his khopesh, but the sphinx’s attacks were so relentless that he was barely able to keep up even while parrying.
The creature’s claws were so long and sharp that even successful parries still had consequences as the tips of her claws could wrap around to pierce the guardian’s wrappings.
My mana was slowly regenerating, but I needed to keep what little I had left for emergency heals. I did, however, have almost eighty percent stamina, so I started fishing for crits.
I used Precision Strike and scanned the enemy’s feline form, looking for the highlighted weak points. Seconds later one appeared right where I didn’t want to be looking: right between two of the sphinx’s more humanoid ribs at the edge of her usekh.
My Sunspear pierced the indicated spot and the point sunk deep into the creature’s flesh. Critical Hit! The sphinx’s health dropped by almost five percent, but more importantly, my Combat Caster boon triggered, filling me with a rush of divine energy that I immediately directed into healing for Amenhotep.
As a bonus, my critical had caused a bleeding wound as well, and when I yanked out my spear with a twist it was joined by a rush of liquid that looked like a mixture of oatmeal and dirty motor oil.
The sphinx’s health dipped again as Kjara dashed in and sliced off a large portion of its right forelimb with her blades, which were now glowing brightly with her divine gifts.
The sphinx hissed and recoiled, lifting her injured limb as she backed away. “Pesssky gods’ touched. Your meat will taste even sssssweeter,” she spat, and then opened her maw and vomited a torrent of locusts that descended upon Kjara in a cloud.
The sphinx began laughing at her screams of pain and I was filled with rage. “Ya done fucked up now, you wrinkly ass bitch!” I yelled and reached down deep into myself and activated my Aspect of Light boon.
The rank two Awakened racial skill let me call upon my divine bloodline to enhance my attacks with additional holy fire damage once per day, and it was definitely time to bring the fire.
It was my first time using the skill, so I was just as surprised as everyone else when my entire body burst into a white/gold fire that coated both me and my weapons.
I slashed at the sphinx with my flaming spear and she shied away from the holy flames, giving me a clear path to where Kjara lay batting at the swarm of dried out locusts assaulting her. I reached her side and activated my Beacon of Life spell, hoping the obviously dead bugs would be susceptible to the spell’s anti-undead effects. 
The glyphs formed easily in my mind and formed the aura of undead-be-gone around me as I channeled my mana into the spell. But something unexpected happened with it. When the aura flowed outward from me, it brought with it the flames from my Aspect of Light skill, burning the cloud of insects but also searing Kjara.
I dropped the spell as soon as the locusts were gone and helped Kjara to her feet. Her exposed skin was as red as my own fleshy self would be if I spend a day at the beach without sunscreen.
I grimaced and tried not to touch the lobster bits. “Sorry about the burn, another bug to add to the list.”
She shook her head. “Better than being eaten alive by insects, but if you’re still feeling guilty later, we can figure out some way for you to make it up to me. Now let’s end this thing!” she cried and charged the sphinx.
Smiling, I charged after her and chugged another potion, sighing as I felt some of my power return to me.
The sphinx turned towards us as we barreled in, rearing up to free up both claws to attack. She swiped at Kjara who leapt over the attack, somehow managing to land a counterattack in midair and lopping off half of the beast’s left claw.
I caught the sphinx’s other attack on my shield and grinned as her paw began to burn from even the brief contact with my flaming aura. I lunged forward with my spear, sinking it into the creature’s belly and eliciting another hiss as the fire coating the spear spread from the wound, destroying more of her dried flesh before flickering out.
Mika appeared from stealth next to the sphinx’s back right leg and his blades flashed out, cutting through the shriveled muscles there. His mouth split into a very mouse-like grin for a second as the disabled icon appeared next to her health bar. But that joy turned almost instantly to panic as the sphinx’s leg collapsed and her massive torso began to fall on top of him.
He rolled out of the way, barely getting clear as her body crashed down onto the floor.
The sphinx’s health bar was at twenty-four percent and both the bleeding and crippled status icons floating next to her bar as she hissed in anger at her predicament.
“Quick!” Mika yelled. “Get her while she’s down!”
We rushed her prone form, ready to capitalize on her helpless state, but the sphinx had other ideas. A powerful beat of her ruined wings knocked us backwards and launched her into the air and out of our reach.
Her eyes glowed as she gazed at us with unbridled hatred and hunger as she hissed, “Let the hunt begin.”
*** Desiccated Sphinx uses Fury of the Storm ***
Kjara yelled, “Everyone, gather on Amenhotep,” and sprinted his way as the sandstorm took form.
Mika and I rushed to the guardian as well, reaching him just before the storm made it too difficult to navigate.
We arranged ourselves in a circle, anticipating a repeat of our airborne foe’s dive-bomb attacks while we squinted against the stinging sand. A flash in at the edge of my vision was the only hint I had of the impending attack.
The sphinx shot by, her claw ripping my shoulder to pieces as she passed. My legs gave out for a second as the shock of the wound shot through me, my health dropping to under fifty percent from the one strafing hit.
Blood continued to pour from the wound and a bleeding icon popped up next to my health bar. I channeled enough mana into Soothing Touch to stop the bleeding and ease some of the pain as I regained my feet, but almost lost my head when the sphinx dived out of the storm towards me once again.
Amenhotep stepped between me and the slashing talon and his shield bore the brunt of the attack. His intervention gave Kjara a chance to strike, and she leapt into the air and cut a long gash along the creature’s belly as it passed.
The sphinx screeched and disappeared into the storm with her health at twenty-two percent and dropping as her wounds leaked her vital fluids into the sand.
We moved back into formation, our eyes to the sky, waiting and watching for hints of the creature’s movements as the storm played out.
A rush of air from above heralded her arrival, but instead of her normal strafing attack she dove in, snatched Amenhotep in her claws, and leapt back into the storm. His health began to drop chunk by chunk as she ravaged him up above.
*** Fury of the Storm expires. ***
The blinding storm lost its fury, and the sands settled to the ground, and with them came Amenhotep’s mangled form.
He had barely a sliver of health left when his body crashed onto the ground before us. I used some of my remaining mana to send a Cure Wounds his way and was shocked when the burning flames of my Aspect of Light skill clung to that as well.
Luckily, the healing part of the spell took effect first, and the damaging portion was only a small fraction of the healing power of the spell, resulting in a positive, yet diminished result.
The sphinx wasn’t the only one who had gotten some shots in during their time together. A large gash that was the perfect match for Amenhotep’s khopesh marred her face, and one of her fangs had been snapped off at the root.
A stray locust flew by my face, reminding me of my earlier ire as I charged towards the sphinx, my spear blazing with holy fire and my companions at my side.
I rushed forward and thrust my spear at the creature’s face, gaining her attention while Kjara moved to her flank. The sphinx leaned away from my attack putting weight on her injured leg. She recovered quickly, but that slight delay was enough for Kjara.
She dashed in and took advantage of the creature’s stumble, scoring a series of hits that all seemed to build on each other. The culminating blow was a savage double slash that neatly severed the sphinx’s right forelimb when it tried to counterattack.
The clawed limb tumbled through the air and landed with a solid thunk nearby, changing almost instantly from desiccated cat flesh to a whole, stone limb.
Using Precision Strike again, I sank my glowing spear into the sphinx’s left side while catching a blow from her other paw on my shield.
The tips of her claws hooked my shield and tugged, leaving me open to her follow up bite.
As her fangs pierced through my armor and into my flesh, I felt my blood start to flow and saw my health bar shrinking. After a second of pain, the sound of sizzling flesh and the smell of burning… something… filled my senses, and the sphinx recoiled with a scream.
Her face was a mess of dried, burnt blood and charred flesh where the holy fire still coating my flesh had burned her.
She reared up, pawing at her ruined visage with her remaining paw to smother the flames. A second disabled icon appeared next to her health bar as her back legs gave way, revealing Mika standing next to her newly hamstrung rear leg.
The once majestic and then disgusting creature’s leonine body collapsed into a pitiful pile of dehydrated lion flesh.
Her health dropped down to five percent as Amenhotep rejoined the fray, slamming her directly in the ruined face with his Shockwave ability, and at that point it was piñata time.
Unfortunately, instead of candy, the sphinx was full of all sorts of nasty goo, and when she finally succumbed to her wounds, it was with a wave of dust and ash that knocked us all to the ground and almost sent Mika to respawn.
From my back I winced and threw out a Cure Wounds, apologizing for the added flare from the bugged ability.
The crumbled remains of a sphinx statue lay scattered all over, its features once again resembling the beautiful creature who had first greeted us on this beach. And beyond that, lounging back above the doorway was that same sphinx, this time transparent and glowing with a golden light.
She yawned. “Well, that was certainly more of a fight than I expected,” she said lazily. “I would have much rather dined on your flesh, but I guess the few nibbles I was able to take shall hold me over until the someone else arrives. Oh, the things one will do for immortality.”
With a flash of light, the shattered remains of the statue disappeared from the ground and reformed above the door, taking the place of the glowing sprit.
In the center of the room, in front of the now open door, appeared a large, ornate chest.
*** Aspect of the Light I is no longer active. ***
*** Your party has defeated the Desiccated Sphinx (Boss)! Your party gains 5600xp. ***
*** You have gained 10 Divine Favor! ***
*** Mika has reached level 10! ***
I groaned and pulled myself to my feet. My wounds were starting to close as my enhanced regeneration took hold, but damn it was painful… and itchy too.
Mika’s wounds were luckily healed from his level up.
“Congrats!” I said and we shared a high five.
Kjara was still a bit battered and bloody, but that didn’t stop a giant smile from forming on her face as she looked over at the chest.
The look was completely at odds with her current status so I couldn’t help but laugh.
“What?” she said. “Dungeon loot is what it’s all about,” and headed towards the chest, rubbing her hands together like a cartoon super villain.
My mana had reached a reasonable level, so I rapidly healed us back to full as I walked towards the chest.
“That was pretty harsh,” Mika said with a grimace and gave me an annoyed look. “I still think a boss fight’s the wrong time for a phone call, but I guess you’ve got your reasons. What was your dad talking about, anyway? Couldn’t help but overhear your hallmark moment.”
Kjara saved me from my own awkward explanation. “Did you hear about the incident at the convention? Why it got shut down early?”
He nodded. “Vaguely, something about some psycho going crazy and shooting someone or something. I was busy in here that day, trying to get off Njor while all the PKers were watching the con. Unfortunately, a lot of them had the same idea, so it was a bit of a wash. Why?”
“Yeah well, it wasn’t just some psycho that went crazy,” she started.
“He was a psycho though,” I added.
Kjara smiled and rested her hand on my shoulder. “Definitely a psycho, but as I was saying. The psycho was my ex and was hell bent on turning me into his own private domestic slave wife. Kheph here told him to get lost and he pulled a gun.”
“Oh shit,” the dýrafólk said, looking at us. “Then what?”
Kjara smiled and rested her head on my shoulder. “My noble hero here came to the rescue and jumped on him and wrestled the gun away so security could take him into custody.”
Mika raised his hand for a high five and said, “My man.”
I winced at the memory of the whole thing, my stomach twitching in remembered pain. “What she forgot to mention was that I took two shots to my gut and almost died in the process.” I grinned weakly. “But at least she was okay, and the asshole was in custody.”
Kjara looked up at me and smiled. “Well, I am very happy that you’re still here,” she said as we locked eyes.
I gazed at her with what I can only imagine was an expression right out of the pages of a tween romance novel and was just about to lean in for a kiss when Mika cleared his throat, quite thoroughly killing the moment.
He gave us a sheepish grin. “So, lovebirds. Sorry to be a killjoy but I need to log out soon. So if we could loot this puppy before it de-spawns or something...”
I leaned over and kissed Kjara on the side of the head and then gestured towards the chest. “Be my guest. Knowing our luck so far it’s probably trapped.”
The dýrafólk rushed over to the chest and started examining the entire thing closely with his tools. Kjara leaned in and whispered, “Boss chests don’t have traps, James.”
I looked over and smiled back. “Oh, I know, but this’ll teach him to ruin a moment,” I replied, trying to keep a straight face.
Kjara buried her face in my shoulder and started laughing as well, peeking up now and then to watch the dýrafólk continue his pointless examination.
“I don’t get it,” Mika said after a minute or two. “I don’t think the skill is working right. I’m getting nothing off this thing.”
Kjara looked up at me, amusement still twinkling in her eyes. “Think he’s had enough?” she said.
I sighed. “I guess so,” I said and turned to the dýrafólk. “Don’t worry about traps. Boss chests are never trapped, I was just having a bit of revenge.”
The little man glared back at me and then snorted. “Guess I deserved that. Fine. Let’s get our loot on.”
He opened the chest and looked inside with a wide grin. “Oh yeah, come to papa,” he said, almost drooling as he pulled out a pitch black shirt made of some sort of scaled leather or hide and a small pouch that clinked with coins and vials.
Kjara was bouncing in place, waiting for her turn so with a laugh I gestured towards the chest. “Ladies first.”
Her own pick was a piece of body armor as well. Instead of the soft leather Mika had received, Kjara’s was a thicker hide, with shiny looking plates sewn on over the vital areas. Those plates looked very familiar and as I looked closely, I was able to glean a bit of information.
*** Discerning Eye check successful. ***
*** Chitin Reinforced Hard Leather Jerkin ***
“Nice digs!” I said to my companions as Kjara pulled the rest of her loot from the box and gestured for me to take my turn.
I held my breath in anticipation as I reached in and felt something solidify in my grip. I looked down and whistled in awe and pulled out my prize. Sorry ringmail, I thought. You’re fired.
My prize was a beautiful piece of body armor composed of a hardened leather breastplate with a wide bronze usekh to protect my shoulders and chest. And it was part of a set, the first I had seen so far.
*** Enhanced Hard Leather Breastplate of Devotion—This armor provides protection to the wearer from both physical and arcane sources. While crafted of bronze and leather, the materials have been magically reinforced to be more resilient and protective than the materials themselves would indicate. In addition, this armor provides a small bonus to Wisdom and Fortune. [Devotion Set 1/3]. Current Set Bonus: None. ***
I stripped out of torn body armor and slipped the new breastplate on. It fit perfectly. I moved around a bit to get a feel for it, making sure the usekh didn’t impact my range of motion at all as I squared off against an imaginary opponent. Surprisingly the new armor was even less restrictive than the ringmail had been.
I grabbed my secondary loot sack from the chest and stepped back as it disintegrated, leaving behind three triangular shaped coins resting on the ground where the chest had been.
When I picked one up, the knowledge of its function flowed into my mind.
*** Token of the Sphinx—Granted to those who both answer the riddle of the Sphinx and defeat her in combat, this token can be invoked to gain the answer to any one riddle or logic puzzle. ***
Kjara and Mika each picked up their own tokens and we moved towards the door.
I looked over at Mika and asked, “How much time you have left today?”
His eyes lost focus for a few seconds and he sighed. “About ten minutes now. If you guys wanna keep going without me I understand. I can catch up when I get back tomorrow.”
Kjara looked at me. “What do you want to do? I’ve got a few more hours before I have to go too. I wish I could stay in here full time but alas…”
I grinned. “Well, we seem to have found ourselves a nice beach. Sure, its underground, and probably full of monsters, but how would you feel about a picnic? I’ll cook you up some tasty kabobs, maybe some stew, and we can relax until you have to log. Then tomorrow we can all tackle the rest together.”
Kjara smiled and I think I may have seen a hint of a blush.
Mika grinned and said, “I appreciate it man. I should be back in around six hours or so. Thanks for waiting for me.”
I chuckled. “Don’t get too excited, I just don’t want to get skewered by a ballista trap or something worse,” I said with a wink, and then wrapped my arm around Kjara’s shoulder and held her close.
Amenhotep approached, his armor and equipment somehow fully repaired along with his bandaged form. “I will return to the underworld and await your summons. I have no interest in a picnic.” he said into my mind.
“Yes, I will be sure to call on you again before we go any deeper,” I said with a nod, and watched as the legionnaire disappeared in a whirlwind of crimson sand.
Kjara looked up at me with a sweet smile. “So, you said something about cooking for me?”
…
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We walked arm in arm down to the beach and cleared off a small area near the water where we could sit and relax.
Kjara lounged in the sand and watched the water as I took out my cooking kit and started to leaf through my recipes. “What are you in the mood for, m’lady? I’ve got the makings of meat skewers, lentil soup, or if you’re feeling especially bland, a baked potato?”
She smiled. “I’m not actually hungry. I just wanted to see if you’d actually cook me something.”
I shrugged, “Why not? I’m actually quite a skilled chef out of game. I make one hell of a blue box mac and cheese, and my grilled cheese game is on point.”
She hummed and said, “I could really go for some grilled cheese right now.”
Tucking my kit back into my pack I turned back to her and shrugged. “That I cannot do. At least not right now. If we can find some cheese, I’d be willing to attempt figuring out the recipe. But once I’m done cooking in the pod and am back in the modern world, I’d be happy to have you over for some homemade grilled cheese.”
She smiled at me. “That would be wonderful.”
It was starting to get chilly, so I took out my bedroll and set it up on the beach, far enough away from the water that it was extremely unlikely any change of tide or something similar would end up with me swimming in my sleep.
Kjara came over and we snuggled up on the mat, gazing up at the stars.
I sighed, “So, would you like your grilled cheese before or after you teach me to sail?”
“I’m torn,” she said with a laugh. “On one hand, I’m hesitant about having too full a stomach if you’re going to be steering. On the other hand, I’d want to have at least tasted it before you crash the boat and drown us all.”
“Hey!” I said, “I may be clumsy, but I’m not that clumsy… plus, we should start small. I’m pretty sure I could handle a paddle boat. Or maybe one of those small rowboats?”
She kept laughing as I continued, her face pressed against my chest. “I mean. My dad’s a Naval officer, so some of those genetics should be there to help me figure it out, no?”
“Oh, James,” she said between spells of laughter. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”
She looked up into my eyes and smiled, her eyes glimmering in the darkness. I leaned in slowly, and there was no Mika around this time to ruin the moment. Our lips met in a soft, gentle kiss.
Time stood still for a moment and my heart began to thump in my chest in excitement. She pulled back slowly, our lips parting and our gazes once again locked, and I smiled.
Nothing more needed to be said in that brief, perfect moment. She laid her head on my shoulder and we laid back and just enjoyed each other’s company for a bit longer until she had to log out, leaving me alone with my thoughts and dreams on the shores of a strange underground lake.
Even after her avatar had dissipated, I could feel her warmth against my side, and I sighed. You’re such a sap, I thought.
The temperature had continued to plummet, so I set up my tent, moved my stuff inside and settled in to attend to some business.
First up I completed filling out the bug report about my Aspect of Light ability and how it had extended to my spell effects. The description of the ability indicated that only my melee attacks were supposed to be buffed, but when I’d used the skill it had been applied to everything, and even provided a bit of defense as well.
That done, I popped open the web interface and started editing for my stream. There was a lot of footage to go through.
The first video I cut to show our trek across the countryside, the introduction of our new companion, and our subsequent trek through the ruined city. I ended the video just as we reached the secret entrance to the temple.
I started a new cut at that point, showing our talk with Kaluitep and our fight through the dungeon up to and including the battle with the sphinx... and the loot. Always show the loot.
Cutting the call with my father from the sphinx fight was more complicated than I expected, and in the end, I added brief splash screen before the fight explaining why it got jumpy at points.
Once the full versions were complete, I went through them again and cut together the storyline version and then posted them onto my channel.
I opened up the responses to my previous videos, but there were way too many to read them all. I read through the first couple, smiling at the shows of support and even some other streamers joining me in pledging portions of their own revenue to Aly’s Arms.
Closing the software, I drifted off to sleep with a warm feeling in my heart.
…




18  

My dreams were full of a strange mixture of spell glyphs and potential new spells that upon waking were just out of reach, culminating in the most confusing thing of all; a skill gain message sitting in my view when I woke.
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Spellcrafting! Rank 2 Achieved! ***
Gaining a skill while sleeping was pretty strange in and of itself, but my mana was also down to half, like I’d actually been trying to cast in my sleep.
It was risky enough to tinker with new spells when I had my full attention on the process. The thought of fiddling with things while asleep was terrifying. Knowing my luck I’d end up waking to the pain of mana burn, or my head turning into chunky salsa. I filled out a bug report about the experience immediately.
I shook off the lingering sense of fear and packed up my bedding, tucking it into my pack with the rest of my equipment as I settled in to wait for Mika and Kjara to get back.
As time ticked by, I tried to recall the spells that my unconscious mind had been dwelling on, but the only thing in my current spell repertoire that even vaguely resembled my memory was my new food and water spell.
Giving up on the elusive glyphs for the time being, I cast Create Food and Water to restock my supplies and fill the water skins. There was a giant lake nearby, but who knew what sort of strange creatures used it as their bathroom.
The water created by my spell was crisp and refreshing, completely quenching my thirst. And as an added bonus, the conjured liquid granted a small buff to out–of-combat mana and stamina regeneration.
As I cast the spell, I paid specific attention to the way all the glyphs worked together and how the mana flowed through the completed spell-form. Once cast, I started taking it apart in my mind, finding those pieces representational of the food and the water, and seeing where I could replace them with other glyphs.
Kjara’s arrival broke me out of my mental experimentation, her form shimmering into being a short distance away. I helped her up from the ground and greeted her with a kiss which she eagerly returned.
My heart began to beat faster once again at the feel of her lips on mine, and I was content to let it last as long as she wanted.
Mika once again had impeccable timing, giving a faux cough to alert us to his presence.
We broke off our kiss with a sigh and looked over at the dýrafólk with a hint of annoyance.
“You guys ready to rock-and-roll?” Mika asked with a smile and a wink. “And I mean the dungeon, not each other. Giggity.”
Kjara stepped out of my embrace and glared at the dýrafólk while I just shook my head.
He just snickered and gestured towards the open door leading deeper into the tomb. “Shall we?”
“All right. Let’s get buffed up and kick some ass,” I said and handed out some meat skewers and travel cakes.
After scarfing down my own food, I summoned Amenhotep back from the underworld and made the rounds enchanting our weaponry.
*** Meat Skewer: +5% HP/MP/SP out of combat regeneration. Duration (8hrs) ***
*** Travel Cake: +1 Constitution, +2% in combat HP regeneration. Duration (4hrs) ***
*** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Jackal's Tooth spell! Rank 4 Achieved! ***
When we were ready, Mika took the lead and we entered the doorway leading deeper into the dungeon. The hallway spiraled downwards once again, the worked stone walls and floors full of potential death.
Mika activated his beast form skill and his features shifted, short brown hair sprouting from his exposed skin as his ears became larger and rounder and his snout elongated. His senses and reflexes enhanced, the dýrafólk crawled ahead, his murine eyes scanning every nook and cranny as we moved forward.
The first trap he found was about fifteen feet into the tunnel. An entire five-foot stretch of the corridor was littered with pressure plates disguised as stones, linked to some sort of complex machinery that seemed to perplex the dýrafólk.
“What’s up, Mika?” Kjara asked, after several moments of the rogue staring silently at the ground ahead.
He sighed and turned back to us. “This one is a bit complicated. I could disarm it…”
“I hear a ‘but’ in there,” I said with a sigh.
“But,” he continued, “I’d need another set of arms.”
“What do you mean?” Kjara asked. “Can we help? I mean, without the skill?”
Mika shrugged. “Hell if I know, but it’s either that or trigger it and hope that it’s localized and doesn’t collapse the way forward.”
He pointed to two of the stones and said, “I need someone to press down on both of those simultaneously and keep them down while I disarm the mechanism over here,” and pointed to another stone on the other side of the tunnel.
I stepped closer, but Mika looked up and shook his head. “I should have specified,” he said with a grin. “I need someone with some semblance of coordination, and we both know that isn’t you.”
Kjara snickered and patted me on the back before stepping forward. “Tell me when.”
I prepped the glyphs for Cure Wounds just in case.
“Alright, on three,” he said and started the count.
Kjara’s lips moved as she followed along, and when he hit three, she nimbly reached down and depressed the stones the dýrafólk had indicated.
There was a loud click and Mika went to work. “Now don’t let go or we’re toast,” he said as he pressed his face to the ground close to the third stone.
With a delicate touch, he slid his probe under the lip and popped it open, revealing a mechanism reminiscent of one of those tile slider games I’d played as a kid. The ones where you’d have to unscramble the tiles to form a picture.
Unlike the puzzles of my memory, each of the trap’s sliding tiles was attached to a thin cord that disappeared back into the floor.
Mika took out a small hammer and some equally tiny nails and tapped them gently into the stone next to the puzzle. Next, he produced a sturdy looking set of tweezers and slowly detached the cord from one of the tiles and moved it over to one of the nails and deftly tied it off.
One by one he shifted the cords to their new homes until they were all detached.
Kjara held her position while Mika worked his magic, her endurance pool slowly draining with the effort required.
With the cords safely anchored, Mika moved on to the puzzle itself. He shifted the pieces around, sliding them along the built in grooves until they formed the final picture of a single hieroglyph that read simply “Safety”.
As the last tile slid into place, there was a loud click and the stones Kjara was holding sank about an inch into the ground along with almost twenty other stones on the pathway ahead.
Mika gave us a thumbs up and stood. “All done. You can let go now.”
Kjara stood up and raised her arms towards the ceiling, stretching out her shoulders. I admired the view as discretely as possible, but a sly smile appeared on her face as she caught me in the act.
I just shrugged and smiled back. I mean, could she really blame me?
The rest of the tunnel was clear except for one final trap which Mika was able to handle on his own. I was expecting another precise manipulation of the traps triggering mechanism, but instead he just tossed a rock onto the trap, triggering a wall of spikes that shot out from either side of the tunnel, catching nothing but air.
“Dude!” I yelled.
“Disarming that one wasn’t worth the time. But don’t worry, I could see the actual trap so knew triggering it wouldn’t get you guys,” he replied, and waved us onwards.
At the end of the tunnel was an archway leading into a small room with a statue of a woman standing over an altar at its center. Hallways led from the room to the left and right, and on the far side of the altar was another large stone door.
I examined the statue closely, my lore skills feeding me the info needed to correctly identify its subject.
“Aset, I presume?” Kjara asked, beating me to the punch.
“Yup,” I replied and took a step forward.
Amenhotep’s arm reached out and blocked my way as the mummy turned his glowing eyes toward me. “Let the rogue do his job, Adept.”
“Probably a good idea,” I said and gestured towards the altar. “Mika, if you would?”
With a nod, he slipped forward and examined the altar and statue before heading off to check the rest of the place.
He returned a few minutes later. “No traps that I could find,” he said. “The hallways on each side seem to go on for a bit, but I didn’t hear anything. The big door doesn’t even have a keyhole or handle, and I wasn’t about to mess with it too much after last time.”
“What about the statue and altar?” I asked.
Mika shrugged. “Didn’t see any traps there. There’s more of your Saa comic books carved into the altar, though. Maybe that’ll give us a clue?”
The party entered the room, Kjara moving around to take a look down the side passages while I moved up to the altar. The surface was covered in sand, obscuring most of the writing.
I brushed the sand aside, and at my touch the altar began to glow. The glow spread to the statue and then into the floor, eventually covering the entire room and extending down both side passages, illuminating the dungeon in a steady, golden light.
Had there been an enemy ready to pounce, we would have been easy meat as the bright light of the dungeon overloaded our eyes which were used to the complete darkness. Fortunately, there was no bogey man waiting, just a bunch of hieroglyphs in need of a good dusting.
I finished cleaning off the altar and started to read aloud.
*** Lore (Saa Religion) check… successful! ***
*** Literacy (Saa) check… successful! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient with Literacy (Saa)! Rank 2 Achieved! ***
“Upon the death of her King, Aset was inconsolable. Their love was meant to be eternal, but that eternity had been torn asunder. Before Asah’s remains were recovered, all the goddess had to remind her of her love were his heka and nekhakha, which she held close to her heart. They led her from her despair and showed her the way forward. Heka to guide. Nekhakha to defend and avenge. One alone would lead to ruin, but wielded together, these items would open the path to prosperity.”
I looked up at the statue. Aset’s hands were crossed over her breasts in the classic pose normally seen on the covers of Egyptian sarcophagi, but unlike those ancient carvings, her hands were empty. Upon closer examination I could see a cylindrical slot in each hand.
“What’s a haka and neckahkahk?” Mika asked, mangling the names.
Another bubble of info percolated into my mind, answering the dýrafólk’s question almost immediately.
“The heka is a shepherd’s crook and the nekhakha is a flail,” I said. “They’re the symbolic tools of the Pharaohs based on old school shepherds’ tools. A crook to guide the flock and a flail to beat off the wolves.”
Mika shrugged. “So, I’m guessing we need to get the hakunamatatas to go forward?”
Kjara laughed as Amenhotep glared at the rogues’ statement. “Sounds that way.”
“Yeah, there are spots in the statue where they probably fit, and the engraving is pretty obvious in its hints about ‘opening the way,’ ” I responded, and showed them the openings in the statue’s hands.
“Makes sense. Two paths. Two thingamabobs. Big door onwards with no keyhole.” Mika said, gesturing to each in turn. “Which one you want to try first?”
I looked to Kjara and she just shrugged and then pointed towards the right passage. “Let’s go right.”
“Why right?” Mika asked.
Amenhotep and I headed towards the right passage with Kjara as she looked back towards the dýrafólk. “Right means I didn’t have to walk as far.”
I laughed. “By what, like five feet?”
“Better than flipping a coin,” she said with a grin and pulled out her bow.
Mika just sighed and moved past us, scanning for traps as we moved along the brightly lit tunnel.
…
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The passage continued for quite a while with no traps whatsoever, which had us all anxious considering the number of traps that had been waiting for us in the rest of the tomb. Mika was the only one who didn’t seem worried as he scanned the stones ahead, confident that his skill would reveal any threats.
The tunnel ended in a wall constructed of a series of tiles similar to the slider puzzle we’d encountered earlier, but instead of a parts of a scrambled picture, the tiles had parts of a pathway carved through them, like one of those old plumber games where you had to get the water to flow from one side of the board to the other.
With those games in mind, I examined the edges of the puzzle closely and was pleased to see my instincts had been correct. At the top edge of the puzzle where it met the ceiling there was a slight golden glow leaking out from where the edge of one of the tiles was blocking the flow.
At the bottom of the wall was a small hole of the same diameter as the channel, leading into the floor. The likely destination of whatever mojo was meant to flow through the puzzle.
“More puzzles?” Kjara asked with a sigh. “Mika, you know how to do these things right?”
He shrugged and said, “Eh, sort of?”
“What do you mean?” I asked. “It looks just like the one you solved when disarming the trap earlier, without any nails or cords or the rest.”
Mika smiled nervously. “Well, you see… my Disarm Traps skill is a bit of a cheat code for those things. It leads me through the process and gives me hints when I get stuck, depending on the trap difficulty.”
“What’s the problem then?” Kjara asked.
“It’s not a trap. If it were a trap, sure, we’d be set, but when I tried to activate the skill on this thing I got nothing. Looks like we gotta use our brains.”
I shrugged. “Okay, Let’s see if I remember how to do these things,” I said as we moved closer to the puzzle and began to brainstorm.
The puzzle was a four-by-four grid and had fifteen of the sixteen spots filled with tiles mounted on a track that let them move horizontally or vertically.
Growing up I was always surprised when my younger sister was able to solve the toy versions of these puzzles much faster than me. I was convinced for years she was a puzzle master until one day I caught her popping the tiles out with a screwdriver and putting them back into the right places.
Eventually we both learned there was a pattern to moving the tiles to get them where you wanted them, but I’d be damned if I could remember what it was.
The first thing I did was slide the tiles so the golden liquid could start flowing. As soon as a viable channel was available, the pathway on that tile was instantly filled with golden light.
Moving the tile even slightly out of alignment with the light’s source made it drain away almost instantly.
Kjara, Mika and I took turns fiddling with the puzzle, shifting pieces around in an attempt to form a continuous pathway and deliver the golden energy to the other side.
It took a few tries, and more than one frustrated shout, but eventually we figured out the trick of it. After that it was just a matter of following the pattern and lining everything up where it needed to go.
When the last piece slid into place, the light filled the channel and then slowly flowed out of the puzzle and into the floor. The tiles went dark, and the floor began to shake, knocking me off of my feet and causing both Mika and Kjara to stumble.
Amenhotep stood completely still, rooted to the stone and unphased by the moving ground.
The walls and floor of the tunnel crumbled away leaving us standing on a platform in the middle of a giant, gaping nothingness.
I crawled away from the edge of the platform and found my companions all gathered at the exact center of the ten foot by ten foot island that was left.
A deep thrumming came from below and bricks and mortar began to fly up out of the darkness. The stones arranged themselves into a series of narrow walkways, arches, and stone supports that vanished into the darkness below.
It was a surreal sight, almost like someone had filmed the collapse of the entire structure and then played it in reverse.
When the construction finished, there was a sharp crack at our feet and a section of the island split in two. From the gap rose a small pedestal on which rested a golden shepherd’s crook, perfectly sized to fit the statue of Aset back in the altar room.
The crook was intricately carved with glyphs and symbols that I was sure were magical, but well beyond my ability to decipher.
I looked up from my examination of the object to find everyone staring at me. “What?” I said.
Mika gestured towards the crook, “It’s obviously a priest thing, so take the hakhakmalak thing.”
Kjara nodded in agreement. “Plus, we all need two hands to fight. You don’t.”
I sighed and grumbled a bit as I reached out and took hold of the object.
As soon as I lifted it from the pedestal, there was a flash of light and a handful of spectral Saa figures appeared scattered along the network of walkways.
*** Quest Received: Trial of the Heka ***
*** A ruler must guide their followers as a shepherd cares for their flock. Use the Heka of Aset to guide the spirits of her followers from this place to her altar. The touch of the Heka will allow you to guide the spirit to safety, but first you must reach them. ***
*** Success Criteria: Guide spirits to Aset’s altar. [0/5]
*** Rewards: xp, unknown. ***
*** NOTE: Each party member must guide at least one spirit. ***
“Did you guys get that?” I asked, and they nodded. “Looks like you all might have a bit more to do with this thing than me.”
Mika looked up. “Why do you say that?”
I gestured towards the giant network of very narrow walkways spanning the darkness on the way back towards the altar room. “Do you really think that I am going to be able to navigate all of those balance beams out there to reach the spirits?”
Kjara laughed. “Well, I won’t say it wouldn’t be amusing to watch you try, but unless you want an express trip back up to the surface, I’ll have to agree with you. But the quest says you have to rescue at least one of them.”
“Oh yeah, but let’s make sure mine is one that doesn’t require Olympic level training to get to, okay?”
I looked down at the crook in my hands and used Analyze on it.
Heka of Aset—this artifact holds the ability to direct the spirits of Aset’s flock. Touch the crook to the target spirit’s form to direct the spirit to journey towards the altar of Aset. The holder of the crook gains a strong bonus to healing magics and control magics. Tomb Key [1/2]
My companions listened intently as I described the effects of the heka, and I hoped the healing spell boost wasn’t a hint of things to come.
“Let’s see what kind of fun we have in store for us now,” I said, as I moved to the edge of the platform.
From my current position I could see the five spirits spread throughout the room. Most were on the outer edge of the web of horrible falling death, but there were a few that looked like we could probably reach them without too much trouble. That was, of course, until someone stepped onto the pathway.
Mika was elected to go first since he was the nimblest of us, but as soon as his foot touched down on the walkway things changed.
From the stone arches and platforms, and even from the darkness itself, death appeared. Large swinging axe pendulums; arrows and spears firing from the darkness; spikes rising from the floors; and even some sections of walkway that were mobile, spinning in place or tilting at crazy angles.
I blinked a few times. “Well, shit.”
Mika and Kjara just laughed at me as I stared at the new and improved Saa Ninja Warrior course: Certain Death edition.
…
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Mika took one look at the new layout and turned around and returned to our platform. “We’re gunna need a new plan.”
Based on what we could see, it was going to be tough. Mika was pretty confident that he could get to all of the spirits, but the quest criteria eliminated that possibility.
Kjara’s agility and acrobatics skills meant she’d have no issues reaching at least one of the spirits too. But that left me. Clumsy, heavily armored, me.
There was only one of the spirits that looked even remotely doable for me, and even that one was going to be an interesting adventure past a rotating walkway and a set of swinging axes.
In the end we decided to have Mika and Kjara get two spirits each, and once they were done, I’d take a shot at the final one. That way I would be around to heal any injuries the others might accrue on their own runs.
Mika took the crook and tucked it into his belt, making sure it was secure before moving back onto the start of the course.
He walked along the narrow pathways without a care in the world, easily keeping his balance. At the first intersection he headed towards one of the spirits that, prior to the introduction of the death machines, had seemed like the easiest of the group. Now, that pathway was the home to a brand new family of razor sharp, swinging axes.
Kjara put her hand on my shoulder and said, “Relax, Mickey’s got this handled. Agility’s his best stat, and that’s before he goes full on mouseketeer.”
I took a deep breath and released the tension I hadn’t realized I was holding in, trying to relax. Something she had said tugged at my mind. “Mickey? What?”
She looked up at me, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “You didn’t notice? Mika Musa? He transforms into a were-mouse? Mickey Mouse?”
I dropped my head into my hands and groaned. 
She patted me on the shoulder as the dýrafólk continue forward, walking on the narrow walkways as if it was the most natural thing in the world.
When he reached the axes, he paused for several minutes, just watching the axes swing by.
“What’s he waiting for?” I asked, looking around to see if there was anything else that could be distracting the rogue from his current mission.
Kjara rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “I think he’s timing the swings. There’s gotta be pattern or something.”
As if her words were prophecy, Mika darted forward, rushing past the first two axes before freezing in place for exactly two seconds before leaping ahead and rolling past the next. The last axe must have clipped him because his health bar dropped by five percent and he yelped in pain.
He pressed forwards. A dash, another pause, a leap, and he was through.
I attempted to throw a Cure Wounds his way, but the spell fizzled halfway between us.
“Sorry, man!” I called out. “You’re too far away to heal.”
He waved me off and stood up, walking up to the nearby spirit and tapping it with the golden crook. The crook pulsed with a bright golden light that was absorbed into the spirit, who then bowed and turned towards the far side of the obstacle course and stepped off of the platform into the darkness.
I cried out, “No!” but sighed in relief as the spirit floated through the air to the mouth of the tunnel leading back to the altar and then stood there, waiting patiently.
Mika glanced back towards the swinging axes and worked out their timing from that side of the challenge. Another series of acrobatic ducks, dashes, and flips later, he landed safely on the other side and breathed a sigh of relief.
He scanned the rest of the walkways and headed towards the closest spirit. I couldn’t see the entire pathway leading to it, but from what was visible, I could tell there weren’t any real obstacles. Just a lot of switchbacks and sharp turns. Oh, and the invisible archers who started shooting arrows as soon as Mika was halfway across.
The first arrow shaved some hairs off of the dýrafólk’s head as it flashed by, causing him to drop flat on the platform. A few seconds later another volley followed, shooting through the exact same space, about chest height on a normal human.
Mika crawled the rest of the way across, scampering forward in a very mouselike fashion until he reached the target platform and tapped his second spirit with the heka.
He made his way back to us easily and handed the golden crook to Kjara with a bow. “Tag, you’re it!”
She grinned, gave my arm a squeeze and then headed out onto the course. I looked down into the darkness and winced, but she didn’t even seem to register it. She just walked along the narrow walkways with just as much concern as the dýrafólk had shown until she reached the part of the course where the pathway transformed into a collection of narrow pillars set up at various distances.
She didn’t even pause as she approached the end of the walkway, taking two quick steps and then leaping from one pillar to the next with what looked to me like no effort at all.
She sent the spirit on that platform to join the others and blew me a kiss before hopping back to the walkway with just as little effort.
Her second target wasn’t as easy. She had to navigate a long section of walkway that was covered in patches of spikes shooting up out of the floor. There were small areas of normal walkway between the spikes, but as she approached those seemingly safe areas, a volley of arrows shot out of the darkness across the pathway.
That segment of the course wasn’t very long, but the length of the spike fields would make avoiding the arrows when landing difficult.
Kjara moved up to the edge of the spikes and paused, her mouth moving as she silently counted to herself. The first set of spikes and the invisible archers seemed to be coordinated to force you to deal with at least some damage, but there had to be some solution.
A wide grin split her lips as she seemed to think of something, and I almost lost my mind when she sat down on the edge of the platform and just… slid off.
I caught my breath when I spotted her hanging under the walkway with one hand on either side of the narrow path, making her way forward by swinging and shifting her grip. .
Once on the other side of the obstacles, she pulled herself back up and turned to grin at us, kissing her finger and then touching it to her hip as she made a sizzling noise.
I laughed and shook my head as she turned and sent her second spirit onwards. She used the same technique on the way back, and although it seemed pretty harsh on her stamina pool, it was much better than getting spiked or arrowed.
She made her way back to us with just as much effortless grace as she’d shown before and handed me the heka. “Ready?” she said with a smile.
I sighed and started stripping off my armor, piling it and the rest of my gear in the center of the platform.
I secured the heka against my chest with some leather cord I had left over from my armorsmithing efforts, making sure it wouldn’t come loose without serious effort.
“What are you doing?” Kjara asked. “What if you get hit by an arrow or something?”
I shook my head. “While I would love the protection against the arrows and axes and the like, I’m pretty sure my worst enemy here is going to be my sense of balance. You’ve seen me try to sneak.”
She nodded as I continued, “At least in my skivvies I’ll have a little better balance.” I flexed and grinned. “Plus, this way at least you’ll get a show.”
She laughed as Mika groaned and turned away and said, “Dude. Just go. Please.”
Kjara gave my arm a squeeze and a kiss on the cheek. “Good luck. And if you don’t make it, try and enjoy the water slide this time!”
I chuckled and made my way out onto the pathway, moving slowly and doing my best to not look down into the endless darkness below. My target wasn’t that far, but for my not-so-nimble self it sure felt like it.
I almost fell to my certain death, twice, but managed to catch myself and regain my feet after some arm waving that would make the wacky waving inflatable tube man proud.
After what seemed like an eternity, I reached the point where the true challenge of my hellish adventure began.
The pathway ahead was rotating around a central pivot, the narrow walkway lining up for maybe two seconds every rotation.
I’d seen the shows. Countless YouTube videos of people losing their footing, smashing themselves against these simple looking obstacles and tumbling into water or Jell-O or foam, and I for sure didn’t want to be one of them.
So, I sat on the edge of the platform, all dignity and pride abandoned in the hopes of completing my task. My legs spread wide, balls chilling against the surprisingly cold stone of the dungeon even through my Saa underoos, I waited until the pathways lined up and then dragged my ass onto it like a dog cleaning itself on grandma’s brand new carpet.
My cheeks made it fully onto the moving path as it continued on its way, and I almost teetered over the side, only saving myself with a quick lunge forward to hug the pathway. Yup, I was one of those people from the internet.
I inched my way forward as the walkway continued to spin and realized the flaw in my current plan. To get onto the other side of the pathway, I was going to have to turn around.
I could see Kjara watching as I looked back, her hands held to her mouth, either with worry or trying not to laugh her ass off at my current predicament.
Mika had no such restraint and was currently curled up on the ground, his sides heaving with laughter.
There was really only one solution. Reach the center.
I dragged myself forward, scraping my biceps and thighs along the rough stone of the walkway until I reached the small platform in the center of the rotating path.
I shuffled onto the pivot and turned myself around and then repeated the process, this time facing outwards. I made it to the end of the pathway, lurched myself onto the platform holding the spirit when the pathway aligned, and then collapsed.
As I sent the final spirit to join with its fellows, I sighed and slid myself back onto the pinwheel of shame and began my slide back towards the party. But the game had other ideas.
As soon as the spirit reached the other side of the area, a countdown timer appeared in my view.
*** Reverting course in 30 seconds ***
“What?” I screamed and pulled myself across the merry-go-round of lame as my companions began to scream for me to hurry.
I didn’t even make it to the other side of the rotating platform when the timer ran out and the course crumbled underneath me.
I fell with it into the darkness, my own screams joining those of my party until the blackness of the pit transformed into the blackness of the void between life and death.
*** You have been killed! ***
…
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At least it hadn’t hurt, I thought to myself as I materialized under the starlit skies of the Lands of the Dead. Grumbling about stupid timers, I teleported myself to the Temple of the Restless Dead to see if my patron was present and maybe learn some new skills but had no luck.
With nothing else to do, and some time to kill, I decided to explore the temple.
Every time I visited, more and more of the dust and detritus seemed to disappear and the features of the temple take on a more… complete look.
The engraved columns and plaques lining the walls were now mostly covered in gold instead of just the flecks that had been there when I first found the place, and there was no trace of the sand that had once filled its halls.
A few bubbles of data from the character database helped me realize that the condition of the temple was linked to my own efforts. As I furthered Anpu and the Temple’s goals in the game, the temple would gradually be restored, and with it, more options and functionality.
I spent my respawn time putting together a very colorful bug report about the timing involved in that portion of the quest. I thought that even Kjara and Mika with their obscene Agility scores would have been hard pressed to get off the course within thirty seconds, let alone any tank or caster types who were required to participate in order to meet the quest conditions.
When my timer was up, I teleported over to the Gates of Death and stepped through, emerging at the entrance to the dungeon.
*** Weakened Spirit has been applied. -25% to all Attributes and Skills. Duration: 12 Minutes ***
The death debuff would have made things a pain in the ass if I had to fight through anything, so I was quite glad to see that there didn’t seem to be a respawn mechanic in this dungeon.
The trek back down the stairs was much easier with all the traps out of the way and enemies defeated. I even had the opportunity to bask in the beam of sunlight on the way, upping my regeneration and keeping the low battery debuffs at bay.
When I reached the docks, I was relieved to see a boat waiting. I didn’t look forward to the “water slide” as Kjara put it, but having to make the trek without a boat would have been even worse. Looking down at the contraption, I hoped I remembered all the right answers to the riddles.
Luckily for me, the tunnels were still lit with red and green lights so I was able to navigate the correct path all the way down.
When I reached the altar room, Kjara and Mika were sitting there waiting for me.
“There he is,” the dýrafólk said as I came into the room, panting a bit from the exertion of the trip.
Kjara rushed over and started looking me over with a worried expression. “You okay?” she asked, giving me a hug.
I nodded, returning the embrace. “Yeah, stupid quest bugs. Thirty seconds is bullshit. At least it was just a direct trip to the underworld, do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars.”
She shook her head. “Well, let’s go get your stuff and finish this part of the quest.”
“Where’s Amenhotep?” I asked.
“Dude dissolved into a swirl of sand a couple seconds after you fell,” Mika said.
I sighed. There goes another chunk of divine favor. “Stupid darkness, wish I knew magic missile.”
Mika tilted his head, “Huh?” but Kjara laughed at the joke.
“Don’t worry about it,” I said and led the way back.
Instead of the obstacle course, the passage had reassembled itself into its original hallway configuration, the only difference being the group of spirits waiting patiently for further instructions.
I handed the golden crook to Kjara and slid past the spirits to recover my gear, sighing as the stat bonuses offset some of the weakness imposed by the death debuff.
My pack felt a bit heavier, and I could barely raise my shield into position, so I’d definitely want to avoid combat until the debuff was gone.
I tried casting Sehkmet’s Cleansing on myself, but to no avail.
*** The Weakened Spirit condition cannot be dispelled. ***
I lumbered back over to my companions and knelt down, my stamina almost completely drained.
Mika winced. “Damn man, that death debuff is crazy.”
I nodded. “Indeed. Twenty-five percent to all stats and skills. Even if you could get back into the fight immediately after kicking the bucket, you’d probably end up heading right back.”
“How much time left?” Kjara asked.
I concentrated on the debuff icon and read the timer. “Thirty seconds or so.”
“Good,” she said and pressed the crook back into my hands. “Let’s wrangle your ghost peeps and get things rolling.”
The debuff faded away and strength returned to my limbs. I sighed and stood back up, stretching some kinks out of my back as I shouldered my pack once more.
Not knowing what awaited us once we delivered the spirits, I took the time to summon Amenhotep back from the underworld and endured his look of disappointment.
I tapped three of the spirits with the golden heka and smiled as they fell in line behind me. Kjara and Mika used the crook to do the same, gathering the remaining two spirits, and we were on our way.
We arrived at the altar with no further complications, Amenhotep silently leading the way. As each spirit came within sight of the altar, they stopped following their respective player and surrounded the altar.
*** Quest Update: Guide spirits to Aset’s altar. [5/5] ***
As one, the spirits prostrated themselves before the altar and faded from existence.
*** Quest Completed: Trial of the Heka ***
*** Your party has gained 1000xp! ***
*** You have gained 10 Divine Favor! ***
*** Congratulations you have reached Level 13! ***
*** You have gained 2 Combat Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 2 Divine Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 2 General Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 16 maximum Hit Points. ***
*** You have gained 20 maximum Mana. ***
*** You have gained 8 maximum Stamina. ***
*** Kjara has reached level 12! ***
“Grats!” I said and held Kjara’s hands as we did a little celebratory dance.
Mika just groaned. “Can we get a move on? Time’s a wasting!”
“Give us a second to level up first, okay?” Kjara said.
I nodded in agreement and took a seat to ready myself for the upcoming dizzy party as I spent some of my newly acquired points, and some of my reserves as well.
I raised Precision Strike by three, bringing it up to rank ten and unlocking the second tier boon, which did not disappoint.
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Precision Strike skill to 8! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Precision Strike skill to 9! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Precision Strike skill to 10! ***
***Congratulations! You have reached rank 10 in the Precision Strike Skill. The time required to identify a weak spot has been halved. In addition, critical results from this skill will now do extra damage to the target. ***
I put three points into first aid as well since it would boost my healing efficiency.
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your First Aid skill to 11! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your First Aid skill to 12! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your First Aid skill to 13! ***
And finally, I added a single point to Cure Wounds, keeping my main healing spell at my current level.
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Cure Wounds spell to 13! ***
The discomfort and disorientation that came with gaining skills in chunks was a lot easier to deal with when you were ready for it, and after each skill I was able to collect myself enough to keep my stomach contents where they belonged.
At the end of my point splurge, I was left with zero banked combat points, two banked general points, and three banked divine points in my “just in case” fund.
Kjara was finished before me and was looking at me expectantly.
“Hey. I actually spent points, okay. No need to give me that look,” I said with a smile.
She turned to Mika. “How much do you want to bet he has points left that he hasn’t spent?”
He shook his head. “Not a bet I’m going to take based on what you’ve said.”
I sighed and looked at Kjara. “Yeah, Yeah. So, I like to be prepared in case something cool comes up. Speaking of which, you use that skill book Kaluitep gave you?”
Judging by the look on her face, she had not. I felt a little vindicated, and I said, “I thought not. Now imagine a world where you had saved some points when you leveled, and the glory of that new skill in your repertoire.”
“Fine,” Kjara said with a reluctant grin. “You have a point.”
Mika just tapped his foot. “If you guys are done, can we get a move on?”
I gestured towards the left passage. “Lead the way Mr. Musa. Just let me put the crook back on the statue first.”
The dýrafólk gave me an impatient wave and moved into the tunnel, searching for traps while I slid the crook into the statue’s right hand.
As soon as it clicked into place, a wave of energy washed over the party.
*** You have been blessed by the goddess Aset. For the next hour all healing magic and regeneration rates will be 10% more effective ***
I heard a delighted “woo hoo” from down the tunnel and laughed before leaving the altar room behind.
…
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The left hallway was almost identical to the right, except instead of a puzzle awaiting us at the end there was a pedestal. Atop the pillar was a golden nekhakha, decorated in much the same fashion as the heka had been.
“What do you think will happen this time?” Kjara said, staring at the flail.
I shrugged, “As long as it doesn’t involve the second stage of ninja warrior, I think I’ll be good with it.”
Mika snickered. “I don’t know, man. Watching you try and make your way through the obstacle course was pretty damn entertaining.”
“Har har har.” I replied with a grin. “I’ll remember that next time you’re getting cut up and calling for heals.”
He winked and nodded. “Touché.”
Again, everyone was looking at me, so I sighed and grabbed the flail from the pedestal and waited.
*** Quest Received: Trial of the Nekhakha ***
*** A ruler must defend their people and drive off those who would do them harm. Keep your charge safe from attackers and escort them to safety. ***
*** Success Criteria: Protect the Priestess of Asah.
*** Rewards: xp, unknown. ***
The info for the nekhakha flowed into my mind as soon as I grabbed it, along with the knowledge on how to wield the weapon.
Nekhakha of Aset—this artifact is a holy weapon designed to defend the faithful. Any who hold it gain full proficiency in its use. When a creature is destroyed by this artifact, the wielder will radiate an aura that enhances the attack speed of all allies within ten feet. This aura lasts for five seconds and is cumulative for all creatures defeated. Tomb Key [1/2]
When the walls began to crumble, I was unsurprised, but instead of an obstacle course, the stones reformed into a wide open room. The light died away at thirty yards out, and even my blessed sight couldn’t pierce the darkness.
With a flicker of ghostly light, the form of an older Saa woman appeared before us. Her robes were embroidered with glyphs and pictograms of Asah in his glory, and she carried no weapons as she took a slow, deliberate step away from us and back towards the altar room.
A quick read of her info text confirmed the obvious. The spirit was the focus of our escort mission, the Priestess of Asah.
From the darkness ahead came a long, wailing howl that was echoed from all directions, and the first of the enemy emerged from the shadows directly in the path of the priestess.
I’d personally never considered what a mummified wolf might look like, but in that moment I found out. And while one would have been bad enough, I was now faced with ten of the things. Their shriveled bodies were wrapped tight with old, drying bandages, except for their red glowing eyes, and long, quite deadly looking teeth.
A long red bar tracking the priestess’ health appeared at the top of my view with an ominous message.
*** Wave 1 ***
They rushed forward, charging directly at the spectral priestess who seem oblivious to the threat, her lips mumbling something unintelligible under her breath as she slowly walked forward, into danger.
“Shit!” I cried as we rushed forward to meet the wolves, raising my shield and using Analyze on the closest.
*** Upuaut, Level 1 ***
*** HP: 100%, SP: - ***
*** Conditions: Fixated ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: None ***
*** Weakness: Fire ***
*** Highest Statistics: Agility, Strength ***
I was confused. “They’re level one, guys, but have some condition called Fixated on them. Don’t know what it does, so be ready for anything.”
As soon as the pack entered range Amenhotep slammed his shield into the ground, activating his Shockwave taunt skill. The blast of power washed over the front rank of creatures and utterly obliterated them. Those furthest from the guardian took some damage but completely ignored the tank.
Instead of focusing on the tank as was proper according to all of the laws of MMORPGs, they dashed through our lines and attacked the priestess, taking off a small chunk of her health before we were able to recover and put them down.
Kjara sighed. “Guess we know what Fixated means now. So much for aggro management. At least they’re crunchy enough to one shot.”
“Guess it’s time to bring out the Fruit Ninja skills,” Mika said, brandishing his daggers as we fanned out in front of the priestess who continued her slow walk.
I tried healing her to no avail and sighed as howl announcing the next wave rang out. Two howls answered from the darkness, announcing not one, but two packs of wolves rushing in from our flanks.
*** Wave 2 ***
I scanned the new wave and called out, “Same stats as wave one!”
We spaced ourselves out to create a wall of flesh in front of the spiritual lady and braced for the attack.
I cast a Flamestrike right in front of one of the packs, but they were moving so quickly that when it actually erupted it only took out a few in the back ranks. But anything was better than nothing.
The next few seconds gave a fair amount of credence to Mika’s interpretation of the encounter mechanic. The mummy-wolves had only one goal and that was to get past us to our charge, and we just had to cut them down, just like the flying fruit in the Fruit Ninja game.
I whipped the nekhakha back and forth, obliterating the upuaut and stacking the nekhakha buff on the party, making it even easier to make the fast paced attacks necessary to deal with the numerous pup-ras trying to make a meal out of our charge.
A single enemy managed to make it through our wall of attacks, but with the added speed boost Kjara was able to catch it with a kick before it could sink its teeth in.
Taking a look backwards, I estimated we’d traveled about twenty yards so far and still had about forty or so to go before we reached the other side of the field of death.
At the rate we were going, we’d be getting a fresh wave every ten yards or so, and I sincerely hoped that the increase in enemies was a static ten extra critters and didn’t double every time.
I shared my observations with the party, and we prepared ourselves as we moved past the next probable trigger point.
*** Wave 3 ***
I cursed as the initial howl was echoed from four sources spread in a one hundred and eighty degree arc before us and four packs of upuaut emerged.
This time I was able to time my Flamestrike to better effect, and the blast of fire took out almost an entire pack of the creatures.
When the rest of the creatures got close, Amenhotep blasted a sizeable chunk of them away with his Shockwave skill and Kjara became a whirlwind of spinning blades as she culled the pack.
I whipped my flail back and forth in a poor imitation of Willa Smith’s hair, taking out any upuaut that got close enough to me, and spreading the speed buff to my party.
Mika played the back line, dashing back and forth behind us to pick off any stragglers that got through, but even with all of our efforts combined, some of the creatures were able to reach their target and drop her health to just over sixty percent.
Things didn’t look too good. My fears of the enemies doubling had been confirmed, and enough of the enemies were getting through that I wasn’t sure we’d be able to handle many more. If the progression continued, we were about to be hit with eighty of the little bastards.
I tucked the nekhakha between my shield arm and the shield and readied a Flamestrike, ready to begin tossing AOEs like Oprah giving out prizes, hoping that the sheer press of enemies would cause them to be extra effective.
“This is going to su-uck,” Kjara said in a singsong voice and readied her blades.
Mika chuckled. “Those who are about to die salute you,” he yelled and saluted the priestess spirit.
The spirit took another step and howls came from all around, accompanied by the sound of the upuaut’s claws on the stone floor as they charged.
We fanned out and I tossed Flamestrike after Flamestrike until they were on us. The flaming explosions taking out dozens of the creatures to our rear and creating a break in the enemy lines.
Once they were on us everything degenerated into a mosh pit of snapping teeth, mummified claws, and the all too often mouthful of dust as the enemies were destroyed.
With no other options, I put myself in the way of the creatures as they strove to reach the priestess, doing my best to intercept their attacks with my own body and weapons.
I was partially successful. The mummified wolves’ teeth and claws were barely able to penetrate my armor, but the sheer volume was enough to take my health down quite a bit. At least I could heal myself.
The rest of the party were doing their best to hold off their own waves of puppers, but the priestess’ health bar was draining slowly as the sheer press of creatures managed to push past us to bite and claw at her spectral flesh.
By the end of the wave, the priestess’ health was down to twenty percent, and after some light healing, our mana and stamina pools weren’t in much better shape.
Amenhotep:
HP: [95%], SP: [24%]
Kjara Mistwalker:
HP: [98%], SP: [16%]
Mika Músin:
HP: [92%], SP: [21%]
Kheph Sa’tep:
HP: [93%], MP: [44%], SP: [20%]
There were twenty yards to go to the exit of this part of the dungeon, but I didn’t think we would be able to stop one hundred and sixty of those things. Even with the speed buff there was only so much four people could handle.
“Guys,” I said, my breath coming in ragged gasps. “I don’t think this next wave is going to be any fun at all. If you’ve got any sort of AOE mojo left in you, now is probably the time.”
Mika shook his head. “The best I could do is set some traps, but that doesn’t help since we’re constantly moving, and I don’t think I could get anything decent set before the next wave is on us.”
“These things are relentless,” Kjara said, out of breath herself. “I can catch a lot of them in my Flashing Blade skill, but it’s a matter of numbers. I run out of stamina before I run out of enemies, and then it’s just hacking and slashing until there are no more.”
Amenhotep just looked at me, pure resolve radiating off of his stoic form. “What will be, will be, Adept.”
The priestess had continued moving forward and was halfway to the next trigger point, so we skipped ahead, took a knee, and chugged some magically delicious water to make the most out of our out of combat regeneration rates before being swarmed by the creepy wolf pack.
…
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The spectral priestess reached the point where I expected the next assault to begin and knelt in prayer, her voice increasing in volume as she prayed.
We formed up around the priestess and watched the darkness for the next wave of attackers, but none came. Instead, the priestess’ voice rose to a small crescendo and she started to glow with a soft, golden light. I felt a faint tingle as the effects of her aura took hold.
*** You have been affected by the Priestess of Asah’s Aura of the Faithful. While within the aura, all regeneration rates are increased by 25%. ***
With the extra boost it wasn’t long before our pools were almost full. The priestess was the only one who wasn’t affected, and her health sadly stayed put.
Our reprieve lasted maybe thirty seconds before the silence was shattered by an ear-piercing howl echoing from the darkness behind us. A wave of fear assaulted my senses but was quickly subdued.
*** You have resisted Upuaut Alpha’s How of Terror! ***
I glanced at my party window. A new icon had appeared next to both Kjara and Mika’s bars, and a quick scan revealed its meaning.
Howl of Terror (Fear): Any attacks directed against the source of this ability are penalized by 30%. Coming within 10 feet of the source of this ability has a chance of forcing the affected character to flee.
Yeah, can’t have that on our melee DPS, I thought, and cast Sehkmet’s Cleansing on Kjara.
*** Sehkmet’s cleansing has failed to dispel “Howl of Terror” ***
I tried again with the same result. When it failed again, I sighed and dumped two of my reserve divine points into the spell, bringing it up to five.
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Sehkmet’s Cleansing spell to 4! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Sehkmet’s Cleansing spell to 5! Sehkmet’s Cleansing how has an increased chance to affect higher rank afflictions. ***
Third time, or maybe the two extra ranks, was the charm.
*** Howl of Terror has been dispelled! ***
Before I could do the same for Mika, the source of the howl walked out of the darkness.
Where the upuaut crunchies had been the size of normal wolves, this creature could give a Clydesdale a run for its money.
The ravages of time had been much kinder to the alpha’s body than to its lesser kin, and it even had a few tufts of fur left poking through the tightly wound bandages that covered its form.
Its eyes were filled the crimson glow that seemed to be the trademark of the tomb creatures, and its rotting and bandaged maw was open in a snarl of pure malice.
I used Analyze as soon as it came into range and toggled on my Aura of the Underworld as we arranged ourselves in front of the still kneeling priestess, mentally berating myself for not having it active during the previous waves.
*** Upuaut Alpha, Level 14 (Boss) ***
*** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 100% ***
*** Conditions: Pack Leader, Designated Prey ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: None ***
*** Weakness: Fire ***
*** Highest Statistics: Agility, Constitution ***
“Okay folks,” I yelled. “Got ourselves a boss fight! Level 14 with Pack Leader, whatever that means, and Designated Prey, which probably means it’s going to go for the priestess. But it’s not Fixated so be ready for anything. Kill it with fire, like everything else in this place.”
Kjara smiled and whispered something under her breath and her blades began to glow even brighter with holy light. I tucked the nekhakha into my belt and equipped my Sunspear, growing it to its longer form and taking up a defensive position near the priestess.
Mika was kneeling low to the ground, visibly shivering in fear as the alpha crept towards us.
“Shit! Sorry, Mika,” I yelled and cast Sehkmet’s Cleansing on him to remove the fear effect.
The dýrafólk recovered quickly, giving me an annoyed glare before ducking behind Amenhotep’s towering form and fading from view.
The Upuaut Alpha moved in slowly, its eyes looking past the Temple Guardian to the priestess’ vulnerable form, like a living wolf eyeing a tender lamb among the flock. It circled us, looking for an opening, but found none as we shifted with it, keeping ourselves between it and its desired prey.
Finally tiring of the game, the alpha darted forward, trying to rush past Amenhotep and getting a shield to the face instead.
The tank slashed into the creature’s flank with his khopesh, and things fell into a more standard MMO experience as the boss turned his attention to Amenhotep.
Kjara dashed in and began cutting into its flanks with her glowing Temple Blades, drawing a painful yelp from the alpha as it danced to the side.
The boss turned from Amenhotep and lunged at Kjara, sinking its long fangs into her thigh. She screamed and slammed the pommels of her weapons onto the beast’s skull, causing it to release her and recoil.
Amenhotep used his Shockwave ability to regain the alpha’s focus, and I sent healing magic streaming over to Kjara to repair the damage.
A slight flicker behind the boss drew my attention a second before Mika appeared and thrust his daggers deep into the upuaut’s hindquarters, dropping its health to eighty percent and sending the beast stumbling to the side.
The alpha regained its balance and leapt backwards, giving itself room to recover. Its eyes began to glow a brighter red as it raised its snout in the air and let out another dreadful howl.
*** Upuaut Alpha uses Pack Master! ***
I heard a rushing sound behind me and turned just in time to see the dust of our destroyed enemies flowing together, forming into ten of the lesser creatures who immediately leapt towards the priestess’ prone form and tore at her flesh.
“Adds!” I yelled, and Kjara dashed over and helped me clear off the priestess whose health was now close to fifteen percent.
Once the little guys were dust once again, I noticed another swirl of dust off to the side.
“Another pack forming at three o’clock!” I yelled, casting Flamestrike and planting the javelin in its center. The spell detonated a second after the final beast formed, incinerating them all.
A grunt from Amenhotep drew my attention back to the main battle where the alpha was back on the offensive, its claws and teeth ripping large furrows through the tank’s armor, dropping his health down to fifty percent.
Small trails of crimson sand leaked from the guardian’s wounds and evaporated into the ether as he raised his shield to block another series of attacks. The combined fury of the boss’ assault drove him slowly backwards.
Kjara ran past me towards the latest pack of pups that had just spawned and called out, “I’ll handle the adds. You concentrate on keeping us alive.”
“Got it!” I replied and hit Amenhotep with a barrage of Cure Wounds spells, bringing his health back up over ninety percent.
Amenhotep and Mika continued cutting away at the beast’s health, but with Kjara on adds duty things were going slowly.
My mana was hovering above half, the increase from the priestess’ buff still having a limited effect even in combat. I figured I could add a little DPS to the mix and still have enough for healing, so the next time the alpha stepped away from Amenhotep I pegged it with a Sunstrike.
The burning lance of holy fire seared into the creature’s shoulder, creating a small crater in its mummified flesh that continued to smolder even after the spell had run its course.
The alpha growled and turned its gaze towards me, letting out a ragged bark that spoke directly to my lizard brain, telling it to flee.
A sense of terror washed over me, but a warm light welled up from my core and bolstered my will, allowing me to stand fast.
*** You have resisted Upuaut Alpha’s Primal Bark! ***
Mika took advantage of the creature’s momentary stillness to launch himself onto its back and drive his daggers in deep near its spine.
The alpha dropped to the ground and rolled, crushing the dýrafólk beneath its still considerable weight. Mika’s health bar dropped far into the red and a series of icons appeared next to his entry in the party window.
Amenhotep charged forward, his own bulk enough to knock the alpha clear of the rogue and send it skidding across the dust covered stone.
I rushed over to Mika, casting Cure Wounds on the way and put myself between his crushed form and the alpha. He was still in bad shape, so I knelt down and cast Soothing Touch to take advantage of the more directed healing it provided.
My First Aid skill kicked in, guiding the spell toward where his ribs had been snapped and one of his lungs pierced. I poured mana into the spell, directing the healing to the most critical areas.
His ribs snapped back into place with a pained grunt, and his lung knit closed. One by one the icons dropped off and he took a deep breath and started to stir.
After the worst of his injuries were healed, I switched back to Cure Wounds since it was much higher rank and didn’t require direct contact with the patient, allowing me to get back into the fight.
Amenhotep was in full defensive mode, using his khopesh to parry the wolf’s claws while his shield blocked its bites.
Kjara was darting all over the place like a madwoman, slaying the smaller dogs by the score. Whenever one group was destroyed, another immediately spawned to take its place. She looked exhausted and was covered in sweat and caked-on dust from the enemy.
Mika picked himself off the ground and ducked behind me, somehow using me as cover to drop back into stealth.
I shrugged and moved up to help Amenhotep, pumping some additional healing into him and grimacing as my mana dropped below fifteen percent. Healing Mika had been very mana intensive.
I moved up beside the tank and activated Precision Strike. Almost immediately a section at the base of the mummified wolf’s neck lit up, and I attacked.
My spear pierced the highlighted bandages, its blade sinking almost a foot into the creature’s body before striking something solid.
Its health dropped from over fifty percent to forty with that single hit, and I felt a rush of magical energy entering my body as my Combat Casting boon triggered.
I pushed the energy into the glyphs for Cure Wounds and healed Amenhotep with the free spell, watching his health bar refill as I yanked my spear free of the creature, twisting the blade to widen the wound.
A small trickle of an oil-like blood oozed out of the creature and onto the floor, the closest the mummified creature could come to a bleeding wound, I guessed.
It leapt towards me, its maw and claws attacking in a frenzy. I blocked its claws with my shield and sidestepped its massive maw but was knocked backwards as its shoulder smashed into me. Its second claw lashed out and tore a painful line down my side.
I thought I did a pretty good job of rolling with the blow and managed to hold on to both my spear and shield as I tumbled and rolled back to my feet. The Russian judge, however, was a lot more critical and I saw my health drop by twenty percent a millisecond before I felt the pain of broken ribs shoot through my chest.
Falling to one knee, I pulled a healing potion from my pouch and gulped it down, pushing through the pain until the warm healing energy washed it away.
I glanced back at the Upuaut Alpha. Its eyes were glowing even brighter, and I could sense some sort of power gathering around it.
“Kheph!” Kjara said from behind me. I turned to see her standing there, holding one of the smaller hounds in her arms, its mouth and legs tied securely with a length of rope.
“Wha-” I began but she cut me off.
“Just take it. You can heal with one hand, right?”
“Yeah, but-”
“Good,” she said and handed me the hogtied mummy dog as I put my spear away. “Seems these packs only spawn once you kill them all. So, keep this guy alive and let me murder his daddy, okay?”
I stood there speechless for a few seconds as she rushed off to bring the pain to the boss. “What?”
The creature wriggled in my grip, still trying to get at the priestess who was gazing towards the alpha with a fearsome expression in her eyes.
I split my attention between the boss fight and the priestess as my companions started to cut into the alpha once again. The alpha’s health dropped to forty, then thirty, and finally to twenty-five percent before its next phase kicked in.
At one point I almost lost my grip on Scooby’s ancestor when I needed to quaff a mana potion to keep up, but managed to recover before Great-grandpa Doo could wriggle away.
When the creature reached twenty-five percent, it let out a pulse of force that knocked my companions back and raised its maw to howl again.
The pup in my arms turned to dust and was sucked towards the alpha along with the remains of all of its brothers, sisters, cousins, and other assorted family members.
The cloud of dust flowed into the open mouth of the alpha, and its wounds began to heal.
At the same time the priestess began to chant, looking over to me with her hand outstretched.
It took me a second to realize what she wanted, but when the nekhakha in my belt began to glow and vibrate it finally clicked.
I took out the flail and placed it into her hand, stepping away as the glowing grew more intense.
Both the priestess and the flail flashed with a bright light as a wave of force crashed over us all, sending us stumbling but also disrupting the alpha’s dust buffet.
My timing could have been better, but the priestess’ intervention had cut off the alpha’s cannibalistic huffing before it could restore too much of its health.
It lowered its head and growled, its eyes focusing on the spectral form of the priestess as it started to emit a dark red aura.
*** Upuaut Alpha is affected by Shield of Vengeance ***
The priestess took a step forward and continued her chant. Another bar appeared underneath her health on my screen and began to fill in sync with her chanting.
“She’s moving again!” I yelled and used Analyze on the alpha to see if anything had changed.
*** Upuaut Alpha, Level 14 (Boss) ***
*** HP: 31%, MP: 17%, SP: 23% ***
*** Conditions: Fixated ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: Shield of Vengeance. ***
*** Weakness: Fire ***
*** Highest Statistics: Agility, Constitution ***
I was glad I had. “Boss-wolf now has that Fixated status!” I yelled and rushed to put myself between the priestess and the boss.
Amenhotep stepped in as well, forming a wall in front of the spirit’s chanting form.
The wolf started forward and Kjara struck, her blades cutting parallel gashes down the creature’s side and dropping its health by three percent.
The dark aura flashed, and the wounds disappeared from the alpha and reappeared on Kjara who screamed in pain and fell to the ground, the minor wound to the boss’ health translating into almost eighty percent of hers.
“Mika stay back!” I yelled as I poured healing into Kjara while she painfully crawled away from the boss.
Luckily for the moon elf, the alpha had eyes only for the priestess, and those blocking its way. It dashed forward and crashed into our shield wall, knocking me back a step as I caught the blow on my shield.
Amenhotep stood firm, and the alpha’s momentum was nullified by the guardian. I stepped forward getting my shield back into position and took an experimental swing with it into the creature’s face.
The aura flashed and a gash opened up over my eye, blood flowing down my face and partially obscuring my vision until I wiped it away with the back of my wrist.
The secondary bar beneath the priestess’ health reached one hundred percent and there was a flash of light behind me.
I looked back to see the priestess striding forward, the nekhakha raised to strike.
I moved to the side as she stepped up next to Amenhotep and brought the flail around in a massive overhand blow to the alpha’s head.
*** Priestess of Asah uses Holy Smite on the Upuaut Alpha ***
*** Shield of Vengeance suppressed for ten seconds ***
The glowing red aura flickered and disappeared.
“Quick! Hit it now!” Mika screamed as he leapt in and sank his daggers into the wolf’s ribs, taking four percent off of its health bar without the blow being returned.
Kjara was too far away to make it in time, but I was able to hit it with a Sunstrike using the last of my mana.
The aura flared back into being once the timer was up, and the boss resumed its attempts to get to the priestess who had returned to her previous position and was chanting once again.
The alpha leapt into Amenhotep and knocked him to the side, creating a momentary gap in our defenses that it exploited to lunge towards the priestess. My attempts to intercept failed, and the beast sank its teeth into the priestess’ spectral form, taking a full five percent off of her health bar.
I thought for sure we were screwed at that point, but instead of pressing the attack the creature leapt backwards, shaking its head back and forth as if in pain.
Its mouth was badly burned and its health had dropped slightly from the priestess’ protection.
We formed back up, putting a wall of flesh between the boss and its target while the casting bar filled.
The boss’ health was just over twenty percent, so we had to make every second its aura was down count. I popped a mana potion and sighed as a surge of energy flowed through me.
The next time the priestess’ attack was ready, we moved to the side and watched as she caught the mummified creature with a vicious upward attack with the nekhakha, sending it stumbling backwards with its shield once again suppressed.
*** Priestess of Asah uses Holy Smite on the Upuaut Alpha ***
*** Shield of Vengeance suppressed for ten seconds ***
We piled on the damage like a horde of Walmart shoppers on Black Friday battling for the ten seventy-two inch high def televisions for seventy-five percent off retail price.
Kjara’s blades left deep gashes along one side while Mika turned the other into a pin cushion.
My spear stabbed in multiple times, the last triggering a critical that filled me once again with power that I immediately used to cast a Sunstrike through my spear and into the Upuaut Alpha’s innards.
The damage was intense, but not quite enough to finish the job. I glared at its health bar and the two percent remaining that was taunting us all through the red glow of its newly restored aura.
In my haste to put the creature down I was out of position to stop its next attack as it lunged past Amenhotep and bit into the priestess, leaving her with only five percent of her health remaining.
It jumped back again, the negative consequences of taking a bite out of the spirit melting away another percent from its health, leaving it at one, single, solitary and frustrating percent.
The priestess’ spell casting had slowed by a significant amount, and I watched as the casting bar crept upwards just as slowly.
Mika stabbed the creature through its aura, dropping it to zero, but as its body started to collapse the wound was transferred to the dýrafólk and the boss monster was fine once again.
Mika grunted in pain as his health plummeted, and I hit him with a Cure Wounds. “Had to try and see if that’d work,” he said.
We pressed the creature back, guarding ourselves and parrying its attacks as it tried to reach its prey.
As the priestess’ spell neared completion once more, the beast lunged and sent me stumbling back. It dashed past Amenhotep and opened its maw to finally eliminate the priestess.
Another bite would mean failure, so I did the only thing I could think of. I dove through the spectral lady, using my body, which was decidedly thicker than hers, to take the blow.
Its jaws bit down on my shoulder and its fangs penetrated deep into my chest. It picked me up in its jaws and shook me like a rag doll before tossing me to the side. I lay in a pool of my own blood, wheezing with at least one punctured lung and the last nine percent of my hit points slowly bleeding into the dirt.
From the ground I heard the priestess finish her spell and the sound of the flail striking dried flesh.
*** Priestess of Asah uses Holy Smite on the Upuaut Alpha ***
*** Shield of Vengeance suppressed for ten seconds ***
And then it was dead as Mika, Kjara, and Amenhotep finished it off.
The notifications began to flow as I levered myself back into a standing position.
*** Your party has defeated the Upuaut Alpha (Boss)! Your party gains 3150xp. ***
*** You have gained 10 Divine Favor! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Spear! Rank 12 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Shield! Rank 11 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Medium Armor! Rank 11 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Combat Caster! Rank 11 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Sunstrike spell! Rank 5 Achieved! Critical strikes now have a small chance of setting the target on fire. ***
*** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Soothing Touch spell! Rank 5 Achieved! Directed use of this skill now has a reduced mana and stamina cost. ***
*** Mika has reached level 11! ***
Blackness started to seep in at the edge of my vision as the last bits of my health drained away, but I had just enough left in the tank for one more Cure Wounds that kept me from taking a trip to the afterlife.
Amenhotep and Kjara pulled me to my feet, and I winced as the wounds that had not been healed by the spell reminded me of their presence. With combat over, my mana was starting to regenerate at a much quicker pace and as soon as I could I channeled Soothing Touch on myself, taking care of most of the wounds and then doing the same for the rest of the party as we moved.
We trotted after the priestess who had continued on her journey without us and reached her just as she cleared the wide open room and entered the normal looking tunnel leading back to the altar. The dungeon behind us morphed back into the original tunnel as we followed, once again presenting the potential for any stragglers to take an unplanned trip to the land of the dead.
We followed the spirit back to the altar where she bowed deeply to the statue of Aset and placed the nekhakha into its slot, an expression of bliss on her face as she dissolved into golden light and disappeared.
*** Quest Completed: Trial of the Nekhakha ***
*** Your party has gained 1000xp! ***
*** You have gained 10 Divine Favor! ***
With the heka and nekhakha returned to their places, a soft glow spread from the objects into the statue. It raised its head, gazing at us with eyes that were filled with the same stars as Anpu’s.
“Greetings, champions,” a distinctly female voice echoed throughout the chamber, seeming to come from all directions at once. “You have passed the trials that I laid before you and will be granted access to the tomb below. Be warned, that which is stored within this temple has… corrupted those charged with the defense of my husband’s remains and are no longer mine to command. Go with my blessing.”
With that, the statue returned to its previously inert state, the heka and nekhakha transforming with it.
A loud grinding sound drew my attention to the large stone door, which was in the process of sinking into the floor, and when I looked back to the altar, there was a large, gold banded chest sitting on its surface.
*** Quest Completed: Trials of Aset ***
*** Your party has gained 500xp! ***
“Hey guuuuys,” I said and heard Kjara woot as she laid her eyes on the box. “Loot!”
…
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Since I’d picked last from the sphinx’s chest, I got first pick this time, not that order really mattered with how the dungeon loot system worked. We’d all get our own specialized loot and a small sack of random stuff regardless of order.
I reached in and pulled out my prize, grinning as I recognized it as a war skirt crafted of the same materials, and in the same style as the body armor I’d gotten from the first boss.
*** Enhanced Hard Leather War Skirt of Devotion—This armor provides protection to the wearer from both physical and arcane sources. While crafted of bronze and leather, the materials have been magically reinforced to be more resilient and protective than the materials themselves would indicate. In addition, this armor provides a small bonus to Presence and Constitution. [Devotion Set 2/3]. Current Set Bonus: -5% Spell Cost***
I was smiling so hard my cheeks hurt. I grabbed my sack of random loot from the chest and set it aside before slipping on the new armor and stuffing my old armor into my pack to keep my ruined ringmail company. 
Kjara took her turn at the chest while I glanced through the sack, finding fifty gold coins and a pair of major rejuvenation potions which I tucked into my belt pouch.
“Have you guys seen armor sets before this?” I asked.
“Not until this place,” Mika replied, slipping on a pair of soft leather pants made of the same material as his tunic.
“Must be new with the expansion, or maybe lower level sets just don’t exist,” I continued.
“Or specific to certain dungeons,” Kjara added, also sporting a new pair of pants.
When we were done sorting through our various loot, we headed through the door and deeper into the tomb, pausing at the top of a long staircase leading deeper into the darkness.
“What do you think the statue-lady meant about things being corrupted below?” Mika asked.
Kjara and I shared a look. We hadn’t been as forthcoming with our new companion as we should have been, but in the excitement of everything there really hadn’t been an opportunity to give him the full story.
“Okay. Where to begin… So, a long, long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.” I said, only to be interrupted by a soft punch to the shoulder from Kjara.
I chuckled and rubbed where she had hit giving her a playful glare before turning back to Mika. “So back in the beginning of this world there were a bunch of super powerful beings called the Primordials who-”
Mika raised his hand to interrupt me. “I’m sure it’s a great story, but I don’t really care. Just give me the short version with any info that’s going to make a difference in beating the dungeon.”
Kjara laughed at my shocked expression and while I was still sputtering, she took up the tale. “Ok, here’s the TLDR version. Old gods called Primordials built the world, got bored, went to sleep. New gods rose up, created people. One of the Primordials, Kchil’ik the Devourer, was like, ‘Nuh-uh kids, get off my lawn.’ They had a war, the gods won, chopped up Kchil’ik Dexter style and handed the bits out as souvenirs to all the pantheons to keep safe. One of those bits is in this dungeon and we’ve been charged with getting it and bringing it to the Saa god of the Underworld.”
She looked over to me. “That about right?”
“But the-” I sputtered.
She patted me on my cheek and smiled. “Kheph here is quite a lore addict. It’s adorkable.”
I blushed and grumbled under my breath as she continued, “Oh yeah, the fish people that caused the tsunami and have been making everyone’s lives hell are servants of Kchil’ik and are trying to get his bits so they can Frankenstein him back together again.”
Mika nodded along. “And the corruption?”
*** Lore (Saa Religion) check… successful! ***
Still a bit flustered by the lack of interest in the story, I answered, “Kchil’ik is a void beast. So probably shadowy, cold, and slimy creatures. And tentacles, probably lots of tentacles.”
The dýrafólk nodded. “Okay. So, fire, light, and keep your holes covered. Got it.”
Groaning to myself, I gestured to the stairs. “Shall we?”
Mika snickered and dropped into stealth, scanning for traps as he led the way down the stairs.
Amenhotep followed, leaving Kjara and me standing at the top of the stairs. She wrapped an arm around me, gave me a kiss on the cheek, and then whispered into my ear, “You’re wearing a skirt. Beware the tentacles,” leaving me in stunned silence.
I stood there stunned for a minute. Not because of what she said, but because she was right.
The traps had become less frequent the further we descended into the dungeon, but Mika maintained the same level of vigilance as we continued onwards. It would serve us right if we got complacent and ended up getting killed due to our own stupidity.
The stairs ended in a wide, stone hall lined with statues of massive ancient warriors. Instead of human heads, each of the statues bore the head of an animal: hawks, falcons, alligators, bulls, and even a jackal.
*** Lore (Saa Religion) check… successful! ***
I recognized the statues as the Saa version of ushtabi, the stone servants who were buried with the dead in ancient Egypt to act as servants in the afterlife. Normally the ushtabi would be simple statues, but since this was the tomb of a god, these were likewise impressive.
Each of the stone warriors was eight feet tall with massive stone weaponry appropriate to their stature. Most held massive two-handed khopeshes, but a few held long, double-ended war axes instead. The statues were coated in solid gold and bedazzled with lapis and emeralds.
On the other side of the room was another stone door blocking the way with a small pedestal in front of it, and I could barely make out something vaguely cube shaped resting on its surface.
I scanned the statues, looking for any signs of glyphs or other enchantments. “Be wary guys, who knows what surprises this place has in store for us.”
Mika moved forward carefully, searching the path ahead for traps. When he reached the base of one of the hawk-headed ushtabi he paused and looked up. “Hey Kheph, are these things supposed to have jet-black eyes?”
I opened my mouth to respond but the answer became moot as the ushtabi began to move. It raised its war axe and slashed at Mika who barely dodged out of the way.
Flecks of gold and shards of lapis fell to the floor as the statue flexed its stone muscles and turned towards us, its eyes showing endless pits of darkness.
*** Corrupted Ushtabi Vessel, Level 10 ***
*** HP: 100%, SP: 100% ***
Two more ushtabi started moving as well, raising their weapons and slowly heading our way. One had the head of a lion and one a hippo, and all had eyes that seemed to suck in the light they were so dark.
Amenhotep rushed forward and rammed the closest ushtabi, but instead of sending the stone man stumbling, he bounced, ending up a good three feet back. The ushtabi opened its beak in a silent scream as it swung its axe into the Temple Guardian’s shield, knocking him back another step and dropping his health by a small chunk.
Amenhotep struck back with his own khopesh, causing a network of cracks to appear on the statue’s thigh. Dark mist leaked from the cracks, evaporating as it was exposed to the ambient light of the dungeon.
The construct’s health decreased by five percent from the blow, but it was still coming on strong. And the two other animated statues were close behind.
Mika had disappeared at some point and was likely making his way to the back for some sweet backstab action, leaving Kjara and me to aid Amenhotep with our current opponents.
I hung back and extended my spear, thrusting around Amenhotep’s head towards the even bigger ushtabi. My spear tip scraped along the statue’s chest and past its shoulder, opening another network of mist-leaking cracks, but doing measurable damage. The solid stone of their bodies was very resistant to piercing and slashing weapons.
Kjara darted in, landing a three shot combo on the ushtabi’s knee with her blades, causing the creature to stumble as the joint gave way. Her follow up kick launched her backwards and out of range of its answering slash that smashed into one of the still inanimate statues lining the room.
Amenhotep didn’t waste the opening she’d provided. His shield seemed to shimmer with invisible force as he slammed it into the injured ushtabi’s chest. The shock wave from his attack ripped through the statue and shattered its torso.
The ushtabi crumbled to the ground, releasing a small cloud of black mist that flew off before we could react, seeping into another of the statues further into the room. Seconds later, the newly possessed statue joined its brethren in their attack.
Amenhotep’s Shockwave skill had caught the other two statues in its cone, drawing them to him.
Kjara and I moved up once again, engaging the lion headed ushtabi and his giant khopesh. I stepped out to the left flank, intercepting its downward slash and leaving an opening between myself and Amenhotep for the moon elf to slip through.
She darted forward and performed another flurry of attacks, each one building upon the next until that statue too dropped into a pile of rubble and released its dirty wisp to animate a new statue further into the room.
The hippo-headed ushtabi raised its blade high but then stumbled forwards with half of its health disappearing in an instant.
Glancing behind it, I spotted Mika as he dropped from its back and quickly rolled off to the side to avoid the blade of a freshly re-animated ushtabi.
Mika called out, “There are a lot of these statues in here guys, we need to figure out how to stop them from coming back.”
Kjara and Amenhotep moved forward and engaged the hippo-head, and between blows she said, “Can you kill their wispy things?”
I shrugged. “I can try,” I said, and readied Sunstrike, letting the spell sit on the verge of casting as they whittled down the target.
Holding the spell took more effort than I anticipated, and I could feel the mana of the spell yearning for release.
Amenhotep struck the final blow against the hungry, hungry hippo, smashing its physical form and releasing the dark mist inside.
I targeted the wisp and released my spell, feeling a rush of relief as the fiery magic burst out of my shield and enveloped the dark cloud in holy fire.
An ear-piercing shriek split the air, and I covered my ears as a stunned icon appeared next to all three of our names in the party window, leaving us vulnerable to the remaining Corrupted Ushtabi.
*** Corrupted Spirit uses Cry of the Damned! ***
*** You failed to resist its effects. You are stunned! ***
My vision flashed red as a giant Khopesh flashed past my shield and sank into my chest, shearing through my armor and sending me crashing to the ground with barely fifteen percent of my health remaining.
The ushtabi’s finishing blow was intercepted inches from my throat by Amenhotep’s blade, the long shot parry leaving him open to a vicious hit from the second construct who struck true and dropped the guardian’s heath into the red as well.
These things hit like trucks, I thought as the last second of the stun debuff ticked off and I was able to move again. Scurrying backwards, I pushed past the searing pain in my side and cast a pair of Cure Wounds on Amenhotep who was facing off against the enemies once again.
With our tank no longer inches from death, I targeted myself and sighed as the healing’s soothing effects took hold and closed the gaping wound in my chest.
Amenhotep held the attention of the two remaining ushtabi while Mika and Kjara chipped away their health, careful not to destroy them before we were ready to deal with their little passengers.
“Ready for another one,” Kjara yelled, gesturing with her swords at the more damaged of the two.
I pushed myself to my feet and readied another Sunstrike, this time not putting quite as much mana into it until it was time to release. “Ready!”
Kjara dashed in, a whirling dervish of blades that broke the corrupted statue in half and released the wisp into the air to meet the bolt of holy flame flying from my outstretched spear.
The results of the wisp’s death weren’t any better than the first time. Their scream sent me staggering to the side.
*** Corrupted Spirit uses Cry of the Damned! ***
*** You failed to resist its effects. You are stunned! ***
The remaining ushtabi had his hands full with Amenhotep, giving the living amongst us the time needed to recover from the stun effect.
The final Corrupted Ushtabi Vessel was on its last legs, and once we were all back in action, it was a matter of seconds before it too was crushed, and its puppet-wisp burninated with holy fire.
*** Corrupted Spirit uses Cry of the Damned! ***
*** You have resisted Corrupted Spirit’s Cry of the Damned! ***
Finally, I thought as I resisted the effects of the creature’s death knell. Mika and Kjara weren’t so fortunate, but it was a pretty short stun and the subsequent xp and loot messages did a lot to lessen the sting.
*** Your party has killed 5 Corrupted Ushtabi Vessels! Your party gains 1250xp ***
*** Your party has killed 3 Corrupted Spirits! Your party gains 90xp ***
*** You have cleansed the corruption from 3 Ushtabi Guardians. You have gained 3 Divine Favor.
I knelt next to the remains of one of the statues to regain my breath and saw Mika sorting through the various chunks of the destroyed creatures, picking out the intact gemstones.
“Aww, man,” he said.
“What?” Kjara replied from where she was gathering some gems of her own.
Mika gestured at the seven remaining statues between us and the door. “We could have farmed some good xp and loot if we let the last one keep statue hopping.”
I snorted. “That’s easy for you to say, you didn’t almost get cut in half by one of the things,” I said, looking down at my new armor which was in much better condition than expected.
“Good thing magic armor seems to be a bit harder to damage than the normal stuff,” I said, tracing the edges of the jagged cut that had almost killed me.
The dýrafólk shrugged and went back to sifting.
While Kjara and Mika handled that bit of dirty work, I used Soothing Touch to bring myself and Amenhotep back to full, gaining a rank in the process. Then it was time for a nice bit of rest and a cool drink of freshly conjured water.
*** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Soothing Touch spell! Rank 6 Achieved! ***
Once the looting was done, we took the time to make some field repairs to the most damaged parts of our armor and continued onwards. Mika checked the rest of the statues for signs of corruption, but there was nothing.
With nothing at our backs to concern us, we approached the pedestal standing before the stone door. Sitting on the surface was… well, a Rubik’s cube, but instead of colored faces it had Saa hieroglyphs, and on the pedestal itself was a small stone indentation perfectly sized to fit the cube.
I picked up the cube and looked at it as I turned to my companions. “So, which one of you is good with a Rubik’s cube?”
Mika shrugged. “It looks like I can use my Disable Device skill on it, but I’ve never bothered with that sort of puzzle in real life so no clue if the hints would be enough to solve it.”
Kjara chuckled and took the cube. “I’ve got this. Want to time me?”
I looked at her a bit puzzled. “What?”
“Don’t worry about it. Just give me a minute,” she replied. She turned the cube over in her hands, studying each side.
I wasn’t quite sure what she was up to, but if she said she had it, she had it.
When she was ready, she looked up and smiled. “Ready, set, and go!” she said and began twisting and turning the faces of the cube.
There was no logic that I could see to what she was doing, but it was working. With every twist and turn the sides became more and more uniform until with one last twist, it was done.
“Ta da!” she said with a giant smile on her face.
I grinned back, pretty impressed. “How did you do that so fast?”
“When I was a kid, I saw some videos of these kids that could solve these things blindfolded, and there were competitions for speed too. I got a bit obsessed with it in junior high.”
“Nerd,” I replied jokingly. “Did you win anything?”
“Oh no,” she replied. “I can solve them, and do it fast compared to other people, but once I found out the insane hours of practice those kids in the videos were putting in, well, I moved on to other hobbies.”
I chuckled as she gestured towards the pedestal and said, “What now? Just put in in the slot?”
Mika held out his hand for the cube. “Now that the tough part is out of the way, let’s see if my skill has any hints that might show us anything we are missing.”
Kjara handed over the cube and nodded. “Go for it.”
The dýrafólk examined the cube and pedestal closely, taking out a small brush and dusting away a coating of sand from the bottom of the indentation, revealing a set of hieroglyphs that matched one of the sides of the cube.
“Well look at that,” he said, gesturing to the engraving. “Looks like the cube’s gotta go in a certain way.”
He placed the cube into the indentation and there was a loud click, and the door ground open, revealing the path forward.
…
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A hallway led from the ushtabi room into a cavernous hall. Standing in the center of the room was a massive sarcophagus that was sized for a giant. Around it were two concentric rows of smaller sarcophagi, arranged in a pattern like the rays of the sun.
The walls of the room were covered in inscriptions of both spell glyphs and hieroglyphics repeating the theme of Asah’s betrayal by Sett.
The place would have been beautiful, a wonder of the ancient world… if not for the network of pitch black veins spreading from the central sarcophagus to cover most of the floor and walls of the chamber.
Thin rootlike growths had cut furrows through the hieroglyphs and spell-forms, eating through whatever magic had been placed upon the tomb in ages past. Larger, thicker tendrils dug into the smaller sarcophagi, likely doing naughty things to the poor dead Saa who just wanted some eternal rest.
I stopped short as we crossed the threshold and looked to my companions. “I think this might be the main tomb, so be ready.” I said, scanning the area for any obvious threats. “And we should probably avoid the ick.”
Amenhotep turned towards me and mentally said, “I sense a foulness to this place, Adept. Aset was correct when she spoke of corruption here. Let us hope that the damage can be reversed.”
A flashing icon near my gauges told me that the buffs I’d applied on the beach that morning were about to run out, so we backed out of the room and took a short break. I passed out another round of tender vittles and recast Jackal’s Tooth on our weapons.
Once my mana was full, we made our way back into the room and towards the ring of sarcophagi, careful to avoid the tendrils of darkness snaking over the floor.
The veins grew thicker and covered more of the floor the closer we got to the sarcophagi, and before long it was a constant effort to avoid stepping on them.
When we reached the outer ring, the tendrils began to pulse with a dark light, and a feeling of unease washed over me.
A sudden flash of light from above the central sarcophagus drew my eye. The light washed away the feeling of unease that had been trying to take hold and resolved into the image of a large Saa man wearing a weird looking hat with long feathers sticking out to either side.
*** Lore (Saa Religion) check… successful! ***
My lore skill kicked in, providing the correct name for the spirit’s hat, an atef, and the fact that it was the traditional crown of the one and only Asah. It surprised me to see his image here, even if this was supposedly his tomb.
The god’s spirit towered over the sarcophagus, his head brushing the roof overhead. His muscles flexed as he struggled to contain a nebulous cloud of darkness that was attempting to escape the stone coffin beneath him. He turned his gaze to us, and his voice boomed throughout the room, “I cannot hold the corruption back any longer… be ready, for they rise.”
The outer ring of sarcophagi exploded as those interred within burst through the stone lids. The creatures appeared similar the temple guards who’d been our first challenge but were much better armed. Their bandage-wrapped forms were covered from head to toe with black, pulsing veins, and their eyes seemed to open directly into the void.
Each of the corrupted guardians was equipped with a tall golden tower shield and khopesh, each engraved with the image of Asah.
There were eight sarcophagi in the outer ring, and all eight of their former inhabitant’s eyes were turned our way.
I cast Flamestrike and threw the javelin at two of the corrupted that were close together, triggering Analyze on the closest of the creatures as soon as it was in range.
*** Corrupted Bodyguard, Level 12 ***
*** HP: 100%, SP: 100% ***
*** Conditions: Corrupted (100%) *** ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: Voidtouched
*** Weakness: Light, Fire ***
*** Highest Statistics: Strength, Constitution ***
The blast burned away the sword arm of one of the corrupted and sent the other flying through the air into one of the sarcophagi in the center ring where it struggled to regain its feet.
The fire ate through the aged, dried bandages that held the creatures together, draining its heath by the second. A Sunstrike finished off the bodyguard before it could regain its feet, leaving six and a half to contend with.
We fell into formation, Kjara and Amenhotep forming the front line as the corrupted approached, with me in the rear and Mika off somewhere doing his ninja thing.
Amenhotep used Shockwave, catching most of the bodyguards in the blast and drawing their attention. Kjara engaged the two not affected by the tank’s taunt skill, using her speed to slip past their raised shields and score several shallow wounds on their more exposed extremities.
I extended my spear into its longer form and started laying into the corrupted who were moving to surround the Temple Guardian.
Seeing he was about to be overwhelmed, I shrank my spear and rushed forward, slamming into two of the corrupted who had made their way around the tank’s left flank and halting their advance.
I channeled a Sunstrike through my shield and watched as it blasted into one of the corrupted at close range, burning away the tendrils of darkness that spidered throughout the creature’s body and searing a hole through its chest.
It fell back, the corrupting veins recoiling from the fire as its health bar dropped by a third. I raised my spear to press the advantage but was forced back a step as the khopesh of the second bodyguard slammed into my shoulder, biting into my flesh through my armor. I took a quick step backwards to keep from being driven to my knees.
My health dropped by half and my arm spasmed from the pain. I barely held on to my spear as I took another step back and blocked the bodyguard’s follow up attacks on my shield.
As its final blow struck my shield, I felt the rush of power that accompanied my combat caster boon rush through me. I shunted that power into a Cure Wounds spell targeting myself, healing some of the damage done by the enemy’s strike but more importantly restoring my spear arm enough to counterattack.
My first and second strike skidded off my opponent’s shield, but the third snaked past its guard and scored a deep wound in the creature’s corrupted remains.
As it stepped back off of my spear, I activated Precision Strike and immediately saw a glowing circular point right below its rib cage. I thrust my spear deep into that spot and felt it meet a hint of resistance before something shattered and my spear sank the rest of the way into the mummy’s chest.
The enemy’s health bar immediately dropped to zero and it crumbled into dust.
“They have a weak point!” I yelled. “Aim for the solar plexus.”
A flash of red in my peripheral vision drew my attention to the party interface and the fact that Amenhotep and Kjara had both been wounded.
Kjara was hitting the enemy in their flank, having taken care of her original opponents, but not without injury.
I sent a Cure Wounds her way as I blocked and parried another of the wounded bodyguards that had shaken off Amenhotep’s taunt.
Since Kjara wasn’t in danger any longer, I switched focus to our tank and slowly healed him as we fought through the remaining creatures.
At one point I wondered where Mika had gotten off to but then spotted piles of dust where the armless enemy and two others had met their end at the back of the pack.
When only one of the mummies remained, I backed off and focused on healing while my companions moved in for the kill.
The golden glow of my Cure Wounds spell hit Amenhotep and exploded. A critical! The pulse of healing spread to me, Kjara, and surprisingly, the Corrupted Bodyguard.
Although instead of healing the bodyguard, the spell burned away the black veins from its body, leaving only normal, well normal for a mummy anyway, flesh.
“Wait!” I shouted, but it was too late. Mika’s daggers were already slashing through the bodyguard’s neck as Kjara’s blade pierced its side, reducing it to dust.
Kjara looked over at me curiously. “Why’d you want us to wait?” she asked.
I started to respond but a call from the center of the room stopped me cold.
“My strength is almost gone. You must cleanse the darkness before it becomes too powerful,” the spirit said, falling to its knees as it pressed down on the darkness in the tomb.
With a loud crash, the second ring of sarcophagi exploded.
There were four this time, as wide and as tall as Amenhotep and looking just as dangerous. Their massive, mummified forms were riddled with black veins, and their eyes were the same black pits that we’d seen on the bodyguards.
Unlike their lesser siblings, these wielded large polearms that looked like someone had taken the blade of a khopesh and stuck it on the end of a seven foot staff.
I used Analyze to see what sort of trouble we were in.
*** Corrupted Soulguard, Level 15 (Elite) ***
*** HP: 100%, SP: 100% ***
*** Conditions: Corrupted (100%) ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: Voidtouched ***
*** Weakness: Light, Fire ***
*** Highest Statistics: Strength, Constitution ***
“Ouch,” I said as the creatures lumbered towards us. “Level fifteen elites!”
Amenhotep raised his shield in defiance, and Kjara ignited her blades. Mika was… well, being Mika.
As the soulguards came near, their eyes seemed to drink in the light around them and the blades of their weapons grew dark. It there was an opposite of “glowing” then that would be it.
*** Corrupted Soulguard uses Voidblade ***
Something deep inside me recoiled from those blades, and I felt the air grow colder as they approached.
The first reached melee range with Amenhotep and swung its glaive in a powerful overhead blow that forced the tank back a step and damaged him even through his shield.
I cast Sunstrike and watched as the holy fire burned the creature but did much less damage than on the bodyguards.
Kjara rushed in and slashed her swords across the creature’s torso, her divinely powered blows severing the black veins of corruption and causing it to shudder as it recovered from the disruption to its energy.
We had a few seconds until the second soulguard would be in range, so we poured on the damage to their vanguard, slowly whittling it down.
As the second enemy arrived, I blasted the first with another Sunstrike as Mika leapt onto its back and finished it off.
Using its disintegrating form as a springboard, the dýrafólk leapt to the side.
Unfortunately for him, his escape route just happened to put him directly in the line of fire for one of the new arrivals, who lashed out at the airborne dýrafólk with its massive glaive.
Somehow Mika was able to twist so he was hit by the shaft instead of the blade of the weapon, but still went flying across the room to lay crumpled on the ground behind us, his health at barely more than five percent and a chunky twenty second stun debuff keeping him down.
Amenhotep took a step back, blocking a blow from of his opponent. He turned slightly and slammed his shield down, angling his taunt to catch all three of the remaining enemies in its cone.
I directed the tank to move backwards and to the flank, kiting the soulguard so that only one could attack him at any time.
I hit Mika with a Cure Wounds, so he was no longer vulnerable to a stiff breeze but reserved most of my remaining mana to keep Amenhotep and Kjara alive.
Kjara’s gifts, combined with those inherent in the Temple Blades, did a number on the corrupted creatures, and after way too long a slog, the second went down. Once Mika’s stun wore off and he was able to rejoin the fight, the third dropped as well.
With three of the four elites handled, I figured we were in a good enough position to test a theory. I cast Cure Wounds on the soulguard and watched it go to work.
The healing energy splashed over the enemy’s chest, and the black veins began to recede from the point of impact. The soulguard’s eyes flickered, a golden glow appearing briefly before being swallowed again by the black void.
I used Analyze and grinned.
*** Corrupted Soulguard, Level 15 (Elite) ***
*** HP: 82%, SP: 78% ***
*** Conditions: Corrupted (78%) ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: Voidtouched ***
*** Weakness: Light, Fire ***
*** Highest Statistics: Strength, Constitution ***
Mika looked back at me and cursed. “What the hell man? Why did you heal it?”
I shrugged. “Dude, they are corrupted. The healing removed a bunch of the corruption. Don’t kill it until I see if I can cleanse it.”
Kjara stopped cutting into the thing and went on the defensive. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Kheph.”
I drank a mana potion and sighed as my mana surged back to fifty percent, and then I started casting.
Sehkmet’s Cleansing only took off a few percent of the corruption, likely due to its low rank compared to the level of the elite mob, so I went back to healing. At its current mana cost was far less efficient than Cure Wounds.
Each casting took off about a quarter of the corruption, but as it got closer to zero it became harder and harder until with a pop, the corruption hit zero and the soulguard stumbled backwards, shaking its head.
The black veins that had permeated its body were gone, and the pits of darkness that had been its eyes were now replaced with small glowing balls of light. Golden light. Like Amenhotep.
The soulguard stood tall and bowed to me before turning towards the central sarcophagus and readying itself for battle.
Mika popped back into visibility and gestured towards the NPC. “So, can we kill it now?”
I just glared at him but was spared from having to say anything when a scream from the center of the room drew all of our attention.
The spirit of Asah collapsed backwards, exhaustion weighing heavily as he spoke. “I have done all that I can. He comes.”
With that proclamation, the central sarcophagus erupted in a cloud of stone and dust, and when the dust cleared, it revealed a creature out of a nightmare.
…
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Standing nearly twelve feet tall, the creature was the shape of a giant, powerfully muscled humanoid. Its skin was formed of some sort of transparent membrane containing a swirling, rolling mass of absolute darkness.
Each of its four arms ended in tridactyl, ebony clawed hands and its head was a horrifying cross between a giant squid with a lamprey’s mouth and eyes that didn’t just offer a glimpse into the void; they were the void.
Buried in the rolling maelstrom of the creature’s chest was a massive heart, beating in time with the swirling eddies within the creature’s translucent flesh.
I activated Analyze.
*** Manifestation of the Devourer, Level 18 (Boss) ***
*** HP: 100%, MP: 100, SP: 100% ***
*** Conditions: None ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: ??? ***
*** Weakness: Light, Fire ***
*** Highest Statistics: ??? ***
A series of four letter words left my mouth as the boss turned its gaze towards us. Its maw shifted slightly into something that I knew deep down in my bones was a grin. It was the look of a starving man given access to an all you can eat buffet.
*** You have been affected by Gaze of the Devourer. All regeneration rates have been reduced to 0. ***
I cursed again as the icon appeared next to everyone’s name in the party window and cast Sehkmet’s Cleansing on myself.
*** Sehkmet’s Cleansing was unsuccessful. Gaze of the Devourer cannot be dispelled. ***
“Damn it!” I yelled. “The debuff can’t be cleansed. Going to have to do this with no regen!”
Mika groaned. “I think we’re screwed man. Darkman over there came all the way from the upside down to kick our asses, and I don’t think he’s going to leave here unsatisfied.”
Kjara growled as Amenhotep stepped forward to intercept the boss. “We’ll see how ‘Darkman’ likes some divine light,” she said and moved forward to support the tank.
Mika shrugged and darted behind some debris to slip into stealth while I stepped up to support my allies.
As the creature reached Amenhotep, the spirit of Asah lifted his head, his form glowing slightly. “Blood of my blood, I grant to you my strength,” he said and then faded away.
*** Spirit of Asah uses Empower Bloodline ***
A pulse of golden light drew my attention to the left. The soulguard I’d cleansed in the last wave, whom I had completely forgotten about, started glowing with the same golden light as the god as it charged in at the boss.
A golden glow lined the edge of the soulguard’s weapon as it drove the blade into the boss’ side, dropping its health bar by a percent or two. A cloud of black mist flowed out of the creature’s wound and sizzled in the golden light.
Amenhotep rushed in and slammed his shield into the boss while Kjara attacked its flank, glowing blades cutting into its flesh.
The manifestation’s arms lashed out, each of its four limbs attacking independently.
Kjara gasped in pain as the creature’s talons tore through her armor and sent her skidding across the floor, her health dropping by thirty percent.
Amenhotep’s shield caught the first of two blows directed towards him, but the second ripped a large tear in the bandages of his thigh, causing him to collapse briefly to one knee before my healing spell mended the wound.
The fourth attack ripped a massive wound in the soulguard’s chest, dropping its health by over half and sending it crashing backwards onto the floor.
The soulguard began to stand, but the manifestation, remembering the NPC’s opening attack, was having none of it and pounced. Its lamprey-like teeth latched on to the soulguard as the inky tentacles ripped its body apart and pulled it into the boss’s gaping maw.
Mika appeared behind the boss and sank his daggers into its thigh, ripping the blades through like a scissor to sever what would have been a flesh and blood creature’s hamstring. Kjara arrived soon after and leapt towards the creature’s back, swords leading.
The manifestation moved so quickly that I barely saw the backhand that sent Kjara flying across the room once again, nor the second hand that snaked around to grasp Mika.
The dýrafólk squirmed in an attempt to get free, and I sent Sunstrike after Sunstrike into the boss’s arm to get him to release the rogue to no avail.
Amenhotep used Shockwave to grab the boss’s attention, but instead of dropping our companion, the creature threw him into Amenhotep’s raised shield, forcing the tank back a step as Mika’s broken body fell to the ground, stunned.
I sent a series of Cure Wounds spells into the dýrafólk as quickly as I could cast them, but the rogue was still stunned from the impact.
The boss lunged forward with a trio of attacks, pressing Amenhotep further back and away from Mika’s prone form, and faster than we could react it reached down, picked up the rogue and shoved him into its mouth.
Mika’s scream cut off abruptly as the manifestation’s lamprey-like teeth sank into his flesh and the tentacles ripped off an arm. It was a small mercy that his hit points hit zero before he was subject to the full horror of being eaten alive by Cthulhu’s second cousin twice removed.
*** Mika has been killed! ***
All the healing I’d sent towards Mika to save him had been for naught, and my mana was running low. The long-term effects of the boss’s opening debuff had become painfully evident.
Kjara stumbled back into the fight, her swords a blur as she cut into the boss’s flank and took another chunk out of its health.
Things were not looking good. The boss was still over ninety percent, and we were a man down. The boss seemed to be immune to some parts of the normal aggro mechanic, its attacks targeting both the tank and Kjara when she got close enough to do some damage.
She was able to dodge or parry most of them, but even her supreme levels of agility weren’t enough to allow her to avoid attacks when she was already in midair, and soon enough she was bleeding on the ground once again.
The last of my mana flowed into a Cure Wounds spell that closed up the worst of her wounds, but we were well and truly screwed.
Amenhotep was barely hanging on, and Kjara wasn’t much better off. I reached into my pouch for a mana potion but wasn’t quick enough. The boss turned his full attention to Kjara as she moved in for another attack and a savage blow from its claw sent her head flying across the room.
*** Kjara has been killed! ***
I blinked and looked away from the sight of her headless body being fed into the creature’s maw as Amenhotep continued to slash into the boss’s side with his khopesh.
I was fairly certain we had royally screwed up the mechanics of this boss by taking out all of the bodyguards and soulguards, and we were paying for it. This was a wipe.
If the boss killed Amenhotep, I wouldn’t be able to summon him again for twenty-four hours and we’d have no chance of finishing this guy off without a tank. So I did the logical, gamer thing to do. I reached out mentally and cancelled the summoning spell.
Almost immediately the legionnaire began to dissipate into a whirlwind of sand, his spirit travelling back to the Land of the Dead without my magic to anchor him in the material. Anger surged through our bond as his body dematerialized, leaving me alone with the boss.
I was a goner. There were no ifs, ands, or buts about it. But if I was going to die, I was going to do so in style. At least my subscribers would appreciate it.
With a maniacal grin on my face, I slung my shield onto my back, grabbed my spear with both hands and charged in at the boss, screaming as loudly as I could, “Leeeeeeeeerooooooooooooy Jeeeeeeeeeeenkins!”
I sank my spear deep into the creature’s groin as I completed my charge, dropping its health another three percent as I struck something critical. The rush of power from the crit didn’t even have time to fully manifest before the creature had its revenge.
There was a brief flash of pain as the boss’s claws connected and then I was standing on the dunes of the underworld.
*** You have been killed! ***
*** Your party has been defeated by the Manifestation of the Devourer! ***
*** Achievement received: TPK ***
*** Manifestation of the Devourer, ending HP: 87% ***
*** Encounter reset: Manifestation of the Devourer ***
*** Your party has killed 8 Corrupted Bodyguards! Your party gains 2880xp ***
*** Your party has killed 3 Corrupted Soulguard! Your party gains 3792xp ***
*** Your party has cleansed a Corrupted Soulguard! Your party gains 316xp ***
*** You have gained 5 Divine Favor! ***
*** Kjara has reached level 13!
*** Mika has reached level 12!
*** Congratulations you have reached Level 14! ***
*** You have gained 2 Combat Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 2 Divine Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 2 General Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 16 maximum Hit Points. ***
*** You have gained 20 maximum Mana Points. ***
*** You have gained 8 maximum Stamina Points. ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient with Aura of the Underworld Rank 2 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient with Discerning Eye! Rank 11 Achieved! ***
I read through the scrolling text and smiled. We’d all gained a level on that fight, making our chances of facing the level eighteen boss a bit more realistic, especially if my suspicions about the mechanic proved to be correct.
I just hoped I had the mana to pull it off. I had some potions left, but the best of them would only give me a third of my pool, and with that curse cutting my regen to nothing, I might be able to cleanse the dudes but end up having no mana left for keeping the party alive.
The boss was going to be a tough nut to crack.
…
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Letting the various strategies stew for a while, I activated my Child of the Underworld skill and teleported to my home away from home, the Temple of the Restless Dead.
The inside of the temple was empty once again, so I took a seat on the stairs leading up to the altar and popped open my character sheet. Those skill points weren’t going to spend themselves.
CHARACTER STATISTICS

Name:Kheph Sa’tep

Race:Human, Saa (Awakened)

Class:Priest of Anpu

Level:14Awakened Rank: 2

Experience: 60603/67500

Hit Points: 648/648

Mana: 624/624

Endurance: 457/457

Divine Favor: 71

Attributes (Modifier):

--Strength (+1):14 (+3)

--Agility (+1):11 (+1)

--Constitution (+4):17 (+4)

--Intelligence:12 (+2)

--Wisdom:13 (+2)

--Presence (+2):21 (+6)

--Fortune:12 (+2)

Racial Skills:

--Child of the Sun

--Martial Training

--Son of the Sun

--Aspect of War

--Aspect of Light

Class Skills:

--Blessing of the Gods

--Divine Blessing

--Temple Training

--Child of the Underworld

Boons and Blessings:

--Unknown Origins - Blood of the Gods (Awakened)

Combat Skills: (Available: 2)

--Spear: 12 [54%]

--Shield: 11 [42%]

--Medium Armor: 11 [80%]

--Endurance: 6 [92%]

--Precision Strike: 10 [40%]

General Skills: (Available: 4)

--Armorer: 8 [28%]

--Cooking: 4 [98%]

--Discerning Eye: 11 [0%]

--First Aid: 13 [98%]

--Literacy (Saa):2 [44%]

--Lore (Saa Religion): 11 [81%]

--Survival (Desert): 1 [76%]

--Weaponsmith: 1 [13%]

--Lore (Necromancy): 3 [15%]

--Riding: 1 [92%]

Divine (Available: 3)

Skills

--Combat Caster: 11 [70%]

--Spectral Legion: 2 [N/A]

--Exorcism: 1 [0%]

--Spellcrafting: 2 [97%]

--Aura of the Underworld: 2 [98%]

Spells

--Soothing Touch:  6 [43%]

--Sunstrike:  5 [80%]

--Jackal’s Tooth:  4 [90%]

--Beacon of Life:  2 [42%]

--Purifying Touch: 3 [25%]

--Flamestrike: 5 [11%]

--Sever Bonds: 1 [25%]

--Summon Legionnaire: 1 [85%]

--Cure Wounds: 13 [80%]

--Sehkmet's Cleansing: 5 [30%]

--Purification: 1 [0%]

--Call the Dead: 1 [33%]

--Create Food and Water: 1 [75%]

Damn it, I thought to myself as I read through my skills. There were several I’d love to have at a higher rank, but most of them were close enough to ranking up through use that it felt like a waste to spend points on them.
At least Discerning Eye was primed for some point expenditure, having just leveled up to eleven. I dropped three of my four general skill points into it, bringing it on par with my character level and hopefully providing a better ability to read my opponents with its Analyze ability.
I really needed a trainer, but as soon as we’d reached the temple Kaluitep had rushed us to the dungeon entrance with no chance to ask him for any aid.
The respawn timer still had almost ten minutes left before I could rejoin my companions in the land of the living, so I decided to take a chance and go right to the source for some divine skills… and hopefully not piss off my patron.
I moved up to the altar and knelt before it, bowing my head as I prayed, “Anpu, Lord of the Underworld, hear my prayer. My companions and I face a difficult foe, beyond our current skills and so I come to you to ask for training. I-”
A voice rang out from the other side of the altar, “Finally figured it out?”
I looked up to see my patron standing there looking down on me with a small grin on his face.
“Figured it out?” I asked.
Anpu looked down on me and replied, “Did I not tell you to return to me when you became more powerful so that I might teach you new things?”
I nodded slowly. “Yes, my lord, but-”
“But nothing. Did you think that I would neglect the training of my chosen few?” he said.
“N..No, but-” I stammered.
“Enough,” the god said and snapped his fingers.
With a swirl of sand, I found myself standing in a large stone hall with several mummified legionnaires at various locations throughout the room.
Along one wall was a line of practice dummies where others practiced with small horn bows. Another portion of the room was sectioned off with a low stone fence where several more melee oriented mummies were sparring.
At the far end of the hall was an obstacle course where thin, wiry mummies flipped and parkoured over balance beams and jumpy stones while dodging arrows and swinging axes, and immediately to my right was a small alcove with a wall filled with scrolls of various sizes.
Anpu gestured around the room. “This hall is located beneath the temple. The elite of my legion have been brought here to provide training to you, and any others who have earned my favor,” he continued.
His eyes seemed to pierce to my core as he continued, “I suggest that once you’ve completed your current task, you return here and work on improving those things you have neglected.”
I nodded and suppressed a growl, annoyed at the fact I was getting crap for game mechanics that had never been explained to me until well into my play. “Yes, my lord.”
As if reading my mind, he continued, “But, since I can sense that this neglect was due to ignorance and not your poor choice, I shall grant you a boon and teach you one skill before you must return to the land of the living. What do you wish to learn?”
My brain started working overtime. What did I want to learn! More power? Better healing? Crowd control? What would be best long term… No. What would be best in this boss battle? What did I need?
I grinned. “My lord, with the challenge I am about to face, I feel my greatest weakness is my mana pool. I just don’t have enough mana to both cleanse the corrupted and keep my companions alive, especially with all regeneration turned off. Is there a skill or ability that can increase my mana?”
The god nodded and tapped my forehead. “Granted.”
A rush of images flooded my mind in a psychedelic montage of meditation techniques and mental constructs vaguely reminiscent of mandalas.
***Congratulations! You have learned Divine Channel (Rank 1)! 1 Divine Skill Point used! ***
When my mind cleared, I was standing before the Gates of Death, Anpu’s voice whispering in my mind. “Try not to return until you have that which I sent you to retrieve.”
I shook my head to clear the remainder of the afterimages of my meditation montage and focused on the new skill.
Divine Channel—You have conditioned your mind to act as a channel of your god’s divine power. However, this power comes at a cost. (+5% Maximum Mana per rank, -2.5% Maximum Hit Points per rank.)
NOTE: This rank is limited by your station within the church. The cap for your current rank, Adept, is 3.
I looked at my character sheet again. I’d gained thirty-six mana at the cost of fourteen hit points which seemed like a pretty good trade to me, especially with the fight that was coming.
I considered the pros and cons. Having less overall hit points wasn’t something I really wanted for my more “in the mix” style of combat. But in my current party, my role was shifting more and more towards support where having that extra mana could be critical to our survival.
Most of my early adventures had spoiled me mana-wise, and I’d rarely gotten so low that it was a problem. Until recently. But as the enemies got more and more powerful, having an extra mana reserve was becoming a necessity.
With that in mind, I closed my eyes and put my remaining two divine points into the skill.
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Divine Channel skill to 2! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Divine Channel skill to 3! ***
I could almost feel myself physically deflating, but it was likely just my mind playing tricks on me as I said goodbye to another twenty-nine hit points in return for seventy-five mana. Surprisingly, there was no wave of vertigo at all with the skill increase. Huh, I thought. Probably because it’s a pure mechanical thing. No knowledge required.
Numerically the bonus mana didn’t seem like a lot, but it would keep us fighting a little longer. I just hoped it would be enough.
Hoping I didn’t live to regret my new acquisition, I watched my respawn timer run out and stepped into the gate.
…
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*** Weakened Spirit has been applied. -25% to all Attributes and Skills. Duration: 14 Minutes ***
Kjara and Mika were waiting at the entrance when I spawned, each of them reclining against the wall, sipping on a water skin and nibbling on a piece of conjured bread. Kjara immediately stood and wrapped her arms around me, pressing herself into my chest.
I returned the hug and held her until she started to pull away. “Miss me?” I asked with a grin.
“Welcome back,” she said and gestured to the stone floor where Mika was still resting. “Care to join us?”
I nodded weakly and took a seat, pulling out some food and water from my backpack. The memory of my death at the boss’ claws gradually faded from massive trauma to objective detachment via whatever technological sorcery the game employed to keep us sane.
“So,” I said. “About that boss fight.”
“That guy is pretty OP,” Mika replied. “How do they expect you to beat that monster? His DPS is insane.”
Kjara nodded. “Yeah, that boss was a bit much. Not sure we can take him even with the extra levels. Not even sure we should try without our tank.”
“We’ll have Amenhotep. I unsummoned him before the boss could kill him so no cooldown,” I said. “Made sure he was gone before I got my Leeroy on and stabbed the boss in his naughty bits.”
Kjara just looked at me and chuckled. “You want to try again?”
“I donno,” Mika whispered, looking down at his hands.
I slapped him on the back. “Don’t worry man, I think I figured out the mechanic so we should be able to do it this time.”
He looked up and raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean? What mechanic?”
“Remember how that soulguard changed sides when the corruption was removed?” I asked with a grin.
Mika shrugged. “Yeah, so what. That guy got taken out pretty quick after he stabbed Squidward.”
Kjara smiled as she caught on, and I continued. “What if we didn’t have to battle our way through the bodyguards and soulguards, and instead, they were on our side against the big baddie?”
His eyes widened and his frown disappeared. “That sounds like we might just have a chance.” He looked thoughtful for a moment before continuing, “You have enough mana to heal them all?”
I grimaced. “That’s going to be the hard part. I’ve got a few potions, so if I time it right, I should be able to cleanse a few of the bodyguards and chug a potion, then get the rest. The hard part is going to be the soulguard. As soon as they’re taken care of one way or the other, the boss man’s going to slap us with that no regen debuff and that’s where things get dicey.”
Kjara tilted her head. “Is losing the in-combat regen that big of a deal? I never really paid that much attention to it before.”
I nodded emphatically. “Oh yeah. At least for spell casting. That little bit of mana can be critical. I was able to learn a skill that increased my mana pool, although it cost me some hit points in trade. I’ve realized that mana is way more critical for me in the long run than hit points.”
“Glad to hear you’re finally coming to terms with your healer status,” she said with a playful nudge.
I sighed. “So, what do you think? Try to cleanse all of the bodyguards, or aim for half of them and then try to get all of the soulguard?”
Mika tapped his chin with a finger. “Personally, I think the soulguards should be the priority. Their elite status will probably be a bit better against the boss.”
Kjara nodded her agreement. “I’d definitely try for more of the soulguards over the bodyguards, but we’ll have to play it by ear.”
“Okay,” I said. “I’ve got two major and two moderate rejuvenation potions, so I should be able to keep my mana going for the cleansing part, but I’ll have to save one of the big ones for the main boss phase.”
Mika grabbed a potion from his pack and handed it to me. “Here’s another major rejuvenation. Hopefully that’ll be enough.”
I nodded my thanks. “If you guys can use your healing potions, that’ll help me conserve a bit too,” I said, and they both nodded.
The death debuff icon next to Mika’s name faded and the dýrafólk seemed to stand a bit taller. He sighed. “Bye, bye, debuff. I’m going to see what I can do about the damage to my armor.”
Kjara replied, “Definitely. I’ll be doing the same. That last fight really did a number on my gear.”
“Ditto,” I replied, sighing at the three minutes remaining on my debuff.
Not wanting to waste any time, I unloaded my repair gear and took stock of what I had left in terms of food and supplies.
My food supply was running low, at least for the buff variety. I had just enough for another run or two at the boss, but then we’d be reliant on rations and summoned grub.
As I pulled out my cooking kit and set it to the side, a waft of foulness assaulted my senses. Some of my ingredients had started to rot.
The pieces of beetle chitin had acted as a wall between the rotting food and the rest of my supplies, keeping my spices, cookbook and other more frequently accessed gear safe from the rotten mess.
Rotting potatoes, onions, various bits of decaying dire beetle, and most of my newly acquired flour and other items needed for my newer recipes were all ruined. Cursing, I dug them out of my pack and tossed them into a sack for later disposal.
Kjara wrinkled her nose at the sack of rotting food and gave me a look.
“What? I didn’t know it was going bad,” I said and tossed the sack into the far corner of the entrance. “Remind me to burn that later. Ug!”
When Kjara’s debuff wore off she stripped off her armor and got to work repairing the worst of the damage. I was a little jealous of both her and Mika in that moment. Under their armor they had actual clothes. My own under armor attire was a glorified loin cloth.
As soon as the death debuff fell off I stripped down to my skivvies and got to work on repairs.
Once or twice, I caught Kjara sneaking a peak at my buff avatar physique and blushed as I tried to focus on putting my ripped and battered armor back together again. Mika tried his best to ignore it, but I caught him muttering something about getting a room at one point, which he denied when asked.
I completed my own repairs pretty quickly, gaining rank nine in Armorer as a result of my efforts. I offered to assist my companions as well, but they both wanted the skill progress.
So instead of sitting around twiddling my thumbs, I pulled the bloody, torn ringmail and hardened leather pants out of my bag to see if they were worth saving.
The leather pants were in decent condition, so I dove back into repair mode. It didn’t take long. Unfortunately, the ringmail tunic was shot. The amount of materials and time it would take to get it back into usable shape was way more than I was willing to put in. Instead, I salvaged it, gaining a pile of bronze rings and a few pieces of both hard and soft leather for my efforts.
Packing my newly recycled armor bits back into my bag, I turned back just in time to see my companions finishing up their repairs and slipping back into their armor.
“Buff now or later?” I asked.
Kjara tilted her head in thought. “Probably best to wait until we are back down there. Same for summoning the big guy.”
Mika nodded in agreement, and we headed out.
When we arrived at the initial guard room, I took a minute to bask in the warmth of the reflected sunlight to recharge my awakened skills and mentally prepare myself for another ride on Asah and Aset’s Supreme Death Punch Trivia Wet and Wild Water Slide.
Kjara was actually bouncing with excitement by the time we reached the boat, and as we climbed in, she came back to the tiller with me.
She looked at me playfully. “Don’t worry, James. I can hold your hand if you want.”
I couldn’t help but laugh as she batted her eyelashes at me and flashed her best innocent smile. I slid over and raised my arm in invitation, and she sat next to me in the cramped end of the boat, snuggling in as much as our armors would allow.
I will admit, after the third trip down the river it wasn’t so bad, although that may have had more to do with the beautiful woman pressed against me than any genuine enjoyment of almost being smashed into a pulp by a cavern wall.
When we arrived at the entrance to the boss room, I handed out another round of my travel cakes and meat skewers and summoned Amenhotep back from the underworld.
The guardian solidified from the swirling sands, turned towards me, and punched me right in the jaw. I fell backwards to the ground with blood trickling down my jaw from a split lip.
He hadn’t held anything back, and the pain in my jaw and muffled debuff next to my gauges told me it was probably broken.
I looked up at the tank in shock, seeing him standing there glaring down at me while Mika and Kjara stood to the side with weapons half drawn and equally shocked expressions.
“If you ever dismiss me in that way again it will be the last that you ever see of me,” his voice drilled into my brain, laced with righteous anger. “I am not your servant, Adept. I assist you at the request of Lord Anpu, and out of the respect that you had earned.”
My brain was frozen for an instant. What the hell was happening. It took a minute to process, but eventually the rusty gears in my head started turning again and I realized the major faux pas I had committed.
Facing my certain death I’d leapt right into gamer logic and treated Amenhotep just like a pet from all the old school MMO’s. And like I’d seen time and time again in Sosaku Online, the NPCs here were anything but.
I bowed my head and spoke through the pain. “Damn, man. I’m sorry. That was a complete dick thing to do. I should have talked to you first and asked your permission before dismissing you. I just wanted to make sure you could return immediately to fight the beast again and not have to wait a full day before gaining vengeance.”
Amenhotep’s mental anger diminished slightly. “I understand your reasoning, but next time you will ask, or you will need to find another willing to serve as your ally.”
“Understood,” I said, still a bit confused by the whole thing, but learning.
He extended his hand and helped me to my feet before moving to the side to patiently wait for our next move.
I cast Cure Wounds on myself to heal the rest of the damage his punch had inflicted and smiled as the pain and debuff went away.
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient with First Aid! Rank 14 Achieved! ***
Kjara moved over to me and whispered, “What was that about?”
“I was dumb. I’ll tell you more about it later,” I replied and proceeded to cast Jackal’s Tooth on our weapons and shields before round two vs the dungeon boss encounter.
I filled Amenhotep in on our strategy, and he agreed that it was preferable to cleanse the afflicted souls than to destroy their vessels, so was willing to follow my lead.
After that it was just a matter of waiting until my mana was full, and we were ready to rumble once again.
…
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When we entered the boss room for the second time, everything had been reset. The sarcophagi were intact, as was the network of corrupting veins reaching out from the central coffin, and Asah was nowhere to be seen. No piles of dust, no splatters of blood, no evidence at all of our initial try… or subsequent deaths.
Kjara gestured to one side of the room. “If we form up over there after we trigger the first wave, we should have more time for you to work your mojo. How many are you going to try and cleanse?”
“I’m going to aim for at least four,” I said. “Going to play this as conservative as possible so I’ll have as much as possible when the boss pops. We’ve only seen its initial phase so who knows what else it’s got up its sleeves.”
Amenhotep raised his shield and readied his khopesh. “Let us get on with this, Adept. These souls have been tormented for too long.”
I looked over at Mika and Kjara. “Which of you dashing young adventurers would like to do the honors?”
Mika shrugged. “I’ll do it, you get ready to do your thing.”
Kjara took out her blades and nodded while I turned on Aura of the Underworld and readied my first Cure Wounds spell.
Mika shifted into his hybrid form as he jogged up to the first line of sarcophagi and stepped across the line. Like the first time, the darkness started to pulse and the Spirit of Asah appeared over the central sarcophagus.
Following the script, the spirit did its thing. “I cannot hold the corruption back any longer… be ready, for they rise,” he said,
and the outer ring exploded.
My Cure Wounds spell crashed into the first bodyguard before it could fully extricate itself from the rubble of its tomb, burning away a good chunk of the corrupting veins. The second spell hit home seconds later and I used Analyze to check my progress.
*** Corrupted Bodyguard, Level 12 ***
*** HP: 100%, SP: 100% ***
*** Conditions: Corrupted (33%)
*** Active Spells/Abilities: Voidtouched
*** Weakness: Light, Fire
*** Highest Statistics: Strength, Constitution
Three spells a pop, I thought and looked at my mana. Cure Wounds was pretty mana efficient, so I still had over ninety percent in my mana pool before casting the third spell that splashed against the bodyguard and sent it stumbling backwards.
The rest of the bodyguards had not been idle and were quickly closing the distance, weapons raised and shields ready.
Amenhotep stepped forward to intercept the incoming enemies while I started on the next target, taking its corruption down to zero and dropping my mana to seventy-five percent.
Wanting to maximize the cooldowns for the mana potions I chugged the first of the major rejuvenation potions and topped off my mana before moving on to the next.
In the meantime, Kjara, Amenhotep, and Mika engaged the rest of the bodyguards. Kjara’s blades flashed past the raised shields of the corrupted warriors and sliced into their bandaged bodies. Amenhotep blocked and parried while occasionally using his shield to keep the enemies’ attention focused on him.
Mika’s daggers added to the mayhem of the melee, slashing in to cut the bodyguard’s somehow still functional hamstrings, slowing the creatures down enough to lessen the press on Kjara and Amenhotep.
I targeted the least damaged of the opponents and found myself in a very interesting situation. The initial two bodyguards I’d cleansed had regained their bearings and had entered the fray, cutting into their corrupted brothers with no regard for my plans.
I barely managed to cleanse the fourth guard when the others fell to the combined might of my party and the newly restored bodyguards.
As the show progressed at the central sarcophagus, I healed the wounds that had been suffered by my companions while I was otherwise occupied, and grimaced as the potion cooldown slowly ticked down near my health bar.
“My strength is almost gone. You must cleanse the darkness before it becomes too powerful,” rang from Asah’s spirit once again, and the inner ring exploded.
The cleansed bodyguards took off towards the closest soulguard and began to hack at it with their blades. A flourish of its glaive sent one of the cleansed NPCs flying backwards as its health began to drop from the onslaught.
I gestured towards the other soulguard and called out, “Get the others! I’ll grab this guy before he kills everyone.”
Mika ran to the left. “I’ll kite this one, just keep an eye on my health in case it gets lucky,” he yelled as he pulled out a knife and threw, embedding it in the soulguard’s neck.
“Good Idea!” Kjara called as she swapped her blades for her bow and headed off to the right. “I’ll take the right.”
“I will hold the last, Adept,” Amenhotep sent, and then used his Shockwave skill to gain its attention.
“Roger!” I yelled and started the cleanse, cursing myself as I realized I’d forgotten to take advantage of my shield’s bonus to divine casting since well… a long time ago. I channeled Cure Wounds spells through the shield at the besieged soulguard, seeing a small but noticeable increase in the spell’s potency as it erupted out of the stylized jackal.
The healing magic washed over the soulguard and pulsed with its critical effect, healing the three closest bodyguards of some of the wounds they had suffered earlier as the soulguard’s black veins retreated in the face of the holy magic.
It took four of the shield-boosted Cure Wounds spells to cleanse the big guy, dropping my mana down to just over sixty percent, thanks in part to my food and my light-boosted in-combat regen.
As soon as the last of the veins disappeared from the creature, the bodyguards stopped attacking it and dashed towards the nearest corrupted target. Seconds later the cleansed soulguard followed, his now-void free eyes locked on his corrupted brother.
“Oh shit,” I said as its glaive cut deep into its target’s shoulder, releasing a large cloud of black mist into the air and dropping its health by a third.
I booked towards the melee and started healing the injured soulguard, as quickly as possible. Pausing to heal Amenhotep as well when a lucky blow from the corrupted cut deeply into his sword arm.
I spotted Mika and Kjara out of the corner of my eye, both doing a great job of kiting their targets.
Finishing the cleanse of the second soulguard left me just under forty-five percent my mana, with five seconds until I could use another potion.
The two cleansed soulguards and their retinue of younger siblings charged towards Mika’s number one fan. I yelled out a warning and Mika deftly dodged out of the way of the mummy stampede, which descended on their corrupted brother like some kind of mummy gang initiation.
There was no way my healing could compete with that much damage, so I headed towards Kjara and her tail. “Kjara, bring it over here!”
The corrupted soulguard followed her as she shifted direction. Its health was down to seventy-five percent from Kjara’s arrows, and its body looking like some sort of reverse porcupine with the number of arrows sticking out of chest.
Amenhotep intercepted the enemy with a charge, slammed into it with his shield to grab its attention.
I chugged my second potion, brining my mana back up to seventy percent and started the cleansing routine. Before I could get off a second spell I was interrupted by the return of the murder-train. The two cleansed soulguards and three remaining bodyguards barreled past me and started in on the last enemy.
“Damn it! I’m trying to cleanse them. Why are you killing your family! Just stop!” I yelled and then looked on stupidly as they listened.
Almost at the exact same time the health bar of the final corrupted soulguard dropped to zero and the enemy fell, revealing Mika sheepishly looking up as he slowly extracted his daggers from its back. “They were killing it anyway, and xp is xp.”
My retort was cut short when the spirit of Asah continued its scripted behavior and collapsed once again.
“I have done all that I can. He comes.” The spirit cried out, and hearing his cue, the Manifestation of the Devourer well… manifested.
*** You have been affected by Gaze of the Devourer. All regeneration rates have been reduced to 0 ***
“Blood of my blood, I grant to you my strength.” intoned the spirit, and the cleansed NPCs bowed to their god and were bathed in golden light as his image disappeared.
*** Spirit of Asah uses Empower Bloodline ***
The NPCs raised their weapons and charged, leaving faint glowing trails in their wake. With the buff, the cleansed mummies were quicker than even Kjara and Mika and made it to the boss well ahead of us.
As we approached the boss I had to stop and stare. The bodyguards and soulguards were going buck wild on the squid headed void beast. Their glowing weapons were rising and falling with no regard to their own safety, the bodyguards even using their shields to bash at the creature’s kneecaps while their larger cousins hacked into the creature with their glowing glaives.
The Manifestation of the Devourer responded in kind, its claws and tentacled maw lashing out to destroy its assailants.
When we joined the party, the creature had been reduced to eighty percent health, which then began to drop steadily as Kjara and Mika’s damage joined the tentacle gang bang.
The creature split its attacks between its assailants, claws flashing out to rip a bodyguard in two while another combo knocked Amenhotep back several steps.
One of the soulguards took a massive blow to its torso and its health dipped. They were doing a ton of damage to the boss, so I adjusted my position so I could reach my party and the NPCs with my healing spells, and sent a Cure Wounds to heal the injured soulguard.
Another injured soulguard pulled me further to their side of the fight, and I was able to save it as well.
Mika backstabbed the creature, dropping its health to seventy-four percent, and the temperature in the room plummeted as the pits that were the manifestation’s eyes seemed to pull in all the heat in the room.
With a sudden lunge, Cthulhu’s bastard child slammed one of his hands into the ground while another ripped into the soulguard I had just saved, dropping its health to a sliver.
*** Manifestation of the Devourer uses Voidwave ***
I was so focused on keeping the soulguard alive that I barely registered Kjara’s scream. “Kheph! Look down! Move!”
Confused for a second, I looked down at the floor under my feet. I was standing right in the middle of a wedge-shaped section of the room where the black veins were now pulsing ominously. I’d done fucked up.
I didn’t even have time to ponder my newb mistake further as the veins erupted and I felt a piercing cold energy rip me to pieces before I could trigger my get out of jail free item.
*** You have been killed! ***
*** Shield of Faith activation failed. You may not use items while dead. ***
As the starlit sky and crimson dunes of the underworld manifested around me, I couldn’t help but sit down and take a deep breath. That had hurt, more than my last death at the creature’s claws.
I pulled up my logs and read the last message.
*** Voidwave afflicts you with the infinite darkness of the void! You have been mortally* wounded! ***
Focusing on the Asterix told me everything I needed to know.
*Critical damage upgraded to Mortal damage due to: Saa racial weakness (cold), Aspect of Light weakness (cold, darkness)
I just sat there and laughed for a few seconds before the expected messages came scrolling by.
*** Kjara has been killed! ***
*** Mika has been killed! ***
*** Your party has been defeated by the Manifestation of the Devourer! ***
*** Manifestation of the Devourer, ending HP: 63% ***
*** Surviving Allies: None ***
*** Encounter reset: Manifestation of the Devourer ***
*** Your party has killed 4 Corrupted Bodyguards! Your party gains 1200xp ***
*** Your party has killed 2 Corrupted Soulguard! Your party gains 1626xp ***
*** Your party has cleansed 4 Corrupted Bodyguards! Your party gains 300xp ***
*** You have gained 4 Divine Favor! ***
*** Your party has cleansed 2 Corrupted Soulguard! Your party gains 406xp ***
*** You have gained 10 Divine Favor! ***
*** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Cure Wounds spell! Rank 14 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Medium Armor! Rank 12 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Endurance! Rank 7 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Aura of the Underworld! Rank 3 Achieved! ***
No level gains that time, which was expected with our party level climbing and the lesser xp from cleansing instead of killing. The divine favor boost was nice. I had enough at this point that it might be worthwhile to try to use some of that divine favor to boost some of my attacks the next time we fought Mr. Anime-gone-wrong.
Not wanting to chance another conversation with my god to explain why I was back without the quest object, I teleported directly to the respawn gate. I sat down to brainstorm how better to approach the boss fight and ready myself for facing the music from Mika and Kjara for my newb mistake of standing in the fire.
If the cleansed NPCs would obey my orders, we should be able to cleanse them all in preparation for the final battle. As long as there wasn’t a hard timer on the different encounter stages. If there wasn’t a timer, we could theoretically just keep one of the NPCs alive to delay the phase transition, but I wasn’t going to exploit that loophole if it was there. I wanted to succeed, but not like that.
I wrote up a bug report and saved it as a draft, in case there was no cap. I was willing to test the theory and see if the fight would continue for a minute or two and see if anything happened. But going beyond that just wasn’t in my nature.
Keeping the NPCs from monsterbating seemed like the best bet to get all four soulguards for the final battle, but we’d have to be careful to make sure our cautious approach didn’t come back to get us invited to WrestleMania XLV in the void.
My respawn timer ticked down to zero, and I readied myself for the incoming fingers of disrespect as I stepped through the portal back to the mortal realms.
…
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Even though I was the first to bite the big one in the last battle, Mika and Kjara had respawned before me due to their lesser respawn timers, but not by much.
I grinned sheepishly as they turned my way. “I know. I know. Don’t stand in the fire.”
Mika shook his head. “What were you doing over on that side, anyway?”
“I was trying to keep the soulguards alive. Those things were ripping the boss apart with their glowy glaives.” I responded.
Kjara raised an eyebrow. “More than me or Mika?”
“Unfortunately, yes.” I replied. “Those glaives were doing massive damage with every hit. Level fifteen elites with divinely imbued polearms do a hell of a lot of work. Plus, you guys were barely wounded, at least not while I was alive.”
Mika grimaced as we all sat on the chamber floor while our death debuffs ran their course. “Yeah, that void wave thingy took out both of the soulguard and all the bodyguards, and when you died Amenhotep went poof.”
“After that even our epic dodging skills couldn’t stop the boss from finishing us off. At least it was the claws and not the teeth,” Kjara said with a wince.
“Definitely wouldn’t recommend the teeth,” Mika added with a shiver.
We sat in silence as the game worked its mind games and we were able to look back on our deaths with the eyes of experienced gamers and think up an alternative plan.
Mika’s eyes unfocused for a second as he accessed something in the UI. “I take it you guys want to try again?”
“Of course,” Kjara said. “We’re improving each time so I think we’ve got a decent shot if we can get another soulguard on our side, and our healer doesn’t dawdle in the death AOE’s.”
“I didn’t see it, okay?” I said with a sigh.
She wrinkled her nose and me and smiled teasingly. “What do you think? Can you bring Amenhotep back or is he locked out?”
“I think so?” I said, looking between her and Mika. “You said he just disappeared when I died, right? He didn’t get killed himself?”
“Yeah,” Mika replied.
“Then he should be able to come back, and hopefully not break my jaw this time,” I said as I touched my face in remembered pain. “Now that we know the cleansed NPCs will actually follow my orders, we should be able to keep them from going full murderhobo on their corrupted friends. With some creative kiting we should be able to get all of the soulguards”
After some thought, Kjara nodded. “I think there’s a good chance here, but will your mana hold out?”
I shrugged. “That’s going to be tough. I’ve only got one major rejuv potion left. I have like six moderate potions, but those are only good for about fifteen or so percent of my mana pool at this point. I mean it’s better than nothing, but still…”
Mika shook his head. “Eh, maybe we make it, maybe we die again. In either case, it’s good xp.”
My laughter at his attitude faded as he raised a hand and continued, “But I’ve only got one more run in me today before I have to go. I promised my sister I’d babysit her kids tonight.”
I shrugged and said, “I guess that means we’ll have to make this one count.”
After that we got down to business. Patching up our armor, chowing down on some Kheph-boy-r-dee, and taking another ride on fantasy splash mountain.
Amenhotep was summoned without an accompanying punch to my jaw. Instead, he just gave me a look of disappointment and told me not to stand in the fire. Thanks, devs.
I reapplied our buffs, regenerated my mana back to full, and it was back to the boss encounter.
Mika took trigger duty again, and it was on.
The first phase went pretty smoothly, our improved attention to placement and ability to command the bodyguards once they were cleansed made controlling the enemy without having to expend too many resources on healing ourselves much more manageable.
Over the course of the stage, I was able to cleanse five out of the eight NPCs and end the encounter with over sixty percent of my mana pool, only having used one moderate potion.
When the soulguard appeared in the next phase, we continued our efforts to maximize both cleansing and mana. With three soulguard cleansed, and my mana at forty percent after taking the major rejuvenation potion, I took note of my current mana level and we implemented operation Mary Poppins.
Mika and Kjara took turns running laps with the soulguard in tow while the other rested. My mana climbed steadily and my theory that there were no timers built into the encounter to prevent this sort of cheese was evident.
Ready to end the test, I did some mental math and then tossed a flamestrike into the far side of the room, nowhere near the enemy.
Mika looked over. “What the hell was that man?” he asked, gesturing to the useless blaze.
“I’ll explain later,” I called back, and then cast Sehkmet’s Cleansing on the last soulguard, slowly burning away the extra mana I’d regened due to the kiting exploit and then switching to Cure Wounds to finish the process.
At almost fifty percent mana exactly, the final phase began and with my direction the cleansed soulguard charged in to make some void calamari.
The initial NPC bum-rush was brutal, and once Kjara and Mika added their blades to the party, the manifestation’s health dropped quickly to the seventy-five percent mark, triggering the boss’ Voidwave ability.
*** Manifestation of the Devourer uses Voidwave ***
As soon as the notification popped into my view, my eyes dropped to the floor to make sure I wasn’t standing in on top of any of the pulsing veins.
“Get off of the veins!” I yelled to the friendly NPCs, but they were either unable to hear me, or too tied up in the scrum to listen. Over half of them were consumed by the flash of darkness that erupted from the floor, destroying the veins in the process.
My party easily avoided the AOE and darted back in to take charge of the fight now that most of our NPC allies were gone. Losing half their number seemed to have dimmed the bodyguard’s fervor, and as the glowing aura imparted by Asah faded, they returned to a more measured, strategic fighting style.
Amenhotep rushed in and slammed into the manifestation, causing a small amount of damage and gaining the focus of the creature. The remaining bodyguards closed ranks with him, and together they formed a shield wall.
The soulguard stepped into the second rank, using the superior reach of their glaives to attack over their shorter companions and even Amenhotep’s larger form, while Kjara and Mika nipped at the boss’ flanks.
I kept myself in the back, directing the NPCs, watching my mana, and being a dutiful healer. Damn it.
Progress in the Cure Wounds spell rose as my mana plummeted, shorn up slightly by the moderate rejuvenation potions I was able to quaff every sixty seconds.
Losing a quarter of its health to its ex-minions had lit a fire under the boss’ ass, and it refused to stay in one place and be tanked like a proper mob. Our line of battle constantly shifted, the shield wall holding strong only through Amenhotep’s efforts.
When the enemy’s health hit sixty percent, we lost another of the soulguard as the manifestation turned its full fury on the glaive wielders, dedicating all four of its arms and its shadowy tentacles to tearing them apart.
There was nothing I could do to prevent it either. The frenzied attack happened too quickly for me to get off a spell.
It paid the price for that fury though. Mika and Kjara tore into its unprotected back, creating veritable geysers of black mist with their attacks and dropping its health down to half.
That was when things got really weird.
The manifestation reared up and slammed all four of its fists into the ground, creating a shock wave that sent us all flying.
*** Manifestation of the Devourer uses Repulse! ***
Even Amenhotep’s normally unmovable self wasn’t immune from its effects. The only ones still standing after the fact, somehow harnessing their high stats to do some sort of midair cat-fu, were Mika and Kjara.
*** Manifestation of the Devourer uses Voidwave II ***
I cursed and looked down to see that the entire network of veins was pulsing. There were several gaps in the web where the sarcophagi had once stood. I spotted one just a few feet to my left and ran for it.
“Get to the clean spots!” Kjara yelled, beating me to it.
I turned back to order the NPCs to safety, but they had already charged back in and resumed their battle against the now unguarded boss, dropping its health even further. A second later they were all consumed as the room was plunged into darkness.
*** Manifestation of the Devourer uses Voidseeker ***
Amenhotep must have been slow on his feet. His health bar dropped down to ten percent as the darkness ate away at his form.
When the darkness subsided, the four armed, squid headed Manifestation of the Devourer was gone and in its place was a massive shadowy storm surrounding an inky black heart. Tendrils of deep purple and black energy pulsed out from the heart and formed long, tentacle like appendages that began to creep across the tomb floor towards us.
Wondering what kind of insanity we were in for now, I moved towards my companions and used a large portion of my remaining mana getting Amenhotep back into fighting shape before turning back to consider the boss’ new phase.
The tendrils were about a foot in diameter and spread outwards from the central cloud. One of the tendrils snaked into Kjara’s range, quickening as if sensing her proximity. She lashed out with her swords, the blades passing clean through the smoke-like appendage and severing the last two feet of tendril.
A sound reminiscent of static filled the air and my mind as the rest of the tendril was sucked back into the main body of the cloud.
Seconds later, a massive spear of darkness erupted from the central mass, barely missing Kjara as she rolled to the side. The boss’ health bar hadn’t even budged from her attack.
Mika moved over to another tendril and drove his daggers into it, resulting in a similar static scream and follow up shadow spear which was dodged as well.
Having discovered its prey, more and more tendrils began to crawl in our direction. Every attack on the smokey appendages was answered with a strike from the core and the same lack of impact on the boss’ health bar.
“What the hell are we supposed to do? Nothing seems to be damaging the damned thing.” Mika yelled. “All this dodging isn’t doing wonders for my stamina either, especially with no regen.”
“Let me try something,” Kjara said, moving back and swapping her swords for her bow.
She knocked an arrow and took aim at something in the boss’ central mass and let fly, her arrow disappearing into the cloud and hitting something solid with a meaty thunk.
The enemy’s health dropped a full two percent and the tendrils started to go crazy, whipping around like the nightmare version of an excited Kermit the Frog.
One of the tentacles slammed into my back and sent me sprawling. The attack’s icy touch pierced through my armor and froze the flesh beneath, dropping my health by a good chunk. A second flailing tendril smashed me while I was down, and I barely rolled out of the way of a third that would probably have sent me to respawn.
Channeling Soothing Touch to take care of the frostbite on my back, I looked around to take stock.
Mika had dodged the flailing tendrils near him, but Amenhotep had been caught in the thick of it. I don’t know how many of the things had connected before I regained my feet, but I saw the last one as it slammed into his prone form, dropping his health to zero and sending him on a trip back to the underworld.
After about twenty seconds or so the tendrils settled back to the floor and returned to their more sedate meandering.
Kjara drew another arrow and called out, “Keep hitting the tentacles. Every time we get rid of one, the smoke in the center clears a bit and I can see the heart better. Last time I hit it through the smoke, but I think if we time it right, I might be able to get a direct hit.”
“Great. I’ll get a spell ready and-” I began.
“No!” Kjara and Mika screamed simultaneously, and I sighed.
Kjara continued much more gently, “No regen remember, we need every drop of your mana for healing. How many potions do you have left?”
I did a quick check of my pouches. “Two more moderates and one minor,” I respond.
“Good,” she said and gestured towards the tentacle that had almost snuck up on me while I was checking my inventory. “Play it smart. We beat this guy and you can rain holy fire down on whatever we fight next time, I promise.”
Chuckling, I turned and slashed my spear through the smokey tentacle and jumped to the side, deflecting the boss’ answering spike with my shield.
Meanwhile, Mika was having a field day. His high Agility allowed him to bob and weave through the monster’s web of feelers, cutting and dodging as he went.
Being much less nimble myself, I kept to the outskirts of the fight, using my spear to circumcise the tendrils that were approaching where Kjara was readying her shot.
I was far enough from the boss’ main body that the answering blows were weak enough for my shield to handle, and blocking them had the added benefit of occasionally triggering my combat caster boon for some free healing.
“Okay, that’s good!” Kjara called out. “Now clear out of there before it turns into the whacky flailing inflatable tube man on you!”
Mika immediately made a break for it as Kjara began to mutter something under her breath. The tip of her arrow started to pulse with a pure, golden glow.
The arrow shot across the room, leaving a trail of light in its wake. It pierced the dark mist of the boss’ body and sank into the heart at the center of its mass. When it made contact, the entire cloud lit up from the inside, like lightning in a thunderstorm and the enemy’s health dropped down to thirty percent.
“Holy shit!” I gasped. “Do it again!”
The boss went full on berserk, flailing its tendrils once again. Luckily, we were all far enough away to avoid most of its fury, and those tendrils that did reach us were weak enough to deflect.
“Did you learn a new skill or something?” I asked.
Kjara shook her head. “No. I just used aimed shot and my Ahn’ep skill to pump the damage with my divine favor. That used up a big chunk of my pool. I can only do one more shot like that before I’m tapped.”
Mika smiled at that. “Definitely worth it. I say do it.”
The boss’s flailing mode ended, its rolling clouds looking patchy and incomplete as they swirled and spread through the area.
“Okay,” Kjara said and knocked another arrow. “Go give Squidward a trim and I’ll give him another dose of god juice.”
“God juice? Really?” I said, giving her a look.
She shrugged and smiled. “Too much?”
I just shook my head and went back to culling any of the tendrils that got close while Mika danced and slashed his way through the battle.
As soon as the cooldown was up, I drank my last moderate rejuvenation potion and grimaced at my mana pool, which was still running low. Hopefully it would be enough to keep us alive without a tank.
“Okay Mika! Get out of there!” she cried when the rolling clouds had reached their low point.
As soon as the dýrafólk was clear, she made the shot. The arrow thudded into the creature and dropped its health all the way down to twenty-two percent. “Critical Hit!” she cheered!
Instead of the anticipated shift to flailing tentacle mode, the creature exploded in a nova of black spheres.
*** Manifestation of the Devourer uses Void Nova! ***
Mika nimbly dodged to the side, but Kjara and I weren’t as quick and were knocked backwards as the balls of dark energy slammed into us.
The ball scalded me with its icy, shadowy touch, and I screamed in agony as I felt the flesh along my entire right side freeze and crack from the cold. My hit points dropped down to twenty percent, and a slow debuff took hold as I stumbled to the side.
I glanced at the party window and saw Kjara was much better off than I and was still over half health.
*** Manifestation of the Devourer uses Void-rain! ***
Mika was yelling something, but I couldn’t hear him through the pain and strange static sound that was permeating the room.
Letting the healing energy of Soothing Touch flow through me, I used up some of my dwindling mana supply to wash away my pain enough that I could focus on what was going on around me.
The form of the boss had shifted once again. Floating in the center of the room was a pitch black heart surrounded by a translucent shield of glowing purple energy. A pillar of rolling blackness extended upwards to a massive, swirling cloud of void stuff that covered the entire ceiling.
From that cloud of shadows, pure black spheres were falling like an unholy rain.
I lurched to the side just in time to dodge one of the falling spheres. It hit the ground and burst, splattering some void-stuff onto my legs. Each spot of contact froze my armor and flesh and sent sharp spikes of pain through my body.
A small puddle of the liquid remained on the ground, creating a small no-man's-land that slowly started to shrink. Very slowly.
I glanced up and saw more of the spheres falling from the clouds overhead, creating more and more areas where it was no longer safe to stand.
I quickly cleansed the slow debuff off of myself and Kjara. The mana cost dropped my pool to just over ten percent, but being able to move freely and dodge the rain of shadowy death was more important than the mana at that point.
Mika was making his way towards the floating heart at the center of the room, daggers gleaming, while Kjara was trying to both dodge the deadly raindrops and aim her bow.
“Arrg! Screw it!” she yelled and swapped out her bow for her blades after her third arrow glanced off of the shimmering shield around the heart.
I followed behind, playing a deadly hybrid game of hopscotch and dodgeball as we moved closer to the juicy center.
A quick look around showed spots where the AOE’s had disappeared, leaving the stone floor pitted and cracked. At least the entire floor won’t end up as a pool of shadowy death, I thought as I hopped over yet another puddle to a safe spot.
Mika reached the center first and looked over at me. “Hey Kheph,” he said smiling. “How many stabs does it take to get to the tootsie roll center of a tootsie pop?”
“What?” I said, missing my stride and taking another nasty cold burn as I was forced to use my shield to deflect one of the raindrops.
“One!” Mika yelled, and drove his dagger into the purple shield, causing a few small cracks to appear. He drove the second dagger, “Two,” and the cracks widened. “Three!” he yelled, and the sphere shattered under his blow, sending the dýrafólk stumbling backwards right into the path of a blob of falling death.
He screamed as the shadowy liquid covered most of his body and dropped his health down to almost nothing.
Kjara dashed in and sank her blades into the exposed heart while I used a good chunk of my remaining mana to cleanse and heal Mika enough to function.
I moved forward and into position to strike the heart as well, using all but a sliver of my mana to heal Kjara to full, barely keeping myself from hitting zero and revisiting that hell that was mana burn.
Mika drank a healing potion, jumping his health all the way back into the green and then leapt back onto the heart and began performing a rogue’s special version of a triple bypass on the primordial mass.
Its hit points plummeted with each thunk of blade into meat, dropping to twenty, then seventeen percent as Kjara and Mika laid into it while dodging the ever falling spheres.
Not having enough mana left to cast any more Cure Wounds spells, I moved in and added my own melee attacks to the mix, ever mindful of the liquid death falling from above.
I activated Precision Strike, using my as-of-yet barely touched endurance pool to do the most damage possible.
My initial strike dropped its health by another percent, and my follow up attack sank deep into the shadowy organ.
A wash of power flowed into me as my Combat Caster skill triggered, and borrowing a page out of Kjara’s playbook, I shunted that free spell, and a full third of my total divine favor pool into a Sunstrike that I channeled through my spear which was still buried deep within the heart.
My Sunspear lit up like a supernova as the spell pulsed down its length and exploded within the shadowy heart, sending all three of us flying backwards.
I quickly rolled out of the dark puddle I had landed in, hissing in pain as the liquid flash froze my skin on contact, even through my armor, and dropped my health below fifty percent.
Kjara and Mika had managed to ninja their way around landing in any of the ick, and were now standing staring at the boss’s heart as it began to shift once again.
*** Manifestation of the Devourer uses Voidbringer! ***
The clouds above and puddles below all turned to mist and swelled to fill the entire room, draining all color and heat from the room.
My health began to drain slowly, and I saw a similar, yet slower effect on the health bars of my companions.
The black heart was in awful shape, dripping black ichor from the myriad of wounds covering its surface. Its health bar was at five percent.
“Burn phase!” Kjara yelled and sprinted back in to finish off the boss.
Mika and I ran in as well, racing against the constant drain upon our life forces. I thrust my spear in again and again, hoping for another critical to fuel my spells.
My health dropped to ten percent, and my arms started shivering too hard to continue to attack. Kjara gave me a concerned look.
“K… k… keep attacking!” I stammered and grabbed the one major healing potion I’d held onto for emergency situations. I downed it in a single gulp, saving me from imminent death and putting some strength back into my limbs.
Fighting against the cold, I cursed at myself and activated my awakened racial special ability, igniting my inner fire and coating my entire body with glowing golden flames.
The flames didn’t provide any warmth, but the increased damage would at least be of use. Concentrating on every attack, I spammed Precisions Strike, but still no crits.
The boss’ health dropped from three percent, to two, and when it hit one percent, I felt the drain on my life force intensify. The shivering grew as well, and with the last of my strength I thrust my spear into the heart one last time and left it there, hoping the shroud of holy fire would continue to damage the boss even if I could no longer effectively wield the weapon.
I collapsed to my knees as my health dropped below ten percent and saw that Kjara wasn’t doing much better.
Mika’s health bar winked out, and I heard a dull thud as the dýrafólk’s body hit the floor.
*** Mika has been killed! ***
My eyes locked onto Kjara’s health bar as it dropped to ten and then five percent. It was all up to her at that point so I made a decision I would not live to regret.
Knowing the consequences, I reached out and laid my hands on Kjara’s foot, shoving all of my remaining mana into Soothing Touch and adding all but ten of my divine favor, forty points as well.
I felt the magic take shape and heard a yelp from her as her health bar surged, but then the mana burn hit and my world became blackness and pain, and then the darkness of death.
*** You have exceeded your current spell casting limits! ***
*** You suffer massive Stamina damage from Mana Burn. ***
*** You are Exhausted. ***
*** You have become Incapacitated. ***
*** Aspect of the Light I is no longer active. ***
*** You have been killed ***
As I materialized in the afterlife, I collapsed as the aftershocks of the mana burn hit me. The condition and debuff were gone, but the memory of having someone drill a hole into your skull and fill it with ornery fire ants is a hard one to shake.
Seconds later, another wall of messages scrolled by and I found that there was something that could take away the sting: Victory.
*** Your party has defeated the Manifestation of the Devourer (Boss)! Your party gains 6298xp. ***
*** You have gained 20 Divine Favor! ***
*** Your party has killed 3 Corrupted Bodyguards! Your party gains 900xp ***
*** Your party has cleansed 5 Corrupted Bodyguards! Your party gains 375xp ***
*** Your party has cleansed 4 Corrupted Soulguards! Your party gains 812xp ***
*** You have gained 24 Divine Favor! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Combat Caster! Rank 12 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Spear! Rank 13 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Endurance! Rank 8 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Endurance! Rank 9 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Precision Strike! Rank 11 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Soothing Touch spell! Rank 7 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Aura of the Underworld! Rank 4 Achieved! ***
*** Mika has reached level 13! ***
*** Kjara has reached level 14! ***
*** Congratulations you have reached Level 15! ***
*** You have gained 2 Combat Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 2 Divine Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 2 General Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 1 Attribute Point ***
*** You have gained 16 maximum Hit Points. ***
*** You have gained 20 maximum Mana Points. ***
*** You have gained 8 maximum Stamina Points. ***
*** Congratulations! You have reached Awakened Rank 3! ***
*** Congratulations! You have gained the Rank 3 Awakened Racial Skill: Aspect of the Falcon I ***
*** Aspect of the Falcon I: Imbued with the essence of the falcon, the character has become keen of eye and mind (+1 to Intelligence/Wisdom). In addition, the character has gained the ability to manifest a pair of fiery wings once per 24-hour period that can be used to perform an assisted leap or to halt a fall. ***
*** Congratulations! Your Child of the Underworld skill has reached a new tier in power and now provides a new ability! *** *** Touch of Mercy - As the chosen priest of Anpu, the character has gained the ability to lessen the duration of the Weakened Spirit debuff using their divine favor. The character may expend ten divine favor plus one per minute remaining in the effect to completely cleanse the target of the Weakened Spirit effect. ***
I collapsed to the ground as the information for the new skill and its use poured into my still tender brain.
Thoughts of soaring through the air on wings of fire had me laying on the sands of the afterlife, a stupid grin plastered across my face, with more than enough daydreams to fill the fifteen minutes before I could respawn.
…
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When I appeared back at the start of the dungeon, I was surprised to see Mika wasn’t there waiting. Instead, there was a note sitting under a rock. I picked it up and sighed when the note turned out to be pure gibberish.
*** Literacy (Njor) check unsuccessful. You lack the required skill to read this language. ***
Shoving the note into my pocket, I chuckled a bit, memories of my first meeting with Kjara and our initial adventure together flashing through my mind. All due to her inability to read Saa.
Since the battle was over and there was loot to be had down below, I decided to live with the death debuff and head down to the boss room immediately.
I made my way through the upper floors and down to the lower levels. The boat ride didn’t even phase me anymore.
The Weakened Spirit debuff wore off by the time I reached the ushtabi gallery, and the trauma of my painful death transformed into a muted memory.
When I arrived at the boss room, Kjara ran over and pressed herself into my chest. I wrapped my arms around her and kissed the top of her head gently. “What’s up, beautiful. Good work finishing off the boss man.”
She looked up at me and smiled. “I thought we were screwed there at the end, that last rush was insane. I must have hit the thing a thousand times and no crits. None.”
Her smile widened a bit. “And then you healed me, and once I could concentrate again, I was able to finish the heart off.”
I tilted my head in confusion. “Huh? Yeah, I pumped the last of my mana and about forty divine favor into Soothing Touch. I saw your health shoot up before the mana burn knocked me on my ass. I’m glad it worked. Why couldn’t you concentrate?”
She shivered and said, “That much healing all at once was intense. I felt like I’d just downed a six pack of Red Bull and eaten an entire pack of pixie sticks, my brain was buzzing.”
“Oh,” I said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it would do that. Just figured some extra healing would hold you over while you finished it off. I won’t-”
She shut me up with a hand over my mouth and then replaced that hand with her lips in a soft, passionate kiss.
When our lips parted, we were both breathless. We spent an unknown amount of time just looking into each other’s eyes, enjoying the moment. I was in awe.
Finally, she looked away and cleared her throat, gesturing towards the giant chest that was sitting where central sarcophagus had once stood. “Shall we?”
I grinned, still a bit in shock, and nodded. The lid was open, which confused me a bit until Kjara cleared things up.
“Mika had to go, so he grabbed his loot and logged out. If what he got was any indication, I think you’re going to be happy,” she said with a mischievous grin.
“Ooh, what did he get?” I asked, wondering what kind of goodies we’d get at the end of this giant dungeon.
“It’s a surprise!” she called out, then ran ahead to stand near the chest.
“What about the Heart?” I asked, looking around frantically and seeing no sign of it where we’d been battling the boss.
“It’s in the chest,” Kjara said. “Saw it when I grabbed my loot. Figured you’d want to do the honors.”
I grinned and reached into the chest and pulled out my bag of random loot and a beautiful headdress of striped white and gold cloth, held together with a golden circlet with an ankh that would sit dead center on my forehead when equipped.
*** Enhanced Nemes of Devotion—This armor provides protection to the wearer from both physical and arcane sources. While crafted of linen and gold plated steel, the materials have been magically reinforced to be more resilient and protective than the materials themselves would indicate. In addition, this armor provides a small bonus to Presence and Fortune. [Devotion Set 3/3]. Current Set Bonus: -5% Spell Cost, +5% Spell Damage/Healing ***
I tossed my current headgear into my pack and put on the headpiece, smiling as its magic flowed through my body.
Before I got too distracted by the new shiny, I reached into the chest and retrieved the heart which was now a grapefruit sized sculpture carved out of a dull, black stone of some sort.
*** Quest Update: Obtain the Heart of Kchil’ik from the Tomb [1/1] ***
As soon as the heart was in my hands, a fountain of golden light burst out of the chest and began to swirl around the room, eradicating all signs of the corrupting veins. The light flowed over us, and where it touched us, the rips and tears in our gear were magically restored.
The light spread around the room, forming into a cyclone that fed a growing pillar of light at its center where the main sarcophagus had once stood.
The central pillar pulsed once and disappeared, leaving behind the towering form of the Spirit of Asah, the fallen king of the Saa pantheon, who looked down on us with a weary expression.
“Thank you, Children of Anpu,” the Spirit spoke. “Long have I and my children held vigil, and in the end our efforts were almost for naught.”
His shoulders seemed to straighten as if a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders. “This charge now falls to you. Avenge us and prevent Kchil’ik from once again terrorizing the land.”
Asah nodded to us in thanks and raised his hands. Golden light enveloped us, and when it cleared, we were standing in the Temple of Heru-et in front of the tomb entrance.
Kjara’s eyes zoned out for a second. She frowned as she turned to me. “Sorry, James. I have to log out now. You going to turn in the heart?”
I nodded. “Yeah, I’ll turn it in and see what the next step is so we can be ready to get started tomorrow.”
“Okay, I’ll be back bright and early. Don’t get into too much trouble while I’m gone,” she said with a grin.
She walked over and leaned in a little hesitantly. Hoping I wasn’t making a blunder, I leaned down and gave her a quick kiss and was relieved to have it returned. She looked up at me with a giant smile and said, “See you tomorrow,” and then disappeared.
Smiling goofily to myself, I looked down at the stone heart in my hands. Better get this back to Anpu ASAP, I thought. Don’t want to risk doing something dumb and losing it.
That in mind, I activated the Dust to Dust skill and disappeared in a whirlwind of crimson sand.
…
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When I coalesced in the rolling dunes of the Saa afterlife, I didn’t waste any time triggering my Child of the Underworld ability to get to the temple. 
Another whirlwind of sand deposited me at the entrance of the temple. I rushed inside and headed directly to the altar. As I approached, Anpu appeared in a flash of light. “You have retrieved the heart?” he asked expectantly.
“Yes, my lord,” I replied and handed it over.
With a swirl of golden light, the heart disappeared from his hands and I let out a heavy sigh.
*** Quest Complete: Heart of the Void***
*** Return the Heart of Kchil’ik to Anpu at the Temple of the Restless Dead [1/1] ***
*** Your party has received 5000xp! ***
*** You have gained 100 Divine Favor! ***
*** Your reputation with the Saa Pantheon has increased! ***
“Excellent work, Adept,” the god of the underworld said.
“Thank you, my lord,” I said. “I had a lot of help along the way, Ahn’ep Kjara, Guardian Amenhotep and a new companion, a dýrafólk from the north named Mika all played critical roles in our victory.”
He nodded. “They too will be rewarded, but we are not done yet.” 
The god gestured, and a small zephyr of sand appeared on the altar. It formed into a detailed map of the empire and surrounding continent. The map was centered on Sehkem, and the level of detail in the city was amazing. Looking over the rest of the map I saw that not everything was quite so refined. The further one looked from the center of the map, the more abstract things became.
Anpu’s focus shifted, causing the entire map to ripple as the resolution followed the god’s gaze to center on his new focus: The Vale of Dreams.
The Vale was located far to the southwest of Sehkem, a lush forest surrounding a large, freshwater lake called the Moonwell. From what I remembered of Kjara’s description, it was a crystal clear lake of extreme beauty, and after the first patch should have a completely intact bottom.
“So far, the Kchil have been unsuccessful in their attempts to claim more of their master’s body, but my cousins in the Valerian Court, the elven pantheon, have informed me of troubles near the Forbidden Barrows. Their fae children have turned on them and now show signs of corruption.”
I cursed and the god looked over at me and raised an eyebrow. “You have something to say?”
“No, my lord. The corrupted tomb guardians were difficult enough, but corrupted fae… that’s the stuff of nightmares.” I replied.
The god paused for a second and then continued, “As I was saying. The corrupted fae have taken over the barrows where the left arm of the Devourer is being guarded.”
“Okay, so we-”
“I wasn’t finished, Adept.” The god interrupted with steel in his voice.
Once I’d shut my trap, he continued, “To make matters worse, the Kchil were able to open a portal between their undersea stronghold and the Moonwell and send a force through to establish a foothold within the Moonwell’s depths. The Valerian clergy and magi were able to close the initial portal but are now forced to spend most of their resources countering the Kchil’s attempts to reestablish the connection.”
I waited a few seconds to make sure he was done before replying, “So we go in, get the arm and bring it back here?”
He nodded. “Correct.”
*** Quest Received: Left Arm of the Devourer ***
*** Anpu, Lord of the Underworld has charged you with retrieving the Left Arm of Kchil’ik from within the Forbidden Barrows in the Vale of Dreams. The fae guardians have been corrupted by Kchil’ik’s influence and will not hand over the relic without a fight. And the Elven court is not known to be kind to outsiders. ***
*** Criteria: ***
*** Enter the Forbidden Barrows [0/1] ***
*** Obtain the Left Arm of Kchil’ik from the Tomb [0/1] ***
*** Return the Left Arm of Kchil’ik to Anpu at the Temple of the Restless Dead [0/1] ***
*** Rewards: xp, reputation with the Saa Pantheon, reputation with the Valerian Court ***
I nodded. “Of course.”
Looking back at the map, I grimaced at the large section of desert in between Sehkem and the Vale of Dreams. Depending on the state of things in Arven’s Folly, we might be able to make the trek back there and use the Sun-gate to hop over to Tael’va, and then make the trek across there.
“My lord,” I said carefully. “It’s quite a trip to the Vale from where we are. Any ideas how we can make the trek without too much delay?”
Anpu looked at me and pondered. “Even with the current crisis, I am limited in what I can do. Even if our enemy is not so bound.”
“Anything you could assist with would be much appreciated. Otherwise, it’s going to take us forever to get to the Vale, and we might not make it before the fishfolk break through,” I replied.
My patron paused for a moment and then reached a decision. “All that I may reveal is that the Temple of Heru-et may have something that can assist you in your travel.”
That was a bit of a mixed blessing. It was good to know that there was a way, but unless I could skip the normal rank and file and go right to Kaluitep for answers, trekking across the desert might be easier.
“My lord, from what I understand of the moon elves they will probably not be willing to allow us to enter their holy sites,” I said nervously.
He shook his head. “The Valerian Court have assured me that you will be allowed passage. Their High Priest sits on the council that governs the Vale. When you arrive, speak to him and tell him this. ‘In the shadows of the new moon, the jackal stalks his prey.’ He will know why, and who, has sent you and you will be granted access to the barrows.”
“Thank you, my lord. I will get it done.” I replied.
“Good. Now before you venture forth, you have reached a new level of power, and while I cannot at this point grant you any more skills myself, the trainers below in the temple halls are at your disposal. I suggest you make use of them as the Forbidden Barrows will be quite… different from Asah’s tomb.”
Before I could answer, he was gone, leaving behind nothing but the now inert sand covering the altar.
Not wanting to look a gift horse in the mouth, I made my way into the back of the temple where I found a staircase leading down to the training hall Anpu had shown me on my earlier visit.
Looking out over all of the various training stations and their mummy attendants, I considered what exactly I wanted to learn. Let’s see where we are currently, shall we? I thought and brought up my character sheet.
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The last battle had resulted in numerous skill ups, leaving them ripe for some point expenditures, but the potential to raise my skills through training was also sitting before me.
The question was, did I want to spend the points on current skills, or learn new ones. That and the attribute point waiting to be spent.
The attribute point at least had an easy solution. Presence once again. My spells were all based on Presence, and while I’d love some more Strength or Agility for my martial prowess, my spells were my bread and butter and needed all the help they could get.
As for skills, well… those were always a dilemma. Spend points now, make it harder to raise them from training, or train first and risk raising their progress enough that I wouldn’t want to spend points on them afterwards. Arg!
Sighing to myself, I looked around and thought, here goes nothing, and headed into the melee weapon training yards, summoning my spear as one of the instructors waved me over.
The trainer was a female warrior, mummified of course, and dressed in a set of leather armor more suited to a gladiatorial arena than a pitched battle.
“Welcome, Adept,” she said, “I am Kah’Bomani Nephati. Lord Anpu has instructed me to provide you with instruction in your martial abilities. Do you wish training at this time?”
*** Lore (Saa Religion) check successful! ***
A small bubble of info percolated into my brain, letting me know that Kah’Bomani was the title of the elite weapon masters of the Saa empire. The loose translation was something akin to Soul (kah) Warrior (bomani) and was a mark of extreme distinction, usually only granted to those who have proven themselves true champions of the gods.
“Yes! Please!” I responded, eager to finally use the system that I’d missed out on for fifteen levels now.
She looked me up and down, her gaze scanning me on a supernatural level. She huffed, “A spearman. And shield. But only a single active skill.” She shook her head in disappointment. “Well, I guess we can’t expect full martial competence from a Priest. What skill would you like to train in?”
*** NOTE: Faith trainers, as opposed to the standard class trainers or generic trainers available in the world at the various guilds operate on separate currency systems and do not accept material payment. In this case, the trainers of the Temple of the Restless Dead require Divine Favor points. The cost of training is equal to five divine favor times the current skill tier  (0-4=5, 5-9=10, etc..). ***
“Can I train in more than one skill at a time?” I asked, wondering about the nuts and bolts of the system.
The weapon master smirked, somehow getting her mummified lips to form the expression. “Yes. If they are compatible. With your limited skill set I should have no issue putting together a training regimen to handle them all. Is that what you would like to do?”
*** Expend 70 divine favor to purchase a training session that will cover: Spear, Shield, Medium Armor, Endurance and Precision Strike? (Y/N) ***
I winced a bit at the cost, but after the giant chunk I’d gotten for completing the heart quest, I had over a hundred and fifty divine favor to use. I might as well use it catch up on a few things. I hit yes and followed the trainer to the far side of the training area where we began.
An hour or two later, I was beat. The trainer had pulled no punches and had kept me working even when I thought I was going to pass out.
At first it’d seemed pretty easy, a basic spar, but that had turned out to be her way of discovering all of my bad habits and mistakes. After she knew all of my flaws, she attacked them mercilessly, treating me like I was a piece of iron to be beaten into shape.
When my pummeling was finally complete, I collapsed onto a nearby bench to catch my breath as the notifications scrolled by.
*** Training Session complete! Next training session available in 24 hours. ***
*** System Notification: Skills can be trained individually, or as a group. When a group training is initiated, the time required for each individual skill is lessened, but doing so will limit future skill training and the learning of new skills with a twenty-four-hour timer to prevent overexertion and exploitation of the training system. ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Spear! Rank 14 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Endurance! Rank 10 Achieved! Taking damage now has a small chance of producing a rush of adrenaline which provides a boost to stamina. ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Shield! Rank 12 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Medium Armor! Rank 13 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Precision Strike! Rank 12 Achieved! ***
A twenty-four-hour cooldown? There went my plans for the complete multi-class montage I’d planned for the night. Damn it, I thought as I gazed longingly towards to the spell casting trainers. I really wanted to finish off the bit I had left in my Cure Wounds progress and level First Aid as well.
“Not bad for a spellcaster,” Nephati said as she looked me over. “At least you’ve got some heart. I’ve had recruits beg for mercy at half of what I put you through.”
I nodded, still short of breath and blanched as she continued, “Next time I know I won’t have to be so gentle on you! Ha!”
Grinning weakly, I forced myself back to my feet and looked around, figuring it couldn’t hurt to try and see if the combat and magic trainings were on separate timers, and maybe find a new bug if it did work.
I approached a black robed mummy seated at a desk in what I assumed was the spell casting training area.
“Excuse me, magus.” I said. “Could assist me with increasing my spell casting skills.”
The magus set down the scroll they’d been reading and looked me over. Slowly, they shook their head and responding, “You appear exhausted, Adept. I believe any further studies might be a bit much today. Perhaps next time when you are well rested.”
I sighed. “I was hoping to learn something new. Are you sure?”
“I already told you. No,” they replied, taking on a very annoyed tone. “If you are so keen on learning, you have free use of the library for your own, personal studies.”
They gestured towards the rows of scrolls and other arcane paraphernalia. “But any harm you cause yourself will be on you, and any damage you cause will be taken out of your hide,” they continued, turning back to the scroll they had been studying before I interrupted them.
Checking the clock, I had three hours or so until I needed to get some sleep. But I knew that If started down the rabbit hole of spell research, I’d probably be up all night. So as much as I wanted to make use of the library, I had to leave.
But first, I had several melee skills ripe for some leveling with skill points. I wanted to be tip top for the next stage of the journey, so I assumed my standard training position of butt to floor and eyes closed, and used my four remaining combat skill points. I raised Spear to fifteen and both Shield and Medium Armor to fourteen.
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Spear skill to 15! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Spear! Rank 15 Achieved! Critical hits will now ignore 75% of the enemy’s armor. Critical hits will always cause a bleeding wound. ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Shield skill to 13! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Shield skill to 14! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Medium Armor skill to 14! ***
With those skills upped and no opportunities to train my other skills, I decided to use some points there as well. I sank my two free divine magic skills points into Combat Caster, bringing it up to fourteen and hopefully upping the chance of triggering those free spells that had so far proven to be invaluable.
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Combat Caster skill to 13! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Combat Caster skill to 14! ***
And lastly, I put one point into Discerning Eye to bring that up to fifteen and gain whatever boon came along with it.
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Discerning Eye skill to 15! ***
***Congratulations! You have reached rank 15 in the Discerning Eye skill. The amount of information retrieved by the Analyze ability is increased. In addition, this skill will now synergize with the caster's ability to analyze spell casting that they can see and find weak points where they can be dispelled. ***
The dizzy spells had decreased a bit in potency but were still nothing to scoff at. Maybe I’m getting used to having foreign information funneled through my brain, I thought.
After the disorientation was completely gone, I teleported to the Gates of Death and rejoined the land of the living, appearing hale and whole once again in the chamber before the entrance to Asah’s tomb.
I was alone, and the passageway leading back to the temple proper was there waiting, but I decided the stone floor was preferable to having to deal with the logistics of finding a bed in a temple full of refugees, soldiers, and priests. I set up my bedroll and laid down, opening up the editing software to put together the next set of videos for my stream.
There was a ton of footage to cut, but I’d had enough practice to get everything sorted quickly. I split each of the encounters into their own videos. The heka and nekhakha tests, the interaction with the altar, the ushtabi fight. Then each run of the boss encounter got its own entry.
Following my current stream model, once I was done with the pure gameplay footage I started on the cinematic mode. It was, after all, an epic quest and deserved a good telling.
It was a challenge including our repeated deaths in the feature, so in the end I cut one long battle sequence of our party vs the Manifestation, using bits from each of our attempts. I had to do some creative editing, but in the end I thought it came out pretty well.
The real challenge was showing the footage of me turning in the quest.
I figured people would have a general understanding of what was going on in the world and would be working through their own quest lines, but I still didn’t want to give any bad apples the heads up, so when I cut together the video, I removed any mention of our next destination, only showing that I’d received a new quest.
I posted the videos up and went back into the editor to isolate the part of the battle where we confirmed the kiting regen exploit and attached it to my bug report and hit submit. I still wasn’t sure it was a bug, but it was better to be safe than sorry.
After that I read through some of the comments from the regular fans. It was mostly the same. More requests for specific game features, crafting videos, and even a few requests for a rundown of the Spellcrafting skill.
The big surprise was a thread dedicated to my donation efforts, where people were sharing links and testimonials from other streamers who had joined me in my pledge to donate to Anya’s Arms and other charities with the same goal. As I logged off and readied myself for bed, I did so with a full heart.
…
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I woke up early the next morning completely stiff and regretted not at least trying to find a bed the night before. My desire to avoid interaction with the folks at the temple now seemed a bit foolish in comparison to the kink in my spine and stiff neck.
Kjara and Mika weren’t scheduled to be online for another hour or two, so I decided to do some reconnaissance and find out what the priesthood had that could help make our trip to the Vale of Dreams faster.
While packing up my things, I noticed my random loot bag from the big boss chest sitting in my pack, unopened. I had to handle that right away. I definitely wasn’t putting off the pending interactions with the priesthood. Definitely.
I was expecting the bag to have a few potions and some coin, and was very surprised when I found a shiny new ring and an amulet nestled resting on top of the expected rewards.
I tucked the two major rejuvenation potions and fifty gold in assorted coins into my belt pouch and then examined the ring. It was a plain, unadorned band of bronze that pretty much screamed “generic”, with abilities to match.
Ring of Reason—This is a basic ring enchanted to give a slight bonus to Wisdom.
Wisdom governed mana regeneration which I could always use more of, so I slipped the ring onto my finger and took out the amulet. Made of gold and what looked like ice, the amulet was shaped like a complex snowflake. Reading its properties, the shape made perfect sense.
Flawed Amulet of the Kerrigan—This amulet contains the ability to create a sheet of ice on any surface, creating a zone of treacherous footing. In addition, the wearer of this amulet is able to walk on ice with no penalties. 
Flaw: When initially created, the enchantment responsible for recharging the amulet from ambient mana was unsuccessful; thus, this amulet must be recharged manually after each use. Charges: 0/1.
I frowned at the description. How exactly did one recharge a magic item? I focused on the necklace and tried pushing mana into it the same way I’d power a spell. At first there was resistance, but then a series of unfamiliar glyphs appeared etched into the surface of the amulet and began to fill one by one, just like I was casting the spell.
When the glyphs were all charged, the counter in the item description ticked up and the mana flow cut off. Grinning, I slid the amulet’s cord around my neck and tucked it under my armor. A new icon appeared next to my gauges showing an icon of a boot on a snowflake with a little “1” superimposed.
My procrastination at an end, I grabbed my gear and headed towards the main temple.
After about five minutes of walking, I was lost. From the boundaries of the map, I could tell roughly where the floor ended but the details were still hidden. If I got truly desperate, I could backtrack to the dungeon entrance and wait there to see if maybe Kjara or Mika could follow Kaluitep’s tracks or something, but now that I’d worked up the motivation to do something I didn’t want to sit twiddling my thumbs.
After about a half hour of wandering around, I finally got lucky and found a stairway leading upwards. The stairs led to a small hallway that ended in a flat stone wall with a set of hinges on one side and a small lever on the other.
A bit frustrated with the situation, I threw caution to the wind and pulled the lever. With a soft click, the wall swung open into a small corridor that smelled of rich incense and smoke.
I smiled and stepped through and into a corridor I recognized from my previous visit to the High Priest. My minimap refreshed to show the current zone, confirming my memory.
The secret door closed behind me with another click that was quickly drowned out by the sound of booted feet running on stone. A squad of heavily armed temple guard rushed in from somewhere nearby and surrounded me, weapons drawn.
“Adept, you are under arrest for trespassing within the inner sanctum without permission. You are to come with us!” a guard bearing a captain’s usekh belted.
I raised my hands and replied, “I apologize, captain. I just completed a task assigned by Hierophant Kaluitep and had no clue where the passage would lead me. Of course I will come along peacefully.”
The guardians fell in around me and escorted me of the main temple, leading me into the packed main hall. The common folk and city guardsmen occupied most of the room, but at the far side there was a definite line separating where the common people were allowed, and where only those of the noble class or clergy were welcome.
The crowd parted ahead of my escort as we made our way towards the “VIP” section. Most of the common folk were dirty with a haunted and hungry look in their eyes. The women huddled together with the children of the city, doing their best to sooth the traumatized youth.
The city guard stood near the walls, their armor battered and bloody, some trying to rest here and there on the stone floor where they could find space to lay down.
A sharp jab by one of my “escorts” stopped me short as I stepped instinctively towards the wounded soldiers. I glared at the man who just looked back with an emotionless gaze, showing only a hint of surprise as my golden eyes bore into him.
I continued moving with the escort, scanning the crowds for any familiar faces. I spotted Maeve moving among the crowd, giving out water and bread. Some of the other girls were there too. I even spotted Lei’ti there, dressed in regular clothes for once, thank the gods.
Maeve glanced up from her task and saw me. With barely a nod of acknowledgement, she leaned in and whispered something into Lei’ti’s ear and then rushed off into the crowd. Lei’ti looked over, smiling slightly before turning back to the hungry people around her.
Soon enough my escort brought me before a man wearing the three striped stole of a Hierophant. One of the many priests I hadn’t yet had the “pleasure” of meeting. From the wrinkles deeply set around his eyes and mouth, I judged him to be in his late fifties, but couldn’t be sure as the Saa sun tended to be none too gentle on the skin.
The Hierophant looked me up and down and sniffed disdainfully as he turned to the guard captain. “So, this is the intruder?”
“Yes, Hierophant Malukammun. We caught him within the inner sanctum, unescorted,” the captain replied. “What should we do with him?”
Malukammun waved away the rest of the guards and looked me over again. “That remains to be seen. Adept, why were you in the inner sanctum? And how did you get there?”
Thinking of how much I should reveal, I replied, “Hierophant, I was charged by-”
“He was there with my permission, Maluk,” Kaluitep called from behind me.
Glad for the save, I turned to the new arrival and nodded in greeting, spotting Maeve fading into the crowd behind him. So that’s where she’d run off to.
I looked back to Malukammun just in time to see him wipe a scowl from his face as he looked at Kaluitep. “This is highly irregular, brother. The High Priest has closed off the inner sanctum for a reason. We cannot have any of the riffraff desecrating the hallowed halls of the temple. Not to mention the apparent hole in our security I must now find and shore up.”
Kaluitep raised a hand to halt his fellow Hierophant’s spiel. “There are no holes. I escorted Adept Kheph myself. The High Priest is well aware of his presence and task,” he looked over at me and continued, “which I hope was a success.”
I nodded and some tension left his shoulders. “Yes Hierophant, the mission was a success. My companions will probably be returning shortly, if you can send someone to meet them so we can avoid any more messes?”
Kaluitep nodded and whispered instructions to a nearby guard who saluted and ran off. He turned to Malukammun. “If you like, we can go and speak with the High Priest on the matter, but I swear to you, in Heru-et’s name, that the service Adept Sa’tep has rendered to us, our god, and the empire was worth any possible security breach you might perceive.”
Malukammun looked skeptical but bowed his head. “I will take you at your word, brother. As you have worked with this man in the past, he will be your responsibility.”
Kaluitep bowed his head and gestured for me to follow, heading back towards where I’d seen Maeve disappear.
I gave Hierophant Malukammun a bow fitting his station and followed my ally. I started to ask where we were headed but he motioned for silence, leading me through the crowd and into a small side hall full of makeshift bunks, and the ladies of the Plucky Goose.
When I entered the room, it was as if a light had been turned on. Maeve, Lei’ti, and even Sofya seemed glad to see me. I made my rounds greeting all of the ladies, making sure everyone was hale and whole.
“Oy lad. Don’t ye be wastin’ yer time with idle chatter,” Maeve said, waiving the girls off once they had a chance to say hello.
I glanced over to Maeve who was whispering something in Kaluitep’s ear. He had a grin on his face as he nodded along.
“The mission was-“ I said, but a sharp gesture from the Hierophant cut me off.
He raised a finger, gesturing for me to wait and then closed his eyes. Glowing gold sigils appeared around the room in a shimmering curtain, creating some sort of barrier.
*** Hierophant Kaluitep has used, Seal of Silence on the area. ***
He gave me a patient look. “Now that we are safe from prying ears, please tell me of the tomb,” he said.
It took almost two hours to tell the entire story of the tomb, especially with the number of questions Kaluitep had about well… everything. I tried to keep my answers as short as possible, but from what I could tell, no one had ventured through the entire tomb in living memory. The High Priest had forbidden anyone from even entering the tomb until Heru-et personally ordered him otherwise.
Maeve and the rest had gone dead silent throughout the entire retelling as they listened to the details of the dungeon delve and Kaluitep’s questions.
Halfway through the story I’d gotten a notification that Kjara had logged back in. Kaluitep ensured me that he had sent a trusted guard to escort her and Mika when they arrived from the tomb. Twenty minutes later Kjara arrived to another round of warm welcome from Maeve and the girls.
Mika arrived as well and received a much more reserved greeting.
Kjara came over to me and greeted me with a kiss. I heard Maeve whisper behind me, “About damn time that,” and the other girls snickered in response.
I looked over and blushed, which only resulted in another round of snickers.
Kaluitep tried to keep his face straight but failed, smiling as he greeted the new arrivals. “Ahn’ep Kjara,” he said with a nod and then turned to our dýrafólk companion. “And you are Mika, I take it?”
He nodded. “Yeah, that’s me.”
“Welcome back, guys.” I said with a smile. “I was just telling Hierophant Kaluitep of our successful mission.”
Mika glared at me. “Make sure to include the part where you almost blew the whole thing.”
I looked over at him. “What?”
“Never mind,” he said, then took a seat along one of the walls and began fiddling with something in his packs.
I shrugged at the dýrafólk’s grouchy disposition and turned to Kaluitep once again. “If you have no more questions, Hierophant.”
He smiled. “No, Adept. And I thank you for your indulgence in my questions.”
“If it is not too much to ask, Lord Anpu has charged me with another task that I hope you can aid with,” I began.
“Of course,” Kaluitep replied. “If it is within my power, then of course I will assist you.”
I looked to Kjara and shared the new quest with the party and watched her eyes go wide. “Really? There?” she asked, her face breaking into a grin. Mika just looked up for a second and then shrugged and went back to whatever he was doing.
“Thank you,” I said. “We need to get to the Vale of Dreams as quickly as possible, and I have been told that there is something that your temple possesses that might assist with that?”
Kaluitep’s face fell and he looked down. “That may be a difficult task. I must speak to the High Priest.”
I nodded in understanding. “Whatever you can do will be appreciated.”
Kaluitep said his goodbyes and then headed out, hopefully to procure us a shortcut.
Seconds after he left the room, a loud bell rang out from somewhere above. Three times the bell tolled, after which Maeve and the ladies started gathering bundles and heading towards the door.
“What’s going on?” Kjara asked, glancing around at the departing women.
“‘Tis nothin’, lass, just a call to morning duties. Me girls and I’ve volunteered to help with the refugees, passin’ out food and the like. One o’ the stipulations on our bein’ able to stay given the temple’s view o’ our callin’.”
I opened my mouth to protest but she stopped me short. “Now don’t be getting yer gibblies in a twist, Kheph. ‘Tis good fer us to ‘ave somethin’ ta keep our minds and ‘ands occupied.”
From behind me I heard a soft whisper in my ear as a hand caressed its way down my arm. “Of course, there are other things we could do to occupy our hands.”
I jumped and turned around to see Lei’ti standing there with a sly grin on her face. Kjara was standing next to her covering her mouth to keep from laughing.
My face must have been beet red at that point because both of them started laughing. Between peels, Kjara looked to Lei’ti and said, “Thanks for that, I needed a good laugh.”
Lei’ti just grinned back and winked at her. “Any time,” she said and then headed out with the rest of the ladies.
I glared at Kjara. “Why? Why must you torment me so?”
She just grinned and walked over and locked her eyes on mine, “You’re adorable when you blush.”
Mika cleared his throat, bringing me back to the present. “So, next stop Elf-land?”
I nodded. “Yeah, looks that way. Just gotta figure out how to, you know, cross a giant desert in a timely fashion. Anpu said the priests here should have some way of helping us, but the look on Kaluitep’s face when I asked didn’t look promising.”
The dýrafólk shrugged. “Well, I’m not going to waste my time sitting around waiting for bureaucracy to take its course. The guard who brought us here said we could make use of their workshop, so I’m going to go and patch up my armor and get my daggers resharpened. What about you guys?”
Kjara nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah. I think I’ll do the same. No point in struggling through with the repair kits if there’s a workshop.”
Grinning, I replied, “Sounds like a plan. I know my gear could use a good once over. Especially after getting manhandled by the rejected hentai monster.”
Kjara snorted at that comment and then gave me a look.
“What? Why do you think he was so pissed off?” I asked and then dodged a playful smack as we followed Mika towards the workshop.
…
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We moved through the corridors of the temple with little resistance. Every now and then we would run into a guardian, but one look at my stole was enough to let us pass. That was, of course, until we reached the workshop itself.
Like the other rooms in the temple, there were guards posted at the entrance. Unlike with the other rooms, these guards were decked out in the armor and vestments of the temple elite.
They gave Mika a distrustful look as he entered the room, but he was allowed through. Kjara entered next, earning another suspicious glare. She almost made it all the way into the room before one of the guards spotted the Temple Blades on her back and his eyes filled with fury.
With a growl he pulled a straight bladed gladius from his belt and brandished it at Kjara. “Heretic!” he growled.
She looked back and her eyes went wide upon seeing his drawn blade. She whipped around and drew her own blades with a smooth gesture and raised them defensively, holy flames flickering along their lengths.
“What the hell!” I yelled and dashed into the room, cutting in front of the second guard who had just finished drawing his blade to position myself between the guards and Kjara.
Everyone in the workshop had gone silent. The soldiers in the room had drawn their weapons, looking between the guardian and Kjara with uncertainty in their eyes.
“Stand down!” I bellowed at the guardian, drawing my spear and extending it into its shortspear form.
Mika was standing with the rest, weapon half drawn and uncertain of what to do.
The guard turned his gaze on me and looked to my stole, conflict evident on his features. “Why do you defend this knife-eared heretic, Adept? Can you not see she has robbed the gods of their blessed blades? Even now she flaunts them for all to see.”
I gestured for Kjara to lower her blades and dropped my guard slightly. “I think there has been a misunderstanding.” I said and gestured to Kjara. “Let me introduce you to Ahn’ep Kjara of the Temple of the Restless Dead, Blessed of Anpu.”
The guardian looked at me as if I’d sprouted an extra head. “Ahn’ep? An elf?”
I nodded and said, “Yes. An elf. Now please, put your blades away so we can proceed with our business while we wait for Hierophant Kaluitep’s return?”
The guardian looked hesitant, but I turned on the heat in my gaze, milking that Presence stat for all it was worth. Eventually he stepped back, giving the barest nod in apology before leaving the room.
“I could have taken the bastard,” Kjara whispered.
I looked back at her and smiled as she sheathed her blades. “No doubt, but it might be a bit harder to convince the priesthood to help us across the desert if you shank a temple guardian.”
I gestured around the room. “Plus, there are no giant wicker baskets or wagons full of hay to hop into, so we’d probably end up getting murdered by the rest of the guards.”
She smiled. “Nerd,” she said and motioned towards an unoccupied workbench. “Let’s get everything patched up so we can get out of this place once Kaluitep gets back.”
Mika was already doing his own thing. Ever since his death during the last fight versus the Manifestation of the Devourer he’d been keeping his distance. From what I could tell he still planned to come with us to the Vale on the next quest, but I wasn’t sure what his deal was.
Kjara and I headed to the section of the workroom set up for leather work. Work benches with knives, awls, and even small boxes of materials were set against one wall.
Hanging on the wall between the two available workbenches was a sign written in Saa that read, “Suggested donation: 10 gold per hour.”
My eyes widened at the price, and I glanced around the room to see similar signs hung near the stations for the other crafts. Now it made sense why the crafting stations were mostly unoccupied, with the majority of people in the room on the floor.
I looked up to see Kjara looking at me expectantly. “Hmm?” I said, and she looked at me and then at the sign.
“Oh. Yeah,” I said, raising my hands in the universal air quotes gesture. “The ‘suggested’ donation amount is ten gold per hour.”
“What the hell? Ten gold just to use the station?” she said and switched to an improvised old timey English accent. “A mere pittance for the privilege of using such a luxurious crafting table. Bah!”
I snorted and looked around the room once again. Near a glowing forge I spotted several of the city guard hammering away on their armor on the floor feet away from what looked like a complete metalworking setup.
Kjara followed my gaze to the men, and my expression must have said a lot because before I took the first step towards them, she was pressing a handful of gold into my hand.
I looked up at her and smiled, giving her hand a long squeeze before walking over to the group of guardsmen.
The group was so focused on their work that only one of them even noticed my approach and looked up, almost tripping in their haste to follow whatever proper priestly praising protocol had been hammered into their heads.
The rest looked up at their companion’s movements and struggled to rise. I gestured for them to remain seated and said, “I take it the temple has neglected to waive their suggested donations for those not of their ranks?”
One of the guardsman, an older Saa with close cropped white hair and scar-covered arms bowed his head and answered for the group. “No, my lord. But we shall make do.”
“Nonsense,” I said. “You risk your lives protecting the people of the city. The least you deserve is the proper tools to keep your gear functional.”
“Here,” I said, handing him a sack with forty gold in it. “I’m not sure how long it will take you to get your kit back in shape, but if this isn’t enough come and see me. I will be over at the leatherworking tables repairing my gear.”
He looked up and me and down at the gold in his hands and I could see the battle raging behind his eyes. “My lord, I cannot accept this-”
“Please,” I said, closing his scarred hands around the gold. “The Underworld is already flooded by all those who lost their lives in the initial attack. If it will make it easier for you to accept, think of this as a down payment for your services in keeping Lord Anpu from being inundated with any more dead.”
A small smirk formed on the man’s lips and he nodded, “Of course, my lord. Anything to provide such a valued service to the Lord of the Dead.”
The other guards watched the entire exchange with both expressions of mixed hope and fear.
I nodded to each of them in turn. “If there are any more of the city guard that have need of the stations here, have them find me and I will see what I can do to help them as well.”
All four bowed low and whispered their thanks before gathering their things and moving over to the actual workstations where the older guardsman began issuing instructions after depositing the first ten gold in the collection box.
When I returned to the leatherworking station Kjara was watching me with a grin on her face. “Ready to get to work?” she asked.
I chuckled. “No time like the present.”
Not wanting to have a crafting session in my underwear, I decided to start with the smaller pieces. I stripped off my gauntlets and set them on the table, triggering a new message.
*** Warning: You have not purchased the use of this station. Further action may result in a loss or reputation with the Temple of Heru-et and potential disciplinary action. Continue? (Y/N) ***
So much for “Suggested” donations, I thought. I looked over at Kjara and relayed the warning to her.
Laughing, she slotted the ten gold coins into the box like an old school slot machine and began her own repairs on the next table over.
Shaking my head at the absurdity of charging people in a damn war zone to use the facilities that could save everyone’s hide during the next attack, I deposited my own coins into the “donations” box and set my gauntlets back on the table.
With the tools, materials, and the bonus built into the workstation I was able to remove the damaged bits and replaced them in almost no time at all. In fact, every one of the non-magical armor pieces I had on me flew by like a breeze.
Things only started to get complex when I got to the magical stuff. It was much more resistant than the normal armor, but there were still a few tears that I needed to mend, and one or two buckles and straps that needed replacement. Luckily, the magic in the items wasn’t lessened by any of the replacements.
I finished my repairs and glanced at my skill list with a frown. There was a downside to the workstations after all. Less progress. Whatever magic the workstations had built in to make things easier came with the cost of skill gains.
Had I struggled through the same processes in the field I might have even reached rank eleven. I was almost mad. Almost.
I was on my second ten gold’s worth of time when I finished, and still had a half hour left until the table would “suggest” I make another donation, so I called over some of the soldiers who were working on their own leather pieces and delegated the time to them.
Kjara finished her repairs shortly thereafter and Mika was… somewhere doing whatever Mika was wont to do.
I started scanning the crowd, looking for someone else I could assist when Kaluitep and several other priests arrived.
Those laboring about the room went silent and bowed but a quick gesture from the older priest had them back to work in no time. Kaluitep caught my attention and beckoned for us to follow.
I looked around for Mika one last time, but he was nowhere to be found, so Kjara and I followed along without him.
We passed through the halls and into a much more opulent section of the temple, eventually coming to a large room where another group of priests were waiting.
Standing in the center was the High Priest himself, his features pinched with worry.
I bowed low as we approached, and Kjara followed my lead, rising only when the High Priest gestured for us to do so.
I kept my gaze averted, hoping to avoid any questions for the very knowledgeable man on my current ocular state.
“Adept Kheph,” he said in greeting. “It is good to see you once again.”
A strange look passed over his face and he reached out and cupped my jaw, raising my golden eyes to meet his own.
I tensed, expecting a violent outburst as some of the other priests nearby recoiled as they caught sight of my eyes.
Shit, I thought. This is going to suck, and I’m bound here too.
Surprisingly, instead of disgust the High Priest’s expression was one of relief. He held up a hand and ordered the other priests to stand down and gave me a weak smile. “I see your previous quest was a success.”
Raising his voice, he turned to the assembled clergy and addressed them. “Heru-et has spoken to me in a vision. This Adept does the work of all the gods and is not to be harmed or hindered.”
“But his eyes, Eminence! The Pharaoh will-” an Adept in the crowd gasped, dagger halfway drawn.
The High Priest looked over at the man and seemed to radiate power. “I am well aware of his eyes, Adept. Our god’s direction was quite clear.”
The Adept gulped and bowed his head. “Yes, your Eminence.”
“Good,” the head of the temple continued. “Now that that is out of the way, let us attend to the matter at hand.”
He looked to me once again. “Adept, Hierophant Kaluitep has approached us on your behalf seeking a means to traverse the great desert to the Vale of Dreams.”
I nodded, “Yes, your Eminence. Lord Anpu has directed us to travel there to continue our mission.”
He looked around at the gathered clergy who still seemed on the verge of violence and continued, “While I am the High Priest of this temple, I must also work with those in my charge to ensure the safety of this city, and as such I cannot grant your request immediately.”
I opened my mouth to argue but a slight flare of his power silenced me.
“The captain of my guard has informed me that the majority of the enemy forces have withdrawn, but there are still enough remaining that it is impossible for our current forces to deal with them unaided,” he said.
I nodded along, seeing where this was going.
“If you agree to stay and assist us in driving the enemy from the temple grounds and surrounding neighborhoods, tomorrow evening we will allow you to use our Moon-gate to travel to the city of Va’pu, which is a day’s ride from the Vale.”
*** Quest Available: Light of the Moon ***
*** Aid the Temple of Heru-et in cleansing the Temple grounds and surrounding city of the Kchil threat and gain access to a Moon-gate and transit to the city of Va’pu. ***
*** Criteria: ***
*** Assist the Temple and City Guard in Cleansing the Temple and Surrounding City [0/1] ***
*** Rewards: xp, reputation with the Temple of Heru-et, Access to the Moon-gate.***
*** Accept? (Y/N) ***
I looked to Kjara for input. When she smiled and nodded her agreement, I accepted the quest. “Yes, of course.”
“Good,” he said with obvious relief. “This city and its people need all the aid they can get. Kaluitep will bring you to the barracks where you can coordinate with Bomani Rei’a for the cleansing.”
He started to turn away but turned back when I called out to him. “Your Eminence. Speaking of the people needing aid, I couldn’t help but notice that the workstations in the crafting hall are not freely available. I myself spent upwards of sixty gold pieces on my own repairs and assisting the city guardsmen in rental fees for the workstations alone.”
He whipped around and glared at a nearby Hierophant who was doing her best to shrink back into the crowd. “What? I ordered the hall made available for all.”
The woman was caught in his gaze and bowed her eyes. “The hall is available, your Eminence. But with the war, rebuilding will be expensive, and the temple must have gold to do so.”
“Unacceptable!” the High Priest shouted. “You will remove the cost of using the stations immediately and refund those who have already paid the fee.”
He turned back to me as I bowed. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention,” he said. “Now I must go and… rectify this situation. See if we can undo some of this and make sure that everyone is aware that this restriction has been lifted.”
“Of course, your Eminence. Good day to you,” I said with a nod and turned to find Kaluitep watching me with a look of approval.
…
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Our meeting with Bomani Rei’a was underwhelming. I couldn’t tell if someone had phoned in the AI responsible for the head temple guard, or if she was just as boring as dry toast by design. She gave us our assigned zone with all of the excitement of Ben Stein reciting the chemical composition of drying paint.
There were two other player groups who had stuck around to help with the retaking of the city, but from what I was able to get out of them, most of the player base had abandoned Sehkem after the city was taken over by the fish men, preferring to head south to Khem’et or try their luck in the dwarven lands to the east.
Our first assignment was a manor house located a few blocks from the temple. Rei’a had provided a map showing the way, which conveniently added a marker to my minimap via the sorcery of game mechanics.
Mika rejoined us as we left the war room and headed towards the gate, falling in behind us as if he hadn’t been MIA for the past several hours.
Kjara looked over at him. “Welcome back.”
The dýrafólk grunted without comment and followed along.
The NPC forces had cleared the area immediately around the temple walls and a full block in either direction making our trip to our assigned area quite uneventful.
I glanced over and Mika. “So, what were you up to in the temple? Get your stuff fixed up?”
He looked back at me with a surly expression and nodded. “Yeah. All fixed.”
I raised an eyebrow. “What’s the deal, man.” I said, stopping in the middle of the street. “You’ve been off since the boss fight.”
He looked around at the vacant street. “You wanna talk about this now?”
“About what?” I replied, still confused as to why he was pissed off. “I have no clue what’s got your underoos in a twist.”
He stopped and glared at me. “Dude. You almost fucked us all with that flamestrike bullshit. Why would you throw away your mana? We could have survived that cloud DOT if you hadn’t been fucking around.”
I was confused for a second then it hit me. I started laughing, which only made him angrier.
Kjara was looking at both of us like we were both insane.
Pulling myself together, I held out my hand towards the dýrafólk. “Hello, I’m James. I make my living off of streaming and hunting down bugs for their bounties.”
“What does that have to do with anything?” he replied, looking over at Kjara for some sign of understanding.
I grinned. “That boss fight had a bug in it where you could kite the mobs indefinitely so you could regen all your pools before the final boss put the brakes on. Once I confirmed that the bug was real, I dumped the extra mana I’d gained from it to put things back in balance. Thus, the flamestrike to nowhere.”
He looked more confused than angry at that point. “Why the hell would you do that? That boss was hard as hell. The more mana the better.”
“Cheating is cheating, bro.” I said and shrugged. “I won’t take advantage of glitches, regardless of how much easier it makes things. It’s not in my nature.”
Mika looked over to Kjara. “Really? He does this all the time?”
She shrugged. “Not all the time, but often enough. I think its admirable.”
The dýrafólk huffed a bit. “Can I get a little warning next time? I thought you were fucking around, and I’ve been pissed since.”
I gave an apologetic smile. “Sorry, man. My brain was focused on the math to make sure I got down to where I should have been without the extra regen.”
He waved a hand. “Whatever. Just try not to get me killed again. Shit hurts, man.”
I looked over to Kjara who gave me an encouraging smile before leading the way into the city to de-fishify some hoity toity estate.
The entire experience was pretty boring after the excitement of the dungeon battles. A few score skreel, a handful of marcids with an arothrok leader had taken up residence in the building and made a mess of the place, breaking the furniture and tearing the fancy tapestries to shreds.
When we left, it was even more of a mess. The broken piles of furniture and shredded tapestries were now coated in the blood and viscera of the Kchil invaders. The loot was alright, but the xp was miniscule since even the arothrok were lower level than our party at that point.
We spent the rest of the day grinding away. Each completed assignment was rewarded with another. Another set of buildings, another set of streets, or another estate to cleanse.
At least they treated us to a hearty dinner, a savory beef stew served over a heap of rice. The stew had the distinct taste of cilantro, which I absolutely loved. It was amazing, and as a bonus I got to devour Mika’s portion as well since he swore up and down that the dish tasted like soap. Must have been one of the hidden disadvantages of the dýrafólk race or something.
The day’s efforts had resulted in increases to Sunstrike, Cure Wounds, First Aid, Create Food and Water, Endurance and two ranks in Jackal’s Touch. Everything was going splendidly until we received our last assignment.
When I read the mission, I couldn’t help but laugh. Instead of another Kchil eviction, we were charged with removing a “pest” from the personal larder of one Lord Pah’tak. A giant crocodile. 
Our friend from the sewers had apparently moved on to greener pastures, much to its, and our, detriment.
When we got to the estate in question, a massive hole had been smashed through the outer wall and a trail of broken stone and discarded scales led towards a large, squat building at the far end of the property.
Before we headed in, I handed out the last of my meat skewers and travel cakes and cast Jackal’s Tooth on our weapons. We wouldn’t have Amenhotep for this fight, so it might get a bit hairy.
Kjara enjoyed her role as tank even less than I did my role as healer, but we would both have to suffer through it for this last fight before the conditions set by the temple would be satisfied and we could be on our way.
Mika faded into the shadows as Kjara stalked forward with an arrow ready. As we got closer, I could hear the sound of the giant reptile moving within and had no desire to fight it in the close confines of the building itself.
I prepared a Flamestrike and held it ready, waiting for Kjara’s cue.
The first sight we had of the monster was the tip of its tail thrashing back and forth in the detritus of the once well-stocked larder. Kjara must have had a better view as she turned to me with a nod and let her first arrow fly.
I launched my flaming javelin immediately after and drew my spear. In the time it took my flaming missile to reach its target Kjara had already fired another three arrows.
With a loud whoosh, my spell detonated within the ruined building. Fires burst out of the beast-made entrance, accompanied by a pained growl from the croc within.
With a crash the beast burst out of the larder, taking out another large section of wall. The building collapsed with a rumble, scattering dust throughout the yard.
As soon as the croc emerged, I activated Analyze and let out a sigh of relief when I saw the creature wasn’t a boss.
*** Giant Saa’eth Crocodile, Level 20 ***
*** HP: 92%, SP: 81% ***
*** Conditions: Gorged
*** Active Spells/Abilities: None
*** Weakness: Cold
*** Highest Statistics: Strength, Constitution
“Level twenty normal mob, weak to cold.” I called out and readied my spear.
Kjara let one more arrow fly before swapping her bow for her blades and rushing forward to meet the creature.
The Crocodile must have been twenty feet long with a mouth big enough to swallow Mika in a single bite. Its scales looked incredibly thick. And from the lack of any noticeable burn wounds, they were also resistant to fire.
In fact, the only sign of injury on the crocodile at all was a single bleeding wound where one of Kjara’s arrows had sunk into the softer skin of the creature’s underbelly.
Kjara dodged the beast’s initial lunge, switching to her blades and slashing along the croc’s flank with a one-two combo. Chunks of thick scales went flying, but its health bar barely budged.
A quick slash of the beast’s claw sent Kjara stumbling backwards, her own health dipping by a small amount as its natural weapons tore through her leather armor the flesh beneath.
Her stumble left her open the creature’s primary attack, and it lunged once again with its maw open to take a bite.
She twisted aside at the last minute, but still lost another chunk of her hit points and her flesh as the creature’s massive teeth ripped a gash along her thigh.
I sent a bolt of healing her way and rushed to put myself between her and any follow up attacks, thrusting my spear into the side of the creature’s exposed neck and dropping its health a sliver. The tip skipped off one of the beast’s harder scales but managed to find brief purchase in the softer scales near where its forelimb met its torso.
The croc whipped its head back in my direction and I braced myself, shoving my shield into its open maw just as it snapped down.
The creature gripped my shield in its teeth and tugged. I stumbled forward, off balance and open to attack. The crocodile raked its claws down my chest, ripping through leather and flesh alike, and dropping my health by a third.
I tightened my grip and stabbed my spear upwards into the beast’s throat, hoping to find the monster’s softer, gentler side. I felt a warm gush of blood splash onto my hand, dropping the massive croc’s health down to just over fifty percent as it tossed me to the side with a casual flick of its powerful neck.
A popping sound filled my ears and a wave of pain shot through me, almost entirely drowning out the feeling of my body crashing to the ground a good fifteen feet from the monster.
A fresh set of icons appeared next to my gauges: Dislocated Shoulder, Broken Limb, Stunned.
The stun wore off almost immediately, but the rest were going to put quite a dampener on my gaming experience, at least for the time being.
I glanced over just in time to see Mika appear and attack. Somehow he’d made his way onto the creature’s back and all the way to its head undetected, to line up a perfect opportunity to stab the giant crocodile right in the eye.
His dagger sank to the hilt, and the creature’s health dropped down to a sliver as it began to thrash. A quick twist brought its massive tail to bear, smacking the small dýrafólk like a baseball and launching him across the yard where he collided with the wall and dropped to the ground in a daze, his own health slightly better than the massive reptile.
I forced myself up to my knees and started channeling healing through my uninjured spear arm, pushing past the pain in my shoulder and arm. My first casting failed, but I gritted my teeth and forced the mana to do what I wanted, sending a bolt of healing through the spear and across the courtyard to the injured dýrafólk. Next, I did the same for Kjara, healing the rest of her wounds before focusing on myself.
The moon elf stalked the wounded crocodile, blades ready to strike at any revealed weakness.
With confidence that she had things well in hand, I shifted my focus to dealing with my own injuries. Cure Wounds got more bang for the buck, but didn’t have the necessary finesse needed to heal bones, so I fell back on my tried-and-true combo of Soothing Touch guided by the First Aid skill.
No matter how well I focused, the concentration needed to fix my own broken arm was beyond me. Every time I let the magic so much as touch the wound, the wave of accompanying pain would instantly shatter the magic.
Cursing to myself, I turned my focus back to Kjara and her hunt.
The area was covered in splattered blood, and the giant crocodile had lost all but the barest fragment of its health. Blood continued to gush out of a wound in its neck where Kjara had turned the small puncture wound my spear had made into a wide, gushing window into the creature’s throat.
A minute more and the creature ceased moving at all, its remaining eye going dull as it lay still on the cold stone of the courtyard.
*** Your party has killed a Giant Saa’eth Crocodile! Your party gains 1400xp! ***
*** Mika has reached level 14! ***
*** Congratulations you have reached Level 16! ***
*** You have gained 2 Combat Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 2 Divine Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 2 General Skill Points. ***
*** You have gained 16 maximum Hit Points. ***
*** You have gained 20 maximum Mana Points. ***
*** You have gained 8 maximum Stamina Points. ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Combat Caster! Rank 15 Achieved! Taking damage now has a chance to trigger a free, instant cast non-area of effect spell. The probability of triggering this effect increases with the severity of the damage suffered. ***
The healing wave that accompanied the level washed through me and I felt my bones snap back into place and my shoulder slide back into the socket with a pop and a flash of pain.
Next thing I knew I was looking up from the ground at a concerned Kjara. “You okay? What happened?”
I grimaced and picked myself up, muttering under my breath. I looked to Kjara and said, “The crocodile broke my arm and dislocated my shoulder. When I leveled up… the healing magic was a bit rough. Guess no one thought to dim the pain of setting a bone and popping a joint back into place in the level up routines.”
I zoned out for a second and entered a bug report on just that subject.
“He’s writing it up now, isn’t he?” Mika said softly to Kjara, who just chuckled and nodded. “Well, let’s loot what we can while Bugman does his thing.”
I waved them off and nodded absently, filling out the form and submitting everything.
It hadn’t taken that long, but by the time I finished up Mika and Kjara had already thoroughly looted the beast. Kjara had even managed to peel off a large section of its hide for future use, and Mika had a handful of claws and teeth cupped in his hands.
“You guys find any meat?” I asked.
“Yeah, there’s some meat, but I don’t know why you’d want to eat a giant sewer croc,” Mika said with a distasteful look.
I chuckled. “You do realize that you’ve been chowing down on giant beetles for the past few days, right?”
Mika’s face lost all of its color and his hand dropped to his stomach. He looked over to Kjara. “He’s fucking with me, right?”
She snickered and shook her head. “Nope. Beetle-kabob. Tasty right?”
I felt a little sorry for the dýrafólk… Okay, I didn’t really, but I would feel bad if he threw up on Kjara, so I looked over to him and said, “It’s a game man. Everything taste delicious. I’m sure I can make something quite tasty with some gator steaks. Plus, I’m all out of all my prepared food and need to restock my mats.”
“I wonder if anyone at the temple has any good recipes,” I muttered as we walked back to the temple, a fresh stock of crocodile meat tucked neatly into my pack.
…
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On our way back I popped open my character sheet and read through my skills, seeing if there were any in a good position to spend some of my newly earned points.
Combat Caster had just ranked up, and Discerning Eye was low enough in progress that I didn’t mind losing out on some progress, so I raised both and banked the rest of my points for later.
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Combat Caster skill to 16! ***
*** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Discerning Eye skill to 16! ***
We reached the temple just as the sun was going down, passing several other small groups of soldiers as they left for their evening patrols. The moon was just starting to become visible as the sun set, which if I was remembering right was perfect timing for our purposes, since Moon-gates required moonlight to function.
I chuckled a bit at the whole moonlight part. My earth based physics brain told me that there should be no difference since moonlight was just reflected sunlight, but I squashed that logic back into its hole, threw it a bucket with some lotion, and threatened to get the hose if it didn’t stop trying to ruin the fun.
When we arrived at the war room, it was empty except for a single bored looking scribe who’d been stationed there to record the results of the returning groups’ missions.
She glanced up from behind her small desk with a yawn and beckoned us forward, taking down our names and mission status in her logbook.
*** Quest Complete: Light of the Moon! ***
*** Assist the Temple and The City Guard in Cleansing the Temple and Surrounding City [1/1] ***
*** Your party has gained 1000xp! ***
*** You have gained reputation with the Temple of Heru-et! Neutral -> Friendly! ***
After competing her entry, she removed a small bell from her desk and rang it three times. Seconds later another clerkish looking fellow appeared and motioned for us to follow.
“This way please,” he said. “Hierophant Kaluitep awaits us in the spire.”
The clerk led us through the main body of the temple and up a long set of stairs. By the time we reached the top I was winded, and my legs felt like they were made of rubber. Another two or three more trips up and down that staircase and I’d skip right past buns of steel to buns of mithril.
The stairway led to a large domed room with a door in the roof similar to those used in observatories. The center of the room was occupied by a large stone arch surrounded by several layers of magical circles engraved into the floor. The runes of the circles glowed softly in their slumber, but every instinct told me that should they be awakened, whoever was within the circle would be having a very bad day.
In addition to the circles, there was a full squad of temple elite standing at attention around the room, eyes shifting between us and the archway.
The gate was constructed out of a pearlescent white stone and carved with a mixture of Saa hieroglyphs and magical symbols that were well beyond my understanding. My eyes immediately focused on the new spell-forms, trying to make some sense of the glyphs.
A nudge from Kjara brought my attention back to the present where Kaluitep was waiting for us. He led us forward, over the softly glowing runes to the archway itself. “As promised, the Moon-gate.”
I grinned and looked over the gate once again. “So, how does it work, and what should we expect when we get to Va’pu?”
Mika cleared his throat, gazing between me and the hierophant and added, “Yeah. Any info on what we are getting into would be great. I’ve had enough surprises for a while.”
Kjara laughed and even Kaluitep smiled as he continued, “Of course, of course. When we had more regular relations with the elves of the Vale, Va’pu served as our local trading post, garrison, and embassy in the area.”
“And now?” Kjara asked.
The Hierophant shrugged with a brief smile. “The garrison is still fully manned. We cannot leave the Moon-gate unguarded after all, but the traders and diplomats have long since abandoned the outpost in favor of Tael’va or one of the other trading posts closer to the Saa-eth.
He paused for a second in thought. “I don’t think you’ll have too much of an issue with those stationed in Va’pu.”
“What do you mean?” Kjara asked.
The old priest gestured to me. “Since the outpost has fallen out of diplomatic usage, those assigned there tend to be… like Kheph here, much more liberal in their views regarding the empire. Assignment to Va’pu is usually a punishment for those who upset the status quo.”
Mika grumbled something under his breath about being surprised they weren’t just executed, but Kaluitep either didn’t hear him or just chose to ignore the rogue.
“Good to know,” I replied. “Will we be able to return here via Moon-gate when we complete our work in the Vale?”
“The guards stationed in Va’pu cannot work the gate, and none of our priests have been assigned there for quite some time. None of our clergy has stepped far enough out of line recently to earn that assignment,” he said and paused for a second before coming to a decision. “I will teach you the activation sequence so that you can return.”
I nodded. “Thank you. Will you teach me the sequence to get to Va’pu as well?”
“I will. But do remember that I am entrusting you with information that would be very dangerous if it were to fall in the wrong hands. I only do so because of the services you have already performed for the gods.”
He turned to Kjara and Mika and said, “Please wait here. The gate will be ready momentarily.”
The Hierophant gestured to a clerk who had taken up position near an odd assortment of gears and chains mounted onto the wall. With a practiced ease, the man turned a large wheel and the ceiling began to slide open with a faint trickle of dust.
A beam of light shone into the room and onto the moonstone structure of the gate. The stone began to glow, drinking in the moonlight.
When the ceiling was completely open and the gate fully aglow, Kaluitep showed me a small panel with a collection of sigils on the outer edge of the Moon-gate, and the sequence that would activate the link between this gate and its sister in Va’pu.
As he gestured to the various glyphs he spoke. “Unlike the larger Sun-gates, the Moon-gates are much more flexible… but also more limited. Each gate can only be opened for a short time, dependent on the amount of moonlight available, but are not fixed to only one route. If you learn the correct sequence of glyphs, this gate could connect to any of its sisters throughout the world.”
“Wow. That seems pretty powerful… and dangerous.” I said, making a note to blur out the sequences for Va’pu and the return trip in my videos for the day.
Kaluitep nodded and replied, “It is. But it is also costly. The more distant the gate, the more mana and moonlight required to establish the connection. For Va’pu, tonight, neither of us should have a problem, but to connect to a gate in Karillia, or on the northern islands, only a full moon and group of priests would be able to form the portal, and probably only for minutes.”
I nodded along, memorizing the glyph sequence.
*** Congratulations! You have learned the Moon-gate sequence for the Va’pu Outpost. ***
*** Congratulations! You have learned the Moon-gate sequence for the Temple of Heru-et ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Spellcrafting! Rank 3 Achieved! ***
The upgrade to Spellcrafting was a little surprising, but who was I to argue. All I had to concentrate on now was making sure to get the combinations right so I didn’t connect to some alien gates somewhere and get a god-worm shoved into my belly.
Kaluitep called Mika and Kjara over and handed us each a small scroll. “These will inform the guards that you are there on official temple business and are not to be delayed.”
He looked to me and added, “Yours also entitles you to one of their chariots for your trip to the Vale.”
My eyes lit up like a kid in a candy store. “I get to drive a chariot?”
Mika groaned and Kjara smiled at my excitement.
“But… I don’t know how to drive a chariot.” I said, deflating slightly.
Kaluitep smiled. “Worry not. They can teach you at the outpost. It’s all in your scroll.”
My excitement came flooding back and I looked to Kjara and said with a sly grin, “Good thing I’ve got some free skill points then isn’t it.”
She just sighed and massaged her forehead with one hand while surreptitiously flicking me the bird where Kaluitep couldn’t see it.
I grinned and looked to the gate. “Shall we?”
Kaluitep motioned to the gate. “Please do the honors.”
I punched in the sequence for Va’pu, making sure only Kaluitep and I could see the panel as I did so, and immediately felt a tugging sensation from the gate as it sought out enough mana to power itself.
*** Moon-gate sequence entered—Va’pu ***
*** Moonlight available—36% ***
*** Additional mana requirement… 832 ***
*** Provide 832 mana to activate the portal? (Y/N) ***
“Woah,” I said and confirmed the expenditure. I felt my knees start to give way as almost ninety percent of my mana was instantly drained by the gate and would have fallen if not for Kaluitep reaching out to support me.
The moonlight saturated stone bled slowly into a swirling vortex that popped into a shimmering, silver curtain.
“The first time is always the hardest,” Kaluitep said as I steadied myself. “Once you are all through, I will close the gate on this side. Leaving it open would only make the Va’pu guards nervous.”
Kjara looked to Kaluitep who gestured towards the gateway and smiled. She turned to me and said, “Shall we?”
I looked back with a wide grin on my face and bounced up and down as I said, “I get to drive a chariot,” and then hopped through the portal with Mika and Kjara right behind.
…
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Unlike the warm feeling of a Sun-gate, the Moon-gate’s energy felt like a crisp, cool mountain stream, or at least what I imagined one would feel like. It’s not like there are a lot of cool mountain streams left in my neck of the woods that one would want to swim in.
One second we were in Sehkem, and the next we were halfway across the continent in Va’pu, surrounded by a ring of glowing silver runes with four guardsmen standing outside with deadly looking spears pointed our way.
“State your place of origin and business in Va’pu,” one of the guards said as the portal collapsed with a soft pop behind us.
I held up the scroll and replied, “We come from Sehkem, on route to the Vale of Dreams in the service of the gods.”
The speaker gestured with is spear. “Toss your scrolls to me and be mindful of the circle.”
I nodded and did as instructed, feeling an intense heat on my hand as it came within inches of the inscribed circle. The rolled up paper made it through without issue, and Kjara and Mika’s soon followed.
The lead guard handed his spear to his companion and picked up the documents, unrolling and reading them slowly. As he finished, an expression of relief crossed his features and he turned towards the archway behind him and called out, “Deactivate the wards.”
Another guard poked her head in from the doorway and approached the glowing circle. Unlike the spear-wielding Saa she was dressed in a long flowing toga-like robe topped with an intricately engraved usekh. Her head was shaved and tattooed with mystic symbols, and she held a long bronze staff in one hand. The entire length of the staff was engraved with mystical symbols and on its top was an intricate headpiece shaped like a cobra head.
The remaining guards put up their spears as she moved to the edge of the circle and inserted her staff into a small hole in the stone. She whispered a series of words into the back of the cobra headpiece and I could feel the energy in the room begin to shift. The bright glow of the warding circle flowed from the wards and into the staff, causing the cobra’s eyes to light up with a cold blue light.
The magus grinned, “Ah. I love that part. I’ll have some extra mana for the next week at least. No stale bread and water for us! Now we can have the good-”
The leader of the guards cleared his throat, interrupting her and nodded in my direction.
She glanced over at me, and then at my stole and I was pretty sure I heard a muttered expletive escape her lips as she dropped to her knees and bowed. “I apologize for my rudeness, Adept, and will accept any punishment you see fit.”
The rest of the guardsmen seemed equally worried and amused by their companions’ plight, so I decided to play along for a moment and maybe break the ice.
I walked over to the kneeling woman and said in my most serious voice. “Magus. What exactly did you plan to do with the extra mana you spoke of?”
“I… I…” she began, flustered. “I was going to utilize it to create wine and meat for me and my squad mates, Adept.”
I looked back at a confused Mika and Kjara and winked.
“Wine!” I shouted in mock horror. “You would use the gifts given to you by the gods on wine?”
She cringed and replied, “Yes, Adept. I know it is wrong for us to imbibe such things but-”
I cut her off again, looking around to her companions who were starting to get edgy. I gave them a grin and made a shushing motion with one finger as I looked down at the kneeling woman.
“Wine. Blasphemy. Why would you waste your mana on wine when you could make beer? Or even better, mead. Wine. Bah!” I said and she looked up at me in shock.
“Oh, get up, Magus. I’m not some hoity toity priest from the Temple of Heru-et. I serve the Lord of the Underworld, and he, at least does not require a stick in the ass as part of his priestly vestments.”
She stood up and started brushing off her robes, still a bit confused. “Uh, of course, Adept.”
Mika chimed in, “Can you really make beer?”
“I’d take wine too,” Kjara interjected, giving the magus a friendly smile.
She seemed to calm a bit at that and nodded, “Wine, definitely. But with enough research and some samples I could probably make the others as well…”
“Damn,” I cursed. “Well, all I can make is water, so I guess I’ll settle for wine.”
I held out my hand. “Nice to meet you all. I am Adept Kheph Sa’tep of the Temple of the Restless Dead.”
Gesturing to Kjara and Mika I continued, “This is Ahn’ep Kjara of the same temple, and our companion Mika of the northern isles.”
The woman nodded to each of us. “I am Magus Aku’a,” she said and then gestured to the guard who had first questioned us and then to the other three men. “This is Sergeant Balmet, the commander of this outpost and guardsmen Tek, Vis’tep and Heku.”
Kjara was shivering slightly, and I could feel the cold seeping into my own bones, so I nodded in greeting to each of the men and then looked between the sergeant and magus and asked, “Is there somewhere we could go out of the cold?”
Balmet nodded and handed the scrolls to Aku’a and said, “Please escort our guests to the main hall and see that they get everything they need.”
She nodded, retrieved her staff from its socket and gestured for us to follow. “Please follow me. We have some lentil stew left over from tonight’s dinner, and water of course.”
Kjara’s teeth chattered as we walked. “Bu..bu… but… is… the… there… warmth.”
The magus looked over and said, “Of course.”
She led us out of the gate building and through a set of mazelike corridors that eventually ended in a set of stairs leading to the surface. I wasn’t quite sure how the Moon-gate was supposed to be exposed to moonlight if it was underground, but I figured I’d find out eventually if we needed to use it to travel elsewhere.
We crossed a small courtyard and entered the only building showing any signs of habitation. When Aku’a opened the doorway, a gust of warm air escaped the room and washed away the chill. We piled inside and shut the door behind us, looking around for the fire.
There were another four guardsmen seated at tables around the room, their equipment in dire need of cleaning and repair. They snapped to attention as soon as we entered and they caught sight of my stole.
I waved them back to their recreation as we huddled near the fire, thawing out our extremities that were not accustomed to the chill of night in the desert.
The magus looked us over and said, “I have to return to the gate in case it opens again, but I will have a servant show you where you can bunk for the evening. The visiting clergy suite hasn’t been used for a while, but it is in good repair. They just need to get the fire started.”
I smiled and said, “Thank you. I’ll let you get back to your duties but had one more question before you go.”
She nodded. “Of course.”
My smile grew even wider as I asked, “Who gets to teach me how to drive a chariot?”
Mika just sighed and Kjara punched me in the arm, “Let her go back to work, you big cheese.”
Aku’a just looked at us with confusion. “I am not sure, Adept. Probably Heku once he is done with his shift.”
She paused for a second in case there were any follow up questions and left as soon as I indicated I had none.
Mika shook his head. “You’re a bit obsessed with this chariot thing, man.”
Kjara nodded. “Yeah, what’s the deal?”
“My dad used to watch this old-time movie called Ben Hur when I was little. The special effects were crap, and the quality was… well, 1950’s cinema. But I always loved the chariot scenes.”
I smiled a bit and continued. “So, nostalgia I guess? Plus, chariots are just awesome.”
Mika snorted. “As long as you don’t drive one like you did the boat.”
Kjara gave me a sympathetic look but couldn’t help laughing along with the dýrafólk.
“Yeah, I deserve that.” I said, performing a flourishing bow to the rogue in acknowledgement of his victory.
A man dressed in plain clothing with a small badge showing some sort of tree and moon symbols approached from the hallway and bowed. “Your suite is ready, my lord,” he said and led the way from the main hall to a second floor apartment that was just beginning to feel warm.
“Please make yourself comfortable, and if there is anything that you need please tug on the rope near the door and someone will attend you at once,” the man said with another bow, and then headed for the door.
“One second,” I said, causing the man to pause. “Please ask guard Heka to come see me at sunrise tomorrow morning. He will know why. And thank you.”
The man nodded and then made his way out of the room, closing the heavy door behind him.
We explored the suite and found three chambers and an adjoining kitchen had been opened up and had fires started in their hearths. Mika tried to claim the main suite but quickly relinquished that claim when Kjara and I reminded him that I wouldn’t be logging out and should therefore have the most comfortable bed.
It was early evening, but since we wouldn’t be moving on to the Vale until morning when I’d be learning how to drive our ride, Mika decided to log out and catch up on some things in the real world after binding in his room, leaving Kjara and me to our own devices.
Kjara looked up at me and smiled as we headed into my room and dropped off our equipment and set our bind points. “What would you like to do this evening, oh great and powerful future charioteer?” she asked.
I chuckled. “I don’t know, it’s strange that this whole thing is a game, but I find myself having very little downtime at all. I don’t know how people could do all this with only a couple of hours a day.”
She shrugged. “Not everyone is taking on large scale global world quests. Some just want to stab rats and get their ‘phat loots.’ ”
I shook my head and removed my armor, placing it on a stand made for that purpose set against one wall. There was even a nice cotton night gown waiting for me which was surprisingly comfortable as I sprawled onto the bed and sank into the soft feathery goodness.
Kjara removed her armor as well and then snuggled up next to me, resting her head on my shoulder.
I lay there enjoying the closeness, curling one arm around the lithe moon elf as I let the tensions of the day fade away.
“James?” Kjara said softly.
“Hmm?”
“I, uh. I know we’ve only known each other for a short time, but I was wondering…” she said shyly.
“What? You can ask me anything.”
“Well, did you, you know, want to go out with me? Like, in the flesh? Once you’re all healed up of course,” she replied.
I reached down and looked into her eyes. “I would love to go out with you.”
Her smile reached all the way to her eyes. She beamed up at me, and we shared a long and passionate kiss.
We were both out of breath when our lips parted again, and once I was able to speak again, I asked, “We don’t have to go boating do we?”
Sha laughed. “No. We can do something else. Dinner? A movie? Mini golf?”
I grinned. “I do love me some putt-putt.”
She opened her mouth to respond but her eyes went unfocused for a second and then she frowned.
“Is everything okay?” I asked.
She nodded slowly. “I think so. I just got a message from my father. I’ve got to log out and get home as he refuses to talk about whatever it is over chat.”
I was a bit disappointed. I was enjoying our alone time, especially when things were going so well, but family was definitely more important than some more smoochy time.
Smiling at her, I said, “Guess we’ll have to plan out our first flesh date when you get back.”
She cringed. “I know what you meant, but ‘flesh date’ just sounds so… ug.”
I chuckled. “Yeah…. Consider it stricken from my vocabulary. I shall henceforth refer to is as a non-digital interpersonal endeavor.”
She smiled and shook her head. “Okay. Well, I guess I am off for the evening,” she said and gave me another deep kiss before logging out.
The system clock said it was 8PM, giving me a little time to be productive. I headed into the kitchen we’d discovered during our initial exploration of the suite and started searching for anything I could use to replenish my food stocks.
The kitchen was almost as well equipped as the Plucky Goose’s, with a large brick oven, a stove, and racks holding all sorts of pots and pans. A second rack held long knives, forks and an assortment of spoons of various shapes and sizes. Where is the food?
Opposite the stove was a wall filled with wooden cabinets. Most of the cabinets had plain wooden doors, but one was slightly different. Around the edging of the cabinet was an engraving of interlocked glyphs that formed a contiguous chain around the border.
I focused in on the runes, trying to find some sort of pattern or familiar symbols. I wanted to see what was in the cabinet but didn’t want to trigger some sort of explosive ward in the process.
*** Spellcrafting check… partially successful! ***
The spell in its entirety eluded me, but the tidbits that flowed into my mind from the game database gave me enough info to understand its function: To preserve the contents of the cabinet.
I opened the enchanted cabinet and smiled. Within were shelves full of herbs and spices of various sorts, as well as small boxes labeled as lentils, beans, rice, and flour. Underneath it all were small baskets full of various root vegetables: carrots, onions, turnips, taro root, potatoes, and sitting on top of one of the baskets was perhaps the most glorious part: A small book labeled “A Taste of the Divine”.
I laughed at the name and skimmed through it. Unfortunately, most of the recipes within were way beyond my current cooking skill and required several ingredients that I didn’t have.
There was a recipe in the book called Colcass that sounded a lot like the stew I’d loved at the temple, so before doing anything else I copied that recipe into my recipe book. I would have loved to make the dish then and there, but unfortunately, fresh was not a word that could be used to describe the ingredients in the cupboard, and the recipe required fresh chard and cilantro.
I couldn’t craft any of the new recipes, but since there were onions in the cupboard I could use the slabs of meat from the crocodile battle to restock my meat skewers.
I got to work transforming the giant slabs of crocodile meat into easily transported and buff-providing meat skewers.
It took me a few minutes to remember all the nuances of the cooking mini-games, resulting in the loss of a few potential meals from my final tally, but in the end my buff store was back in business… at least in the meat department.
And I raised my Cooking skill to rank six in the process. The fifth rank boon gave some additional leeway in the preparation staged of each recipe, offering a slight chance to recover some materials that would have otherwise been wasted. It wasn’t much, but it did let me salvage one or two chunks of gator meat when my knife wasn’t exactly on target.
I searched the cupboards for any of the dried fruit and nut bits the travel cakes required but had no luck in that regard.
Finished with my current culinary adventures, I cleaned up the grill and my tools and returned everything to its proper place. I packed up my new store of skewers and checked the clock.
For a change I’d finished up most of what I needed to do for the day before 10PM. If I was lucky, I’d be able to catch my mother before she went to bed for the night.
Popping open the app, I selected the entry for my home phone and hit call. Ringing filled the room and the video window and camera appeared, waiting for an answer on the other side.
The screen flickered and then rotated to show the couch in my family room where my mother was sitting, bundled up in a blanket with a bowl of half-eaten popcorn sitting on her lap.
“James! I thought you’d never call! Your sister said we shouldn’t call you since you could get hurt if you’re distracted. I thought she was full of it but then your father told me about his call,” she said and then yelled into the other room, “Amber! Get out here, your brother is on the phone!”
I grinned. “It’s good to see you, mom,” I said, the beginnings of tears in my eyes. “I know I always thought that being able to live in a game would be the most amazing thing, but at the end of the day, no matter how fun playing these games is, I always loved being able to come home and see you guys.”
Tears began to flow down her cheeks as well. “Don’t worry honey, the doctors say that things are going well. Before you know it, you’ll be home again, locked in your bedroom playing games instead of across the river in a hospital.”
I laughed at that, wiping away my tears just as my sister arrived in the room, leaping over the couch and sending the popcorn flying.
“Hey bro! How are things going in the desert? You make a move on that elf hottie yet? I know you’re into her and watching your feed I think she’s into you too so don’t screw it up!” she said with a grin.
“Amber!” my mother said. “I told you not to tease your brother. He’s got enough to worry about.”
I coughed to try and cover up my blush. My sister saw and pointed at the screen. “Look ma! I was right! He’s blushing!”
My mother gave me a knowing smile. “I guess that means that I should tell James about Corey then, hmm?” she said, giving my sister a look.
Amber’s eyes widened like a deer caught in the headlights as she stared at my mom. “Oh mother, whatever do you mean. Corey is a friend, that’s all.”
With a raised eyebrow my mom said, “Do you all your friends sneak out of here in the middle of the night and get a kiss at the door?”
It was my sister’s turn to blush, stammering, “Uh. What? How did you… uh…”
I just laughed as my mom replied, “A mother knows all,” and turned her gaze back to me. “Don’t think you were any better at her age. Please.”
I choked on my own laughter and joined my sister in her sputtering as my mother took turns giving us each a very mom-like look.
After that things felt almost normal, and we spent an hour or so catching up. My sister had apparently been watching my stream to keep tabs on me, watching my adventures and antics in the dungeon, and even admitting that the whole thing didn’t seem too nerdy after all.
When we said our goodbyes, they both made me promise to call more often. It felt good to get that little bit of normalcy back in my life, but made me miss it all the more when it was over.
By the time the call was over I was still wide awake, but it had been a long day so I decided to get my streaming work done and then get some extra rest before I needed to be up by sunrise.
I tossed the nightgown to the side and crawled beneath the covers and got to work.
…
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I awoke at dawn. Tired.
It had taken me a lot longer to cut together the videos than normal since there were so many individual fights. I wanted to keep things flowing, so in the end just separated each of the “missions” we’d been assigned into their own episode, with a separate video for our time in the temple and the brief skirmish with the elite.
I made the executive decision to stop the video as we entered the Moon-gate, ending the current set of videos with the mystery as to where we had gone.
The part that had taken the longest was removing all mentions of the Vale of Dreams from the videos. I stored the uncut versions with the conversations intact in a backup folder for release after we were done with the current quest with the video of our arrival at Va’pu.
I felt a little bad for keeping my viewers hanging, but it was definitely better to be safe than sorry.
On a positive note, the first thing that greeted me in the morning after my alarm was a notification that I had received a message from the devs. I flicked my mail program open and read.
=RE: Bug 1.14:33-8z—Aspect of Light

=Thank you for your report. We have examined the materials provided

and determined that the current interaction of the Aspect of Light skill

with spell damage is a bug. In addition, the defensive component of the

skill was missing from the skill description. These items will be addressed

in the next server patch.

=Classification: Moderate, First Reporter.

=Bounty: 25 credits.

Awesome, I thought. Another bug down… at least once they patch the server. I’d have to hold off using that skill again, especially if I intended to do any offensive spell casting, or healing for that matter. Didn’t want to burn my companions or use a piece of the skill that was bugged.
Shaking off the last of the grogginess, I headed out of my bedroom and into the common area where I discovered that someone had delivered a warm bowl of water for washing and a tray of fruit and… I sniffed once again to make sure I wasn’t dreaming… coffee!
I ignored the wash water and rushed over to the breakfast tray and picked up the small cup of steaming black gold and brought it to my nose. It wasn’t the same coffee I was used to from my local breakfast spot. It smelled much stronger and somehow sweet.
*** Saa Racial Knowledge check successful. ***
The game database kicked in and cleared up the mystery. They called it Turkish coffee at the corner shawarma place near where I grew up. Instead of taking grounds and brewing the sweet black gold from it, folks in the Middle East, or Saa empire in this case, mixed powdered coffee with sugar in the serving cup and then let the grounds settle to the bottom before drinking it.
I took a sip and the strong taste filled my mouth. I drank the rest of the cup way too quickly and ended up with a mouth of bitter sediment which I quickly washed out with a nearby pitcher of water.
*** Ghava: +1 Intelligence. Duration (8hrs) ***
I prepared another cup, mixing the powdered coffee and sugar in the right proportions and then poured in the boiling water, savoring the godly smell that resulted. The second cup I savored, enjoying every sip, and silently said a prayer for whatever developer had managed to distill the flavor of coffee into a series of ones and zeros. May they have a long, prosperous life.
I filled my stomach with some mixed fruits and a flatbread of some sort, and then headed down to the common hall, ready to begin my chariot training.
As soon as I entered the room, I spotted Heku standing near the door in his freshly polished armor. I headed over and greeted him.
“Good morning, guardsman. I’m told you are the man to speak to about learning the fine art of charioteering,” I said.
He bowed low and nodded. “Yes, Adept. I am well versed in the art and it would be a pleasure to instruct you.”
“Have you eaten?” I asked, gesturing to the tables where his squad mates were currently eating their breakfasts and doing a poor job of pretending to not listen in.
“Yes, Adept. I made sure to do so before you arrived.”
“Well then, let’s get started!” I said excitedly, earning a few muffled snickers from the peanut gallery behind me which I chose to ignore.
Heku led me out of the main room and through the outpost gates into a wide open field where there, before my very eyes, was a bona fide chariot.
The chariot itself was a beautiful work of art. Its wooden frame and wheels were edged in polished bronze, adding to both its strength and badass look. The carriage portion was larger than I expected and could probably hold the driver and two additional crew if they weren’t afraid of rubbing cheeks.
The front panels were thicker than the rest and covered in bronze etched with the crest of Va’pu. Mounted to the left of the driver’s position was a brace of javelins, and opposite that was a quiver full of arrows, complete with an unstrung horn bow.
Harnessed to the front of the chariot was a pair of small, yet powerful-looking horses, their white hair showing through the dust that filled the air. They fidgeted within their traces, snorting and stomping with pent up energy.
Heku stepped up into the carriage and motioned for me to follow. Pointing towards the left rail, he said, “Please take that position for now as it will allow me to show you how to control the team without interfering. Normally a warrior would take that position and use the javelins or a spear to strike their foes. There are braces on the inside of the chariot to hold your shield, so you can still benefit from its protection while having a hand to hold onto the chariot and fighting with the other.”
I nodded along and slid my shield into the indicated brackets.
*** Equip Shield of the Jackal to Va’pu Chariot? (Y/N) ***
I confirmed my choice. With a slight flash and a click the shield became firmly locked in place.
“Good,” Heku said and then gestured to the opposite side. “Were we riding into battle, we would have another with us. Someone skilled with the bow. In some instances, the javelins are replaced by a second quiver, and the chariot’s ability to perform quick hit-and-run attacks becomes second to none.”
“Sounds devastating,” I said, hefting one of the javelins to test its weight. “These are already deadly when thrown from a static position, but when you add in the momentum of the chariot… I pity anyone on the receiving end of that.”
Heku smiled and nodded his head. “Even the iron plate worn by the dwarves and Karillians would be hard pressed to stop it.”
“Now hold on, this first part is a bit bumpy,” Heku said as he flicked the reins and I grabbed hold of the rail. After a second or so, my body adjusted to the strange movement of the chariot. It felt a lot easier to stand and maintain my balance than I thought it would. I didn’t know if it was the game, or just my digital body, but as we picked up speed, I didn’t really care.
Heku gradually increased the speed until we were racing along the field at full speed. I was holding on to the rail with both hands, watching the ground speed by. The Saa guard stood unperturbed by the movement of the chariot beneath us, his stance adjusting effortlessly like a sailor on the high seas.
He looked back over his shoulder and explained how to speed up, how to slow down, and all the other intricacies of the chariot’s controls. After I could recite them back to him from memory, he brought us to a stop and we switched positions.
As soon as I took the reins, things shifted. An additional layer of HUD appeared over most of my field of view. It was a like someone had taken the interface for a racing sim and turned it into a mini-game.
*** Congratulations! This is your first experience with the advanced vehicle system within Sosaku online! ***
*** Would you like to spend one Combat Skill Point to learn the Charioteer skill or one General Skill Point to learn the Teamster skill? Full combat operation and maneuvers will only be available with the Charioteer skill. The Teamster skill bestows the ability to drive wagons, carts and other conveyances pulled by teams of animals. ***
*** (Charioteer, Teamster, Both) ***
I was definitely going to take Charioteer. Why would anyone be content with just steering some horses when they could wreck their enemies with a mobile war machine? I had the points and figured I might at some point pick up a wagon or something, so I chose both.
***Congratulations! You have learned Charioteer (Rank 1)! 1 Combat Skill Point used! ***
***Congratulations! You have learned Teamster (Rank 1)! 1 General Skill Point used! ***
Tooltips appeared next to all the various new controls as a burst of info shot through my brain, making the connections between the techniques taught to me by Heku and the game interface.
The chariot had its own damage indicator. Both wheels, the front, the sides, and the harness were individually represented on the UI with a display reminiscent of an old school mecha game where the pieces would start green and then transition to yellow and red before being destroyed.
Each of the horses had their own health bars listed above the chariot’s display as well, with a secondary bar labeled panic which was currently empty.
The newly implanted knowledge told me that as the horses took damage, or were otherwise spooked, that panic bar would go up. The closer it got to the top, the less responsive the team would be to my commands.
Two ammo indicators were listed off to the side, letting me know the current levels of javelins and arrows the chariot currently held, and a small meter at the bottom of the interface showed the chariot’s current speed in a notched semicircle with green, yellow, and red wedges.
I knew that green was considered the maintainable speed, for steady travel, where yellow was far less sustainable, and red was for balls to the wall charges and couldn’t be used for very long without damage to the horses.
I raised the reins, watching the interface show the small shifts in direction as the horses moved with them, and when I flicked my wrists, the speedometer clicked up a notch as the horses picked up speed.
Grinning to myself, I brought the team up to the edge of the yellow and raced around the field, the wind whipping past my face and sending the cloth of my headpiece streaming behind me.
“Wooooohoooo!” I yelled and heard Heku chuckling at my back.
After several laps around the field, both my teamster and charioteer skill ranked up to two, giving me more control over the war engine.
I slowed the chariot down to a walk and headed back towards our starting position, adrenaline still coursing through my body from the experience.
“Good, Adept,” Heku said with a smile. “You are a quick study. Now is time for the hard part.”
I looked at him curiously as we switched stations. He grinned in response and said, “Now, we teach you how to fight.”
He whipped the reins and the chariot took off, jumping to a fast gallop. We traveled past the practice field and around the outpost to a new field set up with archery targets and what looked like rows of straw dolls dressed in ratty leather armor.
When we reached the far end of the field, he brought the chariot to a stop and moved aside so I could retake the reins. Once again, the interface appeared as Heku continued his instruction. “As the driver, your primary duty is to keep your chariot steady and on course, but should you need to participate, the horses have been trained to maintain their course and speed until directed otherwise. Unless doing so would be harmful to them.”
As he said this, another flash of information passed into my brain and a new indicator appeared near the speedometer tied to the functionality he was describing. I knew that if I secured the reins on the small pommel raised on the front wall of the driver’s position, the chariot would continue at its current speed and heading until the reins were taken up again.
*** Teamster/Charioteer ability unlocked—Cruise Control. ***
“Now don’t worry about charging into an enemy line, these beasts have been trained to bite, kick, and trample those who would oppose the empire and will not shy away from a foe. I wouldn’t recommend charging a spear wall. The horses would obey, but all you would get would be a quick trip to the afterlife for your crew and the horses.”
I nodded along as he continued, “While your hands are free you can fight how you wish. Wield a spear, a bow, javelin, or spell, but be mindful of your footing. Should you lose your perch, the horses won’t come back for you.”
He chuckled at that and gestured towards the course. “Take it slow and let’s see what you can do.”
I nodded and steered the chariot onto the course, bringing it up to a trot and setting the “Cruise Control” on. With my hands free I started sending Sunstrikes at the targets as we rode by, missing most of them. Some by extremely wide margins.
Heku chuckled. “As you can see, it is not as easy as when on foot.”
*** System Note: When fighting from atop a mount, or as the driver of an advanced vehicle, you will suffer a penalty to ranged attack accuracy. This penalty is diminished by your rank in the appropriate, associated riding or driving skill. ***
We made several passes and most of the time I missed the targets, but I was showing improvement. Eventually, my Charioteer skill leveled up, which improved my aim a little, but it was still undoubtably a waste of my mana to try spell slinging while in the driver’s seat.
“Okay. Move over there and stop,” Heku said and gestured towards the edge of the field.
When we came to a halt, he dismounted and moved around the side of the chariot, doing something near the wheel. When I peeked over and saw what he was about, I couldn’t help but grin.
In place of the rounded bronze hubcaps that had been installed when we left the outpost were a pair of two foot-long blades, their edges spiraled like a corkscrew.
Heku saw my smile and finished attaching the blades, speaking as he did, “These are one of the true strengths of the chariot. I sometimes wonder which is the worse fate. To be trampled under the horses and crushed beneath the chariot itself, or to be cut in half by its whirling blades as it races past.”
He climbed back into the carriage and took up the reins once again. “Let me demonstrate.”
The chariot took off with a lurch as he cracked the reins, driving it at a sprint towards the lines of straw soldiers. He swung wide and brought us in at a tight turn, racing past the first line of targets.
Straw stuffed limbs and bodies flew in our wake as the blades cut through the faux soldiers, and I could barely hear Heku above the buzzing sound as he said, “While the blades do their work, the crew can rain death upon those in the back ranks, targeting their support staff and sending them all to see Anpu!”
He wheeled us away from the lines in a diagonal. “As we return, our bowmen can still fire, making even our withdrawal deadly to the enemy.”
The chariot came to a halt and he handed me the reins. “Now you.”
I took us back out and then made my run. At first, I brought us in way too wide and when I tried to adjust, I ended up overcompensating and missing the first half of the line, barely scratching the end of the dummy formation.
“Again!” yelled Heku as I brought us in for another pass.
He talked me in, helping me adjust my course so by the end of the turn we were almost perfectly parallel, but too far out from the line to do any damage.
“Good. Now closer,” he said with a wild grin on his face, and around we went.
It took way too many tries for my liking, but by our last pass I was able to take out the entire rank of targets while Heku entertained himself by throwing javelins into the robed dummies in the back ranks of the faux army.
For our last exercise, Heku took the reins and demonstrated a frontal charge which was a lot easier than I expected. Once the path was set, the horses were almost eager to get their murder on, trampling the center of a small formation of straw soldiers under their hooves as the whirling blades of the chariot wheels tore through those at our flanks.
I repeated the feat on a second arrangement of targets, doing less damage to their forces than Heku had done, but he explained it had to do with knowing where to hit the line and at what angle. In essence, skill.
We removed the wheel blades before returning to the outpost and stored them in a small cubby beneath the driver’s position. The same cubby held a small repair kit that could be used in case of minor damage in the field. Heku explained the tools and their uses to me, and once the description was done, I was excited to see the practice had been worthwhile.
*** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Teamster and have reached Rank 4! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Charioteer and have reached Rank 5! Chariot blades and trample damage has increased! In addition, damage to chariot teams will cause a lesser amount of panic. ***
I felt some of the lessons Heku had tried to impart related to spacing and impact angles settle into my mind, along with some subtle rein handling techniques that could sooth the war trained horses.
As we returned the chariot to the stables and I recovered my shield, I couldn’t help but marvel at the level of detail that had been put into this game world.
…
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Time had flown while I was learning to drive, and both Kjara and Mika were waiting at the main hall when I returned. I was a little confused, but it was very possible that I’d missed the system messages about them rejoining the world with all the excitement.
Mika looked up as we entered the main hall, a bit of bread or something stuck in his facial hair. “Where the hell have you been, Kheph?” he said, earning a room full of startled looks and more than one drawn blade.
He looked around and gulped, raising his hands. “Woah, I uh-”
“It’s okay soldiers,” I said, gesturing for them to stand down. “The dýrafólk and I have been through a lot. No offense taken.”
The Saa put away their weapons, some still looking offended while others were quietly chuckling to themselves.
Kjara took a look around the room and slowed her approach, giving me a smile instead of our normal greeting of late. No need to see just how far we could push their programmed behaviors.
With a small smile, I led the way to the stables where the chariot had been restocked and the team switched out for a fresh one.
As soon as we were out of sight, Kjara snuck in for a quick kiss and rested her head briefly on my chest.
A smile still on my face, I glanced between my companions and asked, “How go things out in the real world?”
Mika shrugged. “Pretty much the same. I’ve got a few days left in my vacation then it’s back to work for me. It’s nice though, being able to unwind a bit and experience the sun for a change. I work nights so usually I’m sleeping throughout most of the day.”
I chuckled and gestured to the desert sky. “Well, if you wanted sun…”
He laughed along and replied, “I guess you do get what you ask for after all.”
Kjara smiled. “Got a report from the medical folks. Looks like the bots are doing their thing and fixing you up pretty quickly. Before you know it, you’ll be out and back on your feet.”
“Great. It’s still real strange to wake up in the game every day. I didn’t make it to breakfast with my family often, but man do I miss it.”
Kjara put her hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “It’s not that far off. I know the R&D folks are always looking for ways to improve the technology, so maybe they’ll have a breakthrough.”
I zoned out for a second, imagining being back in my own body, my own bed and sitting down to dinner at my family’s dinner table, the one leg propped up on a bit of folded cardboard to keep it level.
“Kheph?” Kjara inquired, snapping me back to the present.
I wiped a tear from my eye and shrugged. “Just thinking about home,” I said and gestured towards where Heku and one of the outpost’s stableboys were finishing up the prep on our chariot.
I took the reins and showed Kjara and Mika where they would be stationed during our trip to the Vale. Kjara of course claimed the archer’s post, although we stowed the horn bow in favor of her own, better weapon.
Mika however… well, let’s just say that his stature was less than ideal to man the javelins, so instead we figured out a way to mount his own crossbow quiver next to the brace of javelins so he could act as a secondary archer on the trek.
I drove us over to the practice field and took us through a few trial runs so my companions could get a feel for things. Luckily for them, the penalties for shooting as passengers was almost negligible and they were able to hit their targets just as accurately as they could on foot.
Kjara loved every minute of it. Fast vehicle. Wind rushing by. What wasn’t to love? I thought Mika probably would have enjoyed it too if he hadn’t still been salty about his child-seat view of everything, or my offer to get him a step stool.
Once everyone was as comfortable as possible in their positions, we bid our hosts goodbye, boarded our war wagon and headed north and west towards the Vale of Dreams.
At one point in the game world’s history, the road we traveled was likely well maintained, but since the empire’s relations with the moon elves of the Vale had deteriorated, along with seemingly every other race on the continent, so too did the road.
Only the chariot’s reinforced wheels and the horse’s well shod hooves kept us from ending up broken down on the side of the road within the first mile or so of the trek.
Surprisingly, the road became better maintained the further we got from Va’pu. The moon elves of the Vale were a bit slower to give up on diplomacy than their Saa counterparts.
When asked, Heku had estimated the trip to the border of the elven lands to take a few hours of travel by chariot, so I was a little surprised when Kjara spotted something to the north well before when we expected be in range of the Vale.
“Be on guard,” she said, pointing to the plume of dust rising from the horizon ahead.
I squinted, trying to make out anything. “Can you see what’s going on?” I asked.
She shook her head. “No, but we’ll be in range to see soon enough.”
Mika cursed and loaded his crossbow, looking towards the dust with a resigned expression on his face. “Who wants to bet it’s trouble?”
I looked back at him. “It could be. I know we’re still a bit far out, but it’s close enough that it could be an elven patrol.”
His expression was the epitome of skepticism. “When is the last time you played an MMO and you encountered a friendly party on route to the next step in a major quest line?”
“He’s got you there,” Kjara said. “Plus, a patrol wouldn’t be kicking up that much dust. I give it a fifty percent chance of being bandits of some sort. Knowing Kheph here it’s likely a nemesis he made back in Tael’va who’s rallied his family or something to come pay him back for a spilled drink-”
“Hey!” I said, but she just kept going.
“Could be other things as well, but regardless of who or what it is, I’d get ready to fight,” she said and readied her bow.
I eased back on the reins and brought us to a halt.
“What? Why are we stopping?” Mika asked.
“Like Kjara said, if we’re driving into a battle zone, we should go in prepared,” I said and retrieved the wheel blades from their storage compartment.
I added the blades to the chariot’s wheels and buffed our weaponry. For the hell of it, I tried buffing the chariot as well and was pleasantly surprised when the magic took hold, covering not only the wheel blades with the spell’s opalescent shimmer, but the horses’ hooves and chariot edging as well.
*** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Jackal's Tooth spell! Rank 7 Achieved! ***
“What the hell is that?” Kjara said as the magic spread over the chariots form.
I grinned. “Seems the spell considers the whole chariot as a single weapon. Going to submit a bug once we’re done here since that may be a bit much for one casting. I could see casting it on the blades, hooves and chariot bits individually, but all at once?”
Mika grumbled under his breath, but it was too low for me to hear. But I could imagine.
As we boarded the chariot, I handed out some of the new meat skewers, and as we rode towards the conflict ahead it was with stomachs full of, and buffed by, some tenderly grilled crocodile meat.
Soon enough the dust resolved into a large force of mixed Kchil surrounding a small, makeshift fortification on top of a small hill. The hilltop was enclosed with a deadly looking wall of gnarly, thorn-covered brambles, too thick for anyone except maybe Mika to squeeze through without being torn to bits.
Several dozen skreel corpses littered the ground at the base of the thorny wall, giving testimony to its deadly efficiency.
From time to time, I spotted an elf popping up above the wall, sending bolts of some sort of silvery white energy blasting into the enemy before ducking for cover from any ranged counter attacks the Kchil could muster.
“Damn it,” Mika said. “This once I wish I was wrong.”
I chuckled and tightened my grip on the reins. “Hold on, things are about to get bumpy.”
With a flick of the reins the horses took off, turning towards enemy force. “Hope your cousins don’t think we’re enemies.” I said, sparing a glance back at Kjara who just winked at me.
I plotted a course that should bring us in parallel to the main enemy lines, cackling maniacally and yelling “Let’s get some!” as we gained speed.
We raced towards the back edge of the enemy line where the skreel were supplemented by a splattering of marcids and arothrok elites. Mika and Kjara started firing as soon as we got into range, their arrows and bolts sinking into the unguarded flesh of our scaley foes.
By the time they turned to see where the missiles were coming from it was too late, and all that those perceptive enough to turn got for their efforts was the sight of my grinning, cackling face as I increased our speed into the red, activated Aura of the Underworld, and brought my chariot in line.
My aim was on point, and we hit the enemy at maximum speed. The chariot lurched as the drag created by the wheel blades blending through ichthyoid flesh and bone robbed us of some speed.
We left a literal cloud of fish salsa behind us as the blades chopped through the enemy’s ranks. I almost felt sorry for them. A glance backwards showed that Mika had been covered head to toe in fishy fluids, and I had to look away or risk laughing too hard to control the chariot.
Several of the creatures attempted to move out of the way of the blades, crossing in front of the chariot to be trampled under the merciless hooves of the team. Those unfortunate fish folk had a small measure of vengeance though as they did manage to do some damage to the team, dropping their health bars by several percent and raising their panic meters by quite a bit.
As we finished our first pass and I brought the chariot around, I slipped the reins into their cruise control position and cast Cure Wounds at the more injured of the two horses. It seemed that healing accuracy was impacted by the driver penalty as well, and the bolt of healing energy missed my target and splashed into the ground instead.
Mika cursed from behind me and I turned to see a small group of arothrok gathering at the back at the enemy force, chittering madly at each other and gesturing our way.
I glanced back at Kjara to check on her side of things and felt my current rush fade slightly as she gave me an unamused smile, wiping away a strand of skreel flesh that was dangling from her hair.
She was covered from the waist up in Kchil blood, although nowhere near the Gallagher-front-row level that Mika had experienced. It wasn’t as funny on her.
Wisely, I kept my mouth shut and turned back to my healing efforts. After another missed Cure Wounds, I decided to see just how far the game took the classification of the chariot as a weapon and gathered the reins and began channeling Soothing Touch.
The magic gathered in my hands and then flowed easily through the reins and into the injured horses, closing up their wounds and bringing their panic back down to a minimum. Another piece of data for that bug report, I thought.
Reducing speed, I brought us about and took stock of the situation.
The enemy force was in the process of shifting into a boxlike formation with ranks of skreel facing outward in all directions. It wasn’t an ideal formation for us to deal with, but at least they didn’t have pikes.
In the center of the formation were their elite, the arothrok officers, and judging by strings of bones and baubles dangling from one of them, a caster of some sort.
As I considered our next move something whirred by my head, missing it by inches and flying towards Kjara. I whipped my head around and saw a strange creature hovering near her shoulder. It looked like a combination of a squirrel and a hummingbird, like a miniature, adorable, winged fluff ball.
I triggered Analyze on the critter as it chittered into Kjara’s ear.
*** Faeling Pteromyinae, Level 10 (Minion) ***
*** HP: 100%, MP: 64% SP: 53% ***
*** Conditions: None
*** Active Spells/Abilities: Wildsight
*** Strengths: Speed
*** Weakness: Fragile
*** Highest Statistics: Agility, Fortune
Her eyes widened in shock and said, “It can talk… Oh, she can talk, sorry Kiki…”
Mika looked over. “What?”
“It’s a messenger from the elves on the hill.” She paused for a second and a wicked grin appeared on her face. “Kiki here allows her bonded, a druid named Cynnedwyn, to communicate through her, although not quite to the level of direct conversation.”
I slowed the chariot to a crawl, watching closely as Kjara nodded to herself and then grinned. “The elven rangers propose an alliance. They will ready an attack on their side, and we prepare to hit the Kchil from our own at the same time.”
Mika chuckled and started singing, “Give me back that filet-o-fish, give me that fish. Give me back that filet-o-fish. Give me that fish.”
The tune was vaguely familiar, but I was stumped on this one. He looked up and said, “What? You don’t remember that old McDonald’s commercial?”
When we both shook our heads and looked at him like he was crazy he scoffed. “Bah! Well, I was just commenting on the fish sandwich we’re about to make.”
I shrugged and looked back to Kjara. “I’m game. What’s the signal?”
Kjara chuckled. “Not quite sure what she means, but she says be ready when the brambles roll?”
I shrugged and replied, “Sure. We’ll be ready.”
Kjara scratched the creature under its chin and it flew off back towards the wall of brambles.
I looked back at the hill a second time and saw that the skreel had once again moved towards the hilltop. The front ranks were chopping at the wooden wall with a smattering of makeshift axes.
From within the living fort, spears thrust through the branches, those within seemingly immune to the thorns of the twisted wall. From above, arrows and the occasional bolt of light flashed down into the crowded Kchil, taking out a bloated marcid or arothrok warrior.
“You guys ready?” I asked, ready to get back into the mix.
A pair of affirmative, if not completely enthusiastic replies later and we wheeled around, ready to charge whenever the elves gave the signal.                            
A minute or so later, there was a loud rumbling from the hilltop, and the wall of thorns began to writhe and crash over the front ranks of the skreel like a wave of pointy death, revealing a small force of elven spearmen who immediately rushed forward in an attack.
Their initial onslaught took out dozens of Skreel and even a few of the more resilient marcids before their momentum ran out.
Mika perked up. “I think that’s the signal.”
“Oh yeah,” I said in agreement, and whipped the reins, ramping the speed up as quickly as the horses could carry us.
I brought us in at an angle to take advantage of the creatures’ current preoccupation, aiming to crash through the rear edge of the enemy formation. The enemy leaders in the center shouted in their chittering tongue, trying to wring some semblance of discipline from their minions, but failed.
I let loose a battle cry and charged. The buzzing of the wheel blades as they cut through the air was music to my ears, and as we crashed into the enemy flanks, the arrows, bolts, and gore began to fly.
Dozens of skreel and marcids fell beneath the horses and wheels of the chariot. Still more were cut apart by the wheel blades as I steered the chariot through their ranks.
Kjara and Mika both stowed their missile weapons and began laying into the enemy with their blades. I set the team on course to drive through to the far side of the Kchil force and pulled out my Sunspear, using its longer length to deal with any enemies that tried to assault the horses.
Suddenly one of the horses screamed out in pain and its health plummet as a marcid raked its claws along the beast’s flank.
I paused my offense and cast a healing spell at the injured creature and actually hit. Unlike the previous time, the horse’s panic bar didn’t drop, and the team began fighting against my control, pulling towards the closest break in the enemy lines and taking us along for the ride.
We broke through the side of the enemy formation leaving the dead and dying scattered in our wake as I tried to regain control of the team. Using the reining techniques that rank five had granted me started the process, and healing them the rest of the way dropped their panic down far enough to regain full control.
All the while Kjara was picking off the remaining skreel that had somehow squeaked out from under our wheels with her bow.
I wheeled us back around to see that the majority of the Kchil were dead, but so were far too many elven troops.
The fallen elves had taken more than three times their number with them to the grave, and those still standing were holding their own.
An older moon elven woman dressed in dark greens and brown was locked in some sort of arcane duel with the arothrok caster. Her face was tight with concentration as her silvery white magic clashed with the Kchil’s inky darkness.
As we reached the battle, the elven warriors finished off the remaining arothrok elite but made no move to interfere with the caster’s duel, and as we got closer, I could see why.
Traced on the ground in what looked like the blood of his fellow fishmen was a circle of intricate runes that gave me a headache as soon as I laid eyes up on them.
*** Arothrok Void Priest uses Grip of the Void! ***
The runes flared with a blackness reminiscent of the boss from Asah’s tomb, and the concentration on the elven druid’s face shattered as inky blackness crawled up her body and burrowed into her eyes, snuffing out her life force in an instant.
The rune etched circle disappeared at the end of the fishman’s spell.
Kjara must have seen it too as seconds later one of her arrows was standing out of the enemy’s flesh.
Instead of a painful cry, the creature turned towards us and let out a warbling that must have been its laughter, which continued even as the remaining elves arrived and drove their spears into its body.
Its health bar was completely empty but it didn’t fall. Instead, a wave of black energy exploded outwards, sending the elves flying and smashing into the chariot. The power of the hit took a good chunk out of all of our health bars, and the damage indicators for the chariot itself dropped from green to yellow on the side closest to the blast.
*** Arothrok Void Priest uses Void Transformation! ***
When the wave cleared, instead of an arothrok caster, standing in our midst was a massive lopholith covered in the same bones and fetishes that had formerly adorned the caster.
In place of a glaive, the giant lobsterman wielded a massive maul capped in what looked like a shark’s head in its claws, which it brought down with extreme prejudice on the horses pulling the chariot as we attempted to pass.
I heard the double snap of both horses’ backs breaking a second before I was catapulted through the air. The broken chariot flew over head and crashed down, narrowly missing a pair of fallen elves.
I came down soon after, skidding along the ground to come to a rest near where Kjara and Mika were pulling themselves to their feet.
*** Your advanced vehicle [Chariot] has been badly damaged. Repairs and a replacement team will be required before it can be used again. ***
“No shit,” I muttered as I scrambled to my feet and looked back to where the elven survivors were slowly circling the massive beast.
My health was in the red, so I grabbed the best healing potion from my belt and chugged it, sighing as the lingering pain from the wave of dark energy, and my ejection from the chariot, was washed away, bringing me up to seventy percent.
Kjara and Mika quaffed potions as well while I used Analyze on our latest foe.
*** Arothrok Void Shaman (Lopholith Form), Level 20 (Elite) - ***
*** HP: 100%, MP: 0% SP: 43% ***
*** Conditions: Void Transformation ***
*** Active Spells/Abilities: Kiss of the Deep,  ***
*** Strengths: Armored Shell ***
*** Weakness: Fire, Light ***
*** Highest Statistics: Presence, Intelligence ***
I groaned as I read through the results. “Level twenty elite.”
Kjara just sighed and picked up her bow from where it had fallen nearby. “Get your shield and let’s get to work. Momma’s having surf and turf for dinner tonight.”
Mika just looked at me quizzically. “She isn’t really going to eat that… is she?” he asked, which just made me laugh even more as I rushed to the remains of the chariot to retrieve my shield.
…
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I retrieved my shield from the ruined chariot and slid it onto my arm as we rushed towards the massive creature that was attempting to play whack-a-mole with the remaining elven soldiers. The elves dipped and dived and flipped their way over and past the creature’s lumbering swings. But while their agility was great at keeping them alive, their strength was insufficient to do more than inflict minor damage through the lopholith’s thick shell.
Kjara let fly a continuous stream of arrows as she charged forward, not even pausing as she yelled out to her moon elven cousins, “Aim for its underside!”
Instead of arrows, I was a machine gun of healing energy, Cure Wounds spells splashing over my party members and the elven soldiers to undo the lingering effects of the creature’s transformation.
Mika vanished into stealth as we closed with the enemy, doing his ninja thing while I paused at the maximum range of my healing spell and started casting Summon Legionnaire.
What felt like an eternity later, Amenhotep appeared out of the swirling vortex and looked around, immediately locking his glowing golden eyes onto the lopholith’s goth bedazzled form.
“Let us end this vile creature,” he broadcast into my mind and charged.
The look on the first of the elven soldier’s face was priceless as they spotted the tank rushing in to combat the enemy creature. That shock almost cost the elf his life, as the brief pause delayed him just long enough for the void shaman’s kick to make contact, sending the elf sprawling and an easy target for the massive maul that was even then coming around to deliver the final blow.
But instead of tender elf flesh, the maul met Amenhotep’s spiritually reinforced shield. The mighty legionnaire was driven to his knees by the blow and lost a chunk of hit points as the force of the attack traveled through his body, but the elf would live to continue the fight.
Amenhotep surged back to his feet and triggered his Shockwave skill, failing to stagger or stun the massive opponent but gaining its full attention and freeing the elves to work on the creature’s flanks.
Kjara arrived a short time later, finishing her prayer to Anpu mid leap. Her blades burst into golden flame as she lashed them across the lopholith’s midsection, leaving streaks of golden light in the air and streams of dark blood flowing down the creature’s body.
She kicked off the creature’s leg joint, deftly flipping over the backhand attack aimed her way and even managed to claim two of the creature’s talon-like fingers with a sweeping blow of her imbued khopesh as she dodged the attack and landed safely on the ground outside of its reach.
The elven soldiers, meanwhile, continued to harry the creature with hit-and-run attacks, their spears finding the joints and weaker points of the creature’s armor with precision that made me a bit jealous.
I really wanted to pop my Aspect of Light ability and go to town on the creature, but with the ability bugged I didn’t want to handicap my healing spells, especially with the additional elves to contend with.
Amenhotep was fully on the defensive, using his shield and khopesh together to ward off the creature’s attacks. Each blow of its massive maul was so powerful that he had to deflect instead of absorb the blows, else he would be in danger of being overwhelmed by the beast’s sheer strength.
I was just thankful that the “void shaman” wasn’t slinging the same kind of magic around that had taken out the older woman, but that could be more due to its empty mana bar than any lack of ability.
Kjara and the other elves were doing their best to take the thing apart, and as I readied my spear to join the fray, I spotted the telltale shimmer of Mika exiting stealth mode below the lopholith as he sank his daggers into the creature’s soft underbelly.
The lopholith reared up with an ear-piercing shriek as its health plummeted by a smidge over twenty percent, leaving the lobsterman with just under fifty percent health remaining.
Mika dove under the raised legs and rolled to a stop close by before ducking back into stealth mode once again.
Taking advantage of its exposed tender bits, I activated Precision Strike and elongated my spear to its maximum size. A segment of softer chitin right below where its humanoid and crustacean bits merged started to glow, and I struck.
My spear broke through the chitin with a crunch and slid a good foot into the beast’s flesh. A bleeding icon appeared next to the creature’s health bar and a flood of energy surged into me as my Combat Caster boon triggered on the critical hit.
I shunted that extra power into a Sunstrike and sent it surging through my spear and into the lopholith’s soft insides.
The creature’s armored plates bulged, but in this instance did more harm than good for the creature as instead of exploding out of its back, the armor trapped the heat inside, causing even more of its organs to be cooked by the holy flames.
A trio of elves moved forward and jammed their spears into a gap in its armored hindquarters, earning them a backhand attack that clipped one of their number and sent him spinning.
My Cure Wounds spell met the injured elf as he hit the ground, giving him enough energy to get clear.
The angered creature rushed forward, kicking Amenhotep back and targeting me with a massive attack that I had no chance of dodging.
I winced in anticipation and raised my shield to intercept the attack. The force of the blow sent me sailing through the air to land in a jumble about twenty feet away. My shield arm was completely numb and dangled uselessly at my side.
Seeing Amenhotep’s health take a dive, I pushed myself back to my feet and saw him struggling to rise. I hit him with a pair of rapid fire healing bolts and then he was dashing back into the fray.
The lopholith had shifted its stance, keeping itself lower to the ground to protect its injured underbelly, leaving itself in an awkward position.
Several of the creature’s legs snapped when our heavily armored tank struck home, the force of his shield rush overcoming even the thick chitin of the monster’s exoskeleton.
A second later Mika appeared on Amenhotep’s flank and struck, each of his blades finding a home in the joint of one of the lopholith’s two remaining functional forelegs on that side of its body.
The creature stumbled as the injured limbs gave out, causing it to partially collapse when the numerous smaller legs supporting its massive tail proved insufficient to support its bulk.
That collapse was Kjara’s cue. She sprinted in and leapt upon the fallen creature, climbing its broken limbs to reach the plates protecting the creature’s nub-like head.
Her blades danced and spun, each motion taking a chunk out of the protective plates and building in power. Her stamina began to drop by large chunks with each skill use, culminating in a massive overhand attack that split the creature’s shell down the middle and tore a large gash through to the delicate meat within.
The creature’s health dropped down to a sliver and a pulse of black energy erupted from it, snuffing the life out of two of the remaining elven soldiers and sending all of those surrounding it to the ground writhing in agony.
*** Arothrok Void Priest uses Void Nova! ***
Kjara fell from her perch on the creature’s head and tumbled a short distance away, her body spasming in agony.
I was far enough away that I only caught the edge of the effect. The chill seeped into my bones and dropping my health by a third but wasn’t enough to affect me with the debilitating pain that had stricken those closer to the epicenter.
The lopholith, still alive, levered itself back into an upright position and brought its maul around in a flash, crushing Kjara into the dirt.
*** Kjara has been killed! ***
“No!” I screamed as her health bar went gray on the party interface. I growled as the creature tugged its maul free of the ground, Kjara’s red blood coating the grotesque weapon’s teeth.
Amenhotep was almost to his feet, but I feared he was not the creature’s next target. I needed to act.
Taking a running start, I activated my newest Awakened ability: Aspect of the Falcon. I felt an eruption of power rush through me as wings of fire burst from my back. It was the strangest sensation, feeling limbs that I’d never had before, and knowing exactly how to use them.
With a single powerful beat of my new wings, I leapt into the air, reveling in the feel of the wind rushing past as I reached the top of my arc and started to descend. I tossed my shield away and grabbed my spear in a two handed grip, readying for what was to come.
A simple spreading of my fiery wings could turn my jump into a glide, but speed was more important in the moment than my own safety, so I tucked them in and dove straight towards the back of the lopholith, spear leading.
I crashed down on the creature’s shoulders just as it started its swing and buried my spear into the broken mess that Kjara had left behind. I felt the bones in my left leg crack as I made contact, but momentum carried me forward, driving the spear through its body until it hit the inner wall the creature’s chest plate and stopped.
The last of its health bar disappeared and the creature tumbled to the side, leaving me without a perch.
An instinctive flare of my fiery wings saved me from crashing into the ground, but as soon as I touched down, they vanished from my back and awareness.
The corpse of the lopholith shimmered and then shrank, reverting to its original arothrok form, impaled on my spear from neck to groin.
*** Your party has killed 10 Arothrok Warriors! Your party gains 1630xp. ***
*** Your party has killed 15 Marcid Warriors! Your party gains 795xp. ***
*** Your party has killed 3 Arothrok Captains! Your party gains 1884xp. ***
*** Your party has killed an Arothrok Void Shaman! Your party gains 1685xp. ***
*** You have gained 20 Divine Favor! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Spear! Rank 16 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Medium Armor! Rank 14 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Endurance! Rank 12 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Precision Strike! Rank 13 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Charioteer! Rank 6 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Charioteer! Rank 7 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient with First Aid! Rank 16 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient with Teamster! Rank 5 Achieved! Teams of more than two beasts now incur less of a handling penalty. ***
*** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Soothing Touch spell! Rank 8 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Cure Wounds spell! Rank 16 Achieved! ***
*** Congratulations! You have become more proficient in Aura of the Underworld! Rank 5 Achieved! In addition to its current effects, the aura will now apply a twenty-five percent penalty to healing received and in combat regeneration rates to all enemies affected. ***
After wading through the wall of system text, I limped over to the shaman’s still form and pulled my spear free. I shuffled over to Kjara’s remains, trying to remember that this was just a game and she would be back with me shortly, but still not wanting to look on her mangled form.
Mika and the five remaining elven warriors joined me shortly all looking the worse for wear. I made the rounds and healed everyone back to full, earning a few skeptical, yet thankful nods.
One of the elven men bowed. “I am sorry for the loss of your friend. As a child of the Valerian, we will make a place for her in the glades of the Vale where her spirit can rest with the gods.”
I looked at them confused and then I realized they thought she was an NPC and shook my head. “She will return. Her life is not limited to a single death.”
A light seemed to turn on behind his eyes. “Ah, one of the reborn like Cynnedwyn over there.” He said, gesturing towards the body of the elven woman now laid out as if she was resting.
“She returns as well?” I asked, and when they nodded, I asked them to bring her body closer so I could see about assisting her trip back.
I performed a general blessing on the druid’s body since she had died earlier and would likely benefit from it the most. I struggled for the words, but eventually came up with something, saying simply, “Child of Nature, Daughter of the Valerian Court, may your walk through the lands of death be swift and painless,” and sprinkling some soil over the body.
*** Funeral rites… successful! ***
The moon elves seemed a bit weirded out by a Saa Priest performing a funeral rite for one of their own, but didn’t do anything to interfere. If they thought that was weird then the next bit was probably a real shock to them.
I knelt down beside Kjara and closed my eyes. “Lord Anpu, God of the Dead, Master of the Underworld, I call to you to grant Kjara, Ahn’ep of the Temple of the Restless Dead quick passage through your realm and strengthen her spirit as she passes through the gates of death.”
*** Funeral rites… successful! ***
The elven warriors were gathered around Mika who was talking with them too softly for me to hear, hopefully giving them the details so I wouldn’t have to explain why I was saying a Saa prayer over their moon elf cousin.
Once their conversation was done, Mika and the elves started moving around the clearing, looting the Kchil while I settled down and cast Call the Dead, opening the shimmering portal for Kjara’s return. No way I was going to make her walk all the way here from Va’pu.
This time there were no strange spell glyphs pulling at my attention, so I was able to keep things nice and smooth until Kjara arrived from the portal a short while later and collapsed into my arms.
…
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Getting squished by a massive shark-headed maul was not a pleasant experience, but at least whatever mystic functionality the developers had implemented to remove most of the trauma from the experience was effective. I’m sure the pile of loot from the Kchil army helped brighten Kjara’s spirits too.
According to the elven soldiers, they were a small scouting force that had been cut off during a routine patrol and chased until they were able to take shelter on the hill above.
They spoke very highly of the druid Cynnedwyn who had miraculously raised a wall of thorns around their entire position just in time to keep them from being overwhelmed by the enemy.
We helped the remaining elven warriors dig a grave for their fallen comrades, deep enough to keep the bodies safe from the carrion creatures of the area until a wagon could be sent to return them to the forests of the Vale for their final rest.
The druid’s corpse had disappeared at some point while I was waiting for Kjara to return, but that was to be expected when she respawned at her bind point.
Mika and the rest had piled the various weapons, armor and other sundry bits next to the remains of my once magnificent chariot. Most of it looked like complete trash. Bits of coral or fishbone fashioned into something suitable for use by the arothrok or higher level skreel.
There was a small pile of more valuable fare: gems, jewelry and coin from all over the continent, and an even smaller pile that held the loot from the elite arothrok and the void shaman.
I looked through the last pile, using Analyze as I went to get a better idea of what we were dealing with.
There was a wicked looking dagger carved of a pinkish red coral that had a bonus to critical damage and a good chance to inflict a bleeding wound; a bracelet that increased strength by one; a potion I was unable to identify; and the pièce de résistance, a completely unreadable bundle of scrolls containing a map of the surrounding area.
One of the elves looked over the map and said, “We need to get this back to the Vale. The enemy have been pushing harder and harder of late, but the council may be able to make use of whatever these scrolls contain to send the creatures back from wherever they came from.”
“Of course,” I said. “We are headed to the Vale. We need to speak to the council, specifically the High Priest of the Valerian.”
Mika looked at the loot piles with his eyes darting hungrily towards the gold and gems. “What should we do with the rest then?”
The elven soldiers glanced to each other and nodded, sharing some sort of unspoken communication. Their spokesperson turned to us and bowed. “We owe our lives to your timely arrival, so the spoils are rightfully yours.”
Mika immediately started sorting the gold and jewels into three piles and then gesturing to the items. “Any of those useful? That dagger looks nasty.”
I nodded. “Dagger’s probably pretty good for you. Increased crit and bleed, although not sure how it will hold up if you hit something too solid.”
As he examined the dagger himself, I glanced to Kjara and continued, “The bracelet gives a bonus to Strength. That helpful for you at all?”
She shook her head. “Not really. All my abilities are tied to Agility. Probably best for you to hold on to and boost your own power a bit.”
I thought for a moment and shrugged. “Okay, I’ll hang on to it for now. I want to see if Amenhotep can actually use items.”
Mika looked up. “Oh yeah! I didn’t even think of that. If Mumm-Rah can use it that’d be perfect,” he said and then gathered up one of the piles of gold and gems.
I gestured to the elves. “Please take my share of the gold. I’m sure the families of those who fell today can use it more than I.”
Kjara was in the middle of gathering her own share and looked up at me for a second and then sighed, pushing the pretties into a pile with my own. “Mine as well.”
The elves looked surprised but grateful and quickly scooped up the gold into a pouch filled with what looked like the personal effects of the slain, some still wet with blood.
*** Your reputation with the Rangers of the Vale has increased! Suspicious -> Neutral ***
Kjara and I shared a grin at that. Being generous had its rewards. Mika just looked at us like we were mad, but I couldn’t really fault him for wanting to keep his share.
I retrieved my shield and tried to find a way to salvage the remains of the chariot, but even with the repair kit that had somehow survived the crash without a scratch, there was only so much I could do.
In the end I did my best to conceal the wreckage with branches taken from what was left of the wall of thorns and said my goodbyes. At least for now.
Kjara smiled at me and chuckled. “Is your baby all tucked in and comfy for its nap?”
“Hey. That chariot was awesome. Don’t tell me you didn’t have fun mowing through the skreel,” I said with a laugh.
She gave me a quick hug and replied, “It was fun. I won’t lie. Maybe once we get to the Vale the council can send somebody out to retrieve it with the rest of the dead and give it a proper burial.”
“Or repair it,” I responded.
“Or repair it,” she agreed with a smile. “But I wouldn’t get my hopes up. Not a lot of horses in the Vale.”
I sighed and put my arm around her as we left the wreckage of my once glorious war machine behind.
The elves gathered the weapons and armor that looked like it could be repurposed by their forces and readied it for transport.
We hiked back to the road and then onwards towards the Vale. After another hour or so travel the forest appeared almost out of nowhere, the desert ending abruptly where a line of large trees had sprung from the ground in a way that just screamed “Here be Magic.”
As we passed into the shade offered by the canopy overhead, I looked around in wonder. Everything was green. Dark green, light green, and thousands of shades in between.
The canopy overhead was a vibrant green. The moss on at the base of the massive trunks was a deep muted green, and the spearhead not six inches from my face was a very memorable shade of emerald.
“Lay down your arms, Saa, or prepare to meet your jackal-headed god,” the moon elf holding the spear said as the magical camouflage that had somehow hidden him from even my blessed sight fell away.
I raised my hands as several other elves appeared out of the woods surrounding us. The elven soldiers we were traveling with called out to their companions to put up their arms, but even with those whom we had saved to speak for us, the border guards were none too keen to have a Saa within their lands.
Our companions were at least able to convince their kin to let us retain our weapons and not travel at spearpoint, so at least there was that.
“Why have you come to the Vale of Dreams, Saa?” the leader of the border patrol asked.
“We are here to assist in the defeat of the Kchil who have invaded the Moonwell. I must speak with the High Priest of the Valerian as soon as possible,” I said, trying to make use of my obscene Presence stat to at least convey the seriousness of my need.
He sniffed and spat off to the side. “We will see. The council has declared martial law, and the border is closed. We’ll bring you to the captain and see what he has to say about your request.”
I nodded and looked to Kjara and Mika who both shrugged. We didn’t really have an option unless we wanted to get murdered by a bunch of elite elven warriors.
“Let’s go see the captain then,” I said and gestured onwards.
The majority of the border guard returned to their patrol, leaving only their leader and one other to escort us onwards.
They led us to a small encampment nestled into a clearing in the wood. We probably would have walked right past it if not for our elven guides. The undergrowth was shaped perfectly to obscure the clearing from sight and muffle any sounds within.
The camp itself was bustling with people. Moon elves, sun elves, and a smattering of some of the other more nature-based races were in evidence, going about their business. Some brief flashes of info text within the crowd revealed a decent number of them were players.
I nodded greetings as we went past, but with our escort hurrying us onwards we didn’t have much of a chance to do more than that.
Our guide took us to the center of the clearing where a large tent had been erected and left us in a small sectioned off entryway to wait while he headed into the tent to speak with their captain.
“Captain,” our escort said, clearly audible through the leather flap that served as a doorway. “We’ve intercepted a small group entering the border on the Sand road. Five of our own rangers, a moon elf swordswoman, a dýrafólk from the north… and a Saa.”
“A Saa?” the vaguely familiar voice responded. “Hah, bet that didn’t go over too well with your guys. What did you do with the body? Did he have anything nice on him? Come on, let me see it.”
What the hell? I thought to myself, Is the captain a player?
“No sir,” the border guard continued. “Their party had rescued our five and destroyed the invader’s force that had them trapped with the druid Cynnedwyn.”
I looked over to Kjara and saw her face was stark white. She looked sick.
“Oh yeah. She told me about that when she respawned. Hah, getting killed by a single enemy caster. How lame,” he said, and a feeling of horror started to form in the pit of my stomach.
“Better bring them in then. Gotta see what we’ve got to work with for the next time the fishies show up,” he said.
Mika was looking between our faces in complete confusion.
“It can’t be,” Kjara whispered.
I couldn’t believe it either, but there was no time for any further speculation as the door was drawn aside and we were ushered into the main tent.
And there, standing before us dressed in long velvet robes was a meticulously groomed sun elf, his golden hair draped with exquisite precision over his shoulders.
Yup, it was definitely him, I thought. Faellwyndyr.
His eyes widened in recognition and an expression of pure glee formed on his face as he said, “Well, well, well.”
Kjara and I just looked at each other in disbelief and said simultaneously, “Well, fuck.”
The End of Book 2




Appendix–Kheph Sa’tep Character

CHARACTER STATISTICS
Name:Kheph Sa’tep
Race:Human, Saa (Awakened)
Class:Priest of Anpu
Level:16Awakened Rank: 3
Experience: 86634/90750
Hit Points: 805/805
Mana: 929/929
Endurance: 630/630
Divine Favor: 105
Attributes (Modifier): [Available:1]
--Strength (+2):15 (+3)
--Agility (+1):11 (+1)
--Constitution (+4):17 (+4)
--Intelligence:12 (+2)
--Wisdom (+1):14 (+3)
--Presence (+3):22 (+7)
--Fortune (+2):14 (+3)
Racial Skills:
--Child of the Sun
--Martial Training
--Son of the Sun
--Aspect of War
--Aspect of Light
--Aspect of the Falcon
Class Skills:
--Blessing of the Gods
--Divine Blessing
--Temple Training
--Child of the Underworld
Boons and Blessings:
--Unknown Origins - Blood of the Gods (Awakened)
Combat Skills: (Available: 1)
--Spear: 16 [16%]
--Shield: 12 [58%]
--Medium Armor: 14 [32%]
--Endurance: 12 [2%]
--Precision Strike: 13 [1%]
--Charioteer: 5 [20%]
General Skills: (Available: 2)
--Armorer: 9 [23%]
--Cooking: 6 [0%]
--Discerning Eye: 16 [13%]
--First Aid: 16 [9%]
--Literacy (Saa):2 [44%]
--Lore (Saa Religion): 11 [81%]
--Survival (Desert): 2 [46%]
--Weaponsmith: 1 [13%]
--Lore (Necromancy): 3 [15%]
--Riding: 1 [92%]
--Teamster: 5 [14%]
Divine (Available: 1)
Skills
--Combat Caster: 16 [40%]
--Spectral Legion: 2 [N/A]
--Exorcism: 1 [0%]
--Spellcrafting: 3 [10%]
--Aura of the Underworld: 5 [10%]
--Divine Chanel: 3 [N/A]
Spells
--Soothing Touch:  8 [15%]
--Sunstrike:  6 [52%]
--Jackal’s Tooth:  7 [13%]
--Beacon of Life:  2 [42%]
--Purifying Touch: 3 [25%]
--Flamestrike: 5 [11%]
--Sever Bonds: 1 [25%]
--Summon Legionnaire: 1 [95%]
--Cure Wounds: 16 [2%]
--Sehkmet's Cleansing: 5 [80%]
--Purification: 1 [0%]
--Call the Dead: 1 [66%]
--Create Food and Water: 2 [25%]
 




Author’s Notes


Thank you for reading book two of Sosaku Online! Please take the time to leave a review. Review are very important to the sucess of independant authors as it helps us reach more people.
I want to say a massive thank you to everyone who’s been with me on this journey and a special thank you to my wonderful wife, and editor for the gift of her love, and time. 
Thank all of the fine folks on the LitRPG Forum Discord and LitRPG Adventurer's guild for your advice and guidance as I delve deeper into the LitRPG world. 
I want to thank my beta readers: A. Guenther, M. Klein,   D. Monath, and M. E. Robinson, who took the time to provide feedback on the book. 
The outline for book three is in the beginning phases, and I have another book in a different series that I wrote before Crimson Sands was published that is in the process of polishing and getting ready for release that I hope you will enjoy.
Until next time!
-J.A.K.





About The Author

J. Arthur Klein
 
J. Arthur Klein A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away... well, not really that long ago... or far even, but for the purpose of this description we will pretend... A boy-child was born to a pair of loving parents, and this boy-child would grow, nurtured and loved... but also steeped in the culture of the 80s and 90s, so you can probably guess how he turned out... As a gamer! A lover of Sci-fi and Fantasy books, and a student of Computer Science. 

All of these things have merged together, like Captain Planet and the Elements... nah, Voltron (The lions, not the wierdo cars). Much cooler, to form the man, the myth, the newly published J. Arthur Klein.

https://www.facebook.com/JAKFiction





The LitRPG Guild



Who we are: The LitRPG Guild is a community founded by a group of authors dedicated to the LitRPG, Gamelit, and Progression Fantasy genres. We are trying to spread the word of our favorite genres by working together and introducing new people to amazing books. Our goal is to expand the genres that we love, while bringing fans and creators closer together.
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LitRPG Marketplace


For more books of this type organized by subgenre, check out the LitRPG Marketplace on Amazon!   
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