
        
            
                
            
        

    
Dungeon Revenant

A Feast of Souls

Jay Aury

https://www.amazon.com/stores/Jay-Aury/author/B079NLYFCQ?ref=ap_rdr&isDramIntegrated=true&shoppingPortalEnabled=true

https://twitter.com/aury_jay


Dungeon Revenant and its contents are copyright 2023 by Jay Aury. All rights are reserved and no portion may be reproduced aside from brief quotations for review purposes. This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold

or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person,

please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did

not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your

favorite ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard

work of this author. Cover artwork done by Amber Harris, Amberharrisart.com

All characters appearing in this story are over the age of 18. This is a work of fiction and any resemblance to real people or situations is coincidental.


Index

Chapter 1 The Dungeon Lord

Chapter 2 The City Above

Chapter 3 Meet the Boss

Chapter 4 Guild Register

Chapter 5 The Guild

Chapter 6 The Fungeon

Chapter 7 Bartering with Goblins

Chapter 8 The Witch

Chapter 9 The God of Rot

Chapter 10 Fine Dining

Chapter 11 Return from the Fungeon

Chapter 12 Morning Death Threats

Chapter 13 Uncertain Meetings

Chapter 14 Those Who Lurk

Chapter 15 The City by the Sea

Chapter 16 Midnight Meetings

Chapter 17 The Dread Fathom

Chapter 18 Amidship

Chapter 19 Heroes of the Hour

Chapter 20 Home Rule

Chapter 21 Meet the Parent

Chapter 22 The Six of Luck

Chapter 23 Into the Red Sepulchre

Chapter 24 The Final Boss

Chapter 25 Potion or Prayer

Chapter 26 Hunters

Chapter 27 Last Meals

Chapter 28 Return

Chapter 29 News Travels

Epilogue


The Dungeon Lord

Lord Armand of the Necropolis, Lich Lord, Scourge of the Living, The White Death, sat in his throne and contemplated his orb, bored out of his horned skull.

It wasn’t that he lacked for things to do. Running a dungeon was busy work. There were traps to devise. Monsters to compel to obedience, gloomy corridors to stalk, and challenges to his dominion over the deep depths to manage.

And yet, he was bored.

Bored.

Bored bored bored bored bored!

This was a new sensation for him. Dungeon bosses were not known for getting bored. Once their core was formed from mana, a boss usually just skulked in the same room, for centuries if need be, awaiting impudent adventurers to come slay them, and steal the loot. Then, if the dungeon were a [Constant] like his, it would go into hibernation, gathering mana into itself until it could reform a boss core and repeat the cycle anew.

Yet he, Armand, master of the dread Necropolis, was bored.

It had taken him a while to understand this sense of ennui. [Summoned] bosses were not known for their ability of self-reflection. They didn’t have the ego of some bosses, who had an existence beyond the dungeon before a core formed around their intense sense of self and influx of mana. Usually, bosses like him would be killed by adventurers and reset long before thoughts could percolate into understanding. And yet, the very circumstances that caused his boredom had, perhaps, enabled this ability in him.

Because his problem was that, despite his dungeon being possibly the greatest in the world, he hadn’t fought a hero in an age.

Literally.

His calciferous fingers drummed on the black arm of his throne. It was a very nice throne, he reflected. It was tall and forbidding, with jagged black metal points that stood at stark right angles, curving upward like a mass of thorns and decorated with skulls. His chamber was hung with banners of ancient splendour. Braziers of black metal burned with an icy blue light, illuminating the long path to him. There were a number of pillars, perfect for hiding behind when he used his AOE abilities. Runes burned on the walls, reflecting the spell slots available to him and indicated what ability he would use next.

And yet no one had managed to come and be impressed by them for centuries. No party had come forth to challenge him in this room. No heroes had heroically done battle with him. No wizards had blasted him with magic. No rogues had snuck behind him to stick a fabled dagger in his back. No tanks had aggro’d him while the healer hastily banished his debuffs.

Nothing.

He leaned forward, his armour groaning. Was he rusting? Could be. He’d have to get that oiled. Just another irritation. Petty cleaning.

All this annoyed Armand. It was just… boring. He had been created to guard the great treasures of his creator, and he had done it well. Too well. But this did not factor into his thinking. It wasn’t that he wanted someone to win against him, of course. That would defeat the entire purpose of his existence. He had been created to guard, and he would guard.

But guard against what? Dust? Mice trying to eat the pages of the spellbooks? Tarnish on the silver goblets?

All of which he did guard against, of course. He was the final boss of the Necropolis.

But it lacked a certain… oomph.

The burning blues of his eyes narrowed, simmering as his scrying orb flashed with scenes from throughout the dungeon. His fingers tightened into fists with a creak. Infuriating. Absolutely infuriating! Within his chest beat the core of the dungeon, its essence filling his body with its potent magics, his awareness bleeding across every floor and level. As it had ever since his creator had conjured him. Before the old bastard had, quite tragically, slipped in the shower and split his head open. A sorry end for the self-proclaimed ‘greatest wizard in the world’ but, well, one must die eventually.

But Armand was getting damn tired of waiting for someone to make him.

He frowned, watching the lower floors. Heroes still frequently challenged those. Several of the lower bosses died every other week, and now and then midfloor bosses got themselves pasted before, inevitably, respawning. He sighed. Lucky bastards. No none had come to the uppermost 80 levels in… well, decades since he started counting. And even more before that had someone reached the 90th levels. He’d kept track of the years for a while, but ran out of space on the walls to scratch.

His attention wandered to one of the rooms in level 16, the [Pauper Crypts] where a now familiar pattern was taking place. A party was making their way through the floor. Armand blinked his burning eye, and up came their status screens. The leader was a [Swordsman] named Regin, followed by a [Rogue] in dark leathers named Sleej, and a [Wizard] in red named Blackstoke. All were in the mid twenties of levels, empowered by the mana stones they took from dead monsters and bosses, and using them to upgrade the skill trees carved on their arms and very souls. And yet they hung around the lower levels, challenging monsters in the early fifteens. Which suited the fourth member of the group, an [Alchemist] named Canda.

His attention lingered on her. She was pretty, though dressed in a way that didn’t emphasize it, wearing a long dark cloak and large, floppy hat that often covered her face. But when the cloak opened it revealed a curvy figure that would appeal to most. Her hair was bone white (an excellent colour, in the opinion of the master of necromancy), but despite her attractiveness, she also reminded Armand of a nervous kitten in the way she glanced fretfully about, clutched her cloak and nibbled on her lower lip.

Armand’s bony maw frowned as he read Canda’s stats. Level 12, with a specialization in [Alchemy] magic. A strange build for the dungeon. A [Trade] class instead of [Combat] or [Support], and it seemed she was the healer of the party, but terribly underleveled compared to the rest.

His bony grip tightened on the stone arm of his throne. Fools. Fools and cowards. Were those all his dungeon would be challenged by? Was that all that he could expect?

He sneered, breaking off some ice that had formed on his jaw bone, the cold fire of his eyes flaring. He glowered into the crystal ball.

“Thanks for helping m-me level up,” Canda, said. “Really!”

“Least we could do,” Regin said, tossing a smirk over his shoulder at her, his sword bouncing on his shoulder. “Once we’ve got you nice and leveled, you’ll be a great addition to the party.”

Canda blushed, which didn’t surprise Armand. It seemed a common reaction from most women who’d accompanied that hero. Regin didn’t have a [Charm] ability as far as Armand could see, though, so perhaps he was simply appealing to females.

Regin suddenly halted and held up his hand. The party stopped sharply, and in the silence, a rattling sound could be heard. Out of the darkness among the crooked tombs shambled several skeletons, their rusty weapons clutched in bony hands, their eyes burning with blue fire as they raised their armaments at the sight of the heroes. Armoured Skeletons. Low end undead, but higher than zombies. Spawned from the Necropolis and the memories of the dead who had been buried in it, before the mists leaking from the world’s core had turned the place into a dungeon.

“Blackstoke?” Regin said.

“On it,” the wizard replied, moving forward and raising his staff. Magic gusted around him, stirring his robe as he cast forward his arm. “[Fireball!]” he shouted, and from his staff erupted a half dozen balls of flame.

Canda gasped in awe as the fireballs hit the skeletons, shattering a number of them with a crash and rattle of old bones, but several more came on, blades raw and saw toothed from age and wear.

Regin stepped forward, drawing his sword with a flourish, a smirk upon his lips as he swung the broadsword about. The first skeleton swung at him, but missed as the swordsman stepped aside, a slash beheading the undead and sending it crashing to the ground.

Two more closed with him, and Regin advanced, two more swings breaking the monsters to scattered femurs and bones, their small mana stones rattling loose from their skulls like crude blue crystal.

“Wow!” Canda gasped, clapping her hands in delight. “Amazing! And not even a single hit.”

“It’s true, I am pretty great,” Regin said.

His joints cracked as Armand tightened his hands into fists. Great? Against enemies at such a low level? Pathetic. Was this really what heroes had sunk to?

But of course, he was wrong.

They could go far lower.

“Alright,” Regin said, looking around at the dark room. “This seems far enough.”

“Enough for what?” Canda asked.

“This,” Sleej said, [Shadow Stepping] behind the alchemist and slicing a curving blade against her arm.

Canda yelped, belatedly flinching from the blow, but she had nowhere near the resistance needed to withstand the paralytic poison suddenly coursing through her.

[Status Effect: Paralyzed]

“Ah!” she gasped, taking a stumbling step forward, only to collapse onto the floor in a heap. Regin’s laughter echoed as he looked down at the alchemist.

“R-Regin!” Canda squeaked, her voice high with fear. “What… what…”

“Did you really think we’d waste our time leveling some nobody?” he said, leering as he crouched down before her, grabbing her head and lifting her to look him in the face. “Please! And now that we have your coin, we don’t need you anymore. Do we? But we’ll take your gear for sure. And maybe have a bit of fun. Oh yeah,” he said, his eyes running over her figure. “You had a nice body under that cloak.”

Her eyes widened. Darted for help and locked onto Blackstoke. “H-help me!” she gasped.

Blackstoke rolled his eyes and looked away. “Just hurry up and get it done with. I don’t like the feel of the Necropolis today.”

“N-no,” Canda whimpered, shaking despite the poison that froze her. “N-no!”

Her eyes suddenly rolled up and she grew limp, faintly twitching. Regin frowned and gave her a shake, her head flopping like her hat. “Fucking hell!” he snapped at Sleej. “You idiot! You gave her too strong a dose.”

“She probably just passed out,” Sleej said. “How was I supposed to know she was that weak?”

“Fuck’s sake,” Regin growled. “Not half as much fun if they’re not awake...”

A low rumble rose from in Armand’s ancient chest, the sound vibrating through the stone hall like the beginning of a landslide, his attention fixated on the tableau playing out through the crystal.

So.

This was what his dungeon was reduced to?

This was what amounted to adventurers these days?

This?

No.

He would not accept this.

Armand pushed himself up by the arms of his throne and rose slowly. The creak of metal echoed around him. The freezing cold of undeath seeped from the gaps in his armour as the dust of ages fell from him. His hand tightened and the floor beneath him glowed with unearthly blue light. In the crystal before him, all the way down on Level 16, the same circle of magic suddenly blazed into existence.

“Fuck!” Regin gasped, in the midst of undoing his belt, only to hastily fumble it back on as the ring of light flared among the ancient stone tombs. “Boss drop! Boss drop!”

Sleej spat on the floor and drew his daggers. “Fuck’s sake. Hope it’s at least a rare one.”

“Take it down fast,” Blackstoke said idly. “We don’t have time for this.”

A sudden crashing boom blasted through the dungeon. The air grew cold. So cold ice crackled off the floor. The air steamed, hissing around a towering bulk.

And from within the steam glowed two blue eyes.

Armand moved into the open, his every footstep crackling with frost. Thundering as if the very bones of the earth shuddered at his coming. His dark armour creaked, the chains upon his pauldrons rattling. The smirk on Regin’s face faded a little, his expression growing grim as he sensed the power in the figure before him. An instinctive response.

“Paltry fools,” Armand said, his voice a thunderous growl that shuddered through the very earth.

“Regin?” Blackstoke muttered, the first hint of uncertainty in his voice.

“Just keep your range and give him some fire,” Regin grunted as he dropped into a crouch, sword held low. He swept his hand along the flat of his sword. “[Enchant: Blazing Blade!]”

Fire blazed along the blade in a sudden rush, licking greedily along the steel.

Armand tilted his head. He could only scoff. “Do you know who I am?” he asked.

“You’re dead is what you are,” Regin said, and exploded into motion. He surged forward, [Hero’s Rush] boosting his attack speed, sending him flashing across the room almost in an instant. It was a common tactic for large bosses. Take out the legs, and the body would go down. He caught a flash of motion and saw Sleej [Shadowstep] behind the massive boss, daggers glistening with poisons. Regin smirked as he swept past Armand, his sword slashing at the armour that covered a leg.

Steel clanged.

Rebounded.

[Resisted]

Regin skidded past the undead and spun back around, staring. He looked at his sword. Had he missed?

Something crunched.

Regin looked back up and felt his stomach drop into his boots. Armand held out one fist, blood dripping from the undead titan’s grip, splattering onto the stone where it froze instantly. And from between Armand’s bony fingers jutted Sleej’s legs.

“Weak,” Armand said, opening his hand, letting the mangled corpse fall to the ground. “Pathetic.”

Regin stumbled back as a sudden burst of cold air rushed from the gigantic undead. “Fuck. Fuck!” the swordsman cursed.

“It killed Sleej!” Blackstoke gasped.

“Hit it!” he shouted at the wizard as he backed up near the sorcerer. “Hit it with everything you’ve fucking got!”

The command seemed to shock the wizard into motion. Shaking off his surprise, he widened his stance and held his staff before him, tip angled towards Armand. The boss watched this idly, then spread his arms.

“Come,” he said. “Show me.”

“[Overcast!]” Blackstoke shouted over the crackle of magic, energy sparking around him in scarlet flashes, distorting the air like heatwaves radiating outward. “[Reinforce!] [Fiery Barrage!]”

The last word was shouted, a scream of defiance as the gem in the tip of his staff exploded from the sheer amount of magic being channeled through it. Summoning circles whirled into the air around him, and from them rocketed a storm of fireballs. Whistling, they soared through the freezing air, arcing towards Armand. He watched them come.

And hit.

One after the next the fireballs crashed into him, exploding in a thunderous assault. Smoke blasted across the chamber and shockwaves shuddered through the air, tombs falling as they buckled and smashed into the floor with further booms.

At last, Blackstoke gasped, his arms dropping as he sagged where he stood, his staff smoking and face gaunt and dripping with sweat.

“Did you get him?” Regin said.

Something white ripped through the smoke, so fast it was nothing more than a blur. Blackstoke had just enough time for his eyes to widen before a spear made of ice slammed through his chest and pinned him like an insect to the floor.

“Gak!” Blackstoke gasped, blood spurting from his mouth as he looked blankly down at the massive icicle impaling him. He reached out with a shaking hand as if to try and pull it out of him, but instead merely slumped, dead.

Regin stared in horror.

“Pathetic.”

The word hissed through the air. Regin turned his head, unable to help himself as he looked towards the smoke and the giant who strode through it, not a scratch upon his black armour, his pace slow. Unhurried. As ponderous as a spreading glacier.

“Pathetic,” Armand said again, the word filled with bitter disappointment. “Is this, then, the best that heroes can muster in this age? Is this it?” He shook his head with a rattle of chain. “Pathetic!”

Regin trembled as something he hadn’t felt in years came to him. He’d been careful all his life, never fighting a battle he didn’t know he could win. Never had he felt such helplessness. Such weakness.

He was going to die.

The realization hit him like a bolt from the heavens. Utter certainty seized him. He gave a strangled scream and turned, running for the exit.

Armand reached out. “[Death’s Grip,]” he said. Crackling darkness like a bony hand of smoke erupted from his palm, surging across the floor and crashing into the ground before Regin. As the adventurer’s boot touched the space, skeletal hands burst from the earth, seizing him. He screamed, ripping his legs free of the first hands, but more of the undead limbs burst forth, grabbing him, holding him despite his struggles.

“Please!” Regin cried as Armand moved towards him, the swordsman’s terrified eyes bugging as he looked up at the armoured monster. “P-please! No! No!”

“The weak do not make demands of the strong,” Armand said, opening his hand over the hero. “[Essence Drain.]”

Regin felt his life being sucked from him, drawn out and into Armand’s massive hand. The adventurer screamed, and from his open mouth seeped more of the misty green of his soul. His skin withered, stretching across the bone, his body shuddering, rattling in armour suddenly several sizes too big for the desiccated frame that now filled it. A final wheezing moan escaped the swordsman, the last dregs of his life force pulled from him and into Armand’s waiting hand, and the husk that had been Regin fell with a clatter upon the floor.

Armand raised his arm, rolling the misty green of the man’s life in his palm.

Boring.

Even Regin’s attempted escape had been dull. No last minute moment of defiance. No quips or clever comments or grim shouts that others would come and defeat Armand. By the Maker, it had been a long time since he’d heard a proper defiant speech.

Instead, he’d gotten a cowardly would-be rapist who’d pissed himself.

Armand sighed, the brief moment of satisfaction already fading. It was almost enough to make an undead abomination lose hope. As he scanned the battlefield, his gaze happened upon where Canda lay, unconscious throughout the massacre. He rumbled and moved towards the insensate alchemist. He raised his foot to crush her.

Then paused.

A new thought occurred to him, and he moved his foot, gazing down at her. A heroine came to the dungeon to level up, she had said. Yes. She’d said that. She at least had come to his realm for the proper purpose, though her level was still woefully low. This depth of the Necropolis had clearly been too much for her. But then, had that not been the whole reason the other humans had brought her down?

Thoughts began to burn deep within Armand. It had been a very long time since heroes had braved his dungeon and tried to beat him. Ages upon ages since any had sought to overcome his traps, pitfalls and bosses of the deeper flowers. Perhaps none ever would again. The most recent batch he’d just dispatched had clearly not been up to the task. How long must he wait for real heroes to come? How long before one of courage dared his floor? Too long. Far, far too long.

So perhaps he would… give them a hand.

Not that he would lose intentionally. Of course not. The very idea of it never even occurred to him. An impossible thing. But… but if this Canda were to level up, and other heroes were to join her in getting to a high enough level, than he would once more know a challenge.

But how to do it?

He again looked to the desiccated corpse of Regin, and an idea occurred to him.

Armand lifted his hand, the swordsman’s vital essence swirling in his palm like green mist around a glowing core.

Yes.

That might work.

And if it didn’t? Well, so what? He’d have lost nothing. In fact, he might learn much from the experiment.

Yes.

Yes, he liked that.

Armand knelt in the cold confines of the tomb. He touched his chest, and the black metal split with a crackle. Bones of black iron peeled back, ribs unveiling their guarded treasure. The dungeon core throbbed from where it grew in his chest, veins of power feeding into the mass of his innards. An object of unspeakable power that spilled its icy blue glow across the floor, its facets like an uncut diamond of pure magic.

Armand touched his core, grunting as he broke off a chunk. It spit, crackled in his hand, and he felt his consciousness fissure, much like his mind was ever aware of what went on in his dungeon, only far more so.

Now, the work.

He gestured. A common spell to his domain, but changed to a new purpose.

“[Raise Greater Dead,]” Armand boomed.

The life force of the former adventurer swirled, the green mist tinting a cold blue. It breathed out before him onto the floor, for he was not resurrecting a corpse. Instead, he was making one.

Well, mostly.

It would be a body at least, but more an empty vessel. A thing between alive and dead. A puppet of will and magic, mingled with his own essence to create a body worthy as his vessel. Bones cracked, snapped as they took shape. Arcane power infused and shaped muscle and veins. Armour of black steel he formed from more of his power garbed the puppet. As malleable as liquid as it formed, shaping powerful greaves and gauntlets. A breastplate like a leering skull. Cold blue light burned in the sockets of those pauldron, an effigy of death. The face was giving Armand a bit of trouble though. Let’s see… a bit wider on the cheekbones. A slightly smaller nose. No, not that small. Damn. Creating a character could be such a chore to get right.

But Armand persisted, and soon he moved his hand and admired his handiwork in satisfaction.

Yes.

Yes, that would do nicely.

He gestured and the maw of the skull in the puppet’s breastplate opened wide, revealing a pale chest. Armand pushed the shard of his core against the breastbone, the stone slipping through the flesh seamlessly, leaving not even a scar.

The puppet shuddered, jerked as Armand drew back his hand, the armour sealing shut once more. Twisted magic consumed it in a sudden wave of clutching power.

A wind grew in the chamber. Whistling. Whirling. Screaming around him as the core fused with the thing of flesh. Much like a monster of the dungeon was given life by its mana stone, so too would his creation. Armand’s consciousness spread itself through the body, filling the empty thing like a glove.

His boss form rose slowly with a creak.

And then, the body on the ground sat up.

Armand’s new body blinked slowly as his consciousness became aware of eyes. Of hands. Of legs. His essence filled the faculties of the puppet like blood, but so much more. So much stronger. He looked at his hands, the gauntlets creaking softly as he suddenly tightened them into fists.

“Hmm,” Armand said. “Not bad.”

“You know what you must do?” his boss form asked.

Armand looked up at the towering undead. “Of course,” he replied.

Armand’s boss form nodded, raised a hand, and again the runes of icy blue magic blazed about his feet. The undead titan gestured, and with a snapping of cold and displaced air, his boss form vanished, returning to the heart of the dungeon to await the heroes that never came.

But that would soon change.

Armand’s new body smiled, stretching his arms and flexing his fingers. Then he looked down at the unconscious Canda.

Right.

Time to get to work.

He bent over her and grabbed her shoulder, giving it a nudge, but she failed to respond, merely moaning weakly. What was…

Oh, right. The poison.

He tried to open her status window but nothing popped up. Damn. So there would be some limitations in this body as well. How irritating. Well, although he was immune to poison due to his undead nature, he’d need to deal with hers. He rose and went back to the body of the wizard, Blackstoke. Such an adventurer wouldn’t have stayed in a party with a rogue like Sleej without precautions. And as expected, after a short time rooting through the man’s pockets, Armand found a potion marked Antidote.

He found a few other things as well that would be of use. A purse of coins. Some spell components, and what appeared to be a punch card for a food stall, missing only one stamp for a free sub sandwich.

“How unfortunate,” Armand said as he pocketed it.

Looting the rest of Blackstoke’s body, then doing the same to Regin, he filled his pockets with some more coins, odds and ends, and whatever he felt he could use. Their licenses and weapons he left. The last thing he needed was to wander around the city above carrying murdered men’s identification.

“The dungeon is blind,” Armand said, repeating a phrase he’d heard often from adventurers. Seemed fitting at the moment.

Finally, he returned to Canda. He gently propped her up and dripped some of the potion past her parted lips. Much spilled down her cheek, but enough got into her mouth and down her throat.

Canda shuddered, coughing as her body softly glowed. Her eyes slowly opened as she moaned, blinking up at him blankly.

[Poison: Cured]

“Hello,” Armand said.

Canda’s eyes shot wide open and she jolted upright, headbutting him in her haste. Armand’s head snapped back painfully as Canda scrambled back, looking around wildly. “What… what…”

Armand rubbed his chin. “Ow,” he said.

Canda stared at him, flushing. “S-sorry! I um…”

Armand waved it off. “Don’t worry about it,” he said as he rose to his feet. “Anyway, the men who attacked you are dead,” he said, looking to Blackstoke’s impaled corpse not far. “They were weak.”

She looked at him in dumb wonder. “You… you killed them?”

He glanced back at her. “Yes.”

She pulled away from him, tugging her legs up close, her arms covering her chest. “Haha! Ha. Ah. Oh. A-are you… are you going to kill me too?”

He gave her a measuring look, noting how her jaw tightened. A slight build up of magic. She was getting ready to attack him. Armand raised a brow, pleased. It would be more difficult if she was so defeated she would accept death without struggle.

“Not at all,” he said. “I saved you to bring you out of here.”

“Y-you did?” she asked warily.

“Of course. It would be a waste for you to die here,” he observed.

“O-oh,” she said, letting the tension in her slip a little. “I um…”

“Can you stand?”

“Huh?”

“Because I could carry you. Make killing anything we come across a bit more awkward, but I suppose if need be I could still kick things to death.”

Canda started and jumped to her feet. “Oh! Yes. I mean, no! I mean, haha! Yeah, I can walk. Sure! Totally. Ha ha! Wow. Um… thank you, by the way.”

Armand inclined his head. “You’re welcome. Now, let’s go. Time to leave the dungeon. We’ve got much to do,” he said, beckoning her to follow.

“W-we do? But…”

“Unless,” Armand said. “You want to hang around for monsters almost twice your level to come by.”

Canda ducked her head again. “H-haha! N-no! Sorry, I um… S-sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” Armand said, waving it off. “There’s no shame in weakness. Only in remaining weak. Now, let’s go. The way out is this way.”

Canda nodded and hurried after her strange benefactor, wondering just what this all meant, but knowing she shouldn’t ask too many questions. Not yet.

But she couldn’t help but smile.

And smiled a bit more in grim satisfaction as she passed the remains of the men who’d tried to kill her.


The City Above

The way out of the Necropolis was simple, and made even more so by Armand. With barely a push of his will he moved any roaming monsters in the area out of the way, leaving them with empty corridors, climbing the steps into the upper floors of the dungeon. Soon, the great gate stood before them. Made of the bones of men, skulls embedded across its curving frame as if their bodies had served as the mortar, it stood as a forbidding reminder of what awaited in the dungeon below. The chill, dank air hung heavily, but the gate lay wide open, inviting the unwary to their doom.

Armand felt a brief moment of uncertainty. He’d never left the dungeon, of course, thus here came the first test. If he couldn’t leave, well, so be it. He was not a being who second guessed his decisions. If he decided to cast [Frost Nova] then he did so, and damn the consequences.

But there was still a subtle tensing as his boot crossed the threshold of the dungeon’s edge and he strode into the dank darkness of the upper catacombs. His core tingled, feeling stretched, but the sensation soon faded and nothing happened. Not even explosive decompression. Almost a let down, really. Armand let out a sigh and swept the room he had come into.

Though they remained in the catacombs, it was brightly lit. A huge chandelier hung overhead, burning brightly with glowing mana stones that, somehow, gave off an aura of dribbling candles. The walls were grim frescoes of the marching dead, the floor inlaid with more of the sepulchral designs, while at the far end of the room lay grim stone steps ascending to the next floor and the surface. A number of adventurers were about, sitting on some benches or chatting, but never loud. And even then, the echoes of their words seemed to skitter like spiders in the emptiness of the room.

Armand heard a yawn and glanced back, finding a booth built into the wall beside the gate. Within it stood a man in a blue uniform with an undone collar and a nametag that said ‘Gringe.’ He rested his cheek in his palm, face slumped with boredom. His eyes slid over Armand as he exited, but when Canda walked by he jolted back to attention. “Eh? But, uh, where… Hey! Hold on! Excuse me!” Gringe called, hastily opening the door and bolting out of his booth.

Canda stopped, and Armand did the same to watch the fidgety man hasten towards them. “Yes?” the death knight said.

“You… I’m sorry. You,” he stammered, looking to Canda. “Didn’t you… didn’t you go in with the Silver Spears? What ah… what happened?”

“Oh,” Canda laughed nervously. “Haha! Them. Right. Them. They ah…”

Armand glanced at her. “Your… companions?”

“Er, uh. Yes,” Canda said. “My party, er… Former party.”

Armand nodded. “Ah.” He turned to the official. “They’re dead,” he said.

Gringe stared, his jaw falling slack. “D-dead? How?”

“Tragically and messily. They were weak,” Armand said.

“Weak!” Gringe protested. “The… the Silver Spears were in the Crimson Wings familia! The biggest familia in Labyrinth!”

Labyrinth?

Ah, yes, Armand remembered now. That’s what they’d named the city built above the Necropolis. Armand sighed. How tiresome. He considered crushing Gringe’s head like a melon, but suspected that would cause needless complications, not the least of which being a cleaning bill. Gringe looked like a bleeder. The kind of guy who just gushed blood at even the insinuation of violence. Besides, Armand wanted heroes who could challenge the dungeon, and by the looks of the man staring at them, he appeared to be some official. Perhaps of the Adventurer’s Guild that parties often spoke of. So killing him might complicate things needlessly.

Gringe drew back a little under the death knight’s stare, feeling suddenly uneasy. He didn’t much like the way the tall man’s hand kept making a squeezing motion…

“In that case,” Armand said, jolting Gringe from his thoughts, “I’d recommend the Crimson Wings up their standards. There was a…” He tried to recall what Regin had screamed when he arrived. “A boss drop. They couldn’t defeat it. Now, we must be going.”

“G-going?” Gringe yelped. “But…”

He trailed off under Armand’s disinterested gaze. “Yes,” the death knight said, then to Canda. “Do you know of a place where we might talk?”

“Talk?” she said, starting as she came back to the present.

“Yes. I’d like to discuss something with you…”

Canda looked at the strange man who’d saved her life, and as she did, she felt the wheels of fate move around her with the relentless grind of a train towards a penny lain on the tracks, and knew with utter certainty what was to come would alter her life forever.

“Uh. Yes. I mean, haha, yeah! Of course. Sure,” she said. “The Hanged Dragon is an inn I go to t-tons! We could um, talk there.”

“Lovely. After you,” he prompted.

“Yeah. Um, I mean, sure! This way,” she said, bustling towards the steps that ascended from the dungeon depths, Armand, following the flustered alchemist at the slow, steady pace that could stride the world.

Behind them, Gringe ground his teeth, seething at the pair’s retreating backs. This couldn’t be! The Silver Spears couldn’t be dead. But the strange adventurer was with the alchemist. Had he ambushed them? Gringe might have considered the boss drop theory, especially in the Necropolis. Sometimes, it seemed like a malevolent intelligence directed the denizens of the dungeon. But the presence of Canda made him think otherwise. The Silver Spears would have left the alchemist behind as a distraction if it came to that. Had Regin accidentally been baited by her? Could she, in fact, have been the ambusher instead of the other way around?

Perhaps. Perhaps. And if so, then Boss Mange would want to know about that. In fact, Boss Mange would want to know regardless. He paid Gringe a fair bit of money to make sure mentions of underleveled characters entering the dungeon alongside the Silver Spears and certain other groups were never mentioned in reports. Yes. Yes, he had to let him know right away.

. . .

Armand, ignorant of the cowardly clerk running off, had ascended the winding staircase leading up to the surface. As they emerged he winced at the light, his vision clearing, and for the first time ever, he beheld Labyrinth.

It wasn’t bad for something built in what amounted to his attic, he had to admit. They stood in a broad plaza whose center rose in a grand fountain containing the statues of heroes poised in triumph. All around them were white stone building who wore the ages they had stood with stoic dignity. Shops filled the buildings, their signs projecting outwards, declaring wares of arms, armour, potions, spells, and more. Huge posters were splayed on every inch of free space, advocating for a dizzying array of goods. From potions guaranteed to make a hero of you, to weapons, and even bardic concerts. All of which had women in what could generously be called chainmail bikinis posing with the items in question.

From their position, Armand got an impression for the rest of Labyrinth spilling down the slope of the mountainside the city had been built upon. Huge walls surrounded the tiers, and a wide river snaked its way to the open sea beyond a pair of cliffs which bore two statues facing one another. A white city built into the mountainside; Labyrinth flowed like an avalanche of masonry into the wooded valley below.

He glanced back to see where they had come from, and saw a building that seemed to rise as grandly as the Necropolis descended deeply. A citadel of pale stone framed by grandiose windows and gothic arches. Carvings were etched deep into the solid structure, along with strange arrays of towers that seemed to float, while wires spun their way between different parts of the building. The heart of Labyrinth. The Adventurer’s Guild.

He turned ahead as Canda lead him forward and out of the plaza, through crowds of adventurers and merchants manning smaller booths, selling all manner of goods. They wound their way through streets, steps and slopes leading to ever more cramped avenues and uncleaned thoroughfares, until at last he was brought to the less opulent part of town, where a clinkered wooden tavern sat nestled among refurbished buildings and other newer structures of similar crooked and crude make. The sign that hung before the door depicted a comical dragon hanging from a noose, and Canda pushed her way inside, the door swinging shut behind them.

The pair of them gained barely a side glance on entering, and to be sure, the costumes of others within were no less strange than theirs. It was quite crowded, with men in hoods and dark cloaks sitting alone in dark corners, wizards in robes and warriors in full plate armour at tables, and women of many races, most of stunning beauty, many in scanty armour that flaunted curves and skin while others were as heavily armoured as their male companions, filled out the rest of the occupants. The tables and chairs looked cheaply made, as if someone expected them to be smashed and replaced often in periodic bar brawls. In one corner, on an elevated stage, three elves wearing eye liner, gold bracers and little else, tore chords from a pair of guitars. A smoky air hung heavy in the place, and Canda found her way to a booth near the corner.

She slid into it with a satisfied sigh, taking off her large brimmed hat and setting it down, revealing her frizzy white hair. She leaned back, exhaling heavily, the low-cut of her shirt revealing the upper globes of her breasts as she made herself comfortable.

“Hoooooly smokes. Almost didn’t think I’d ever see here again. Haha!” she said with an uneasy grin as she waved towards a server. “Um, excuse me! Barmaid! A glass of your best ale, an empty mug, and some of the special for me and my friend here.”

The serving woman rolled her eyes, only for them to linger on Armand overlong. The sight of the pale man with his bleached hair and piercing blue eyes sent a shiver of excitement racing through her veins. Though she had served and seen heroes and adventurers from every corner of the world, the mystery of such men had long since evaporated for her. Yet something about the newcomer made her heart skip, and when his eyes glanced her way she blushed and hurried away.

Armand caught the woman’s odd reaction, but didn’t know what to make of it, so ignored it and turned his attention back to Canda, who began to speak in quick tones, as if afraid of what might fill the silence if she stopped talking.

“The food here’s pretty great. Right?” she said, her hands moving over her pockets, producing a stunning array of bottles of every colour, some glowing, some sparkling, some trembling as if under great pressure. “This was the first place I stopped by when I got to Labyrinth. Not too expensive either for a room. Most adventurers stay with their party or familia, but I don’t have one yet, haha! I was actually hoping Regin would maybe put in a good word for me with the Crimson Wings, but that’s um… clearly not happening anymore, huh? Crazy stuff in the dungeon, am I right?” she said as she lined up the bottles on the table. She gave a shaky giggle. “Oh man! Can you believe they almost killed me? Craaaazy. Must have seen me as easy pickings. Well, they weren’t wrong. Hahaha!”

“Is that funny?” Armand asked.

“Um, no. I guess not. Haha! But, you know, sometimes you just gotta laugh. Right? Otherwise you’ll cry. Oh hey!” she said, brightening as the barmaid brought over their dishes, laying out two plates of steaming meat and potatoes, as well as a stein of ale for Armand and an empty one for Canda. “Braised beef and spiced potatoes. My favourite!”

“Need anything else?” the barmaid asked, her eyes lingering on Armand.

“No. We’ll call if we do,” he said without a glance her way.

The barmaid hesitated, biting her lower lip, but a shout across the common room called her attention and she had to flounce away to deal with it.

Canda smiled nervously as she began uncorking bottles and pouring various amounts of their contents into her empty stein, puffs of multicoloured smoke bursting forth with each new addition. “So um, I’m super thankful you saved me. I mean, it would have sucked to die down there, right? Which is totally what would happen to me if I tried to solo the place! Which is why I had to get a strong party. I paid them a bunch to power level me too. All of my savings! But looks like that didn’t work out, huh? Haha! Isn’t that nuts? They totally used me. Man I’m fucking dumb.”

“You like to laugh,” Armand noted.

“Haha! Not really. I’m hopped up on stress and mood elevators right now,” Canda giggled shakily, her crooked grin momentarily visible through the pink smoke seeping from her stein. “But well, my life can get soooo fucking depressing, you know? So I just gotta make do! And I can totally feel myself coming down now. Can’t have that! I mean, the people I thought were my friends for the last few days just tried to kill me and steal all my stuff. Isn’t that just wild? Ha. Haha! Done!”

Armand watched as some of the concoction bubbled over from her stein, sizzling where it dripped onto the table. Grabbing it, Canda threw back the mug, taking a long drink. She shuddered, her skin faintly glowing as she slammed down the mug with a gasp of relief and flushed cheeks.

[Mood: +3]

“Oh man! That felt good,” she gasped, then hiccupped. “But yeah! Thanks a ton for your help. I probably shouldn’t unload all this on you, right? You probably think it’s super annoying, but I’m feeling pretty giddy. Probably all the bitterroot I put in this thing. Might have to add less next time around. But it’s super hard to find others willing to talk to me or go on adventures. You know? Thanks to my class.”

“Alchemist?”

“Hey! How’d you guess. Hahaha!” she giggled and drank again. “Hoo! Dang. That stuff’s starting to hit! Sorry about this. I hope you don’t mind, but I really needed it. Anyway, yeah! Exactly. My class isn’t exactly a strong one for advancement. Apparently it can be once I level up enough, but until then I’m just some girl with a bunch of booze! Hic!” she hiccupped again. “But like… you know how it is. Not a combat class, so like, ideally I’d join a strong party and they’d level me up. Which was what I thought I was doing. Right? I mean, the Crimson Wings? Biggest familia around! One of the strongest too. Well, Regin was in it, anyway. The Silver Spears was his party, so I was hoping they’d, ya know, recruit me or sponsor me or something if I could show them what I could do. And if they didn’t, hey! At least they’d rush my level high enough I could get into a party!” Canda said, thumping the table, her frizzy hair bouncing. “Because you can’t level up unless you get your hands on some mana gems. Or buy them, which is not happening. Stupid expensive. Only rich families can afford to level their kids that way. So I was gonna tag along, they’d kill the enemies, and I’d get the stones. And I can’t go into the deeper dungeon without a party. But I had to really dose myself to even hire them. I’m kinda a wuss, haha! And what happens? They end up just trying to kill me. Fucked up, huh?”

“A waste,” Armand said.

“Exactly! I totally am,” Canda replied brightly. “Just an absolute dumbass! And if I weren’t buzzed like I am, I’d be just bawling. You know?”

“No. A waste of time to level that way,” Armand said. “You could level up far more efficiently.”

Canda stared at him, then burst out laughing. “Hahaha! Oh wow! That’s a good one. You’re funny. You’re funny as hell! Hahaha!”

“I’m not joking,” Armand said.

The sheer weight of those words made Canda trail off, her giggles growing weaker. “Haha… ha… Um…”

“Your class does get much more effective at higher levels. So I’ll level you up,” Armand said. “There are a number of dungeons we can begin with. You shouldn’t have ventured that deep into the Necropolis either way. It was much too high for you under the best of circumstances. Especially with your gear. No,” he said, tapping his fingers on the table. “We’ll find something more appropriate.”

“Wha?” Canda said blankly. “Um… Hold up. Wait a second. Are you… gonna run me through dungeons?”

“That was what I was implying, yes,” Armand said. “Tomorrow should be a good time to begin. I’ll find a dungeon that had some useful gear for your class, and is difficult enough for you to level up quickly. Any objections?”

“Uh… N-no. No, I guess not,” Canda stammered. “I um… are you sure?”

“Very,” Armand said meaningfully. “I have big plans for you.”

Canda stared at him. And as she did her face slowly grew red. “Oh!” she said. “Oh. So um…”

“Do you have any objections.”

“Huh? Oh! Um, nope! None! None at all! I mean, uh, I’d be honoured! Er, happy! I’d be super happy. Like, absolutely.”

Armand smiled. “Wonderful,” he said, rising from the table. “We’ll meet in the plaza before the Adventurer’s Guild and set out at first light. Until then.”

Armand gave a short bow, turned and departed. Canda watched him go, still gaping. She looked back down to her food and then hastily took another drink of her potion. She shivered as the sparkling concoction crackled through her, sinking like a warm weight into her stomach and spreading the pleasant giddiness that made her feel so very good.

That just happened.

That actually just happened!

She was going to get leveled after all.

She felt her lips twitch, and realized a genuine smile was upon her face. Again she giggled.

Finally.

Finally! Life might actually be going her way!

. . .

Armand shut the door behind him and looked out at the tight streets of Labyrinth. The gothic buildings and hanging gables were washed in the shadows of the growing twilight, and in the darkness, they felt strangely familiar to him. Not that it was surprising. The Necropolis and its levels were the city’s lifeblood and fabled home, and in fact much of Labyrinth had been converted from the old city when the dungeon had spawned under it, an event as momentous as it had been traumatizing. Any new construction would naturally take cues of the architecture.

But his mind quickly turned from admiring the city to his plan. It would take some time to level up the alchemist to something like [Mixmaster,] or another prestige class, but he was confident it could be done. Yes. An alchemist, properly leveled and equipped, could be a potent companion, as he well knew. There had been that one party with an alchemist in it. They’d gotten very deep. Had even managed to challenge him. He’d crushed them, of course, but they’d done well. He chuckled, rubbing his hands together.

Yes.

This might work after all.

And as he contemplated this, two large hands grabbed his shoulders from either side.

“Ey there, bud.”

Armand stopped chuckling abruptly and turned his head, once to the right, and then to left, and found two men of utter equal in their repulsiveness. They were both solid men. The sort of large, imposing men whose business could only be the building or breaking of things, and by the hardness of their faces and cruel smiles they both bore, Armand didn’t spend long wondering which they specialized in. They wore loose clothes of quality, but with the air of men whose only understanding of class comes from a price tag. One’s head was shaved, the other’s was topped with a shock of short hair buzzed back, and both bore skull tattoos inked onto each of their large, hairy fingers.

“Yes?” Armand said.

“You the one who came outta the dungeon with the alchemist?” one demanded.

“I am,” Armand said.

Their smiles widened. “Boss Mange wants a word with you.”

“You gonna come quietly?” the other man said.

Armand considered that for a moment. “I don’t see why not.”

The two men chuckled deeply. “That’s good! ‘Cause he’s looking forward t’ meetin’ you…”


Meet the Boss

Armand looked up at Boss Mange’s manor, known aptly by denizens of Labyrinth as Devil’s Peak, without much interest. The Necropolis sported far more imposing architecture. It was designed to, and no building built in the past thousand years could equal the forbidding realm he called his own. Why, Devil’s Peak didn’t even have any skulls decorating it! And the gargoyles probably didn’t even come to life to try and kill intruders.

Still, in Labyrinth, Boss Mange’s manor was an impressive structure, with its imposing front, terraced entrance and pillars lining the way. The wings were tipped with towers and the front was overgrown with weeds and tangles of briars. Made of dark wood and stone, it brooded over the drive as the carriage came to a halt and Armand stepped down, followed by the two bruisers.

“Boss’s looking forward to meeting you. Ain’t he, Tim?” the bald one said.

“Sure is, Rob. Sure is,” Tim chuckled.

“Best not keep him waiting, then,” Armand said, merely walking towards the doors, forcing the two bruisers to hurry up and keep step. Over his head, the pair exchanged a puzzled look. In their experience, no one was ever in a hurry to enter the manor. Too many had left it in pieces through the backdoor.

Tim reached over Armand and grabbed the door, opening it with a creak. Armand stepped into the foyer, following a crimson carpet, the lamps around the room turned low, washing the place in a pale yellow glow that reflected off the weapons carried by the two dozen or so men who waited inside.

They crowded the landing of the foyer, grinning, holding their steel with the ease of those who knew the work of killing as well as any butcher. Some wore armour, but most wore leathers and loose clothes in the classic fashion of the born thug and bandit. There were even a few bandanas in the crowd. The leering faces reminded Armand of a pack of Rot Wolves. Beasts that lurked on the upper floors of the Necropolis. Rangy scavengers that were nonetheless vicious when preying on the wounded and weak.

Armand stopped in the middle of the room, looking at the crowd around him. He heard the doors bang shut behind him and glanced back idly to see Tim and Rob take up stances before it, arms crossed as they smirked at him.

“Well hello there. I do welcome you to my humble abode.”

Armand turned back to the front of the hall and looked up. A balcony reached by a pair of curling staircases jutted out over the foyer, and upon it stood a man. He was thin but not skinny. Dressed in a meticulously tailored suit with a long fur coat hanging off his shoulders like a cloak, a curled upper lip below a fussy mustache betraying the sort of cultured antipathy that spoke of deep, classy contempt for lessers. His eyes were deep and shadowed, his hair slicked back with oil, and in one hand he clutched a cane topped with a snarling wolf’s head.

“Boss Mange?” Armand said.

“I am indeed! Delighted to make your acquaintance, my good fellow,” Mange drawled with a lazy flourish of a gloved hand. “For I have some questions! And I was dearly hoping you would enlighten me with answers.”

“What do you want to know?” Armand asked.

“How forthright! I do so enjoy that,” Mange said as he descended the steps, walking down slowly, the click of his cane accompanying him. “You see, I have been making certain arrangements with individuals of certain… shall we say, morally dubious character, to do some particular tasks for me. And I am given to understand that a couple of them happened to enter the Necropolis today. And yet! There was a complication.”

“Which was?” Armand said.

Mange’s cane clicked onto the floor. The crowd of men parted for him as he looked at the pale man standing before him. Mange slowly cocked his head, his lopsided grin never fading, but his eyes glinted dark. “They didn’t come back out.”

“Fascinating,” Armand said. “And, how does this involve me?”

“Ah, that’s the thing!” Mange mused, lifting his cane, pointing the tip at Armand. “The crux of it, in fact. You see, they did not come back out, but you did! And you came with our delightful young lady who, needless to say, ha ha, was not supposed to come out. So you see, something clearly must have gone wrong. And I am a curious man, my friend. It’s a failure of mine, I must admit. I simply must have answers. Do you understand me?”

“Yes.”

“Excellent! So, I was hoping you might enlighten me as to what happened to my dear friends, the Silver Spears.”

“They died,” Armand said plainly. “There was a boss drop, and it killed them.”

“But not the girl?” Mange observed.

“No.”

“And you witnessed this all?”

“I did.”

“Aha! Progress!” Mange cried, tapping the butt of his cane on the floor. “How excellent. Exquisite! So, we now know they died. But here’s the thing! I’m not sure I believe you, my friend.”

“Should I care?” Armand said.

“Indeed. I rather think you should,” Mange said. “You see, I don’t think they were killed by a simple boss drop. In fact, I rather suspect that you killed them. Yes! Did away with them all. No doubt through some cunning trickery. Perhaps there was a boss drop, and you swooped in while their mana was spent and their muscles tired by the agonizing combat in which they were engaged. Oh how tragic it all must have been!”

It had been somewhat tragic, Armand mused. The Silver Spears were so weak, it was almost sad how easily they’d died. “Yes,” he said. “I did kill them.”

Mange brought the head of his cane to his mouth, his eyes looking heavenward in rapture. “Ah,” he sighed. “Ah, and there it is. The guilty conscience coming clean. My curiosity is sated. And yet, in meeting you, my good man, I find myself bedeviled by another question. Another poser, as it were. Do you, perhaps, realize the circumstances you find yourself in?”

“I think so,” Armand said, looking again at the mob of men with their weapons drawn. “You plan on killing me.”

Mange applauded with delight. “Bravo! Bravo! A man of intelligence. And considerable insight as well. For surely the reason you have not shown the slightest concern is either because you are so terrified your brain has shut down, or you have realized I am about to offer you a deal.”

“A deal?” Armand said.

“Precisely!” Mange said, snapping his fingers. “You have realized that I am about to offer you the chance to join my delightful organization of merry men.”

Armand glanced about the merry men, who looked like their idea of merriment would involve driving a boot into someone’s helpless kidneys, possibly to musical accompaniment. “Have I?” Armand said.

“Yes! And take over where the Silver Spears left off. Though the loss of those heroes is, of course, tragic, having their killer work for me would be the true coup de grace! I can pay you most handsomely, of course, and you shall work with me. I can always find more heroes to take poor newbie adventurers into the Necropolis to die.”

“And why do you do this?” Armand asked.

“Why do men do anything?” Mange asked. “For money of course! For money is power, my delightfully murderous guest. So many upstart adventurers come to Labyrinth looking to make it big. And so many come simply rich in gear. Family heirlooms. Precious items. Things which would be so tragically lost if they should die in the dungeon. So, when our friends like the Silver Spears kill those poor fools, then I, for a very reasonable price, purchase the now useless gear and fence it to certain markets. A most efficient industry, wouldn’t you say?”

Armand’s hands slowly flexed at his sides. “I see,” he said, his voice low.

“Do you indeed? Marvelous,” Mange said. “Now, what say you to my most generous offer? Hm?”

Armand slowly tilted his head, recalling the many times he had seen such betrayals happen in his dungeon. Young adventurers slaughtered for their gear and coin by their so-called ‘allies.’ “Do you know,” he began, his voice hard as ice and just as cold, “what happens when only the young and vigorous of a species are preyed on?”

“Do enlighten me,” Mange said with an airy wave of his hand.

“It happens slowly,” Armand said, as if musing to himself. “The species becomes feebler. Weaker. When the prime of the blood are cut down early, they cannot reproduce. Cannot reach their full potential.

“So,” Armand said, fixing his burning blue eyes on Boss Mange. “What do you think happens to adventuring groups when young, potentially powerful heroes get killed when they’re still young and inexperienced? Before they can train and become strong?”

“Why, I imagine adventurers as a whole become weaker,” Mange mused airily.

“Correct,” Armand said.

Mange tapped the butt of his cane on the floor, bending his head with thought. He looked back up.

“Then,” he said. “I take it that you will not be taking up my generous offer?”

“Correct,” Armand repeated.

Mange sighed, tilting back his head and gazing at the chandelier with sorrow. “I see. Pity. Pity. We could have done such things together, you and I. Ah well,” he said, shrugging. “So it goes. Men?” Mange said, snapping his fingers. “Kill him.”

“Fresh meat, eh!” a man with a leering grin said, breaking forward, a club coming up over his head.

Armand didn’t even look. He merely raised his hand, and into his grip manifested his axe.

It unspooled in shadows, forming the cruel edge. Along the handle were figures of skulls, the back curling in a counterweight of a vicious spike. The bandit’s eyes widened as the crescent blade conjured itself right into his neck. He halted, gagging, and Armand gave his weapon a jerk, cutting through flesh and bone, the bandit’s head falling with a thud to the floor.

“Come, then,” Armand said.

A howl went up from the mob and they swept at him from all sides.

Armand swung his axe in a cutting arc, the sheer force in the swing bisecting two bandits at once, their halves falling, fouling the advance of the men at his right. Armand turned to his left, another swing of his axe opening another man’s chest. A bandit came, screaming at him, a sword slicing down. Armand side stepped it, grabbed the startled bandit by the face, his hand tightening, crushing the man’s skull in an instant.

“[Corpse Explosion,]” Armand said.

A throb of unholy power surged into the bandit, and Armand hurled the body at the advancing enemy. The bandit’s corpse slammed into those coming, his body expanding, swelling hideously as he dragged a number of other men down.

And then he exploded.

Acid sprayed. Men screamed. The sizzle of flesh went almost unheard but was far from unheeded. Armand strode forward, an avatar of death, his blue eyes burning with unholy magics, his axe swinging tirelessly, relentlessly.

It wasn’t a fight.

It was a butchering.

But numbers belied this fact at first. As the bandits closed in as a mob, they never even noticed the rapid whittling down of their ranks. Another bandit came in with a dagger, stabbing, trying to get it into a gap of Armand’s armour until the death knight’s fist caved in his face with a single blow.

“Great heavens,” Mange said in exasperation as he watched his men die. Honestly. Good help was so hard to find these days. He beckoned, and his maid scuttled near.

“Yes, master?”

“Bring me Old Maria, will you? And do be quick,” he added with another glance down at the charnel hall of his foyer. “I don’t think this will last long.”

In this, Mange proved right. For the numbers of men on their feet eroded with every swing of Armand’s axe, the death knight continuing his work as dispassionately as a farmer reaped the wheat.

How boring.

Armand sighed as Rob and Tim seemed to suddenly swell out of the crowd, warhammers in their hands. They raised them up in tandem, and Armand turned, his axe singing as it slashed the hammers. There was a deafening clang of metal as the tops of both weapons were sliced clean off, the severed parts smoking. Tim and Rob stared at the now useless handles in shock, and on Armand’s backswing, he took the two men’s heads as well.

Other bandits pushed in, slipping on the blood that soaked the floor, nearly crushing Armand with their sheer numbers, but his every move laid more down. Heaped the bodies. Blood soaked into the red rug, staining it a ruddier hue. Acid sizzled on the walls. The cold blistered in the air.

At last, Armand lowered his axe. He looked around the room, but no more men came at him. A few twitched feebly, but the rest lay terribly still, their bodies left in pieces cast aside by his battle.

Pathetic.

Armand sighed and shook his head. So weak. It was like they weren’t even trying. He almost regretted it.

“Well! That’s going to be hell to clean.”

Armand turned to the voice to find Mange standing at the edge of the stairs. The gang leader surveyed his hall with a curl of his lip, a handkerchief pressed to his nose.

Armand cocked his head, turning towards the crime lord. “Your turn.”

“I rather think not. Ah, thank you, Jenny. Hold this, won’t you,” Mange said, exchanging his walking stick with the bulky thing his maid had brought him. Armand looked down at the weapon Mange now hefted, the tip a wide mouthed barrel, the body cast in brass to resemble a howling wolf’s head with maw stretched open, scrollwork running along its length.

“You’d be amazed what things money can buy, my dear fellow,” Mange said cheerily as he hefted his weapon, the scrollwork along the length beginning to glow and hum. “Now, ta ta!”

A sudden blast of pure magic erupted from the barrel, howling across the room in a ray of crimson red, smashing into the startled Armand. The sheer force of it ripped him off his feet, slamming him into the doors and through them, ripping them from their very hinges.

Mange lowered his cannon, raising a brow as he tried to see what had happened to his foe. Of course, he was dead. Old Maria was an arcane cannon. A weapon of pure power depending on raw mana to unleash a single immense blast of magic. Stronger than even a level 60’s [Inferno] spell.

Still…

With care Mange picked his way over the sea of dead men and made his way to the door. He tsked at the sight of the broken hinges. “Today seems to have been an expensive day,” he mused, stepping past the threshold as he ejected the spent mana canister from the cannon and pushed another into Maria’s chamber, sealing it with a hiss. One could never be too careful, after all.

Something hummed through the dark. Reflexively, Mange hefted his weapon, only for Armand’s black axe to slam into the barrel. The weapon crackled, the runic designs along its sides shorting out, spitting mana uselessly.

“Oh come on,” Mange snapped, shaking the thing. Then he looked back up and saw the cold blue of Armand’s eyes glowing in the dark.

Mange stepped back at the heavy tread of armoured boots. His eyebrows climbed up his widow’s peak as the death knight moved into light spilling from the broken doorway. Mange tilted his head at the sight of Armand’s still-smoking armour, the dark steel buffed, parts of it semi-melted from the arcane blast.

“Well, you are a persistent one,” Mange said, throwing aside Old Maria and rolling his shoulders. “I must say you’re proving a greater hazard than I’ve needed to face in a very long time. It’s almost a pity I must kill you.”

“Can you?” Armand said.

“Of course! Though we are both now unarmed,” Mange said affably, stepping into the dark, his eyes reflecting the moonlight like silver discs. “I have no problem killing a man with my bare hands.”

Armand stopped as the man before him began to grow. Mange’s fine suit tore as dark fur bristled across the crime lord’s arms and legs.  His face extended into a savage muzzle filled with sharp teeth, his body bending forward under a significant hunch. His fingers grew long and claws tipped each in turn. At last, Mange threw back his head and howled, the sound echoing in the night.

[Lycanthrope: Form of the Wolf, all stats increased by 10%. Healing Accelerated. Gained ability: Savage Claws.]

“Well well,” Armand said with a growing smile. Now things were getting interesting!

Mange lowered his head with a snarl and lunged towards Armand. The beast was fast, his legs hurling himself at the death knight bodily. Armand braced and locked his hands with the lycanthrope’s claws.

Undeterred, Mange pushed forward, his teeth snapping an inch from Armand’s nose. The death knight leaned back, avoiding the biting fangs, waiting until they again came for him, and then he headbutted the werewolf right in his nose.

Mange yelped, jerking back and reflexively covering his snout, only for Armand’s armoured fist to slam into his cheek, lifting the werewolf off his feet and sending him spinning through the air before landing heavily in the garden, ruining a bed of petunias.

Gasping, Mange planted a paw on the ground and lifted his head, giving it a shake to clear it.

“Get up.”

Mange looked back to see Armand moving slowly towards him, eyes blazing unearthly blue fire like twin torches.

“Get up,” the death knight said again, a new note in his normally even tone. A roughness. An eagerness. “You’re not beaten. You can still fight. Get up. It’s been so long,” Armand said, his fingers flexing, creaking with iron and leather. “So, so long since I’ve had a good fight. You have no idea. Now get up. You’re stronger than that. You’re better than that. You can take more damage. You can fight more. Fight until you’re half-dead. Fight to the last drop. Fight until your bones are broken. Your body mangled. Fight me to the last tooth. The last nail. Fight me. Get up.

“Get up.

“GET UP!”

Mange stared at the armoured man, and felt something he hadn’t in many many years. He felt his veins turn to ice water and his fur bristle with a shiver. He felt his stomach knot and a shudder race through him.

Mange staggered back to his feet, growling low, but no longer convinced of victory. Suddenly, victory was no longer a mere inevitability. Triumph was no longer certain. Mange stared at the strange figure coming towards him. A terror settled in him then, and with it, the sudden realization that he was going to die here.

That understanding banished the last of his courage. Mange shrank back, tail tucking between his legs. He took an uncertain step back.

Armand saw it, and growled in disappointment. “There’s no fleeing from the boss’s room,” he said, lifting his hand. Into his grasp was conjured his axe, spinning into existence out of shadow magic. Armand drew back his arm and flung his weapon.

The axe spun again through the night and sliced into Mange’s leg. The werewolf howled in agony as his foot came clear, the monstrous wolf toppling to the dirt once more. But almost at once Mange clawed at the ground, trying to crawl away.

He got three feet, a trail of blood glistening in his wake, before Armand’s boot slammed into his back, driving the werewolf into the ground. Mange yelped, spun around, his yellow eyes widening as Armand lifted his axe once more.

“N-no!” Mange yelped.

“Cowards don’t get last requests,” Armand said, and swung down.

The axe sliced into Mange’s head, splitting it in two. The werewolf shuddered, his eyes rolling back, dead instantly. Armand lifted his boot as Mange’s body began to shrink, fur receding, returning the crime lord once more to his human guise.

Armand sighed in disappointment and hefted his axe. Well, he supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised. Maybe he should have let Mange use that cannon again?

But no.

No.

Armand wouldn’t cripple his own chances just for a good fight. That would just be stupid. Not to mention disrespectful. To crush his foes with his full might was the least he could do. Even if they were a cowering dog.

Still…

He looked then towards the imposing manor rearing into the night.

Hmm…

It occurred to Armand, then, that maybe it would be useful to have a base of operations on the surface. He surely couldn’t expect a party he built to live in the Necropolis, even if that would be far more efficient for farming experience. And a manor like that, once all the dead people were swept out, might serve nicely.

Ah, but, there were probably issues with that. Legality and so forth. He had a vague idea of such things being important on the surface. Why was it that mortals were so obsessed with paperwork? Wasn’t living hard enough without having to sign things? What a needless headache it would all be.

Unless…

He looked back down at the corpse of Mange. “Yes,” he said as an icy blue light wrapped around his gauntlet. “That could work.”

The death knight placed his hand over Boss Mange, the cold glow of unholy magic seeping from his fingers. “[Greater Raise Dead.]”

The light spilled down into Mange, stuffing up his nose, eyes, and the wound in his head. Mange’s body shuddered, convulsed as the last of the magic seeped into him. The split in his head sealed tight without even a scar. His leg grew back with an icy blue light. The werewolf gasped, sucking in a sudden, frantic breath, his eyes snapping open, glowing unearthly blue.

“Rise,” Armand commanded.

Boss Mange jerked upright like a puppet on its strings. He climbed shakily to his feet, blinking owlishly, jaw slack as he stared at the pale death knight before him. He blinked again, consciousness returning to him. He looked at his hands in wonder.

“What…”

“You serve me now,” Armand said.

Mange shuddered as he felt the truth of those words. A command that gripped his very essence like a squeezing fist. “Y-yes. Of course.”

“Good,” Armand said, again raising his hand, a blue glow gleaming around his fingers. “Because I want to make something very clear. You are an extension of my will. Only I keep you moving. Only I keep you from the cold darkness that awaits beyond the veil of life. Without my power, you will fall once more. I will let the rot which already gnaws at your flesh have full reign. The grave alone awaits you, and I will let you fall to it, as is only right.”

Mange gasped, staggering as he felt the force that animated him weaken, seeping from him like a punctured waterskin. His flesh grow loose on his bones. The tether of his life weak.

“Got it?” Armand asked.

Mange sucked in a shuddering breath. “O-of course, my master,” he gasped with a rattle like a dying man. “I understand.”

Armand nodded. “Good,” he said, releasing the necromantic magic once more. Boss Mange staggered, panting. Yes, Armand mused. He would be useful. Any dungeon boss knew that running a home or lair had many niggling little things involved. Things Armand had no interest or time to deal with, and thus, having someone to delegate to the task would be handy.

Mange, having always been a practical man, had quickly come to realize the same thing, and where he fit into the new order of things. The feeling of Armand’s unholy domination helped things along considerably, but something the death knight had said had Mange looking at himself nervously. “Er… when you said rot, master, did you mean… like, right now?”

“No. Your decay is arrested. So long as I will it.”

“Ah, yes. As you say, master. It’s just… you’re sure you did though, right? Not that I’m doubting you, my dark lord. Of course not! Just… I feel a little… rotty, still. You know?”

“You’ve probably just come to comprehend the state of your shriveled soul,” Armand said.

“Yes, yes. Of course master. Of course,” Mange said, then circumspectly lifted his arm and took a quick sniff.

Armand rolled his eyes and gestured towards the foyer. “Enough! You will clean out the dead and bury them in the yard. I imagine you’ll be good at that. And you’ll keep this manor as my base of operations. You will no longer engage in the killing of low-level heroes, nor cheating them.”

“Yes. Yes, of course, my dark master,” Mange said with a frantic bow. “I live to serve.”

“That you do,” Armand said. “And when you are done with cleaning, you will tell me everything you know of nearby dungeons.”

Mange lifted his head. “Dungeons, my lord?”

“Dungeons. All of them,” Armand said, cold eyes gleaming. “I have work to do.”


Guild Register

Hero’s Square was always busy at any time of day. Adventurers filled the plaza, many meeting under the statues of the Golden Sky, the group of adventurers fabled to have beat back the tide of monsters in the Age of Mists, and who had in turn founded the Adventurer’s Guild and even built the city of Labyrinth.

Ever since she arrived in the city, Canda had spent a lot of time gazing at the statue of the four heroes, filled with awe at the sight of their triumphant poise. The tales of their adventures had filled her dreams and bookshelves all her youth, and even now that she was an adult, she still felt a tingle of excitement looking at them. They had been her inspiration to become an adventurer. To seek more in life than bubbling beakers and fizzing potions. To go beyond being yelled at by angry customers about the quality of cosmetics, the efficiency of healing potions, and the selling polymorph potions to people who were very likely to use them in ways best not thought about, aside from in certain mythological cycles and universities when the question of the evolutionary trees of beastmen came up.

Her parents had been less than enthusiastic when she expressed her interest in the fine craft of dungeon delving. Strong words had been thrown, along with far more delicate but more dramatic pieces of pottery. Canda still regretted having left things as she had. But she was resolved, and now, finally, things were looking up.

But today, she couldn’t keep her eyes on the statue long. Instead, she constantly scanned the plaza, nervously bouncing on her heels. In her hands she juggled two pretzels she’d bought from one of the many food vendors who hawked about the plaza. She’d have liked to get a better breakfast for her and Armand, but money was so tight. But what if he didn’t like pretzels? What if he saw her taste in food, realized she was the adventuring equivalent of a wet tissue, and ditched her?

Her eyes uneasily wandered to the shadows of the shops around the square. A few adventures were sitting there or standing around hopefully. One had a sign that said ‘Will Melee DPS for Food.’

Canda shivered.

If only her class had more combat-oriented skills early on. But alchemy was a [Trade] class, not really a [Combat] type. Some took alchemy as a [Profession] but all the good abilities were deep in the class proper. She felt the marks of her skill tree warm on her arm and bit her lip. Dang it. She always knew it was a bad idea. How could she have been so stupid as to try and be an adventurer? Maybe she should just go back home and work in the alchemy shops. Selling potions to buy mana stones to up her skills, or find a job as a pet alchemist in a guild or familia. Stupid stupid stupid.

Miserably, she took a bite of her pretzel, but not even the warm dough singing on her tastebuds could calm her stomach. Life could be so unfair. Maybe she should just go back to her room, close the blinds, cover her head with some blankets and wallow in misery for a bit…

“Canda?”

“Mrph!”

Canda coughed as she choked on the pretzel, pounding a fist against her chest as tears pricked her eyes. A large hand awkwardly patted her on the back until she finally managed to swallow, coughing a few final times before turning her head to find Armand looming over her, a look of curious concern on his pale face.

“Ha… ha… hi, Armand,” she choked out.

“Are you alright?”

“N-never better!”

He raised a skeptical brow, making her blush at the obvious lie, but he let it slide. “Were you waiting long?” he asked.

“Wh-what? W-waiting? Nope! Uh uh. Not at all. Just got here myself! I totally haven’t been here for three hours. Ha ha! Of course not! That’d be crazy. And desperate. Which is totally not me! Nope. Not at all!”

Armand gave her a wry look, and Canda hastily grabbed her hip flask and took a swig to try and stop herself from talking. She’d brewed plenty of calming potion for today and loaded it into three flasks now around her belt, but she was starting to worry she hadn’t made enough. Oh gods. This was going so badly. She swallowed hard, feeling the conversation ebb and emptiness fill the air between them. Oh gosh. What now? Suddenly remembering the remaining pretzel in her hand, shoved it towards the pale man.

“H-here! Pretzel. For you! I-in case you missed breakfast. Not that… that you probably did. But it’s the most important meal of the day! Especially when dungeon diving. Right? Of course I’m right. You know that. I mean, well, if you don’t want it I could um… Um mum mum…”

Canda trailed off as Armand lowered his eyebrow. She flinched as his hand rose and took the pretzel, the death knight scrutinizing it thoughtfully before he took a bite.

Armand froze, his eyes widening as the soft dough melted in his mouth. As the salt tingled on tastebuds that had literally never tasted anything before. His jaw moved slowly, savouring every bite, tingling wonderfully as he slowly swallowed.

“Th-that bad, huh?” Canda said, wincing.

“It’s wonderful,” Armand said.

Canda stared up at him. “It is?”

Armand nodded, still staring off into space. Again he took a bite, but all too soon he’d reduced the pretzel to nothing. When it was gone he looked vaguely at his hand, then dropped it to his side. Canda’s confused expression recalled him to the present.

“Where did you buy this?” he asked.

“Uh… o-over there,” Canda said, pointing at one of the many food carts that dotted the plaza, selling their wares to adventurers on the move. “Do you… want another one?”

Armand considered that, but despite how the idea made his mouth water (another interesting new sensation), he shook it off. Time enough for that later, he reminded himself. He couldn’t spend all his time enjoying the… the delicious baked goods that the surface world clearly had. How they melted in the mouth.

But soon.

By the Maker, he would have another pretzel soon.

“Later,” he said. “For now, I want to discuss the dungeon we’ll be entering.”

“Oh! Sure. Yeah. Right. Those. Toooootally. So uh…”

Armand reached into his belt, pulling out a rolled scroll. “Though there are floors in the Necropolis which would be fine for your current leveling,” he said. “First, we need to take care of your gear.”

Canda looked at herself, feeling a blush burn as she looked at her stained robe. “My gear?”

“Yes,” Armand said. “And there’s only one dungeon that has equipment to make the most of your class’s potential. Specifically, here,” he said, passing her the scroll.

Canda took it, unrolling it and peering at the map and what looked like a list of some kind. “The Mire of Despair?”

Armand nodded. Mange had proven surprisingly useful in respect to dungeon loot tables. Since he fenced equipment taken from dead adventurers, he’d had excellent notes about pieces of gear, where they’d come from, their abilities and value. Armand had spent all night going over them while Mange and his surviving servants tried to scrub the blood out of the carpets, with limited success.

“Yes,” the death knight said. “That is where the Fungeon is.”

“Oh. Um, cool, I guess? So it’s got clowns and stuff? I like clowns. Even thought of being one once. Haha!”

“Unless you find flesh-eating acid and murderous mushrooms hilarious, I think you’re mistaken. It refers to fungi,” Armand said.

“Oh. Uh, I knew that,” Canda said, tugging the broad brim of her hat down a little to hide her blush.

Armand found himself vaguely amused at the motion. It was almost… cute. He shook it off and tapped a column of numbers on the map. “At any rate, one of the bosses is called Grizza the Mire Witch. She wields and drops the [Staff of Poisons,]” he said. “It increases skills in potion brewing by 5, as well as being able to mix basic alchemical solutions and fire them. That ability, once properly developed, will let you create potent potions on the fly and cast [Poison Bolt]. An invaluable tool for your class.”

Canda stared at the map in amazement. “Really? Wow. But uh, isn’t the Mire of Despair a bit… you know. Far?”

“There is a warpstone in the area, it seems,” Armand said, sliding his finger along the map. “Near a village called Sogs.”

“Oh. Sounds… charming,” she said. A name like Sogs didn’t exactly conjure to her mind the sort of place a warpstone would normally be. Warpstones were extremely valuable items, and required a great deal of magic to operate. Usually, they were only found in major trade hubs, open to only the very rich who could afford such services, or high ranking adventuring familia who could foot the bill to send some parties through them. Some familias were even being rich enough to install their own. But everyone else generally needed to take a flight path to various taxi hubs about the area, or approach on foot or mounted. A time-consuming affair, especially given the Necropolis with its many treasures, bosses and monsters were right under the feet of Labyrinth. A convenient walking distance from high class taverns, bars, and comfortable rooms that didn’t require one to set up a watch, unless one was staying in Dusktown, Labyrinth’s less savoury district. In fact, aside from business or quests specifically from the Adventurers Guild, parties rarely ventured to regional dungeons, though often they didn’t need to. Most regions had heroes who could handle dungeons when they respawned. It was the strong ones that needed regular delving.

“We’ll see,” Armand said, taking the scroll back. “I understand there is a portal in the Adventurer’s Guild main building in Labyrinth. We’ll use it.”

“Oh!” Canda said, perking up instantly. “Yeah, there is. And um, while we’re there, we can also register our party. Right?”

“We can?”

“Y-yeah. I mean, we kinda… you know. Have to if we want to group up. We register with the Adventurer’s Guild, then they issue us a party designation by marking our adventurer licenses. The primary party size is five, but you can have as many as you want. Except the larger the party, the less mana and rewards that can go around for everyone. So five is the standard.”

“I see. And how would I get that?”

“What?”

“A license,” Armand said.

“You um, don’t have one?”

Armand thought quickly. “They’re not used where I come from.”

“They’re not?”

“No.”

Canda stared at him. It wasn’t unheard of for adventurers to come to Labyrinth without registering at a Guild branch office, but Canda found herself a bit sceptical. Especially with how Armand had found her in the Necropolis. “Uh, okay. So, where did you… actually, you know what? Never mind. Whatever! It’s all good. Haha! Absolutely… completely… normal. Ha. Ha ha. Anyway!” Canda said, clapping her hands, eager to not to look a gift horse in the mouth. “Right! Yes. We can just go to the Guild’s hall, get you registered, then use the warpstone to go to the Mire of Despair. Right?”

“That makes sense,” Armand said. “Are you ready?”

Canda brightened enthusiastically. “You tell me?” she said, opening up her cloak to reveal her curvy figure in a short slit skirt and shirt, as well as the dozens of potions hanging from pouches inside her cloak.

Armand’s eyes roamed over them, but strayed to her body. He felt again a throb of something deep in his core, his gaze lingering on her breasts and her hips before he shook his head, banishing the strange sensation. “Good,” he said. “Then, let’s go.”

Canda, having caught where the man’s eyes wandered, smiled to herself. She felt a slight flush to her cheeks at being so brazen, but also a certain satisfaction as well. She knew she was attractive, and knowing the grim knight had a side to him that could appreciate her figure pleased her. She’d never been so bold before, but hey. First time for everything.

They moved from the plaza and towards the gleaming citadel that was the Adventurer’s Guild. As they did, Armand found himself passing by the statue that filled the square. He eyed the figures worked of stone. They looked impressive, he had to admit. True heroes.

“Who are those?” he said.

“Hm?” Canda said, slowing beside him. “You… you mean the Golden Sky?”

“Who?”

Canda stared at him. “You never heard of them?”

“No. Are they still here?”

“Uh… n-no. No, they’re not. I mean, some people doubt they ever existed. But I mean,” she said, looking longingly at the statues. “I like to think the legends were true.”

“Legends?”

“Er, yeah. The Golden Sky were the first heroes in the earliest history we still have. They formed a party when monsters ran amok across the world during the Age of Mists, when the Necropolis first formed under the necromancer Terron Gore, and monsters poured out of it. They drove the monsters back into the dungeon and founded the Guild to train and prepare future generations of heroes to protect the world against the menace of the dungeons! Enders, the [Hero!] Alistair the [Wizard!] Christine the [Saint!] And Lucille the [Queen of Thieves!] They all reached the peak of their classes.”

“I see,” Armand said, eying the stone figures. “And, what happened to them?”

“Well, legends say once they killed Terron, they went off on one last great adventure, but would return when the world needed them again.”

“Interesting,” Armand said. But if they had been gone so long, then odds were they were long dead. Else they could have attempted the Necropolis. But they’d killed Terron? The maker of the Necropolis? Armand recalled the hunched, miserable, crusty old necromancer who’d skulked around the chambers his boss room guarded. Unless Enders had turned himself into a puddle on some tiles, it hadn’t been them who’d killed the Maker.

Well, not his problem. Shrugging, Armand moved once more towards the Guild Hall.

They made their way inside the towering doors held between ancient marble. Light filtered through high windows of stained-glass depicting monsters and heroes engaged in mortal combat. Winding stairs and other doorways led deeper into the citadel’s varied depths. The cavernous interior of the Guild’s central floor rang with Armand’s boots as he strode through, passing more statues of heroes long past set in alcoves set all along the walls, their feats written on brass plaques.  Canda quickened her pace beside the death knight, smiling nervously at the heavily armoured guards who stood at attention at regular intervals.

A wide counter waited at the far end of the hall, where clerks in straitlaced blue uniforms worked with adventurers who had come up to their window. A number of other adventurers were taking quests from one of several notice boards ranged along the walls, but Armand ignored these and approached the check-in desk. A prim, business-like woman dressed in a somber uniform of blue and white waited for them. Her hair was cut short, her eyes lidded behind half-moon glasses, and she gave the smile of a professional civil servant.

“Welcome to the Guild of Adventurers,” she said. “My name is Erica. How may I assist you?”

“I wish to create a party with Canda,” Armand said with a nod at the alchemist beside him. “And apparently I need a license.”.

“Lose yours?” Erica said.

“He’s a foreigner,” Canda said.

“I see,” Erica said, her eyes running up and down Armand’s form, lingering on the depth of his chest. “Then you haven’t registered with us yet?”

“No.”

“Easily rectified,” she said, bending down and digging out something from under the desk. She emerged a moment later, placing a heavy wooden base on the table. Tangled wiring ran from it and into a sphere of milky white set at its top. “We’ll need to gauge your ability, level, and name here. Please place your hand on the stone so we can read your level, stats, and class.”

Armand frowned, suddenly not sure this would work. But if it had to be done, so be it. Reaching out, he laid his hand on the sphere.

Within the stone, the white began to swirl like smoke. Then, numbers began to race across the surface of the crystal. The interior of the machine clicked and whirred as it calculated.

Then more numbers showed.

More.

More.

Erica’s smile began to fade as her eyes began to grow. Some instinct had Canda nervously step back and edge behind Armand, peeking around him at the orb.

More numbers spun about the surface of the stone. Soon, it had turned black. A groaning sound like metal bending came from the machine. The clicking sped up like a centipede wearing tap shoes was running a marathon. The ever-present voices around the hall began to fade as heads turned towards the tableau of the death knight and the desk.

The stone began to vibrate. A choking, grinding sound came from the box.

“Um…” Erica said.

Crack!

A fissure split the stone. The sound rang out across the room like a gunshot. Erica’s eyes bugged and she hastily ducked under the desk.

“Hm?” Armand said as the cracks spiderwebbed.

And then exploded.

The blast sent smoke billowing out through the hall, shards of stone whizzing through the air to ricochet off the floor, walls, and the armour of shocked adventurers. People screamed, shouted and ducked as the rain of shards whizzed around them. Armand squinted as the smoke began to clear, and then he belatedly lifted his hand from the now empty space above the ruined testing machine.

Canda peeked around from behind the death knight, jaw slack as she stared at the mangled box, its internal components blackened and jutting out like a gutted animal of gears and sprockets. A spring boinged free and bounced away. Erica warily lifted her head over the rim of the desk.

Vrrrrrt.

Looking down, all three saw the adventurer license eject itself from the base of the machine with a final, wheezing mechanical cough. Erica pulled the license free and stared in confusion. The name was there, but every other piece of information appeared to have been utterly garbled, like random numbers and letters had been printed a dozen times upon themselves before running off the card in jagged lines of text.

“Er…” Erica said.

“Is my license ready?” Armand said.

“I uh, I don’t think-”

A pair of fingers reached over Erica’s shoulder and plucked the license from her grasp. “Of course,” a voice like tumbling rocks said. “With our compliments.”

Armand looked up at the man who had seemed to appear out of nowhere. He was somewhat portly, with heavy jowls and a look of bored seriousness, like someone who would keep everything he owned in labeled boxes. He wore the same clerk-like robes that most Guild employees wore, though his were a cut sharper, perhaps a deeper shade of blue, almost black, with some gold stripes on the cuffs and lapels.

“And you are?” Armand said.

“Scrivage,” he said. “Director of Dungeon Affairs.”

Armand heard Canda gasp behind him, and the jaw of the clerk at the desk had dropped at the sight of the man. Armand had heard of the directors, of course. Usually, the adventurers who spoke of them were grumbling due to some new rule or restriction. So this, then, was the one who decided matters concerning the dungeon? Armand was intrigued. He didn’t look like much physically, but the way he carried himself spoke of a somber dignity, and the eyes had the sort of steeliness that only someone who’d seen a hundred fights and gave back just as well had. Scrivage’s eyes scanned Armand’s mangled card, then he passed it over to him.

“Thank you,” Armand said.

“Of course,” Scrivage said, looking between him and Canda. “We do apologize for this. Sometimes our older equipment malfunctions. We’ll see what we can do about getting you a proper license in time. Tell me, will you be entering into the Necropolis today?”

“No,” Armand said. “We’ll be going elsewhere.”

“Ah,” he said. “Then you will need to use the warpstone. Here, I’ll show you the way.”

“Oh! You really don’t uh, need to do that,” Canda said quickly.

“Very true,” Scrivage said as he stepped out from behind the counter. “This way.”

Armand moved after the other man, Canda hastening after belatedly. Their route cut through the main floor, which drew even more attention. Canda swallowed hard, tugging her hat low and taking a quick swig of her flask, shivering again as the enchanted brew helped calm her down. Gods above she was going to need to make another batch…

“Have you been in Labyrinth long?” she heard Scrivage ask Armand.

“No. I only recently arrived.”

“I do hope you’re enjoying your stay in the city. Though the Adventurer Guild runs many of the city’s services, the other guilds keep their own affairs in order. If you do have a complaint, come to us and we’ll see what can be done. Ah, here we are.”

They’d made their way through a large doorway and into a silent room lit by a pale glow. The air prickled and Canda could feel her skin tingle as they drew near the center, where the source of the light stood. A ring of blackest stone rose out of the floor, the air within it shimmering like an unsettled pond of water. Crude cabling sprawled from the ring and fed into huge vats of glowing blue mana. Not far, another robed Guild clerk was hard at work at a panel set up against the side of the ring, muttering to himself.

“Yes. Yes. And if we… aha! There’s the culprit. Just as I thought. Another wire loose, but no we can fix that...”

“Leon?” Scrivage called. “Is the warpstone ready for a jump?”

The clerk looked up quickly, blinking from behind a pair of buggy glasses. He beamed. “Director! What are you doing down here? Yes, yes. The ring is ready whenever you are. And ah, will these two be using it, then?” he asked, looking towards Armand and Canda.

“They will,” Scrivage said, turning back to Armand. “And, where is it you wish to go?”

“The Mire of Despair,” he said.

Scrivage’s eyebrows flicked up with interest. “The Mire, hm? How interesting. We haven’t had heroes travel there in some time. Leon? If you would.”

“Yes sir! Let’s see here… The coordinates were… um… hold on just a moment…”

Bending over, Leon heaved an immense book out from where it had been hidden behind the control panel. He cracked it open, finger running down the words inscribed within.

“Mhmm. Yes. Okay. Okay… and… aha! Alright, let’s see…”

Leon hunched over the runes of his machine, tweaking and adjusting the dials and switches before him, tongue sticking out the corner of his mouth. The blue within the ring of the warpstone crackled, runes flashing above the device as he worked.

“Normally, of course, we would charge quite a fee for accessing the warpstone,” Scrivage said to Armand and Canda. “It takes a fair amount of mana to make it work. But for a new party, I see no reason not to make an exception.”

“Appreciated,” Armand said.

“Haha! Yeah. Thanks,” Canda said nervously.

“You’re most welcome,” Scrivage said, a flash of blue throwing half his face into sudden shadow. He turned his head towards the warpstone as ripples spread outwards across the shimmering blue surface, the glow fading to a blend of green and earthy hues, soon further resolving like a window. A swampland of greens and browns and brackish waters lay beyond. Trees growing in a riot, leaning over as if the weight of their vines and foliage were pulling them down.

“And there you are,” Scrivage said, looking again at the pair. “Your licenses have registered Labyrinth’s coordinates to return through the warpstone. Pleasant journeys.”

“Thank you,” Armand said, stepping through the gate, passing through with a ripple of power.

“Uh, yeah. Thanks,” Canda said and hurried to follow, a faint shiver going through her as she slipped through the gate and out the other side.

The translocation was like jumping into a pool of cold water, the shock tingling over her skin, but just as quickly she was through. The sudden humidity on the other side made her gasp, blinking as she found herself in the middle of a fetid mire. They stood upon a stone platform raised out of the swampy water, but even it was covered in an expanding mass of moss and creepers, as if trying to drag it back down into the sucking bog below. The sunlight was a weak, washed-out thing as if filtered through a yellow cheesecloth.

A walkway was raised above the waters, winding through the mire before being swallowed by the trees. Armand surveyed it, the wood looking less stable than an alcoholic living across from a liquor store. And the swamp wasn’t winning itself a fan either. The sheer overflow of fetid life and heat annoyed him on a reflexive level. But the subtle vegetative decay that pervaded the place held a certain vague appeal as well.

“This way,” Armand said, descending to the planks, the rotting wood creaking under his boots.

Canda uneasily eyed the waters they passed over. She’d wandered through a number of swamps when she was younger while looking for components for potions, but the Mire of Despair was a beast unlike any of those. There was something primeval about the place. Something thick and brooding, like one of the alligators who floated by, their scaly backs half-covered in moss. Somnolent predators just waiting for the opportunity to strike in a lightning quick surge of unexpected violence.

It didn’t exactly inspire much confidence in her. Yet, drawing closer to Armand, she felt a bit of the unease fade. He’d protect her. It was the tank’s job, after all.

Armand glanced back at the alchemist as she shuffled in closer, but he did not tell her to move away, leaving Canda to smile softly and walk with him into the swamp.

Their feet soon left the wooden planks and instead landed on a path that ran along mounds of earth raised out of the waters. The sound of life was everywhere, in the buzz of insects and croaks of frogs. The call of distant birds and chatter of animals unseen. None interfered with them, deterred by the aura of unholy power Armand radiated, while Canda peered about, her worries fading in exchange for a curiosity about the strange realm.

They came upon Sog almost unexpectedly, the foliage that bent over them receding suddenly, leading them into a fetid swampland, the walkway climbing to clusters of houses built upon stilts. Thatch and mud formed the walls, the whole place raised over the water like wading birds.

Sog certainly suited the name of the town. Everything looked damp or waterlogged, and Canda didn’t much relish spending long in it. Her eyes were drawn towards the center of town, where an ancient stone building lurched out of the waters, its peaked roof askew, its stony base listing into the swamp like a drunk after a binge.

The residents were out and about, and watched the pair with curiosity as they crossed the bridges that spanned the town, heading towards the old temple. Canda had never seen frogmen before, and tried not to stare too obviously. Short, squat, they reminded her of goblins, though they were rounder and fatter, most dressed in loincloths and ragged shawls, their toad-like heads following her. Narrow fishing boats slipped around the stilts of the village, the boatmen plying long poles as they worked. Many slowed at the sight of the pair, their large eyes staring in wonder at the imposing death knight and alchemist. Blushing at their attention, Canda tugged her floppy hat over her face.

“We’ll need to take a boat to the Fungeon,” Armand informed her.

Canda hastily pushed her hat back. “Really? Oh. Usually the Guild builds its office nearer the dungeon,” she said.

“The Fungeon is rarely delved. It’s remote, and the poisons of it often seep into the surroundings and mutate the wildlife,” Armand said, having poured through every document about the Fungeon in Mange’s extensive library, as well as interrogated the man himself about all the dungeons known. “It was once a temple to the Ribbin people, harnessing a mana spout from under the earth. They used it in their rituals and with its power spread their rule over the entire region. But when they attempted to summon a god of decay, the resulting explosion of magic sank the temple and destroyed most of their city. The entire Ribbin kingdom was destroyed, as we can see,” he added with a look about the stony ruins they walked among.

“Ha ha! Wow!” Canda said with a shaky grin. “That’s um, unfortunate.”

“It’s a common story for [Constant] dungeons,” Armand said, recalling how the Necropolis came to be. “Where mana grows strong along the planet’s leylines, it’s often taken advantage of by the people who live there, who use it for their own purposes. Often, they build temples or some structure to help harness it. Until it becomes too much for them, and then forms the nucleus of a dungeon, the memory of what had been done imprinting itself in the bosses who form the core. Either way, we’ll first need to visit the Adventurer Guild branch here. I understand it’s customary,” Armand said.

“Yeah, true,” Canda said as they neared the ancient stone building lurching out of the swamp.


The Guild

Marvin Lick had come to the unfortunate realization he had made a poor career choice.

He was now attempting to put that into writing.

He nibbled his lip, peering through his large, round glasses at the letter before him. He licked the tip of his pen and put it to the paper.

Dear Director Marvell,

He lifted the pen. Hm. Dear? A little informal but it might catch the eye. He put the pen back to paper.

I hope this letter finds you well. I myself am doing horribly poorly oh gods please help me sir…

Lick lifted his pen. With a face grown long with life’s many, many disappointments he looked around Sog’s Guild office. Huge. Cavernous. Built in the ruins of the old temple in the middle of a swamp, the dark filled every corner, as did the damp. He’d erected walls of bookcases, trunks, and his few measly possessions around himself as a desperate defence against the suffocating solitude of the place, but it hadn’t done much. His desk was still open to the rest of the main ritual chamber, as regulations demanded. Not that he’d had a visitor save the locals in a very long time. Somewhere, something was dripping. He’d long since stopped trying to find out where or what.

Something was always dripping.

Lick looked back down to the paper and resumed.

I myself am doing as well as can be expected. The branch office is soggy wet frog infested

“Rooooark.”

Lick looked up at the frog sitting at the corner of his desk and scowled at it. The frog failed to heed his warning glare. Lick looked around for something to throw, then gave up and went back to writing. It seemed more productive.

The branch office is lively. I am hoping my other letters to you have found their way to your desk with great speed, and that your delay in replying is due to organizing the men whom you have been commissioning to send to assist me with the Fungeon.

Per my prior pleadings desperate entreating’s oh gods please help me Per my previous letters, I am extremely concerned that the Fungeon has not been sufficiently cleared for some time. I am sure I don’t need to explain the gravity of what might occur

Lick scratched out what he had written. Of course he didn’t need to explain what might happen. Everyone knew what would happen. It was the whole point of the Adventurer’s Guild! Oh gods. And it might already be too late. What was he to do?

“Rooooark.”

“Oh shut up,” he snapped at the frog.

Pushing the frog from his mind, he bent over the desk, his hand tight on his pen as if to force the respectful words onto paper. Do not panic. Do. Not. Panic.

“Ahem.”

Lick shrieked, his chair toppling over and sprawling him onto the damp stones. Almost as quickly he sprang back to his feet, blinking furiously and putting his glasses back into place.

“What? Who? What? I… Oh… Oh my…”

He blinked dumbly as his eyes traced the grim carvings inlaid in Armand’s black steel armour, finally reaching to looming death knight’s face.

“Um…” Lick stammered.

Canda poked her way out from behind the death knight. “Hi! Um, is this the Adventurer’s Guild branch office for Sog?”

“Guild?” Lick said, his eyes snapping between the pair. “Oh. Oh! Yes. Yes! It is,” he cried, hastily righting his chair. “And uh, you two are…”

“We are here to enter the Fungeon,” Armand said.

Lick stared at him. “You… you are?”

“Yes.”

Lick trembled, then gave a cry of joy, throwing up his arms. “Oh thank the gods!”

Canda jumped at the outburst. “Huh?”

“Thank you! Thank you!” Lick cried, grabbing Armand’s hand and pumping it enthusiastically. “Thank the gods you’ve come! I knew the Guild hadn’t been ignoring my letters. I knew they’d send someone!”

“You did?” Armand said blankly.

“Of course! I don’t know why there was such a delay but that doesn’t matter now. None of it matters! It’s all going to be alright now.”

“It is?” Armand said.

“Y-yes. Of course! It is… I-isn’t it?”

Lick peeked past the pair and at the gloomy depths of the chamber past them. “Where… where are the rest of your party members?”

“I’ve yet to recruit any more,” Armand said.

“You’re… you’re joking, right?” Lick said.

“No,” Armand said.

“Um, hi!” Canda said, stepping around Armand. “Hey! So, yeah. No. We weren’t sent by the Guild. We’re free adventurers! Haha. So, if you, ya know, had any quests for the Fungeon, we’d be thrilled to take a look!”

Lick looked between them. “The Guild didn’t send you?” he asked in a voice limp as the flag he’d hung outside the office (as per regulations).

“Um.” Canda looked back at Armand as if to confirm this. “No?”

Lick’s legs buckled, and it was fortunate his chair was still behind him, else he’d likely have cracked his skull on the floor. Instead he flopped back into his seat, the wood creaking as it tilted him back.

“Oh,” he said, a hand to his brow as he gazed at the ceiling in despair. “Ohhhhh. Then, we’re doomed.”

Canda’s smile grew uneasy. “We are?” she said.

Lick moaned and rubbed his face into his hands. “Doomed. Doomed! Doomed doomed doomed! We’re all dead. All doomed! Don’t you understand!” he wailed, throwing his hands down on the table. “We’re all doomed!”

“You mentioned that, yes,” Armand said. “I have doubts.”

“Of course we are!” Lick wailed, sobbing into his hands. “Don’t you see? The Fungeon is nearly ready to breach!”

“Haha!” Canda laughed nervously. “That’s… that’s a funny one! Ha. Ha ha… ha…”

She trailed off, her nervous giggles lost among the rafters of the great, gloomy temple.

“What do you mean it’s going to breach?” Armand said.

“Exactly that!” Lick cried. “We haven’t had a party of sufficient size delve into the Fungeon in years! There’s so much magic built up in there it’s ready to pop! Explode! Unleash a horde of monsters onto the marshlands. And when the magic seeps out, the Fungeon will expand into the region. Sog will be overrun! Everything will be! Mutated and twisted! Devoured by the dungeon to add to its dimensions!”

“Ah,” Armand said. “Yes. That does sound a bit… ‘doomy.’”

“Of course it is! And I tried to warn the Guild. I’ve written dozens of letters and sent them by post.”

“And they didn’t send anyone?” Canda said uneasily.

“No!”

“Well, um, maybe they got lost? But, why didn’t you just, um, go in person? There’s a warpstone just outside town…”

Lick looked at Canda in shock. “And leave the Guild office unmanned?” he said. “Oh no. No no! I could never do that. It’s against regulations.”

“I see,” Armand said without much interest. “At any rate, does that mean then the mana from monsters will be much greater than usual when they’re killed?”

“Yes! What?” Lick said.

Amand looked at Canda. “It seems that levelling you will be much easier than we first thought.”

“Ha ha! G-goody,” Canda said, brought out a paper bag and started breathing heavily into it.

Lick looked dumbly between the pair. “You… you still want to go in there?”

“Well,” Armand said, thinking of the staff that would make Canda a truly potent member of his party. “We didn’t come all this way for nothing.”

Lick sniffled, his large nose quivering. “You… you two are true heroes.”

Armand looked on in confusion as Lick began to sob. “…Right. Does this mean we can enter the Fungeon?” he asked at last.

“Huh? Oh! Y-yes! Of course!” Lick gasped. “Though it may be dangerous, of course. Very dangerous.”

“Really?” Armand said, his eyes gleaming like blue ice. “Dangerous?”

“Immensely! The monsters of a dungeon on the verge of breaching will be enormously powerful. The bosses even more so! Even a small dungeon like the Fungeon could be classed as a B, or even A tier!”

“Finally, some good news,” Armand said. “Is there an item shop in town?”

“Oh, yes. Yes! Just down the ramp, near the piers. It’s ah, not very good.”

“It will have something,” Armand said, turning abruptly. “We’re leaving,” he informed Canda.

“Oh! Right. Sure. Um, bye!” she said, waving farewell to Lick as she hustled after Armand with a flutter of her cloak, still occasionally breathing out of the paper bag.

Lick sniffed again, wiping his eyes.

Heroes.

There were still heroes in the world after all…

. . .

Canda walked after Armand and out of the listing guild office, following him down the wooden ramps that had been built along the face of the ancient temple. “So…” she said.

“Yes?” Armand said.

“So,” she repeated. “We’re um, still going into the dungeon? Which I’m totally okay with, by the way. Ha ha! I’m not terrified at all.”

“Good,” Armand said. “There’s no need to be. I’ll be there with you.”

“Oh,” she said, her face heating with a blush. Canda giggled. “R-right. You will, huh? Y-you know, haha. If I was a nervous person, I’d probably be totally terrified right now about walking into a dungeon with just you. Especially after what happened in the Necropolis. Good thing I’m not! Haha! Ha!”

Still grinning nervously, Canda grabbed her flask and took a quick pull, shivering as the fizz of the drink soothed her nerves. Hoo boy. It was gonna be a long day. Or a short one if she died quickly! She quickly took another pull.

Yeah.

Definitely should have brewed more…

They found the item shop in short order. It stood upon its stilted legs, but its condition seemed even worse than the rest of the buildings around them. The thatch looked bare in places, the sign saying Bestfuse’s Best creaking and hanging from only one chain, and the doorway gaped open with smoky light.

Armand went in first, ducking inside and peering about the interior. Canada followed after and wrinkled her nose at the nearly bare shelves inside, to say nothing of the smell of dereliction. The counter ran along the far wall, and on it was slumped a man. He wore a large hat like an overturned bowl, while arms clad in long sleeves were currently cushioning his head as he slept.

“Um… Maybe we should come back…” Canda said.

Armand said nothing, but crossed the room and to the counter. He spotted a bell near the man’s head and gave it a ring.

The chime sang through the dead air and the man at the counter snorted, jerked upright, blinking rapidly. “Eh! Huh? Who… Woah,” he said, head tilting back as he looked up at Armand. “You’re a tall one, huh?”

“Yes,” Armand said. “I am. You are the owner of this shop?”

“Oh yeah. Yeah. Tooootally. Wait,” he said, peering at the pair. “Are you… holy shit! Are you two customers?”

“Yes,” Armand said again.

The shopkeeper beamed and kicked back from his desk, rising quickly to his feet with a flutter of his robe.

“Hey hey! That’s greaaaaat! Well! Welcome to the Bestfuse Shop! I’m Esthin, your local merchant. So what’cha lookin’ to buy? Maybe some lunch? Some enchanted weapons? Or uh… maybe… this!” he said, grabbing a jar off the counter. “Check it out! We got… uh… raisins!”

Canda leaned in closer, peering at the jar. “That says peaches…”

“Does it? Ha! Whaddya know. Crazy. Labeling these days. Who can trust it?” the merchant declared, tossing the jar over his shoulder and out a window. There was a crash. “But hey! I know what a pair of adventurers like you two need. You need muck boots. Right? Going paddling?”

“We’re conquering the Fungeon,” Armand said.

The merchant burst out laughing. “The… the Fungeon! Hahaha! Gods damned! You’re taking on the Fungeon? Hahaha! That’s a good one.”

“Is it?” Armand said.

The merchant’s grin faded before the humour-impervious front of the pale man before him. “Well… yeah! No one goes in there these days. Not for ages. Not adventurers either. The place is a bitch to reach. Don’t need to tell you to that, though. Huh?”

“Apparently,” Armand said.

“Right? I mean, we’re waaaay out in the boonies here. We’re no Labyrinth! And who’d come this far for a B grade dungeon, right? In fact, I haven’t had an adventurer as a customer since Bestfuse opened this shop.”

“Then… why did they open a shop here?” Canda said.

The man swung a pair of finger pistols towards the alchemist. “Hey! Great question. That’s what I’d like to know!”

“Why don’t any adventurers tackle the dungeon?” Armand asked.

“Easier pickings I guess,” the merchant said with a shrug, the bell dangling from his hat jingling. “We’re super out of the way. Not to mention that the Fungeon is just loaded with status effect monsters. Poisons. Toxins. Lots of tricky things that are an absolute bitch to deal with if you’re unprepared. Speaking of! You looking for some antidotes? I got tons of them. Most of them probably aren’t even expired!”

“Oh, well, I’m an alchemist, so I think we’ll be good,” Canda said.

“Are you? That’s fantastic! Guess I’m wasting my time. Go figure!” he said. “So what do you need here? Or did you just wake me up from my nap for a chat?”

“No,” Armand said, scanning the shop and its depressingly bare and disorganized shelves. “We need a ring of poison resistance.”

“We have that?”

“Yes,” Armand said, pointing at a green ring among a dozen others strewn atop a nearby display case. “That.”

“It is? I mean, of course it is!” Esthin cried with a flutter of sleeves. “Right you are! Just the thing a wandering adventurer needs before taking on a dungeon filled with poisonous monsters. And for the low low bargain price of… uh…” He snatched up the sign and peered at it. “Twenty gold! Wow, that’s highway robbery.”

“Uh, should you be the one saying that?” Canda said.

“Of course! Who else would? And am I wrong?”

“Um, I guess not. It is kinda expensive,” Canda agreed.

“Damn right it is! But worth every penny. Probably. Maybe.”

“We’ll pay,” Armand said.

“We will?” Canda said.

“Yes,” Armand said, pulling a money pouch from his belt and upending it on the table.

Both Canda and Esthin stared at the coins thus revealed. Not so much their value, which was plain, but rather because most had something rusty and red on them.

“Uh…” Esthin said as he picked up one of the coins, turning it doubtfully. “Is this… blood?”

“I looted it from some… enemies,” Armand said.

“What enemies?”

“...Boars,” Armand said.

“A bunch of boars were carrying coins? What? Did they eat them?” Esthin said.

“Perhaps,” Armand said.

Esthin gave him another skeptical look, then shrugged. “Sure!” he said. “Why not. No bell off my hat. Hey! And as a bonus, how about some of those peaches? Complimentary!”

“I thought they were raisins,” Canda said.

“Raisins. Peaches. Fruit is fruit! Who cares?”

Armand took the ring, and another jar that was belatedly shoved into his hand. “Thanks,” he said. “We’ll be back to sell any extra goods we come across in the dungeon.”

“Sounds fun! I’ll be here. Literally no chance I won’t be. So best of luck. And in the unlikely chance you survive, come back soon! The Bestfuse Company appreciates your business and the chance to rip you off. See ya!”

Canda glanced back at the leaning shop nervously as they departed and moved down towards the docks running down near the waters. “Wow,” she said blankly. “He was… super weird, wasn’t he?”

“I suppose,” Armand said as he toyed with the ring, then gave it to Canda. “Here. Equip this.”

“Huh! Um, s-sure. Thank you. Wow. I never got a gift before. N-not that I think this is a gift. Haha! But uh, th-thank you all the same. I um… thanks,” she said, squeezing the ring.

“You’ll get better gear soon enough,” Armand said.

Canda believed she might. That Armand might really level her up enough to take on higher dungeons. But even if she did get better gear, she knew she would never get rid of the ring he had given her. She slipped it onto her finger, feeling the [+3 Poison Resistance] tingle as it took effect. Closing her hand in a fist, Canda clutched it to her chest, giddy giggling bubbling from within her.

Maybe things wouldn’t be so bad after all…


The Fungeon

They found a boat that would take them to the dungeon with difficulty. When Armand explained his purpose, most refused, the frogmen he spoke to shrinking away, shaking squat heads at the prospect of delving into the grim realm of the deeper marshlands. At last, Armand hailed a pilot who poled his boat towards them, deftly threading the other vessels gathered in the way, and who agreed to the journey.

In silence they were ferried through the wetlands, the oozing landscape passing them by in brackish eddies around isles of reeds and crooked trees. And as they went deeper into the mires, the air grew thicker. Grimmer. A gloom began to seep in despite the day. A haze that hung over the heavens like smoke, the trees growing thick, their canopy looming over the waterway until it was blocked out completely, while creepers hung down like slimy tentacles stroking the oily waters.

And then they saw it.

The Fungeon.

The river emptied into a vast lake whose bottom couldn’t be seen in the murky eddies, but from which could be made out the grim suggestions of ancient, cyclopean buildings laid low and sunk beneath the fetid waters. The grave of an empire lay beneath them, and out of the middle of the lake rose a temple like a lonely mountain. Monolithic blocks had been reared to make it, piled in a crude, square pyramid. Out of the waters around them lurched ancient pillars, knocked askew like crooked sticks planted in the waters by the cataclysm that had leveled the pyramid, their faces carved with hideous reptilian figures, vines crawling over them in masses.

Canda bit her lip nervously.

Yeah.

The Fungeon indeed didn’t look fun.

As they were driven closer more details of their destination made themselves known. Intricate carvings sprawled up and down the ancient temple, covering every inch in elaborate and grotesque figures. Huge statues of reptiles clung along the tiers, their maws festooned with ivy, and moss coated the steps climbing to the pyramid’s peak. All over the greenery sprouted vile looking flowers of browns, greens and yellows the colour of bile. Mists of magic breathed from the temple, clouding the lake like steam escaping from a pot ready to boil.

“Ha… haha. Oh dang,” Canda whimpered, her voice hushed as if the atmosphere were a hand choking her.

“There!” croaked the ferryman. “There Fungeon!”

Armand said nothing, but the burning blue of his eyes flared stronger. He could sense the power within the depths, buried deep behind the misty veil of magic. A dungeon core throbbed within the dark heart of the temple before them. A boss’s magic heart. Pulsing like a boil ready to burst. Strong. Stronger than it had any right to be.

Lick had been right. The dungeon was ready to breach.

But Armand had little interest in that. It didn’t concern him. Only retrieving the staff they needed and grinding some experience for Canda. Nothing else mattered here.

They reached the base of the pyramid, the steps sinking into the brackish waters. In better times, someone had built a crude dock attached to the stairs. It had since been half-consumed with more fungal growths and creepers, and their guide nosed their boat to place alongside it.

Armand got off first, the boat bobbing as his armoured weight left it. He raised his head, looking slowly about himself. The lake around them was curiously quiet. The calls of birds sang from the shore, but not even a ripple disturbed the waters. Canda came out behind him, her mouth slightly agape at the ruined glory of the ancient temple.

Armand said nothing, but into his hand he conjured his axe, the cruel blade seeping with the cold of undeath.

“We’ll return in a few hours,” he informed the ferryman.

“I’ll stay,” the frogman croaked, though his legs quivered with fear, his wide eyes flicking this way and that with unease.

Armand nodded and began to climb the steps, his footfalls withering the creep of moss. Canda followed close, taking another quick swig of her flask to buoy herself.

The steps ended at the summit, but the floor had given way during the apocalypse that had damned the temple to the swamp. The rubble had been hacked into a number of steps which led down to a gaping hole descending deeper into the ruins, the rim devoured by fungal growths, while glowing mushrooms bulged and swelled along the inside.

“Oooh,” Canda said, kneeling near some of the mushrooms and gently gathering them up. “These are hard to find.”

“We’ll find many more inside,” Armand said.

“Oh, right,” Canda said, jumping back to her feet and scurrying after him. “So uh… do you know where the Swamp Witch is?”

“Deep within,” Armand said. “She’ll be in the Ritual Chamber.”

“Cool. Cool. And ah, we’re going to be okay getting there?”

“Of course. There’s only some trash mobs in the way,” Armand said.

“Right. Right. Gotcha. Never doubted it for a second. Haha!” Canda said, her smile twitching as she hastily took another swig of potion.

Armand said nothing as they picked their way through the fallen masonry and deeper into the pit. Mists of magic seeped from the gap below, hazing the air. As they passed the entrance to the dungeon, they could feel the weight of the place’s magic press around them like a tightening noose. The floor within was cracked, filled with mossy growths between the seams of the stones, and there was a humidity that thickened the sense of strangeness.

Armand stopped abruptly, Canda nearly running into his back. “Wha-”

“Monsters,” he said.

Canda looked over his shoulder, her eyes widening at the sight that shambled ahead. They resembled men, if a man had let a bog grow on him. Mossy hides hung from their misshapen shoulders and their arms ended in club-like masses that dangled heavily at their sides, swinging every time they took a stumbling step. Their faces were hideous, overgrown with growths that warped their mouths like they were twisted in eternal screams. As the horrors shambled about, they made a sucking, wet moaning sound that sent shudders through Canda’s very soul.

“Fungal Horrors,” Armand said. “Low encounters. Avoid the ground where they die. They create a poison.”

“Gods,” Canda whispered.

“Do not engage until I draw them in,” Armand said, his axe gleaming as cold blue light glowed along its edge and the runes that marked it.

Canda swallowed, reaching into her cloak and thumbing the potions hidden beneath. “You got it,” she said.

Armand nodded and stepped out of cover, striding into the room. He raised his hand, blue light whirling around his fingers.

“[Death Strike,]” he said.

Like a screaming skull, the blast of magic rushed from his hand, crashing into one of the monsters. The fungal figure toppled, head stripped to a decayed stump. As it landed the growths on its body seemed to melt into a pool of hissing, poisonous slurry.

At once, every one of the creatures jerked Armand’s way, shambling towards him with club-like limbs swinging, moaning cries rising from their throats.

Armand moved forward, his axe swinging. “Now!” he barked, shearing through a Fungal Horror, cleaving it in two.

Swallowing, Canda searched through her potions. No. No. Not that one. Healing. Mana. Aha! [Potion of Lesser Fireblossom.] Perfect! She grabbed a fizzing red bottle, drew back her arm, and hurled it at one of the fungoid creatures.

The bottle smashed against the thing’s head, and as the mixture spread over the creature, it came alight. Flames roared, consuming the Fungal Horror in an inferno. The monster shrieked like air escaping a balloon, a sound that rose louder than even the roar of the fire as it staggered, arms swinging blindly, only to bump into another of the horrors, setting it alight too.

Armand paused in his killing to watch the monsters reel away from each other in stumbling haste, showing terror that they had never shown him. Nicely done. And very effective. Clearly Canda knew her business. He nodded to himself, pleased with his choice in her as he turned, his axe idly hacking through another of the shambling monsters, taking one of its clubbed arms clean off its shoulder. He couldn’t wait to see what she could do with the staff.

Another Fungal Horror lurched at him, and Armand planted his foot in its chest and kicked it back, sending it into the now merrily burning mass of other monsters. The stench of burning – hopefully not carcinogenic – mold thickened in the air, the shambling creatures soon engulfing their fellows in flames.

The Fungal Horrors were not clever creatures. When one’s brain is made of mushroom and mush it didn’t allow for much deep thinking, but the surviving monsters had a single mindedness that sent them on towards Armand.

They were met with the swing of his axe, slashing through the approaching creatures in an unhurried steadiness, the death knight ripping through the survivors with an ease of a gardener with a mower, and soon reduced the survivors to decaying chunks.

Satisfied, he stepped back, watching as the last of the mobs were incinerated, their bodies falling apart, the fires dying as they burned down to the stone of the floor, the sizzling pools of melted poison soon dissipating to lay bare the small, roughly hewn blue crystals within them.

“Not a bad size,” he said, crouching and gathering up the mana gems. He turned towards Canda and held out his hand. “Here.”

“R-really?” she said, glancing back up at him. “You’re sure? I mean, usually parties, you know, share them. Except for mine. Ones I was in always said they would, but somehow, haha, never seemed to be enough for… for me…”

“You earned them,” Armand said.

Canda looked down at the gems again and scooped them from his hand. She held them, admiring them for a moment before she tightened her hand into a fist, crushing the crystals.

She gasped as the raw magic seeped into her, rushing into her body like a shot of pure power. She groaned softly, lashes fluttering as she absorbed the magic, a thrum of electric power coursing through her and into her arm.

[Level Up!]

[Level 13 Alchemist!]

“H-holy smokes,” she breathed. “That’s a lot of mana!”

“Yes. And plenty more before we’re done,” Armand reminded her.

“Haha! Right? Wow! You know? I was absolutely terrified there,” Canda said, her grin somewhat manic. “But we did it! We killed them!”

“Yes. But those were trash mobs,” Armand reminded her. “Not bosses or even sub bosses. There will be far greater challenges ahead.”

“Haha! Yeah, I mean. Totally. Lead the way, Armand. I’m um… right behind you,” Canda said.

Armand smiled, beckoning her to follow before moving forward and deeper into the damned temple. He was more cautious now. If the dungeon truly was getting near to breaching, then the monsters within would be even more aggressive than usual. Not to mention tougher. He wasn’t too worried about himself, but Canda was a concern. She had potential. Great potential, and that would be wasted if she was killed by random mob encounters.

Of course, he could revive her, as he had Mange. But that would hardly be ideal. Once a person was revived through necromancy, they could not level up again. Their growth would be arrested at their moment of death. A pitiable thing, and quite the opposite of Armand’s needs.

No. She must live.

Until she reached his boss room.

Armand smiled at the thought. Yes. It would all be worth it. Best to move forward as quickly as possible. Get to the Witch and get the staff so Canda would be better able to protect herself and provide more effective healing.

They continued into the ancient temple. What light there was glowed from the swollen mushrooms which grew along the walls and floors, illuminating the way ahead. Stairs wound downwards, their footsteps clicking in the darkness, Armand’s stride heavy and Canda pressing in close behind him.

Several more times they were confronted by small groups of Fungal Horrors, but they were quickly dispatched, the mana gems they contained gathered and absorbed. Occasionally, Canda would pause to harvest some herb or fungus, but ever on they pressed.

Soon the steps ended, and they found themselves in a round stone room. What purpose it had once served Armand couldn’t tell. Broken pottery lay here and there, encrusted with mossy growths and mushrooms. The floor listed and water had risen up, flooding fully half the room in a deep pool. Armand hefted his weapon, peering about. The walls had been carved with huge stone slabs, depicting scenes of the black faith that had once held court within the temple. Much of these were now obscured by encroaching moss, but enough were still visible to imply in vivid paints many rituals involving sharp objects and less than willing participants. At the far end of the room lay a hole in the wall through which Armand could make out more glowing mushrooms.

He nodded at the other side of the room. “Come,” he said and started off.

Canda followed him, the only sound a soft dripping of water somewhere and the reek of rot hanging heavily around them.

Shhhhhhh.

Abruptly, halfway across the room, Armand stopped.

“What’s wrong?” Canda said.

“I heard something. Something…”

He trailed off, moving his head about. He sensed it now. Something strange… The presence of a powerful mana stone. A boss. He suddenly looked towards the pool.

And saw a pair of yellow eyes looking back.

The waters suddenly humped, splashing as the mass in the waters rose from the depths. An island of moss draped the creature like it wore a carpet. Its eyes were hollows in a face of drooping tentacle vines. Like a giant form of the Fungal Horrors they had seen before, it reared up with a bellowing cry that shook the ceiling.

Canda gaped at the creature, shuffling back a step. “Gods above!” she gasped.

[Fungal Lord]

[Berserk]

“Ah,” Armand said, mind spinning back through the documents he’d read from Mange. “A rare boss.”

“Huh?” Canda said.

“Uncommon spawns,” Armand said conversationally. “Only occasionally show up in a dungeon run. Due to the build up of magic, it must have-“

“Rooooooo!” the Fungal Lord bellowed and swung a trunk-like arm, Armand quickly jumping back as the limb smashed into the floor with a sound like thunder, the room shaking from the impact.

“I’ll tell you later,” Armand said to her before darting forward, slashing the limb. The cut hissed, sizzling with deathly magic, vines and roots blackening and withering.

“Rooooo!” the Fungal Lord howled, yanking its arm back.

“I’ll draw its attention,” Armand said, positioning himself before the creature, weapon raised. “Damage it from a distance!”

“Haha! S-sure! What… whatever you say,” Canda said, shuffling back until her back was pressed against the wall. Only then did she remember the whole ‘damaging the enemy’ bit of his request. Hastily, she pushed her hands into her open cloak, fingers grabbing several potions.

Armand rushed forward, ducking under the swing of the boss’s clubbed arms. Strong, yes, but slow. He could deal with that. Typical tank and spank. It would be faster with some extra DPS, but he could handle the creature. He swung his axe again, slicing into the limb above him. His axe cut cleanly through the trunk, but he was limited to the width of his blade.

Hmm. Tricky.

Canda meanwhile had finally managed to gather some flame-based potions. She shuffled forward a step, cranking her arm back, then hurled the [Potions of Lesser Fireblossom] with as much force as she could. The fizzing glass phials spun end over end over the creature like bottled fireworks.

“[Shatter!]” Canda cried as they reached their zenith.

With a crash of glass the bottles burst, their volatile liquid pouring down onto the swaying monster. Splashing onto the Fungal Lord’s head and shoulders like shampoo, but unlike shampoo save for the most extreme of hair removers, they then ignited.

[Crit!]

[Status Effect: Burning]

“Roooooo!” the Fungal Lord bellowed, jerking back its head and shaking its shaggy head with pain as the fire spread like a curtain across its upper body.

Only to begin to fade, fluttering out like candle flames on a windy day.

[Resisted]

“Haha. Um. Uh oh,” Canda said weakly. She threw open her cloak, frantically going through the bottles hung there.

“Do not panic,” Armand said as he dodged another swinging limb, the Fungal Lord’s attack cratering the stone floor again, dust raining from the ceiling.

“Haha! Me? Panic? Never!” Canda squeaked as she frantically pulled a fistful of potions from her belt.

“You can do this,” Armand said. “I-“

The Fungal Lord threw its arms forward, a hissing, croaking sound escaping it as green magic swirled around its stumpy arms. Armand tensed, but never thought the attack would come from under him. Roots burst from the elaborately carved floor, creaking as they wrapped around his legs in tight shackles of mossy green.

[Vine Grasp]

[Status Effect: Rooted]

Armand grunted, trying to move, but the vines had him fast. He looked up as the Fungal Lord raised an immense limb, a gleam of something like triumph in its glowing eyes as it brought down its arm.

[Crushing Blow]

Armand threw up his axe.

“[Death’s Edge,]” he said.

The keen edge of his axe flared an icy blue and sliced into the descending arm, shearing deep into the Fungal Lord’s trunk-like limb, splitting it like a log even as it came down.

The halves of the Fungal Lord’s arm slammed into the floor on either side of Armand with another thunderous boom. Canda stopped digging through her potions, her jaw falling at the sight. Even the monster stared, for a moment too gobsmacked to react, its huge limb rotting where it had been sliced, blackening and curling with instant decay.

Then pain happened.

Or, whatever the equivalent was for a creature made of mushrooms.

“Rooooooo!” the Fungal Lord bellowed, swinging back up its rotting arm, chunks falling off to splatter and decay on the floor.

The cry shocked Canda from her stupor. Don’t panic. Mustn’t panic. She had… uh… um… Oh! “Aha!” she said, grabbing a bubbling tonic. “Eat [Potion of Greater Fungicide] you um, bad monster!” Canda said, wincing internally at her attempt at trash talk even as she hurled the jar at the Fungal Lord’s leg. “[Shatter!]” she cried.

The vial exploded against the monster’s hip and leg, sizzling and popping as it burned through the grassy tissue that held the monster together. The Fungal Lord’s leg crumpled under its weight, sending it reeling forward to crash on one knee with a tremendous splash. Its good arm slammed into the floor, keeping it from falling completely on Armand.

And bringing its head right into range of the death knight.

Again Armand slashed, his axe slicing the Fungal Lord’s shaggy head right down the middle. The creature’s eyes crossed, trying to see what had happened. Which became doubly difficult as the two halves of its head split off onto either side.

“Rooo?”

The creature’s bulk shuddered, then fully collapsed, nearly burying Armand under its bulk. A cloud of spores spread across the floor in a gust as the immense monster finally died, its bulk laid low before the death knight.

Silence reigned. Armand lowered his axe, eying the monster with satisfaction.

“Haha! H-holy shit,” Canda said, shuffling towards Armand. “Did… did we win?”

“Yes,” Armand said, nudging the corpse with his axe. He looked back at her with a nod. “Well done.”

Canda blushed hotly, tugging down her broad hat to shield her face. “Oh, um. Haha, it was uh, nothing really. You know. Just um, doing my part i-in the party. So now we cut out the mana core. Right? We can… um… Did… did you… hear something?”

Armand looked thoughtfully around the room. He had heard something. It had sounded like…

Craaaaaack.

Armand looked down suddenly at the floor beneath his rooted legs. Fissure broke in the ancient stone, spreading outward as the ancient rock, damaged by the blows of the Fungal Lord’s attack and magic, finally gave way. Canda saw the same and looked up, her wide eyes meeting his.

Armand reached out and shoved her away.

Canda yelped as she flew back, just in time for the floor to shatter under Armand’s feet, dragging him and the corpse of the Fungal Lord down into the dark.

“Armand!” Canda screamed, but before she could rush forward part of the ceiling gave way. Canda looked up in horror, her body reacting instinctively. She lunged towards the exit of the chamber, throwing herself clear just as several tons of stone collapsed behind her. She threw her arms over her head, huddling up where she landed as a cloud of dust billowed over her, covering her in a thin layer of grit.

Small stones clattered, making her flinch each time one bounced off her. At last, Canda dared raise her head, floppy hat raining down a haze of dust and pollen as she looked back, only to find the way she’d come utterly blocked off by what seemed like half the temple’s ceiling.

“Ha,” she said, her smile twitching with panic. “Ha ha. Oh f-fuck…”


Bartering with Goblins

Well.

This was inconvenient.

Armand tried to move his arms and legs once more and found, again, they were not being cooperative, and were also resting at some very unusual angles. He was leaning up against the Fungal Lord’s corpse, the massive boss having landed before him. The death knight had fallen atop the immense monster after a terrible, tumbling journey through the impenetrable dark, knocking against chunks of almost absurdly sharp stone until they’d at last come to rest in the depths beneath the rotting temple.

And where he’d, unfortunately, discovered he was not immune to fall damage.

“Very inconvenient,” Armand said to the room at large.

It was a large room, the walls bare stone. Water dripped in from somewhere above, slowly filling the chamber. Puddles were all around, along with more glowing fungi. The moss had made few inroads so deep in the earth, but even as he sat there, the spores from the Fungal Lord’s corpse began to sprout, mushrooms unfurling like umbrellas against the rain. It was eerily beautiful.

If one ignored how the water level was slowly rising.

Armand shifted in his armour as best he could. There was a lot of power here. The mists of magic seeped from cracks in the floor to whisper about him. Summoning the god of rot had taken a great deal of magic. Too much. The Ribbin people had overestimated their ability to control the arcane wellspring they’d drawn their magic from, and this was the result. But regardless, once the fount of magic was tapped, it could not be turned off.

And soon, it would fuel the dungeon breach.

He could feel the power throbbing in the stones as one might feel the heartbeat of another by pressing a hand against their chest. It was not the same power that fed through the Necropolis, but it was familiar in a tangible way. The breach was indeed growing in strength, and when it erupted, it would transform the swamplands.

Little wonder the Guild was worried. But he was curious why they had not sent a party of heroes to try and deal with it. Were they that weak? Or was there something more going on?

But then, Armand dismissed the worries. They were a whole lot of not his goddam problem. But he refused to lose the heroine he had recruited, and every minute he remained down in the pit, the likelier it was she was getting closer to being something’s lunch.

Far from ideal.

So first, he had to get back up.

Unfortunately, inspiration for how to do that was a bit lacking at the moment.

As Armand contemplated maybe heaving himself forward and using his teeth to drag him towards the entrance, he heard something. Something that sounded like…

Singing?

He narrowed his eyes as a shape shuffled through the darkness at the other end of the chamber. There was a clink, and a figure hopped into the open.

Well now.

That was interesting.

Whistling softly under her breath, probably only coming up to his waist in height, a female goblin strolled into the meager light. She wore hooded cloak that only reached her knees and curved around a pair of impressive breasts, for though she was short, she seemed to have pushed all those lost inches into her curves. Golden hoop earrings flashed in pointed ears, and her yellow eyes gleamed with a quickness and cleverness that missed nothing. The evidence for that being the massive sack she hoisted over a shoulder, its contents clinking musically.

A Treasure Goblin.

Excellent.

Treasure Goblins were far from uncommon. They were one of the few monsters that could pass between the confines of dungeons and outside at will. Usually they bounded around dungeons in search of dropped gold, trinkets, or other random items from dead heroes which they might be able to trade on the outside. Not that they were well loved. Pawning the treasures of dead adventurers didn’t exactly endear them to others. But it was a necessary service in many ways, for truly powerful artifacts were hard to come by, and leaving them to rot in a dungeon was rarely ideal. Many dungeon lords tolerated them because they were useful for gaining information on what was going on in the outside world. Meanwhile, adventurers often relied on them in the dungeons to trade, getting rid of trash loot and, though their prices for potions, antidotes, or other goods were often utterly ruinous, the alternative tended to be ‘dying’, so usually an adventurer swallowed their anger, shut their mouths, and opened their wallet.

“Da da da da da,” the goblin sang, swinging her hips as she trotted across the room. “Havin’ some fun. Havin’ some gold. Havin’ a time in the dungeon’s hold. Oh yeah! Gots it all,” the goblin giggled as she bounced into the room, her large eyes peering about for anything of value.

Then she spotted him and stopped dead, her eyes growing wide.

“Well well!” she said, approaching slowly, her eyes running up and down him, her grinning teeth gleaming in the gloom. “What’ve we got here? Mmm. That’s some nice armour there.”

“Thank you. I made it myself,” Armand said.

She jerked back in surprise. “Holy hell!” she gasped. “Yer alive?”

Armand shrugged as best he could. “In a manner of speaking.”

The goblin stared at him, her brow furrowing. “Wait,” she said. “Don’t I know you?”

“Doubtful,” he said.

She moved a bit closer, peering at him. She sniffed the air, squinting in concentration.

“Hey. Hold on now. I know that smell. That’s a smell from the Necropolis.”

“Is it?”

“Oh yeah! Hey, aren’t you a boss from there?”

Armand raised an eyebrow. “I’m surprised you know what that smells like.”

“Ha! Well, what can I say?” she said smugly. “Old Abbia’s got the gift. But hey! Whatcha doin’ down here? Shouldn’t you still be in the Necropolis doin’… I dunno, undead stuff? Shamblin’ around. Moaning. Rotting in your boss room.”

“We do other things,” Armand said defensively.

“Do you?”

“Sometimes,” he said, not quite willing to admit she was a bit too close to the truth. “Besides, this is a separate venture.”

“How so?”

Armand scowled at the impudent goblin. “My purposes are my own.”

Abbia smirked at him. “Looks like it’s got you sittin’ there with a couple broken legs and arms,” she observed.

“...I can’t deny that,” he admitted.

“Need a hand?”

“If you wouldn’t mind,” he said. “Mine appears to be a bit useless.”

The goblin grinned and swung her treasure sack down from her shoulder with an audible clink. “Well! You’re in luck. I just so happens to got just the thing for a big, studly undead like yourself. Aha! Here we are,” she said, suddenly pulling out a thick, glazed vial filled with a glowing crimson liquid. “[Greater Healing Potion!] Good for what ails ya. Especially blunt force damage.”

“That should work,” Armand said.

“Of course it will! But ah, we didn’t discuss payment, did we?” she said with a quirk of her brows.

“We did not.”

“Nope! We sure didn’t. Sure didn’t. But, I could see my way to selling it to you for… oh… shall we say eighty gold?”

A ruinous sum under normal circumstances, but Armand wasn’t exactly in a position to negotiate, as he well knew. And neither did he care. Gold mattered little to him. Well, other people’s gold. Any gold in the Necropolis he’d guard with all the viciousness of a dragon being robbed by an invisible little person. “Fine,” he said. “Though I will need you to help me drink it.”

“Sure. Sure. Anything you say, hot stuff,” Abbia chimed, bouncing forward with a ringing of her treasure sack. “Now uh, not that I don’t trust ya, you understand, but I’d like to maybe see the colour of yer gold before we go further.”

“My pouch is on my belt,” Armand said, hardly worried. Treasure goblins never dared play dungeon bosses false, lest they find a dungeon quite abruptly unfriendly to them. And treasure goblins needed all the friends they could get

“Now you’re talkin’ my language!” the goblin crowed, bending down and unhooking the money sack from his belt. She poured the gold coins into her hand, her eyes glowing with delight.

“Ooooh baby, look at that!” she said, grinning widely. “Come to mama Abbia!”

“Satisfied?” Armand said.

“Sure am!” Abbia said, stuffing the gold she’d taken into her sack before uncorking the bottle she’d brought. “Bottoms up!”

Armand tilted back his head, letting her pour the crimson contents down his throat. He could feel the concoction spread through him, burning like white fire where it went. His bones reknit with a popping, snapping sounds. His legs returning to their proper shape. His arms becoming whole once again. He raised them as what amounted to feeling for him surged through him once more, his fingers slowly curling into fists, flexing with a creak of steel.

“Much better,” he said, getting his feet under him and rising to his full height.

“Oooh, you’re a big one, aincha?” Abbia said, her eyes shamelessly running up and down the towering death knight, a fire of something more than mere greed glowing in her gaze.

“Yes. Now,” he said, holding out his hand. “My money pouch?”

“Whoops! He he! Sorry about that, studmuffin. I was just so enthralled at the sight of you it completely slipped my mind. No hard feelings of course, huh?”

“None,” Armand said as he hooked the coin purse back onto his belt. He looked about the dripping chamber grimly. “Now, do you know a way back to the upper levels?”

“Sure do, big guy. And I’ll even guide you! And my fee will, of course, be extremely reasonable.”

“Of course,” Armand said drily. He gestured. “Shall we?”

“This way,” Abbia chirped, scampering towards the darkness with a clink of coins and hum of a tune. The death knight followed, grim faced.

He only hoped he wasn’t too late.


The Witch

“Haha! Oh wow. I’m gonna die.”

Canda could hear the giddy panic in her voice rebounding off the walls of the narrow, mushroom infested passageway she crouched in, back against the wall, the skeleton of a less fortuitous intruder slouched beside her, half encased in fungal growth. Her hands shook a little as she poured a bottle into another, the new mixture bubbling and swirling with hues.

“Haha! Holy fuck. Holy fuck I’m gonna die down here,” she said again before managing to down the potion, feeling it fizzing through her like carbonated bubbles, starting to calm her. Well, not calm her. It did fill her with a sense of floating ease, but she knew it wasn’t real. Just another chemical cocktail brewed to keep her from freaking the fuck out.

Because she was on the verge of that.

By all the gods of Priest Street was she on the edge of fetal-position-whimpering panic.

It kinda sucked she had to admit. She’d always been good at potions, and having an alchemist job seemed like a shortcut to real success.

And then she’d met with the Silver Spears.

Then she’d been duped into paying them to power level.

Then they’d brought her down into the Necropolis to kill her when she’d been stupid enough to believe they’d help her.

Level her.

Make her into a real adventurer.

A strong adventurer.

And then she’d met Armand.

She shuddered as she remembered the feeling of the stone floor giving way, the force of his arms throwing her clear before he was dragged down into the crumbling earth.

She was alone.

Alone again.

And Armand was dead.

“Haha!” she said, clenching her teeth, her grin shaky. A rictus. She felt hot tears on her cheeks and shook her head. “No,” she said, her hands tightening into fists. No. He wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be dead. She’d finally found someone willing to help her. He’d brought her out of the Necropolis. He’d agreed to form a party with her. He’d carried her to the Fungeon and took down the first boss practically on his own.

He was too strong to die.

But what if he was hurt?

She felt the racing of her pulse ease, the potion doing its work. Filling her with a sense of giddy tranquility.

Yes.

He could be hurt.

Somewhere down here, he might be injured.

Prey to the monsters and creatures who infested the temple.

He needed her.

Canda pressed her back to the wall. She banged her head against the cold, unyielding stone of uncaring reality. Again. Again!

“Ha ha. Ow,” she said, pain throbbing through her. But it had helped. Her mind was clearer now. She knew what she needed to do.

Right.

Time to go.

Her legs shaking, she pushed herself back to her feet.

She wouldn’t give up.

She couldn’t give up.

Armand was counting on her.

She had to help him.

And that meant…

That meant going deeper into the dungeon.

She raised her head and looked down the corridor, the glow of mushrooms pulsing like the eyes of predators in the dark, waiting for her. Her heartbeat slowed, calm. Easy.

Yes.

She had to go on.

Feeling light, ebullient, Canda moved once more down the passage. As she walked she reached into her cloak and fingered the flasks in the pouches sewn into her cloak’s inner pockets. Potions of strength. Potions of mana. Potions of power and fire and frost and jelly. She’d come prepared, after all. Well prepared. She was sure she had the right potions for the task. She had gallons of them!

But were they the right ones?

Of course they were. They had to be. She… she was prepared.

Surely.

A glow grew ahead and Canda caught her breath. She hesitated, but firmed herself and continued on, approaching at a slower pace. No. Wait. She had something for that. Her hand dove into her cloak and fished around. Aha! A [Potion of Lesser Invisibility!] Just the thing for the sneaky alchemist. Though a certain level of perception would still be able to see through it, it couldn’t hurt. She hastily downed it, grimacing.

“Ugh! Lemon. Need to weaken that flavour,” she said softly. But the effect was agreeable. Already she could see her body grow faintly translucent. Not entirely invisible, but unless someone was looking closely, they were unlikely to see her.

Or if they had a really good sense of smell.

Or hearing.

Maybe she should just stop thinking about all the ways things could go wrong.

Fortifying herself with another sip from her hip flask, she crept forward towards the glow. Crudely mortared stone formed an immense doorway, and warily, Canda peeked around it and into the next chamber.

By the gods.

She gaped, looking in on a large, round room of stone. A ritual chamber, its walls were worked into towering toad-looking creatures etched from blocky onyx. Tables were littered with bottles and huge jars. Several racks were arrayed along the walls with mummified people hanging from them, their faces stretched with agony, their wrists locked tight above their heads. Cauldrons ringed the room, bubbling from the flames that licked at their black iron bottoms.

But it was the room’s denizen that drew Canda’s full attention.

She was a hunchbacked creature, her head poking forward from the consuming shroud which covered her. In her hand she clutched a staff whose top was of twisted black stone resembling a pair of serpents writhing, their eyes glittering rubies. The bent figure clucked to herself as she shuffled about the room, her face markedly toad-like with huge eyes and a wide mouth, warts sprouting all over. Her fingers were thin and knobby with yet more warts, projecting from ragged sleeves as she tweaked bottles and adjusted concoctions, murmuring to herself all the while.

“Oh yes. Yes yes yes. A little more newt’s gizzards I should think. Oh yes. This one will be my finest yet! Oh yes yes. Such fun shall be had, my darlings. My dears. Oh yes yes. Such fun indeed. Indeed! Mhmm.”

Canda sucked in a breath in horror. She knew where she was.

It was the lair of the Mire Witch.

Her eyes moved back to the staff the crone carried. [The Staff of Poisons]. There it was. Epic level loot, ripe for the taking. A staff that could create potions and alchemical concoctions on the fly without needing the use of a full laboratory, or even many regents.

She could have it.

She just needed to take it.

Canda licked her lips. Gods. If she could get that staff, she could help Armande. If she had it, she could prove she could go through dungeons with him. She could prove she wasn’t just dead weight.

And what other choice did she have anyway? She glanced back the way she’d come, which had been blocked off with a heap of masonry and half the ceiling. The dungeon would regenerate eventually. They all did, mana reforming a boss core and the dungeon around it, recalled by the memory of what it had been by the dungeon boss’s power. But that would take time. Time Canda doubted she or Armand had. She looked forward again. A boss room typically locked down until the boss was defeated or lost aggro with the party, and even if she tried to sneak past, doubtless she would aggro the witch anyway.

But if she had the staff, she could surely heal Armand of any injuries he’d taken. Not to mention make her journey to find him considerably easier.

Now, all she needed was a plan.

Soloing a boss was crazy for her. She knew that. But she’d come prepared. And she’d do it. She had to.

And the first step to that was getting a good sneak attack in.

She took another quick sip of a [Potion of Lesser Fortitude], then downed two [Potions of Lesser Stamina]. A vial of [Potion of Greater Poison Resistance] came next, followed by a [Potion of Lesser Nature Resistance]. She felt the buffs at once, invigorating her and upping her health considerably. They’d only last a few minutes, but a few minutes were all she was going to have anyway.

Right.

Time to do or die.

…Ideally do.

She moved into the room, careful not to make a sound. Her sneak skill was almost pathetically low, but fortunately there wasn’t a lot to trip her, and her [Potion of Lesser Invisibility] was still active. She breathed evenly, her calming potion doing its work. She slipped a hand into her cloak and pulled out a [Potion of Greater Poison]. She felt the unctuous concoction swirl in the glass. She was only going to get one good shot at this.

The Witch of the Mire suddenly stopped what she was doing, raising her head, the slits of her nose twitching as she sniffed the air.

“Hmmmmm…” the crone hummed, her hunched figure shambling slowly about, sending warts wobbling grotesquely. “Hmmm?”

Her heart pounding faster than a kettle drum, Canda shuffled sideway so she came up behind the crone once more. She raised her arm and the potion. Took another step forward.

And a pebble rattled under her foot.

The Witch whirled around like a striking snake, a warty hand snatching Canda’s arm in mid air. The alchemist gasped, the withered grasp like iron, leathery head thrust forward towards Canda as a smile shifted waves of wrinkles around the witch’s face, the gimlets of her eyes glowing red with malice.

“Well well! A little mouse has found its way into my lair, hmmm? What should we do about it, we wonder. Hmmm?”

“Ha ha! Ha! Ha!” Canda said, grinning crazily at the witch, feeling the [Potions of Lesser Invisibility] fade away. “How about uh… letting me go?” she said.

“Hmmm? And why should I do that, hmmm?”

“Um… for this?” Canda said.

And awkwardly flicked her wrist, tossing the bottle at the witch.

The Mire Witch raised her froggy head as the potion bounced off her nose. She squinted reflexively.

“[Shatter,]” Canda said.

The glass burst, spraying the startled witch’s face with its viscous contents.

“Gyaaaaaaah!”

The Mire Witch shrieked in pain, reflexively letting go of Canda as she grabbed at her wrinkles in agony. The alchemist fell to the ground, then scuttled back to avoid the witch’s stomping feet.

“Impudence! Arrogance! You will die for this. Die die die die!” the Mire Witch shrieked, grabbing her staff, the serpent heads that crowned it flashing with power.

“Ha ha! Probably!” Canda said as she scrambled back to her feet, already reaching into her cloak and grabbing several more potions, bottles clutched between her fingers as she faced off with the witch. “But let’s see who goes down first!”

She shook several [Potions of Greater Fireblossom] and hurled them at the Mire Witch, the bottles exploding as they bounced off the hunchbacked crone.

The Mire Witch shrieked as the potions burst upon her, wreathing her in a cloak of flame. Damage ticked upon her, but rapidly extinguished as she swung her staff, and several bolts of poisonous green magic spat from the mouths of the serpents. Canda skipped away from the first, but the second splashed on her, instantly soaking her.

[Resisted.]

Canda grinned wildly as she failed to turn the green of a poison effect. She could do this. She could do this! The Mire Witch shambled towards her, still swinging her staff, the eyes of its serpent heads blazing with their poisoned glow.

“Impudent girl! But our pets will see to you. Yes yes yes!” the Mire Witch declared, swinging her staff around her head.

The heads of the staff blazed with life and Canda jumped at the sudden rattling of metal. She looked around at the cauldrons that surrounded them as their contents churned, steaming sickening smoke. Over the rims began to ooze viscous green slimes, plopping onto the floor and beginning to slide towards her from every side of the room.

Uh oh.

But she knew what to do. Canda did. She totally did. She grabbed the last of her [Fireblossom Potions] in her belt and flung them around her and the Mire Witch.

“[Shatter]!” she cried.

The bottles exploded, fire roaring in a ring around the floor. The slimes burbled as they felt the heat, shying from the deadly flames.

“Ha ha! Take th-that,” Canda said.

The Mire Witch hissed in anger, her throat swelling like a toad’s. She surged towards Canda with her waddling gait, and as she drew near, Canda quickly downed a [Potion of Dragon’s Breath]. She felt the acrid heat hit her stomach like a churning chunk of molten lead, then rise back up. She inhaled, then opened wide and exhaled a sudden gout of blazing fire right into the startled witch.

But though such an effort might cause a lesser monster to flinch, the Mire Witch merely lunged forward through the fiery curtain, the heads of her staff jabbing at Canda, sending another blast of poison bolts into her.

There was no way to avoid them. Three hit her, splashing over her, her skin burning at their touch.

[Resisted]

[Resisted]

[Status effect: Poisoned.]

Canda gasped, a sudden pain clutching her insides, her skin tinting an ill green. She popped the cork of one of the potions she held in her left hand, downing the [Lesser Antidote Potion] in a gulp, her skin almost instantly clearing up.

[Poison Cured!]

“Hmmm? What’s wrong, little human?” the Mire Witch crooned, shuffling closer. “Does it hurt? Hmmm? Well, not to worry. You’ll feel far worse when we’re done. Hmmm. Yes. Far worse. I have many poisons to test. And you would make a fine subject. Yes yes yes!”

“T-too bad!” Canda said, but knew time was against her. Those poisons would hit her sooner or later. She could already feel her [Greater Potion of Poison Resistance] winding down. And when it did, she wouldn’t have a prayer.

Which only left her one thing to do.

Grabbing a half-dozen [Potions of Giant Strength], she downed them all, feeling a sudden surge of strength rush through her like a bulge of vitality was filling her arms and legs.

[+4 Strength]

[+4 Strength]

[+4 Strength]

[+4 Strength]

She charged the Mire Witch, cloak flapping, her fingers clutching nearly every damage over time potion she had left.

The Mire Witch cackled as she swung her staff. Canda reached out, grabbed it, catching it in mid air. The eyes of the serpents blazed and a sudden blast of poison bolt hit her.

And as it did, the potions she’d been holding fell to the ground.

Glass shattered, a pool of noxious brews spreading across the floor beneath them both.

The Mire Witch looked down in alarm as the poisonous puddle spread around her feet.

[Status Effect: Poisoned!]

[-4 Nature Resistance]

[-4 Nature Resistance]

[Status Effect: Poisoned!]

[Status Effect: Poisoned!]

[Status Effect: Poisoned!]

“Hmmm? Hmmm! HRMMMMM!” the Mire Witch grunted, trying to pull back.

Only for Canda to tighten her grip on the staff, yank the witch closer.

“Hahaha!” Canda desperately giggled, teeth grit. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“Stupid brat! Let go of us!”

“Nope!” Canda giggled. “Nope nope nope! You’re gonna stand right here with me! We’re not going anywhere until one of drops dead! And I’ve been chugging poison resistance and antidotes like it’s Festivia Eve. Now let’s find out who goes first!”

The Mire Witch yanked back, but Canda’s arms were fortified with every strength potion she carried, and against a ranged boss, even she could hold her ground. The pair struggled, Canda clutching the witch as hitpoints clicked down with methodical regularity. Oh gods. Oh gods, she could feel her poison resistance fading again. It wouldn’t last.

Canda freed a hand, darting it into her cloak, grabbing a [Greater Healing Potion] and downing it, feeling the healing power surge through her before it was devoured by the poison effects. She grabbed another. Another. A battle of attrition that sent bottles raining down, clinking onto the floor like spent bullets as she furiously tried to stay ahead.

[Status Effect: Poisoned!]

[Poison Cured!]

[Status Effect: Poisoned!]

[Poisoned Cured!]

[Status Effect: Poisoned!]

[Status Effect: Poisoned!]

Canda’s head pounded. She felt sick. Weak. Queasy. Her world seemed to spin before her eyes. But she wouldn’t let go. She would win! If it killed her she would win!

A sudden shudder wracked the toad-like crone before her. “Hmmmmmm…” the Mire Witch groaned, her huge eyes rolling back, her body quivering, the shawl she wore rattling its bones as her skin turned an even darker shade of green. At last, at long last, her bony fingers lost their strength, slipping free of the staff.

[Looted: Staff of Poisons.]

Canda fell back from the toxic puddle, staff clutched in her hand. She landed on the floor and scooted back further, breathing hard and fast. She watched the Mire Witch moan in the pool of toxins, damage continuing to click until, at last, she stopped twitching and lay still.

“Ha ha… Ha. Haaaaa…” Canda gasped, pulling the staff closer. Her trophy. Her triumph. Her smile twitched on her lips. “I… I w-win!”

Bloop.

Canda turned her head.

The flaming ring she’d conjured was fading. The fires grew low, sputtering as their accelerant ran out. And as it did, the noxious slimes once more began to ooze across the floor, the stone sizzling in their wake. They paid no mind to the poison puddles on the ground, gliding over them without pause.

Oh.

Right.

She forgot killing the boss wouldn’t kill them.

“Ha ha,” Canda gasped. After all that, would she really get killed by those? Some slimes? That wasn’t fair. That just wasn’t fucking fair!

“Haha. Ha. Ha. Ha!” Grinning wildly, she raised the staff, aiming it at the first few slimes, her arm shaking. “F-fuck you! I won! You… you want some? Come get it! Come and fucking get it! I’ll take all you on! I don’t care! Ha! Ha ha! Ha ha ha ha ha!”

The slimes oozed towards her, sliding over the Mire Witch’s body.

“[P-Poison Bolt]!” Canda cried.

The eyes of her new staff flared an ill green, and from the mouth of one spat a glob of venomous magic. It smacked one of the slimes, sending it bouncing back to swell and noisily pop.

But more came on. Slurping towards her like a greenish tide. Again and again Canda fired, blasting the viscous things away, only for weakness to weigh her limb. Oh, she was… she was almost out of mana. Mana potions. She… she needed a mana potion. Canda fumbled into her cloak, but her hand didn’t seem to want to work. Oh. Oh, she… she was… she was…

“[Essence Drain].”

A wave of chilling power rushed through the chamber. Slimes shuddered as it touched them, their poisonous green bodies shrivelling, turning milky white as life seeped from them like a mist.

Canda stared, gobsmacked. She followed the tendrils of lifeforce twining through the air like green ribbons and to the entrance of the boss room. At first she saw only two burning blue embers. But then, Armand stepped from the darkness, his armoured hand open, sucking in the life force of the lesser slimes.

Canda sobbed in relief, sagging where she sat as the death knight strode into the room. Slimes shrivelled under the effect of his spell, feeding the death knight, bolstering him. By the time Armand reached Canda, not a slime remained, drained to nothing like deflated balloons after the world’s most depressing party. Armand looked from Canda to the body of the Mire Witch, then the staff the alchemist still held tight.

“Very impressive,” he said.

Canda found her face blushing a hot red. “Ha! Ha ha. Th-thanks,” she said, nervously running a hand through her hair. “I um… I wasn’t sure… Well. Ha ha. You know.”

“You’re hurt?” he said, looking her over.

“It’s… it’s nothing. Just, you know. A bit tired. Just need to h-hey!”

Canda squeaked in surprise as Armand suddenly scooped her up, lifting her up and carrying her towards the exit.

“A-Armand! Hey! I can… I can walk. I’m alright!”

“You can?” he said.

“Yeah! Totally. I can. But uh, well, if you wanted to carry me, you know, later, I wouldn’t be against that. Right? Ha ha! B-besides! Now that I have the staff, I can totally use it to make potions.”

“I understand there are some limitations to it, but that’s right,” Armand said, gently putting her back down.

Canda brushed out her cloak, blushing hotly, but smiling despite it all. She lifted her new staff, admiring the scaly contours in the wood. She ran her thumb along it.

[Staff of Poisons]

[Special ability: Makeshift Brew]

[Able to brew potions up to -1 user’s skill level using mana instead of components]

[Poison Damage +5]

[Enables Spell: Poison Bolt]

“Ha ha! Wow,” Canda gasped in amazement.

“Nice staff. I’d give ya eight gold for it, personally.”

Canda looked down in surprise at the voice, only to find a short goblin grinning up at her.

“A-a Treasure Goblin?” she said.

“Abbia’s the name! Sellin’s the game,” the goblin said, thrusting out a hand.

Canda uncertainly took it. She’d never heard of a Treasure Goblin being this friendly. She glanced at Armand. “Um…”

“She guided me,” he said.

“Anything for a… friend,” Abbia said with a wink at the death knight.

“Friend?” Canda said, looking between the two.

“Oh yeah,” Abbia said, grinning. “Me and the big guy go waaaaaay back.”

“Yes. And like all friendships, it operates with proper discretion,” Armand said, and his voice brooked no disagreement.

Abbia flapped her hands defensively. “Hey hey. Whatever ya say, big guy. Whatever ya say. Well,” she said, swinging the sack of treasure back onto her shoulder with a grin. “Best of luck now. If you die, I promise to loot your corpse and sell the stuff at a great price. You kids have fun now! Hehehe!”

Canda watched the goblin strut away into the shadows of a nearby doorway, seeming to vanish in the darkness, her singing voice fading with her soon after. Canda shook her head with bewilderment.

Craziest dungeon dive she’d ever seen.

“Here,” Armand said.

Canda stared in surprise as he dropped a massive mana gem into her hand.

“H-holy hell!” she breathed, feeling the pulse from it.

“From the Fungal Lord. And,” he added, turning to the body of the Mire Witch. He slashed the crone’s body, opening up her chest and revealing the gleaming stone within. Canda winced at the sight, but didn’t flinch as Armand pulled out the second gem and dropped it into her other hand. “For you. You certainly earned it.”

For once, Canda was happy to agree. She took a deep breath and tightened her hands. Both mana stones shattered, their power rushing into her like ribbons of blue light. Her skin glowed and a gasp escaped her.

[Level Up!]

[Level Up!]

[Level Up!]

[Level Up!]

“Oh wow,” Canda breathed in awe as the glow began to fade.

“Can you heal yourself?” Armand asked.

Canda jolted back to the present. “Oh! Um, yeah. I think so. Let me see.”

Canda placed her hand above the serpent’s heads of the staff and concentrated. “[P-Potion of Lesser Healing!]”

The stones in the eye flashed, turning from a poisonous green to a ruby red. She gasped as she felt a sudden weakness as more of her mana was drained into the staff, and from the fangs of the serpent’s mouth glowed a crimson light.

She held out her hand, letting the red concoction drip into her open palm, absorbed into her skin almost at once. A shiver surged through her as she felt a sudden rush of vitality, the weakness from her poisoning lifting like a weight off her shoulders.

“Oh wow,” she gasped.

“Did it work?” Armand asked.

“So well!” she said.

“Excellent. And you’ll have plenty of practice,” Armand said, looking forward and down the corridor. “The Fungal Lord’s damage destroyed our path to leave the dungeon the way we came.”

“It… it has?” Canda said. “Then, that means…”

“Correct,” Armand said, hefting his axe. “The only way out is through the secret passage, once we defeat the god of rot, Malkath.”

Canda’s eyes widened. “Conquer the Fungeon? With… with only two party members?”

“Yes.”

“We… we can do it?”

“Oh yes,” Armand said, his blue eyes burning with anticipation. “We can.”

Canda swallowed hard, but the sight of the death knight ready to take on the final boss of the dungeon buoyed her courage. Could they really do it? Two man a B grade dungeon on the verge of breaching?

She looked again at Armand, and felt at that moment that she could. That with him, she could. And as she did, she felt a tingle of eagerness rise within her. An anticipation of seeing it through. Seeing it done. At accomplishing such a feat.

“Ha ha! Holy shit. Alright,” she said, grinning. “Let’s do it!”

Armand smiled and clapped her on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit! Now, let’s go and kill a god.”


The God of Rot

Some mobs stood between them and the last chamber of the dungeon, but these were put to the blade in short order. Armand’s axe clove through the shambling Fungal Horrors who threw themselves at the death knight, their bubbling corpses to be trod on as he advanced deeper into the ruins, Canda snatching up mana stones, loot, and anything else worth salvaging. The suffocating darkness grew deeper. Stronger. The glowing mushrooms that lit their path barely showed the way. Huge, swollen sacks of fungal growth bulged from the walls. Throbbing and pulsing like drums with the magic that filled them. Armand ignored them, moving deeper.

Deeper.

Deeper into the suffocating darkness of the Fungeon.

He could feel the tension of power resonate in the boss core implanted in his chest. The place truly was on the verge of breaching. It would mean the god who lurked in the deepest bowels of the place would be incredibly strong.

He found the idea exciting. Thrilling! To finally face a challenge. To fight something worthy of battling him. Well, not him exactly. If he were in his true form, he could have crushed the Fungeon with barely a thought. But he would appreciate another boss’s final lair and its mechanics. And once he had conquered it, he would venture on to the next.

For there was still much to do to create a party capable of challenging the Necropolis.

He knew they neared the end when they reached a large door of bronze, tarnished a green and under the guard of two towering swamp giants. Once, they had been sacred guardians of the temple, and under the fungal growths could still be made out elaborate, bulky gold ritual armour, but much of their forms had been devoured by the moss and mould, swelling them grotesquely to fat, bloated horrors. Their faces were barely discernible, twisted beyond sanity by florid growths of purple, blue and green. They slumped at the ready, their weapons keen despite the age. They growled low and deep, hunching forward, lumbering towards the pair the moment Armand and Canda came within aggro range.

“Shall we?” Armand asked Canda as he summoned his axe.

“After you,” she said.

Armand smirked and moved forward at once, his axe swinging in his hand, trailing ribbons of blue light from it. Canda halted a safe distance, raising her new staff. The eyes of the twin heads burned with poisonous green as she channeled her power into it.

“[Potion of Paralytic Toxin!]” she cried, pointing her staff towards the second guardian.

A poisonous bolt spat through the air, striking the warrior. The brute stumbled as his body absorbed it, natural immunity causing the poison not to fully paralyze him, but weighing his limbs.

[Status Effect: Slowed]

The first guardian failed to notice he now faced the death knight alone, and his failure to do so saw Armand move around to his side, ducking the first blow of the monster’s long ritual blade. The fungal man pulled back, moving his weapon to a hasty parry, only for Armand to sweep under his guard, gutting the monster with a swing of his weapon.

The moss-man fell to the floor with a heavy thump, brackish water, spores and ooze spewing from his chest. He was ignored, Armand already moving to the second, dispatching the poisoned creature with even greater ease, lopping off an arm as it sought to raise its weapon defensively, and then following it up by cutting it practically in half with [Death’s Edge.]

With a thud the second fungal guardian fell, not even twitching as it rapidly decayed on the floor.

“Nicely done,” Armand told Canda.

“Thanks!” she said brightly, kneeling beside the first dead monster. Careful of the poisons bleeding from its oozing form, she dug into its body, removing the large magic stone from within and admiring it. She crushed it, gasping as the enchanted stone dissolved, suffusing her with its power. She did the same with the second stone, trembling at the power that thrummed through her from head to toe.

[Level Up!]

[Level 18 Alchemist!]

“Wow,” she breathed, feeling the new mana channels surge with power in her veins.

But there was more to do yet.

Her eyes travelled back to the great doors before them. She swallowed hard as Armand strode up the steps, and she followed hastily. Nervously. As they drew near the gate opened with a groan of ancient stone and metal, the round portal sliding aside, tearing vines and creepers from where they had grown, and unveiling the inner ritual chamber of the Fungeon.

The floor descended by way of steps of heavy stone blocks, ending in the middle of the chamber in a large ring. Altars rose on the four jutting corners, and the middle of the stonework had been carefully carved and grafted with strange symbols and designs. The air within was heavy. Spores hung and floated like nodes of light, casting their unearthly luminance across the interior. By their glow, the statues surrounding the central pit could be made out, all depicting ancient prophets of the cult that had built the temple. Towering reptilian creatures etched of cyclopean stone, their grandeur all the more grotesque for the masses of thick moss and mushrooms that sprouted over them. In fact, it seemed like most of the chamber was consumed in the fungal forest.

Mushrooms glowed in rings about the center of the room, where great bones sat inert. The skull of an immense snake was scrimshawed with strange designs, and tattered wings of bark layered with feathers of moldy leaves humped from the floor. Huge claws emerging from the carpet of moss, and ivy roots spread like blooms in a small pool of water.

There it was.

The final boss of the Fungeon.

Armand stepped into the chamber, hefting his axe, Canda following closely, peering about the room nervously. But Armand’s eyes were only on the center, where his every instinct was telling him the god would arise. He could feel its core throbbing beneath the mossy hill. Pulsing with the unearthly vitality. Straining with the power that had accumulated over years of abandonment.

The core within his chest throbbed in sympathy as he moved slowly down the steps, taking his time. Relishing the moment. Mange’s records had described the boss that he would face. Armand knew it would first use physical attacks. But once sufficiently damaged, it would unleash a wave of adds, and then it would attempt a [Venom Nova] attack. All to kill him. Crush him. Defeat him utterly and triumphantly loom over his corpse.

And he would let it try. He would let the boss exert itself. Tire itself. He would let it show him its ultimate power and attacks and then he would kill it.

He would gut it.

He would slaughter it and open the way out of the temple. He didn’t care if the dungeon breached but the thought of slaying the monster before him kindled again that strange sense of excitement that beat in what might be called his soul. He would kill this god and then move on, climbing ever higher until he could return to the Necropolis and strive against that great dungeon. Until he could reach the top and challenge himself in all his glory. The perfect suicide. The ultimate narcissistic triumph.

He’d do it all.

And this was where it would begin.

“Hang back on the steps,” Armand instructed Canda. “Attack it at range. At the mid point, it will spawn adds that will need to be killed. Mushroom Walkers. They explode, so burst them at a distance.”

“R-right,” Canda said, her voice a whisper as if afraid to disturb the tense air that filled the chamber. “But, uh, will you be alright? I mean, haha, not that I’m, you know, doubting you at all. O-or anything. Haha. Nope! Not a bit. Just, you know. Checking. Right?”

“If I take damage during the fight, you will heal me,” Armand said. “And we will conquer the dungeon. Simple.”

“Y-yeah!” Canda said, swallowing hard as her shaking hands found her hip flask and she took a quick pull. “Simple.”

Armand nodded and left her there on the middle step. He took the last few, and when his foot reached the bottom where the ring of water surrounded the hill, the floor trembled. Green light flickered in the sockets of the skull. A wrenching, rattling gasp filled the room.

“Who dares?” whispered a voice as the bones assembled themselves. “Who dares befoul my realm with their disgustingly clean feet? Who dares breathe my air with their fresh, lemony breath? Who dares disturb I, Malkath, Lord of Rot? Master of Decay? Befouler of Cities and Ender of Empires?”

“Me!” Armand said, hefting his axe, dropping into a crouch. “I dare! Now come on! Show yourself!”

“Arrogant mortal! You and your wretchedly healthy form shall pay for this insolence.”

Armand found himself smiling as the skull rose from the floor, tearing out of the fungal carpet that consumed it. The hill followed, lifting the claws and the rest of it, arising like a great, hunched creature with the desiccated head of a long dead snake. Eyes that burned like the hottest stars crackled and spit from the sockets of Malkath’s skull. The god’s claws scraped against each other like butcher blades as it loomed above him, draped in the finery of creepers, moss, and foliage like a living cloak. Mushrooms glowed across its back with a surreal light of blues and yellows, and its tattered wings flapped lazily, sending feathers of leaves fluttering to dissolve into poisonous pools on the floor.

[Malkath, God of Rot]

“Now, mortals,” the dead god breathed. “Now you shall feel the blessing of decay!”

Armand felt a thrill surge up through him. He dashed forward, ducking the sudden vicious swing of the god’s claws. He felt the air stir above his head with their passage, then lunged. His axe went up, carving along the mossy underside of the god.

Malkath howled in pain as acid blood spilled from his wound to splatter onto the stones, sizzling where it fell. The god swung a forelimb, the blade-like claws shearing through the air.

Armand danced back from the slashing talons, then lunged towards the monster’s trunk. He swung, his axe again biting deep into the rot god’s green flesh. Another cry erupted from the monster.

“YOU DARE BLEED A GOD!”

“I’ll do more than that!” Armand wrenched his axe free and slashed again. With a sudden flap of wings, Malkath lifted into the air, evading the attack.

Phase two.

“Adds!” Armand shouted as he backed up towards Canda and away from Malkath as the god’s back swelled, the bulbs of the mushrooms growing fatter. Quivering with their vile contents.

“You will pay with your healthy flesh, interlopers! Now, my mushroom minions, to me! And show these hale fools the price of their sacrilege!”

With a great cry from the god the bulbs on his back burst, exploding with a sound like gunshots. Spores bloomed into the air like falling stars, raining down on mushrooms growing about the room. Where they touched the caps, the mushrooms suddenly swelled, twisting and rising out of the floor, spawning stumpy legs.

“Kill them before they reach him,” Armand commanded over a thunderous boom as Malkath landed once more. Charging forward, he dodged another vicious swing of a scythe-like claw. “They heal him!”

“Oh! Uh, right,” Canda said, swinging her staff about and towards several of the shuffling shrooms. “[Poison Bolt]!” she cried.

Green ichor spat from the head of her staff, splashing into one of the waddling mushrooms.

[Poisoned!]

Instantly, the mushroom slowed, turning from a vibrant purple to an ill green. It hobbled, even as its head wilted, soon lying flat atop its stem, and even that shrivelled soon after, the mushroom staggering a few more steps before succumbing to the toxins. It swayed, then toppled, soon dissolving into a bubbling puddle on the floor.

Excitement jumped in Canda’s breast. She turned, aiming her staff at another mushroom-man. “[Poison Bolt]!” she cried, her staff spitting another blast of green magic to slap into the shambling monster.

Armand had little time to notice. Malkath loomed before him, eyes glowing in the deathly face, towering over the death knight. A mass of writhing shadow and greenery and rotting energy.

“Impudent creatures!” the god howled. “You will die slowly for this! You will experience every moment of your flesh rotting free of your miserable bones!”

Malkath swung a clawed hand up and brought it down, only for Armand to jump back, allowing the bladed talons to slam into the ground, digits piercing the stone. Malkath hissed, trying to jerk his arm back, but Armand didn’t let it, instead bolting forward and swinging his axe.

“[Death’s Edge]!”

The blade sliced keenly through the wrist of the dungeon boss, severing root and bone.

“Yaaaargh!” Malkath shrieked, jerking his arm back as foul, black ichor pumped from the severed limb. But no sooner had he done so then the god lowered his head, eyes flaring poisonous green as his bony maw opened wide.

“[Poison Nova!]” the god howled, and from his maw spewed a great fog of toxic green.

There was no evading that. Armand braced himself, gritting his teeth as he weathered the foul blast of toxic air. He could dimly feel the acidic nature of it burn against his skin, stripping away parts of it. Flaying him even with his natural resistance. His armour hissed, sizzling under the toxic assault.

[Poison Resisted]

“Armand!” Canda cried as the death knight was consumed in the acidic cloud. When it began to dissipate, he was still standing, his pale flesh raw and pockmarked, peeling from muscle and bone. Canda’s chest tightened in horror, yet she shivered at the terrible intensity of his blue gaze, never straying from the rotting god that lurched back upright after the attack.

Canda swiftly turned her staff back towards Armand. “[P-Potion of Lesser Healing!]” she cried, a blast of red shooting from the tip of her staff, engulfing Armand. Almost instantly it was absorbed, his skin healing swiftly, flesh closing up and renewing itself.

Armand gave her a quick glance and nod over his shoulder, causing Canda to flush in pleasure, and then the death knight charged forward once more, his axe swinging savagely for Malkath’s torso. Malkath cried out, the shrieking sound echoing around the domed chamber as the axe sliced through vines and creepers, the greenery shrivelling almost instantly and more brackish blood oozing from the boss’s chest.

Malkath staggered back, swaying atop long legs. As he did so, he suddenly lurched forward, eyes again flaring that ill green light.

“[Greater Potion of Poison Resistance!]” Canda gasped, blasting a bolt of greenish magic at Armand. It struck his back, Armand quickly bracing.

But Malkath did not breathe out his foul breath.

Instead, the boss lunged forward, mouth opening wide. Startled, Armand slashed at the monster, cutting a great gouge in the scrimshaw maw. But then the god grabbed him with teeth and fangs, threw his head back and tossed the death knight in the air.

Armand spun, equilibrium thrown. He found himself looking down as Malkath stretched his neck up, maw opening wide.

Oh.

That might be a problem.

Armand plummeted into the god’s mouth, the teeth snapping shut behind him.

And the god swallowed.

Canda stood there, staring, mouth agape in shock at what had just happened. Malkath slowly rose back to its full, hunched height. And turned towards Canda.

“Ha. Ha ha,” Canda said, trembling with gritted teeth as she clutched her staff. “Oh f-fuck,” she said.

“Sssss,” Malkath said, lumbering lazily towards her, scything talons of a remaining hand twitching. “Grieve not, mortal. You too shall soon join… join…”

Malkath blinked, then looked down. Canda followed the god’s eyes and to its midriff.

Where a dark stain was spreading.

Malkath’s maw dropped open with a click. The god trembled. A palsied shaking that began in his bony legs and worked its way up to his rotting wings, sending greasy feathers fluttering from bony limbs. The god tried to grab its midriff with the agony of indigestion, but even as it did the edge of a black axe sliced through its stomach.

“Graaaaah!” Malkath groaned, glowing green rolling in the sockets of its skull as Armand’s axe sliced downward, splitting the god fairly to his crotch. A black gauntlet wreathed in green magic grabbed the edge of flesh and yanked it open, and Armand fell from the monster’s belly.

The death knight landed heavily on the floor with a bang of his armoured boots. No sooner had he done so than he whirled about, backing up swiftly, axe at the ready.

Malkath stared at the pale man in stunned shock for a long moment. Then, the entire front of the god’s body seemed to slough off, decayed greenery pouring onto the floor like a tipped over bin of compost. Maggots spewed out, writhing among the entrails of the god’s corporeal form, and Malkath’s eyes rolled back, flickered.

And went out.

With a creak the god fell forward, hitting the ground with a thunderous sound. As it collapsed, parts of its form fell away, losing the cohesion which once held him together. Wings fell apart to stick out crudely from the mossy back. Mushrooms and foliage that had grown across his form sank flat, draping the bones like ruined curtains.

Armand remained tense, waiting, but soon straightened. There was a loud, grinding rumble of stone as a part of the chamber’s rear sank into the floor, revealing a dark passage and stairs leading up and out of the temple.

“Hm,” Armand said, frowning. “That was easy.”

“Armand!”

His head jerked up as Canda flew into his back. The death knight looked back at the alchemist in confusion as she hugged him tightly. “Yes?”

“You’re alive!” she sobbed. “Oh gods. Oh sweet gods! When… when it ate you I… I was…”

Canda burst into hysterical sobbing and relieved laughter. Armand stared at her, utterly confused. He glanced around awkwardly and, gently patted her head.

“Er… there there,” he said. “It only ate me.”

Canda burst out laughing again. “Y-yeah! Yeah, I guess it only did that. Haha! Oh gods. I… hold on a second…”

Canda shuffled back, drawing her flask back out and taking a long swig. The shaking subsided as the soothing potion rushed through her, subduing the panic in favour of a hazy relaxation. Easing the choking tightness of her chest.

“Better?” Armand said warily.

“Yeah. Yeah, thanks,” Canda gasped.

Keeping an eye on her, Armand moved to the corpse of Malkath and where he sensed the thrum of the god’s dungeon core. Raising his axe, he hacked into the god’s hide, carving a hole in the thick moss and rotting vegetation. His arm plunged into the depths and dragged forth the core from within the god’s corpse. Nearly as big as his fist, he could feel the heavy pulsing of magic within, the surface roiling with the foul essence of the master of the Fungeon.

“Here,” he said, turning to Canda.

Canda nearly choked on her drink. She coughed, wiping her mouth with her sleeve. “I… um… y-you’re sure?” she said.

“Like I said before, yes.”

“Yeah,” Canda said, taking the crystal and looking shyly at the death knight once more. “I guess you did.”

Still smiling, Canda held the gem in her hands and closed her eyes. A gasp escaped her lips as the arcane essence in the crystal was drained into her, swirling around her body like rivers of blue. She could feel the magic imbue her. Fill every fiber of her body with its power. The potency of her own abilities thrummed in her veins. The essence of her class growing in a sudden burst of energy.

“Ah!” she gasped, eyes flying open at the intensity of the power she was taking on. She could feel her level ratchet up in sudden bursts.

[Level Up!]

[Level Up!]

[Level Up!]

The golden glow erupted around her like a flare of power as she absorbed the mana released by the death of the boss. Finally, with a sound like breaking glass, Malkath’s core crumbled in her hands, dissolving to powder that poured through her fingers.

She swayed, planting her staff into the floor to steady herself. She put a shaky hand to her forehead as she blinked away the sparkles from her eyes.

“W-woah,” she breathed.

Armand patted her shoulder encouragingly. “You’ll get used to it soon,” he told her.

“Haha!” Canda said giddily. “I don’t know if I ever will.”

“We’ll see,” Armand said, then turned to Malkath and swiped his axe through the god’s neck. Grabbing the scrimshawed skull, he hefted it onto his shoulder and nodded towards the exit. “Let’s go. The secret exit opened, and with the boss core gone, the Fungeon will soon sink into the swamp once again,” he said.

“Y-yeah. Absolutely,” Canda said, shaking her head and clearing the last motes of dazzlement from her eyes. In fact, she could already feel the subtle shaking of the floor beneath her as the dungeon began to degrade. She hastened after the death knight, still giddy with excitement. For she had conquered her first dungeon.

Finally, things were going her way.


Fine Dining

Gourimand Platter, leader of the largest, most powerful adventuring guild known as The Crimson Wings, did not at first strike one as imposing. He was a thin man, with baggy flesh that hung off the bone, giving him a pallid, almost wasted look, like his skin was a coat two sizes too big for his body. Everything about him sagged. His fine cloak hung loosely off his shoulders, his hair black, lanky and short, his hands veiny yet delicate and deft as a surgeon’s as he sliced into the meat of the roasted Gorge Basilisk. He ate almost alone in the upper reaches of the familia’s hall, the room dark, even gloomy. Some lamps burned at the corners, their light glistening off the basted monster on his plate, liberally drizzled with dire bee honey. He raised a chunk to his lips and took a savoury bite.

“Mmm,” he hummed. “Oh, that is divine, Tenden. Just divine. And is that mint I taste?”

“Of course, sir,” his servant said, bowing. A slim man, dressed in the immaculate manner of the master butler, his hooded eyes looking with smug satisfaction at his employer’s praise. “Taken from the Dune of Despair not a day ago, brought to my kitchen and perfectly prepared. Notice the way the honey has suffused the meat, master.”

“I did, Tenden. I did! Excellent. Couldn’t have been finer, I must agree.”

“Your praise does me too much honour, sir.”

Gourimand neither agreed nor disagreed, but sliced another chunk off the beast.

There was a thud and he glanced over at the nearby couch, where Razia reclined. The rogue wore tight leathers from head to toe, the dark fabric liberally decorated with buckles like she’d just escaped from a lunatic asylum, and all she got was this lousy straightjacket. An eyepatch stitched with gold covered one eye, a tricorn trimmed with red on her head, and her tongue poking out her soft lips as she took aim with a dagger, then threw it. The blade hummed end over end before thudding dead center into a bullseye.

Gourimand rolled his eyes.

“Must you do that here?” he asked.

“No,” Razia said cheerfully as another dagger seemed to appear in her hand with a flick of the wrist. “But it’s fun.”

Gourimand sighed, and then a knock came at the door. Impatiently, he gestured to Tenden, who hurried over and opened the door a crack, peaking out.

The thing was, Gourimand mused… Yes, the thing was, that food needed to be enjoyed in privacy. Good company was all well and good, but so very rare. No one appreciated a meal quite like him. Not to mention most didn’t have the stomach for it. He remembered the last dinner party he’d held. It had been entertaining for sure, but aside from him, there had been no survivors.

“Master?”

“Hm?” Gourimand said, glancing from his plate to Tenden as the man bent to his ear, whispering.

“One of our informants in the Adventurer’s Guild is here, sir. He says he has news.”

Gourimand grunted. “Tell him to come back later.”

“He insists it’s urgent, master.”

Gourimand sighed heavily. Dammit. And he was finally really getting into his meal. But if Tenden thought it urgent as well, he supposed he may as well humour them. “Fine,” he said. “Show him in.”

Tenden bowed and fluttered back to the door, easing it open. Gourimand raised his eyes wearily to the rat-like man who squeezed through the doors, his face stormy and tense as he shuffled forward into the light.

“Well?” Gourimand said.

“Ah, er. Yes. Hello. Ah, my name is… is Gringe. One of your… you ah, pay me for news from within the guild.”

Did he? He must, Gourimand mused. No one would be stupid enough to come bother him during dinner unless they had very important news. Especially when he hadn’t even gotten to the main course. “So you are,” Gourimand said, stabbing his fork into the basilisk and ripping a chunk of meat from the beast. “And?”

“Ah…”

“News. You have it. Provide it.” Gourimand brought the meat towards his mouth. “Now.”

Gringe’s swallowed thickly as Gourimand tore the chunk of meat off, chewing slowly. There was a thunk, and Gringe jumped, glancing to Razia as she sent another dagger spinning into the bullseye, her full attention on the exchange taking place.

“Better tell before he finishes chewing,” she said gleefully.

Gringe swallowed again. “Right. Yeah. Yeah! Look,” he said, taking courage from his purpose and position in the Guild. “Look. You see, I’m often in charge of watching the gate to the Necropolis, and when I do, I give certain, er, considerations to members of ah, of certain familias, yours among them.”

“Mhmm,” Gourimand said with little interest. Oh, the glazing was just divine on this one…

Sensing he was getting the absolute minimum of attention, Gringe scowled and ploughed forward with greater force. “Anyway, one was the Silver Spears.”

“Who?” Gourimand said.

“They… One of your parties,” Gringe said in confusion. “They work for you.”

Gourimand frowned. Silver Spears… Silver Spears… that party did sound familiar. “Oh,” he said as a face rose from the murky depths of memory. “That fellow with black hair. Ronald… Roger…”

“Regin, yeah,” Gringe said with growing frustration. Couldn’t this idiot see how important this was? “Anyway, he took their party down recently and ah, didn’t come back up. They died down there, seems like.”

“Really? Hm. How unfortunate,” Gourimand said, idly waving a knife as he ripped more meat off with his fork. “But the dungeon is a dangerous place. My deepest sympathies but we must carry on, as it were. Send the family a fruit basket. So on. So on…”

“Er, no. Not exactly. You see, the dungeon didn’t kill them. He was too smart for that.”

Gourimand raised a disinterested brow. Now that he was being bothered about it, he did vaguely remember Regin. Specifically his tryout for the familia. A basic display of skill, with some potential, but certainly not enough to join the familia’s upper ranks. An utterly unpleasant man, Gourimand seemed to recall. Unctuous and who smelled vaguely of cheese. And not good cheese either. Ah, cheese. That’s what this meal needed. Perhaps some Camil Gruyere made by the cowgirls of the Minotaur Isles. But a good pairing of wine would be needed.

Oh, Gringe was still there. Gourimand sighed. “Get to the point, man.”

“Look. It’s just that, I suspect he was… well…” Gringe glanced around as if concerned of being overheard, then leaned in closer. “…murdered.”

Gourimand chewed slowly, giving the clerk a look flatter than the plains of Abar. He swallowed. “Murdered you say?” Gourimand said with utter disinterest, patting his lips with a napkin. “Mm. How terrible. Dreadful.”

Gringe’s face tightened with a scowl, unable to believe he was being brushed off like this. It was important, dammit! “Yeah. See, Regin’s party took an alchemist down into the dungeon, and she was the only one to come back, along with some new man. A big guy, really pale, with black armour and lots of skull imagery.”

“Oh!” Razia said, jerking upright from her corner. “I know him. He slaughtered the entire Mange gang!”

Gourimand glanced at the rogue “Did he?”

“Yeah,” she said, nodding with a grin. “Killed them all in one night! Absolute massacre, I heard. Well, except Boss Mange. Apparently he’s working for him now. Isn’t that wild?”

“Fascinating,” Gourimand said with a complete lack of tone to indicate it was. “Now, my meal is getting cool, so…”

Gringe’s slammed a fist onto the table. “Well, what are you going to do about it!”

Gourimand’s wine glass jumped, then fell, spilling itself on the table cloth.

Everything froze.

Gourimand looked at the widening pool of crimson on the immaculate cloth, then raised his eyes towards Gringe. The Guild clerk stared back at the other man, but Gringe had never been a courageous man, and craven terror, having been momentarily pushed aside by righteous indignation, was now making its roaring return, along with the whimpering of survival instinct. It was the sort of whimper something small and fuzzy would make on finding itself in a locked room with something large and hairy, and with very many teeth.

The seconds ticked by, Gringe’s shoulders hunching with every tick, his head dipping like a dog tucking its tail between its legs.

“It’s just…” he said, voice growing smaller and smaller. “It’s bad for business, see? We had a… a good thing going. And I…”

“Gringe,” Gourimand said in the icily polite tone that suggested bad things happening in the near future. “You appear dead set on ruining my meal.”

Gringe’s adam’s apple bobbed. Oh, he didn’t much like the way Gourimand had lingered on ‘dead.’ “I… Ya see…“

Gourimand’s knife began to tap a beat on the china with a delicate ringing sound. Gringe couldn’t help but notice the glistening blood that dripped from the blade. “I enjoy my meals, Gringe,” Gourimand said, his patient tone far worse than any explosion of fury. “I relish them. They’re calming. A moment in the chaos which we call our existence. A meal is a sacred time. A time in which I might indulge myself. And I do like you, Gringe. Do you know why?”

Gringe opened his mouth, but his survival instinct finally managed to get him by the throat and choked it off.

“Because you’re quiet,” Gourimand said. “You don’t bother me. You keep your business running smoothly. Personally, I don’t care if you do business with my familia’s members. So long as it doesn’t bother me. You give us plenty of excellent information, which has been useful, Gringe. And yes, I do see how this might be a problem. And I take care of problems, Gringe.”

Like the strike of a viper, Gourimand’s fork suddenly speared a potato. He lifted it, scrutinizing it in the fluttering glow of the candles.

Then, Gourimand shrugged and popped the potato into his mouth. “Hmm. At any rate, you may have a point. If people think they can just go around killing members of my familia, then I suppose something has to be done. Razia? You know some assassins.”

“I got some ins,” Razia said, having watched the exchange with murderous glee.

Gourimand waved his fork in circles. “Hire some. Hire ten. Hire a hundred. I don’t care. Do whatever. Plot their demise. Entrap them. Poison them. Drop them down a bottomless pit. I don’t know. I don’t want to know. Do it well. Do it at least marginally quietly. If you want to do it yourself, do it in the dungeon. The dungeon is blind, as they say. And you,” Gourimand said, pointing at the trembling Gringe, quivering like Emerald Ooze gelatin (oh, that would make an excellent desert.) “Keep it quiet on the Guild’s end. No one will ask questions. No one will know.

“But Gringe,” Gourimand said, half rising from his seat, leaning forward, his loose cloak stirring around him, shadows lurking in the hollow spaces of his loose flesh. “Remember that the only reason we’re still talking is because it would be inconvenient to replace you. But that line is growing very thin, Gringe. Very thin indeed. Are we clear?”

“Yes,” Gringe squeaked.

“Good. Now get out.”

Gringe backed up quickly, but instinct ensured he didn’t turn his back on Gourimand until the doors were shut again. Finally, Gourimand settled back in his seat, picking up his fork and stabbing a chunk of the basilisk and taking a bite. He closed his eyes, relishing how the meat seemed to simply melt onto his tongue.

Oh yes.

That was the good stuff.

Still, Gringe’s comments niggled at the back of his mind. He chewed slowly, savouring the tenderness of the meat, then finally swallowed. “Razia?” he said.

She stirred from where she lounged. “Boss?”

Gourimand delicately plucked the apple stuffed in the basilisk’s mouth and lifted it out. He contemplated the plump redness. “Look into this… alchemist and the other man. Find out what they’re about.”

“Why? We’re going to kill them, aren’t we?”

“Yes. Yes, we are,” Gourimand mused, then opened wide, his jaw stretching impossibly as he took the apple in a single bite. He chewed thoughtfully, then swallowed. “Mm. But just to be safe, grab me some info. If they’re part of some larger familia, I’d like to know. Last thing I need is a familia war. The last one was so… bothersome.”

“You got it,” Razia said, bounding out of her chair with a clinking of buckles. She grinned viciously. “Oh, this is gonna be fun!”

Cackling to herself, rubbing her hands, Razia strode into the shadows of the room, and seemed to simply fade into the darkness.

Gourimand watched her go, then shook his head, dismissing it from his mind. Some people had the most tiresome ideas of fun. Best leave them to it.

“Are you pleased, sir?” Tenden asked.

Gourimand waved airily. “Yes yes. Now, ah, Tenden? Bring me the main course. And some more wine. The good stuff, for goodness sake.”

“Of course, sir,” Tenden said with another deep bow. “As you command.”


Return from the Fungeon

“Mister Lick?”

Lick lifted his head and peered across the sullen room where he kept his office, spotting his toadying (in more ways than one) janitor/assistant shuffling before him. The clerk frowned. Gooler had never taken the initiative to approach him before. Hell, half the time Lick had to hunt him down to get any work from the frog-man.

“Yes, Gooler?”

“I think the adventurers come back.”

Lick blinked.

Then burst from his desk, nearly tripping over his chair in his haste to get to the door. Gooler jumped, Lick almost tripping over the frog-man in the mad scramble across the dripping room and out into the open, Lick catching himself on the doorframe and staring out.

Armand was moving up the wooden walkway which ran along the side of the listing pyramid. His body was half lost under the skull he bore, whose size alone made Lick gape in awe. It had been ages since someone had brought the head of Malkath to the guild house, and not even in the Guild’s trophy hall had he seen it such a size. It nearly dwarfed the death knight, yet he carried it on his shoulder with uncanny ease.

Lick wasn’t the only one staring. A number of the frog-men of Sog had come, drawn in by the sight of the approaching boat. Now they shuffled after Armand and Canda, staring in wonderment at the skull he bore. Soon, a crowd bore down on the front of the Guild branch office.

Armand stopped before the dumbfounded clerk and set down the skull with a thud that made Lick jump and the crowd of frog-men shuffle back in surprise.

“The Fungeon is conquered,” Armand said.

“Oh. Oh m-my,” Lick breathed as he picked up the scrimshawed skull in wonder. Or, tried to. The weight of it rapidly defeated his effort, and instead he settled for poking it with his quill as if to see if it was solid and not a hallucination.

Armand waited for the man to finish his inspection. He was impatient to be off. He had things to do and the frog-people were weirding him out. Some had shuffled closer and were touching his armour in awe, only to draw back with a jump if he looked their way.

“Can you confirm the dungeon has been conquered?” Armand demanded.

“Hm?” Lick said, looking up at him. “Oh! Oh, yes. Yes! Of course. It is clearly… clearly genuine. Gods,” he said, again looking at the skull, feeling the strain begin to lift. The knot that had been choking his chest unwinding. His ulcer shrinking even as he stood there. “Gods, yes. It’s… It didn’t breach, then?”

“I think we’d have noticed,” Armand said.

Lick shook, and Armand realized the man was crying. Ah. This Armand was used to. He’d often seen mortals weeping in the Necropolis. Usually when the futility of their efforts to beat him or a boss was made plain and they were about to die.

But the awe in the crowd around them only seemed to be growing. Whispers sped through them in their warbling tongue. That part was weird. The Fungeon hadn’t even been that hard. It was like complimenting someone on winning a boxing match with the elderly. “Anyway,” Armand said. “We’ll be heading off now…”

“Hm?” Lick said, taking off his large glasses and hastily wiping his eyes. “What? But… but surely not! The… the town, er, there’s sure to be a celebration! We must. You’ve saved the entire region!”

“I have things to do,” Armand said.

“Oh! Oh, yes. Yes, of course!” Lick said, realizing how foolish he had been. Heroes such as Armand and Canda did not do what they did for praise. They did their deeds for the good of all, and had no time to waste in petty celebration. Never resting in their efforts to aid others, every moment spent was another monster or horror that might prey upon the innocent.  “My deepest apologies. I merely wished to express my gratitude. Just a moment, please.”

Armand was growing tired of the little man. He considered beheading him to make him stop talking, but then Lick raced back into the old temple, and the opportunity was lost. Fortunately, Lick returned soon after, in the midst of sealing an envelope with the official sign of the Adventurer’s Guild.

“Here,” he said, pressing the letter to Armand. “Please, give this to the guild office in Labyrinth. The mail is so slow from here, but I’m sure they’ll appreciate it. And so do we. Thank you. Thank you again, from the bottom of our hearts. You have saved us all!”

“…Alright, sure,” Armand said, tucking the letter away and hefting the skull once more. He looked over to Canda and jerked his head towards the walkway. “Let’s go.”

“Coming!” Canda chimed, hurrying after the death knight as they left the crowd, making their way back towards the warpstone outside the village. She glanced back frequently at the people of Sog, who bowed and waved in grateful farewell, and she found herself smiling giddily.

It did feel good to be a hero.

Armand ignored it all, soon bypassing the swamp and reaching the ring of stone. He activated it with a motion of his license after clearing the side panel of mold, and as the shimmering surface cleared, he pushed his way through, leading the way back into the cold chamber of the Guild Hall.

As they stepped through, Leon looked up from his control panel, face lit with the blue light. “Oh! Hello there. Welcome back! How did it goooooh my,” he said, staring at the skull Armand carried.

“Here,” the death knight said, shoving the letter he’d been given into the startled technician’s hands.

“Er… sorry?”

“A letter to the Guild,” he said, already walking out of the room.

Leon stared blankly at the departing death knight’s back, then looked back to the letter. Best deliver this, he supposed…

. . .

Canda hid her smile as she trotted after the death knight, feeling her face warm as they moved through the Guild common hall. The size of the skull Armand carried drew more than a few stunned looks, and Canda squirmed with excitement at the attention. It was embarrassing in a certain way, sure, but more than that, thrilling. She’d accomplished something great, and no one could say otherwise.

They made their way back outside and onto the plaza, crossing the tiled grounds. They drew even more stares there, a number of adventurers slowing in their walk to gape at the massive scrimshawed skull.

“So um, good first adventure. Right?” Canda said.

“I’m satisfied,” Armand said. “We managed to complete our objective and defeat the boss. You leveled. Aside from some hiccups, it went well.”

“And saved all those people too,” Canda said, shuffling closer. “It was, um, really cool that we did that. Right?”

“I suppose,” Armand said.

“Yeah. Yeah, I guess so,” Canda said, smiling nervously. They’d by now reached the statue standing in the middle of Hero’s Square, and stopped there, Canda feeling the moment of departure on them. “So um… I’m feeling kinda tired. So I guess I’ll… head off, then?”

“Alright,” Armand said. “We’ll meet here tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Canda said.

“Yes. Now that you have the staff, I believe it would be good for us to delve into some of the upper levels of the Necropolis. Farming some of the experience from there and practicing with your weapon.”

“Oh! Sure. If you uh, think I’m ready.”

“You solo’d the Mire Witch,” Armand said simply. “You’re ready.”

Canda blushed again, ducking her head, the floppy brim of her hat falling over her face. “Haha! Um, thank you. That… that means a lot, Armand. Really. No one’s really, um, said they believed in me like that.”

“No?”

“Haha!” Canda laughed nervously. “Well, um, you know. Usually I’m kinda… you know, screwing up. So I guess it’s not that surprising. N-not to say I’m going to with you! I mean, I’m totally going to do my absolute best! Ha ha! Ha. Um… J-just tell me if I’m talking too much, okay?”

“Alright,” Armand said.

Canda tilted back her hat a little, looking up at the tall death knight. She bit her lower lip. “Um, but… you know, and feel free to say no! But uh, if you’d like to maybe, like, come with me. To my place... O-only if you want to! No pressure.”

“Your place?”

“Y-yeah. If you don’t have a place to stay, I mean…”

“I do,” Armand said.

“O-oh…”

“Would you like to come to mine?”

Canda perked up in surprise. “Sorry?”

“I thought it would be a good idea to have a headquarters for our party,” Armand said. “If you like, I’d be happy to give you a room there.”

“R-really? I mean, of course! Haha! I’d love to,” Canda beamed, blushing bright.

“Excellent,” Armand said. “I think you’ll like it. I just finished adding some extensive fertilizer to the garden.”

. . .

Canda was starting to suspect her new benefactor was a man of powers she hadn’t quite appreciated.

This was driven home to her when he walked her up to the Devil’s Peak. She at first kept looking at Armand, expecting him to turn away at any moment, but with a sort of dread fascination, she watched him shove open the gate and make his way towards the front doors. Canda gaped at the looming manor, its dark wood and stonework like a fortress of arches and gables. Minarets and towers spears rising into the gloomy sky. But the real surprise was when Armand walked to the door and Boss Mange threw them open grandly.

“Master! Welcome. Welcome. So good to have you back. I was starting to suspect the worst! But of course, that would be foolish in the extreme. Ah! And you’ve brought a guest. How charming. Greetings,” he said with a deep bow. “Alberdus Mange. At your most humble service.”

Canda stared, words utterly failing her, her legs quivering with the sudden need to go anywhere but here, but failing to decide on which way that was. She’d heard of Boss Mange. Everyone in Labyrinth had heard of Boss Mange. One of the Six of Luck, the heads of the guilds who ran the seedy underworld of Labyrinth. Mange was allegedly in charge of smuggling and fencing, and had gained the position through a ruthless application of sharp words and even sharper knives. He was, in essence, the sort of man you met when something had gone terribly wrong, and was about to get oh so much worse.

And here he was.

Bowing to them.

“H-hi!” Canda finally squeaked.

“Ah! A lady of few words. And every one of them more charming than the last,” Mange said, taking her limp hand and brushing his lips over her knuckles.

Armand rolled his eyes at the foppish undead. “This is Canda,” he said. “The new member of my party.”

“And what excellent taste you have, master. I have a rare eye for beauty, you know, and can certainly say that hers puts to shame every treasure in my home. And you’ve brought back a skull! How charming. It’ll really liven up the décor, so to speak.”

Armand shrugged Malkath’s skull off onto the floor. “The boss from the Fungeon. Hang it somewhere when you have a minute. But before that, Canda will be staying here, and will need a room.”

“Exquisite, master,” Mange said, straightening instantly with a beaming smile. “We are most fortunate to have you stay with us, madame, at Chateau Mange. We have plenty of room, of course. Ah! But I keep you. Please! Come in. Come in.”

Stepping aside with a grandiose gesture of a gold-stitched sleeve, Mange invited them in. Armand stepped inside, and belatedly, Canda found herself following him into the foyer, then sniffed. There was a certain smell in the air. Something like… iron? Cleaner? And was it her, or did the red rug have certain darker areas. Areas that seemed a little… squishy under her shoes?

“Do forgive the mess, we’re still cleaning up,” Mange said airily. “I’m still working on hiring more servants. We’ve had some… unexpected turnover in employees lately. But rooms there are aplenty! Let me just go get the keys.”

Mange strolled away deeper into the mansion, accompanied by the ring of his cane, leaving Canda uneasily next to Armand. She glanced at the death knight nervously, the silence stretching in the air. Finally, she cleared her throat.

“So,” she said nervously. “You uh, know Mange?”

“Quite well,” Armand said. “He works for me.”

“Wha… Really? For how long?”

“Since yesterday.”

“Yesterday?” she said.

“We came to an… arrangement,” Armand said.

“Oh. Um, great! That… makes… sense?”

“Doesn’t it?” Armand said, amused at the hesitation in her voice. “If you do have any problems with him, let me know. I’ll clear things up at once.”

“You will?”

“Oh yes. With great emphasis.”

The far door suddenly flew open again. “Here we are! The keys,” Mange said, striding into the room and, with another sweeping bow, handing one to Canda. “You’ll enjoy this one, my dear. The Rose Room. An excellent one, if I do say so myself. It should utterly suffice for your needs, but if there’s anything you require, just give a ring of the bell, and a servant will be along instantly to accommodate. Just head up the stairs, fourth door on your right.”

“Th-thanks,” Canda said, uneasily taking the key. She eyed it, then glanced at Armand. Oh, what the hell. “And um… you know, if you… wanted to debrief about the dungeon or… or something, we could do that too.”

“Now?” Armand said.

Canda blushed hotly. “Um, well, you know… a-actually, never mind. Good night!”

With a flutter of her dark cloak Canda hurried up the stairs, vanishing deeper into the manor.

Armand watched her depart with a raised brow. Muffled laughter sharply drew his eye to Mange.

“What?” he demanded.

“Oh nothing. Nothing at all!” Mange snorted. “Well done, master. A true romantic of the classical sort.”

Armand narrowed his eyes at the undead. “I can kill you again,” he noted.

Mange hastily raised his hands. “Now now, master! No need to torture me in some no doubt sadistic and unique fashion. You see, my lord, I believe our fair maiden was inviting you to, shall we say, do the deed.”

“Murder?” Armand said.

“Well, only if you’re looking to have some very interesting fun. But no, master. I believe she meant the horizontal mambo. The dance of snakes. The battle of the bedroom. Plowing the fertile fields.”

“I’m going to count to three, and if you don’t speak plainly, I’ll rip your tongue out. One.”

“Sex, master,” Mange quickly clarified. “She was inviting you to have intimate relations.”

Armand blinked.

Oh.

Ohhhh.

Interesting. He hadn’t expected that. Of course he knew what sex was. He hardly couldn’t. Many times he’d seen adventurers in the dungeon occupying themselves between tackling of the floors. Wrestling in their bedrolls or in other, more… explicit manners. And the boss of floor 69, Bellaria The Widowmaker, had it as a part of her entire theme. Armand had been quite proud of the design of that floor, actually. Many an adventurer had fallen prey to the vampiric charms of the boss and her minions without ever lifting a blade or casting a spell. Apparently, Bellaria’s domain featured quite prominently among certain kinds of literature popular among adventurers.

But Canda was interested in him that way?

Now that he thought about it, it did make sense. She’d been giving him certain looks on the return journey from the Fungeon. “You’re sure?” he asked Mange.

“Trust me, master. I am something of a connoisseur of the romances. I was very popular in certain circles. I even own some brothels. Classy ones of course. Make a pretty penny too.”

“Hm,” Armand grunted. “I suppose I should check in, then.”

“Of course, master. Shall I bring up some oils and candles?”

“That won’t be necessary.”

“Of course not, master. Best of luck!”

Armand glowered at Mange, then left the undead on the landing, ascending the stairs and heading to Canda’s room.

Sex, eh?

The thought stirred his body in new and interesting ways. Just another in the vast feast of sensations he’d been discovering since animating his puppet. Of course, he could do the deed. Armand prided himself on his craftsmanship, even if his body didn’t work in quite the same way as others. Still, he should be careful. He’d seen parties torn apart in the dungeon due to drama about relationships.

But at the same time, the parties that had seemed to do the best in the dungeon had been very devoted to each other. Physically as well as otherwise. One man or woman, binding together the rest of the group. Though, when that individual died, it tended to spell doom for the party. Fortunately, Armand didn’t have to worry about that.

He knocked on Canda’s door.

“Y-yes?”

“It’s Armand,” he said.

There was a clatter like someone tripping over a chair. “Oh! Oh, uh, just… just a second! Ha ha. Oh sh-shit. I um…”

Armand waited, listening to the thumps and clatter through the door. He wondered if she was alright? Then the door opened, all other considerations seemed to just evaporate from his mind.

Canda stood framed in the doorway, a lonely lamp inside illuminating her with its glow. She was in nothing more than a bra and panties, the tight fabric conforming to curves always suggested but never fully revealed. Her large eyes stared up at him as if shocked to see him, and even more at having opened the door herself. Pale flesh like fresh poured cream, her white hair framed her face in a messy frizz, her red eyes like flawless rubies staring up at him.

The death knight stared at her, for the moment overcome. A thrum of vitality beat deep within him at the sight of her. A sensation familiar yet strange. A heat that grew and spread through his cold being, radiating from the core deep in his chest.

“S-so,” Canda said, her soft lips parting. “Um…”

“May I come in?” he said.

Canda blushed and stepped back, allowing him to walk past her. The chill that radiated from the death knight washed over her, and Canda shivered, yet felt again the gentle tingling of eager anticipation. She hastily shut the door behind him, then locked it.

“Um,” she said, turning around as Armand scanned the room. “Just got here, so haven’t, you know, been able to set myself up that much. But uh…”

He turned towards her slowly, and she licked her lips, a tremor coursing through her at the look in his burning blue eyes. A zing of excitement and just the spice of fear sped through her and she moved away from the door, padding towards him.

“Um…” she said.

Armand said nothing. But his arm moved around her, the cool metal of his gauntlet resting against the small of her back. Canda squeaked at the sensation against her oh-so hot skin, and the death knight lifted her up against him.

“You did magnificently in the dungeon,” he said.

“Th-thank you,” Canda gasped, her cheeks burning, her eyes wide, drinking in the sight of his face as he leaned down.

“And I was thinking I should give you a more… personal reward,” Armand said.

“I… I got a lot of… of loot from there,” she said breathlessly, part of her mind groaning over her babbling tongue.

“Then here’s another,” he said.

And kissed her.

Canda shuddered as his lips met hers, her mouth opening, a soft groan of pleasure escaping her. Tingles raced through her, vibrating deep in her core and breasts as she instinctively pressed herself against the cold steel of his armour. She rose on her tiptoes, lifted slightly by the death knight as he deepened the kiss.

The moment seemed to last forever. Then they parted, Canda panting, gasping. Armand rolled his jaw, as if savouring the taste of her passion.

“Delicious,” he said.

“Th-thanks. I make my own lipstick. It has cherry and mmm…”

He kissed her again, and once more Canda quivered in delight, her hands moving up, clutching his armour with need. He swung her about and she found the back of her legs pressing against the bed. She fell into the softness of the mattress and blankets, panting, looking up at Armand as he rose and began to remove his armour.

“So um,” she said, talking to try and dispel her nervousness. “I know that, like, lots of party members hook up. And, I mean, I don’t want any drama. So, I’m just uh… just saying, haha, that I’m toootally cool with just… uh…” She swallowed as the breastplate came free, her eyes greedily drinking in the sight of his powerful chest. “Uh… you know, having fun, right? I mean, if you um, happened to get another party member and, you know, want to do s-stuff with them, I’m totally… oh wow,” she gasped as greaves and pants came free. “T-totally cool with… with sharing.”

“Are you?” Armand said as the cold, black steel seemed to fall away, and Canda drank in the body revealed. Pale flesh muscled tightly. Tall. Powerful. She felt her heart beat faster and warmth pool in the hollow space beneath her stomach. She bit her lip, legs rubbing together nervously. Gods, he was perfect. Like he’d been chiselled from marble. Crafted in physical perfection. And if she knew how right she was, she’d have been far more nervous.

“Y-yeah?” Canda gasped, leaning back as he moved over her, her hair spilling in a pale halo on the blankets, her eyes caught by Armand’s as he loomed above her, his hands planted on the either side of the bed. “I nnnnn!”

Canda groaned as Armand’s hand cupped her large, full breast, beginning to teasingly fondle her, his thumb rubbing a pert nipple as his lips came down to capture her’s again. Canda moaned, strength fleeing her, body giving in eagerly to what was happening. Oh gods. Oh gods, that was good.

Her breath hitched as Armand’s hand slid lower, capturing the band of her panties and tugging them down. She whimpered in delight, hips rising, allowing him to tug off the lacy fabric, revealing herself utterly to him. His palm came up, cupping her mound. Canda gasped, hips rising. “O-oh!”

Armand kissed her again, his finger stroking her, teasing her, milking the pleasure from her slowly. Canda whimpered, her hips rising, rocking, riding his stroking finger with growing urgency. Her hesitation forgotten as sensations she’d never dreamed of struck her like fireworks in her chest and core.

Heat pulsed in Armand. Enough teasing. He moved his hand and he eased forward atop her, the tip of his cock rubbing against her folds. Oh gods, Canda thought, her pulse quickening. Oh gods here it comes. Oh. Oh!

“Mmmm!” Canda moaned, eyes rolling back as Armand pushed forward, filling her with a stroke. Her muscles tightened at the intensity of sensation seizing her. Her lashes fluttered and her lips groaned in eager submission as Armand began to slowly thrust, fucking the alchemist with slow, steady beats of his hips, his hand returning to her breasts, molding them in ways that made her toes curl and body arch with ecstasy.

“Mm. Mmm. Mmmm,” Canda moaned in naked pleasure, her body riding the waves of pleasure that threatened to drown her. Her eyes were lidded. Pants and gasps leaving her as she surrendered to the sensations. As she embraced them. Relishing them.

And she was far from alone. Armand claimed her with instinctual motions, his body seeming to know exactly how to make her enjoy every moment. The heat of her pleasure seemed to fill him with every thrust. The chill of undeath receding as he fucked the gorgeous woman beneath him. It felt good. It felt damn good! No wonder the Widowmaker enjoyed herself in the dungeon so much.

And though blood did not flow in his veins, Armand felt something else rushing in him. Burning in him. Urging him towards the inevitable climax that awaited that moment of joining. He pumped into her with growing urgency, feeling her body ride those swells of pleasure. Her gasps of ecstasy as he drove her towards that final peak.

“Yes!” Canda gasped. “Yes! Armand! I… I’m… o-ohhhhh!”

Canda cried out, quivering as she reached her peak. Armand groaned as he filled her a final time, the sudden swell of pleasure rushing through him as he came.

By the Maker, how had he missed this?

The sensation that surged through him was like nothing he’d known, save perhaps the satisfaction when he’d crushed a truly powerful foe who dared challenge him. He gasped at the sudden high of that moment of bliss, his body tensing at the surge that threatened to devour him.

And then, slowly, it faded.

Canda panted beneath him, her eyes lidded, her lips soft and plumped and curves shining with a thin sheen of sweat from the experience.

“O-oh wow,” she breathed. “That was…”

“Wonderful,” Armand said, and a tinge of true warmth slipped into his tone.

Canda blushed harder than ever, then she reached up and wound her arms around his neck. “Yeah,” she breathed, pulling him down, and kissing him again.

What a wonderful way to end a dungeon dive…


Morning Death Threats

Someone was trying to kill Armand.

Which was quite thrilling, actually. Though a bit inconvenient at the moment.

Armand had agreed to meet with Canda and enter the twentieth level of the Necropolis for some training with her and her staff, and due to the attempted assassination, he was soon going to be late.

Or dead.

Again, inconvenient.

He was walking down the avenue and towards the Adventurer’s Guild, passing by some of the towering buildings that loomed above. Canda had gone on ahead to get her skills upgraded at the Adventurer’s Guild, while Armand had poured over the documents in Mange’s library, looking for the next dungeon to tackle and continue gearing her up.

Now, as the sun drifted over Labyrinth, the meeting time approached, and so he had set off. He was taking a little used street, as evidenced by the cracks in the walls and general air of abandonment. Areas such as these occasionally had minor monsters spawn as mana seeped up through various cracks in the city, which occasionally necessitated hiring of adventurers to kill giant rats in one’s cellar. This meant that none but adventurers or Guild guards came through to sweep them often. He’d also picked up a pretzel from a convenient food cart. Tastebuds. That was something he was really beginning to enjoy. One of the lower-level bosses in the Necropolis called himself a cook, but the bloody chunks the Black Chef tended to prepare had never really appealed to Armand. But pretzels? And mustard? By the Maker, there must truly be gods if something as glorious as mustard was allowed to exist. It was almost as good as sex!

And he was about to take a bite when something zipped by his ear and blew the pretzel to bits.

Armand stared at the crumbs that remained in his hand, then looked past them at the smoking hole in the flagstones.

Someone was going to pay for that.

He threw himself to the side as another bullet hissed through the air near his head. He landed behind one of the numberless grim statues that seemed to grow in Labyrinth like other towns had weeds. He snuck a quick glance around the corner.

There, he could see it. There were a number of windows of an abandoned building overlooking the plaza, and he caught the faint flash of something in one of them. Armand quickly jerked back behind cover an instant before another bullet would have found his head, but instead ricocheted off the ground and off his armoured leg.

A ranger? Possibly a gunslinger or maybe even a hunter? There were a number of ranged classes, but rangers tended to prefer bows. So a gunslinger or hunter, then.

How annoying.

He’d seen many ranged classes go through the Necropolis’s floors. They were a nuisance for bosses, but he’d found them entertaining. Even after he killed the rest of the party, they tended to survive long enough to try and kite him around the room, and some had even tried to [Feign Death] once or twice. But they’d never escaped his chambers. But what was it they did he always found quite annoying? One of their abilities. It was…

Oh, yes.

[Explosive Shot.]

Armand threw himself away as the statue suddenly exploded, wreathing the area in smoke, debris and dust. He heaved himself to his feet and dashed towards the building he’d seen the bullets coming from. A sudden barrage of rounds burst through the smoke, peppering the plaza and zinging through the air like mosquitos.

“[Bone Barrier],” Armand growled.

A whirling mass of bones spun into existence around him like a screen. Another bullet spat down from the high building, deflected by the rattling storm around him. Armand shielded his face with an arm as more of his shield was blasted to fragments by another [Explosive Shot.] But its purpose was served.

The door to the building was right in front of him, and he took it with his shoulder, charging through and skidding to a stop to face the stairs. But he held back from approaching. There was another thing ranged classes were very good at.

Traps.

Armand narrowed his eyes at the pale grey steps. Tilting his head, he caught the gleam of something strung on the first step. A wire.

“Hm,” Armand said, conjured his axe and flung it.

The blade sliced neatly through the wire with a twang. The bottom step suddenly exploded with a hiss of freezing ice, coating the landing with a crackling cold. Had Armand been walking, his legs would have been rooted to the spot.

Clever bastard.

Armand knelt on the floor and pressed his hand into the stone, sensing for what would inevitably be in a place of such disrepair. Ah, there it was.

“[Lesser Raise Dead],” he said.

The floorboards creaked and burst open. Several skeletal rats crawled out, their bones joined by chilling power, their eyes glowing with bluish light. Armand gestured.

“Go.”

The dozen rats scurried up the steps with a calciferous clatter, Armand following at a pace as his rodent horde set off anything lurking ahead. Spikes spat up and bear traps closed their jaws in a sudden clang, tearing apart the legion of the verminous undead. Another freezing trap hissed, coating more of the steps in a blistering cold as the death knight ascended with grim purpose, his journey preceded by the rapidly dwindling rats.

At last he reached the upper floor. There he found the door quickly enough and raised a booted foot, kicking it down. He burst into the room, braced to meet another explosive bullet.

And instead found nothing.

He lowered his axe warily, peering about the room. It was empty. Well, almost empty. Some decaying furniture was here and there, and at the window was a small table on which someone might have rested their elbow and rifle on. But the only thing occupying it now was something wrapped in a paper package, and weighing down a letter.

Wary, but curious, Armand picked up the letter and unfolded it.

‘See You Soon,’ was written in curly cursive, along with the red kiss of lipstick lips. Perplexed, Armand reached down and picked up the package, unfolding it to find a fresh pretzel, still warm from the food stall. His brow knit in confusion, and then he glanced down from the window.

It took him a moment to figure out when he was looking at, but once he saw the massive heart shape made from bullet holes in the ground, the death knight could only stare in baffled wonder.

“…Huh?”

. . .

Canda had been starting to get nervous while waiting for Armand. Her foot tapped the paving stones of Hero’s Square, her back pressed against the wall of the Guild’s hall and her teeth nibbling at her lower lip. N-not that she was starting to think Armand wouldn’t show up. Of course not. Haha! That was crazy. She knew Armand would come. They were partners! They were in a party. She wasn’t really worried he would ghost her, vanishing in order to find better companions, leaving her to try and find anyone else willing to take her on and venture into dungeons. Haha! No way. She was… she was totally confident.

But another swig of her hip flask and that sweet, sweet potion brew sure helped her feel extra sure about it.

“Canda?”

“Gyah!”

She whirled around, heart pounding like a kettle drum. When she saw the tall death knight she let out a sigh. “A-Armand! There you are. Hi! Hey. Good to see you.”

“Sorry I was late,” he said. “Someone tried to kill me.”

Canda’s eyes shot wide open. “K-kill you? Wh-why?”

“Apparently to replace my pretzel,” he said. “But it’s fine. People used to try and kill me quite often.” A mist seemed to haze his eyes. “It was all quite… nostalgic.”

Canda stared at the death knight lost in his memories. “Um… okay. Sure! Haha. That’s a… totally normal thing to say. So we’re uh, still going into the dungeon. Right?”

Armand blinked, shaking off the haze. “Hm? Oh. Yes. I’d like to see your level get to at least thirty before we try for another regional dungeon. So, we’ll be training on the upper floors of the Necropolis today and gathering some mana gems.”

Relief flooded Canda as she followed him into the Guild building. The main floor was crowded today, with numerous adventurers clearly heading down into the dungeon’s depths for a morning delve. There was a bit of a line at the gate into the Necropolis, but it moved quickly until it was their turn. As they passed it, Armand scanned his guild license on the reader before the guard post.

“Enjoy your time below,” the clerk in the booth said.

“We intend to,” Armand said as he and Canda entered the swallowing darkness of the Necropolis.

As he descended the dark, onyx steps Armand exhaled slightly, the presence of the familiar dungeon invigorating. He felt it suffuse him with its mana, and the faint listlessness and stiffness in his limbs faded away, like a machine being oiled and refueled. Soon he walked faster, though he slowed when he noticed Canda having trouble keeping up with his stride. They passed some small parties of lower leveled adventurers, as well as a few solo fighters who eyed them curiously, but were ignored.

Armand took them down to the eighteenth layer, better known as the Tombs of the Forgotten. As they exited the stairs, they found themselves standing in towering grey vaults of stone, the names of the dead scrawled across the shelfs and mummified bodies lying preserved in their ancient tombs. Pillars held aloft the ceiling like towering spires, and a faint mist breathed over cracked flagstones and small piles of rubble and bones. Blue flames flickered from lamps made of skulls, hanging by chains from pillars and washing the interior with their chilling light.

“Right,” Armand said as he turned to Canda. “This seems good. Today, we’ll be practicing your offensive skills.”

“Offensive?” Canda said in surprise. “Here? Um, but, undead are immune to poison effects.”

“Very true,” Armand said, reaching out and tapping the serpent heads of her staff. “But your weapon can do more than poison. It is the [Staff of Poisons], but that doesn’t mean only toxins. You can brew any potion below your current skill level with it. And the eighteenth level is exactly the place to demonstrate it.”

As he said this, a faint moaning rose from deeper in the dungeon. Armand turned his head towards the sound as several zombies shambled from the darkness, their heads lolling and decayed flesh hanging loosely from their bodies.

“Perfect,” he said, stepping back alongside Canda. “Now, kill those.”

“But…”

“You don’t need to brew poisons,” Armand reminded her.

Canda hesitated, looking once more at the undead. That was right. She knew other potions. But what? Could she… could she manage a [Potion of Lesser Fireblossom]? Maybe. For that she normally needed… ah… two dragonstems, a drop of calder venom, and… um… some magnesium… And if she were to mix them together…

Canda gasped as the eyes of the staff flared crimson. Swallowing, Canda lowered her staff, aiming it at the lurching undead. “[P-Potion of Lesser Fireblossom!]” she cried.

The eyes of the staff flared and the head spat a crimson glob at the undead. The spell hit the first of the zombies, splashing across the corpse.

[Status Effect: Burning]

“Raaaaooooooo!” the zombie moaned as it suddenly caught alight, the flames rapidly consuming the undead’s rotting flesh and ragged garments. It flailed, stumbling about as it became a walking torch.

Canda’s eyes glowed in the light of the flames, a giddy smile alighting her face. She did it! She giggled, bouncing on her heels. She aimed her staff at the second zombie.

“[Potion of Lesser Fireblossom]!” she cried, sending another glob of crimson power against the undead.

[Status Effect: Burning]

Moaning, the newest undead flailed about as it too was consumed in flame. Canda grinned and looked back at Armand. He nodded in approval.

“You’ll make a fine support,” he said.

Canda preened and turned about to torch another undead with gleeful viciousness.

Armand watched her in satisfaction as she killed the zombies and gathered up the gems dropped by the mobs, absorbing their power to further enhance her abilities, already moving to engage the next monsters who were drawn to the sound.

He smiled, blue eyes burning in the gloom, feeling his pleasure resonating deep within the depths of the dungeon.

Soon.

Soon…


Uncertain Meetings

In the safe solitude of his extravagant bedroom, with curtains trimmed with gold, paintings of beautiful and plump (and therefore classy instead of pornographic) women hanging on the walls, and an expansive closet bursting with clothes, Boss Mange squinted in his vanity’s mirror, checking his face. He’d often done this. He’d always been quite proud of his looks. Handsome, rakish even. Oh yes. He was quite the figure.

Unless his nose fell off.

Which it wouldn’t, of course. He was still whole. Yes. Not a bit of rot corrupting his flesh. Not a bit of greenish blemish that might signal his skin melting off like old wax. Yes. Yes, he was fine. Still fine.

Still, he gave his nose a tweak for good measure.

Yes, still solidly on his face. Good.

But the smell?

What about the smell?

No matter how often he assured himself he didn’t smell like a rotting corpse, he was never quite sure. What if his sense of smell was the first to go? What if the decay was so slow he never even noticed it getting worse? A gradual decomposition hidden from the naked eye until his arm fell off? His flesh putrefying like fish left out in the sun too long?

He looked from the mirror to the bottles of cologne he’d purchased. He’d used scent before, but it now took on a certain urgency. A new importance. Unless it didn’t, and he wasn’t rotting. But if he was, he figured it couldn’t hurt to get a jump on things. Just in case. He did have a reputation to uphold. And serving the master had already done quite a bit of damage to his mystique. But no sense complaining about it. Now, which bottle should he use? There were quite a few options. The thing was, he had to find one that suited him, and was subtle, yet strong. Pleasant, yet powerful. Wet yet dry.

Damn it all.

Mange sighed, lifted one bottle and unscrewed the top, giving it a strong whiff. Hmm. Roses, but it lacked bodiness. He needed one with body. Preferably more than a graveyard. He tried another. Hmm. Peppermint? No, not strong enough. Not by half. And the next one was… was…

Not cologne he was smelling.

Mange narrowed his eyes and put down the bottle. His nose twitched as he inhaled the scents of the room, picking out one that hadn’t been there a moment before. He reached out, grabbed his cane and whirled, slashing at the shadows of a curtain.

Laughter trilled as a human outline split from the darkness, sliding away and settling on one of the chairs. The shadow slid into place and began to fill out into a more familiar figure. Teeth flashed teasingly and moments later the darkness seeped away, revealing tight leathers, buckles, and a single eye gleaming with amusement.

Mange curled a lip over a fang and lowered his cane. “Razia,” he growled. “What have I told you about coming into my home unannounced?”

“That you’d improve security until I can’t. But personally, I found it easier than ever! Not that I’m surprised. I’ve heard you’ve been having some… staffing issues.”

Mange grunted and leaned on his cane, eying the rogue with annoyance. “Allow me to observe that that is none of your damn business.”

Razia cackled again. “Oh, if you only knew! But come on,” she cried, suddenly reversing the chair, crossing her arms on the back and settling her chin on them like a child waiting to hear her favourite story. “Tell. Tell! What’s this I hear about you working for someone new? Someone quite studly, I’ve also heard.”

Mange sniffed in contempt. “Hmph! Well, you are right about one thing. The master is quite impressive.”

“Oooooh! You have a master? Always knew the dog in you would win out one of these days.”

Mange glared at Razia. He knew the rogue about as well as anyone could know her, and the biggest thing he’d learned was that being the target of her curiosity never ended well for the party involved. Razia was ever looking for new amusements, and those who drew her eye never came out the better for it. Or, often, in one piece.

Razia suddenly lifted her head, sniffing. “What’s that smell?”

Mange tensed. “Smell?” he said. “What smell?”

“Yeah. Smells a bit like… roses?”

Mange relaxed a bit. “Ah, yes. Roses. I’ve been looking into wearing scent. You know. Trying new things. So on. So forth.”

“That right? You’ve gotten lots of changes lately, huh?” she said.

Oh, if you only knew, Mange thought sourly.

“Why do you want to know about the master?” Mange demanded instead.

“Seems like the kind of guy it’s useful to know about,” Razia observed playfully.

Well, that much was true. Not that Mange had much to share about his master, but if he wanted Razia to go away, he had to offer something. He shrugged lazily. “What’s to tell?” he said. “He came to Labyrinth only recently, and has expressed that his intention is to conquer the Necropolis from top to bottom.”

Razia burst out laughing. “Hahaha!” she cackled. “C-conquer the… haha! Oh, Mange. You’re killing me. You’re killing me,” she giggled, wiping away a tear.

If only. If only. But even if he did manage it (hardly a guarantee), Armand might not let her stay dead. Razia was annoying, but a powerful adventurer. And just the thought of spending an eternity serving Armand with Razia made his claws slide back into human fingers and the fur recede on his back.

“I assure you, he is very serious,” Mange said firmly.

“Suicidal is what you mean,” Razia said.

Mange thought about that for a moment. He’d known many men who attempted the dungeon in the course of his career. Many who’d happily sold their lives quite cheaply too. But Armand did not strike him as one of those reckless souls. There was something else that drove that pale man. Something more than merely seeking death. But neither did Armand seem married to the whole ‘living’ thing. In fact, he and life didn’t even seem on speaking terms. He treated it more like a fashion other people were overly fond of, but had little appeal to him.

“No,” Mange finally said. “No, I don’t think so. Not at all, in fact.”

“But he plans to conquer the Necropolis,” Razia said. “What else could he be but suicidal? You don’t really think he could.”

“Quite the contrary. I believe the master could do anything he set his mind to.”

Razia snorted, but the certainty in Mange’s face made her smirk slide a bit in favour of mild curiosity. “Hmm. You think so?” she said.

“Assuredly, I think the master can do anything,” Mange said with absolute sincerity.

Razia lifted her head a bit more, her one eye squinting at Mange curiously. “...Well well,” she mused. “Never thought I’d see the day that Boss Mange would say that about anyone.”

“The master,” Mange said with sudden cold severity, “is not just ‘anyone.’”

“I believe it,” Razia said as she rose to her feet. She rubbed her hands greedily. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”

“Don’t start something with the master, Razia,” Mange warned. “You won’t like how it turns out.”

“Aw, you do care!”

Mange scoffed. “Hardly,” he said, pressing a hand importantly to his chest. “Rather, it is my solemn duty to serve him, and having you pestering him with your childish games would be a terrible waste of his time. My master has great aspirations, Razia. And no time to play with you.”

“Oh Mange, don’t you know?” Razia said, grinning as the shadows deepened around her, seeping up around her like a mantle. “Those are the most fun to play with.”

Mange scowled as Razia [Shadowstepped] into the void, as if swallowed by the night. When the shadows receded to more normal dimensions, they left the chair empty once more, without a sign the rogue had ever been there.

Mange scoffed and turned back to his vanity and the scents. Brat. But no matter. She’d be no real threat to the master, and nothing Mange said could dissuade her

Now, what about the new cologne from the marshes of Ravon? Apparently it was made from the anal glands of certain small rodents that built mighty cities out of wood. And vanilla scented too?

How exotic!


Those Who Lurk

Within two days, Armand had begun escorting Canda to the twentieth levels of the Necropolis, and each time he was growing more and more impressed with her abilities. He’d had to deal with few monsters as they progressed, but he was now confident that she was used to her new staff and its abilities. Well, some of them, anyway. But there was far more hidden in that staff, and Armand was looking forward to seeing what that might look like.

Which meant that it was time to head to the next world Dungeon.

“I think I’m getting the hang of this,” Canda said as they made their way back towards the surface, she bouncing on her heels, staff swinging at her side with her stride.

“You’re doing wonderfully,” he told her as the looming exit passed its shadow over them. “We’re nearly ready to tackle some of the thirties, or maybe even deeper.”

“R-really? You don’t think it’s too early?” Canda asked nervously.

“Absolutely. You have a real talent for killing things.”

“Oh,” Canda said, blushing. “You’re just saying that.”

“Not at all! Trust me. As someone with great experience in it, your panache for causing destruction in new and thrilling ways in unmatched. It’s practically art!”

“Haha!” Canda said, hugging her staff and squirming in embarrassed pleasure. “W-well, I did have a new potion I was working on. Just theoretical, you know, but it would deal with an ability like [Iron Scales] or other armouring spells.”

“How would it do that?”

“Well, it’d strip off the flesh of the creature.”

“I would love to see that,” Armand said earnestly.

Canda giggled, tugging the brim of her hat down again, her red eyes peeking up at the pale man beside her. But even as she did she spotted the blue uniform and cap of a guild employee heading across the floor towards them. Canda lifted her head curiously as the man came to a stop, arms clasped behind his back.

“Mister Armand?”

Armand turned his head towards the newcomer. “Yes?” he said.

The clerk gave a curt nod. “I’ve been asked to deliver a message from the Director of Dungeon Affairs, Mister Scrivage. He’d like to speak to you.”

“S-speak to him?” Canda squeaked.

Armand raised a brow, noticing they were drawing a fair bit of attention from other adventurers in the main hall. “What does he want to talk about?”

“I’m not privy to that. I’m just supposed to give you the message.”

Armand mulled it over. But the Adventurer’s Guild was clearly very important in delving into the dungeon, and he had a feeling that a man like Scrivage could make his life difficult. Besides, there was no reason not to do the meeting. Aside from the inconvenience.

“…Alright,” Armand finally said. “I think I can make the time. You’ll be okay?” he said to Canda.

“Um, sure! No problem. I should go get my abilities upgraded anyway. Meet you back at the Peak?”

“Sounds wonderful. Shall we?” he said, turning back to the clerk.

“Of course. Right this way, please,” the man said, leading him back up the stairs and into the Guild Hall.

Armand felt the eyes of other adventurers in the hall watching him, but ignored them. Apparently this was unusual. But the more he thought about it, the more he realized this could be useful. He had been curious why no adventuring party had ventured down to the deeper levels of the Necropolis, and surely the man in charge of the dungeon operations would know, or at least point him the right way. And if he didn’t, Armand wasn’t out anything. Though it was an annoying distraction. Being summoned by another rankled him slightly.  Things were so much easier when he could just step on people that annoyed him. Messier, true, but oh so satisfying.

The clerk ahead of the death knight glanced back, and wasn’t sure she liked the smile on Armand’s face. It looked nostalgic, but for some reason it sent a chill down the clerk’s spine.

Fortunately, he didn’t have to wonder about it overlong, for soon they had entered the higher levels of the Guild, where the stone was plain and ordinary with little embellishment, as if it had been laid just yesterday. The lack of ornamentation annoyed Armand. He was used to places where every hall, every nook, and every inch was designed to impress upon the visitor the magnitude of the challenge. The place he found himself within radiated… nothing.

It irked him for a reason he couldn’t explain.

The clerk soon brought him to a large door which he opened politely, slipping inside for only a moment before emerging and ushering him in.

Scrivage’s office was as utilitarian as could be imagined. The walls were bare aside from some painting depicting the apocalyptic Age of Mists, with flames and monsters surging across landscapes against the triumphant images of heroes battling them back. The window was curtained, shading the room from the grey sunlight from outside, while a few busts stood on plinths here and there, with names etched in the copper plates denoting some no doubt impressive feat of ancient heroism.

Scrivage himself sat behind a large oak desk. Stacks of paper were arranged around him like battlements against besieging clerks. He was in the midst of filling out a form when the door opened, admitting Armand. Raising his head, Scrivage smiled thinly from over the walls of paperwork and rose to his feet.

“Armand. So good to see you again.”

“Is it?” Armand said. His eyes slid over Scrivage and to the desk, locking on to the letter that Lick had asked him to deliver. His eyes flicked back up at the other man. “What’s this about?”

“I see you are concerned. Rest assured; you have done nothing wrong. In fact, according to this letter,” Scrivage said, sitting down and patting Lick’s letter, “you have done something quite praiseworthy.”

“Oh?”

“Of course. You have prevented a dungeon from breaching. That is a most momentous event. Normally, it would take a party of A class adventurers at the least, or maybe even S to clear it.”

“My,” Armand said. “All that? Because apparently, the dungeon had not been visited for some time. Why was this? I thought the purpose of the Guild was to ensure a dungeon is regularly cleared.”

Scrivage tapped his index fingers together twice, and though he still smiled, the lift of the corner of his lips shrank. “You are quite frank,” he noted.

“I’ve been told.”

“Mhmm.” He scrutinized Armand carefully from behind his wall of paperwork, then sighed and settled his bulk back in his seat. “Well, to answer your question, Armand, I’m afraid the Guild is quite a large organization. And in such a large organization, certain matters are… misplaced.”

“Misplaced?”

“Messages. Personnel. It can be difficult running such an unwieldy beast as the Guild and its branches. Petty power plays are common. And now and then, things slip between the cracks. It’s an unfortunate reality.”

Armand nodded. “I see. And, is that the same reason some parties have been murdering low level adventurers?”

Scrivage’s fingers tapped together and remained so, pressing against each other. His eyes were lidded behind his glasses, watching Armand, even the hint of a smile gone from his soft face. A silence stretched between them with choking suffocation, only the ticking from the large clock audible.

“Armand,” Scrivage said at last. “How difficult do you think an S tier floor of the Necropolis is?”

“Very,” he said smugly.

Scrivage flicked up an eyebrow. “That it is,” he said. “And there are some dungeons which are S tier entirely. From top to bottom. Every boss and monster able to destroy with ease even the strongest A grade adventurers. And if such a dungeon ever breached, it would have the potential to destroy whole countries. A cataclysm not seen in millenia.

“Thus,” Scrivage said. “The need of an S tier party is not only vital to national security, but literally tied to the very survival of this world. It cannot be overstated how important they can be. So, the Guild requires us to give certain… leniencies to members of those familia with S tier adventurers.”

Armand glowered. “You mean you overlook murder?”

“It’s hardly an ideal situation,” Scrivage said drily. “But yes. That is the case.”

“I see. And how many potential S class heroes have been killed before they could achieve that rank thanks to this policy?” Armand asked, but there was an edge in his voice now.

“I understand your frustration, Armand,” Scrivage said in that gravelly, ponderous tone, as if reciting rote from a letter. “But you are looking at the corner of a large canvas. And though it is beautiful, and has many ridges, bumps, and curls, men such as I must look at the whole painting in all its many intricacies. The Guild must think of the present as well as future. And keeping an S tier party happy is vital to the survival of millions.”

“So you can’t punish a familia that strong?”

“If there is no overwhelming evidence, no. The dungeon is blind, Armand. More than just a fun saying. Countless adventurers die every year down there. The Guild does its best, but we can barely police the surface, not the depths.”

Armand frowned thoughtfully. It was annoying, but he supposed he could see the man’s point. “So,” he said slowly. “If you had more S tier parties, you could punish them more easily?”

“That is a possibility,” Scrivage said stonily.

Armand saw something then. Something that surprised him in the soft, doughy flesh of the man behind the desk. A flash in the eye like a dagger in the dark. Ambition hammered to the keenest edge in the fires and forge of bureaucratic combat, where paperwork was wielded along with the crushing weight of bloated institution. Armand knew many eyes like that. He’d seen them on those parties that had ventured into the darker depths of the dungeon over the years. Drive. Purpose. A willingness to use any means to achieve aims.

How very interesting.

“I see,” Armand said.

“Good,” Scrivage said. “Because I believe you have the potential to create a familia of equal or even surpass the Crimson Wings. And I wanted to let you know that the Guild is always ready to support such a party, and that we will do whatever we can to help you reach your fullest potential.”

“Is that right?” Armand said.

“Of course.”

“Then,” the death knight said, “I will need access to the warpstone again. In fact, quite often.”

“I see. An expensive prospect.”

“Necessary,” Armand said. “I intend to outfit my party to tackle the Necropolis’s deepest levels.”

One of Scrivage’s wrinkled brows rose heavily. “A lofty goal. Some might say impossible.”

“Is it? Doesn’t seem so to me. A dungeon exists to be conquered. What other good is it for?”

“There are a number of uses. Be it economic, military, or energy. Crafting materials can be gathered. Heroes made strong. Mana harvested to power the mightiest of machines. But I understand your meaning,” Scrivage said, and held out his hand. “Your license.”

Armand handed it over. Scrivage took it and slid it into a reader on the desk. There was a soft chiming sound and he pulled it free once more. “Here. I’ve loaded one trip onto your license.”

“I’ll need more than that,” Armand noted.

“It will do for now,” Scrivage said. “I will be paying very close attention to your next dungeon run. Should it go well, I may have a quest for you.”

“A quest? Like… from the board downstairs.”

“Something like that,” Scrivage said. “Are you interested?”

Armand glanced at the license, then reached out and took it. “I’ll think about it.”

“That is all I ask,” Scrivage said, standing and shaking his hand. “I look forward to your exploits with great anticipation.”

. . .

Scrivage’s words lingered with Armand as he left the Guild Hall and crossed Hero’s Square. He considered waiting for Canda, but getting new skills could be time consuming, and he needed to further study Mange’s books. He had some good ideas for the next dungeon already, and was looking forward to investigating them.

Pretty good day, he mused contentedly. Pretty good day.

And it was about to get better, because he was being followed.

This realization hit Armand suddenly. He didn’t show it in any way. He kept walking at the same, steady stride down the twisting avenues of the city, but he knew it. His perception was always high. No stealth skills could elude him for long. As soon as an adventurer entered his boss room, he’d have known it, and instantly aggro’d them. The memory made him smile a little.

But no time for that. Was it his assassin? It might be that hunter, but he somehow doubted it. He was being stalked, but not ambushed. It was likely someone else. But who?

Maybe they were strong?

Strong enough to kill him?

Oh, he thought with a growing smile. Now that would be fun!

They were likely trying to wait for him to be alone, so he would accommodate them. Turning his steps, he made his way further from the populated areas of the city and deeper into the maze of dull grey stones. Where now… ah. This would work. He stepped into a narrow plaza. A dead end.

Perfect.

He stopped and turned, waiting impatiently. He sensed his pursuers not far, but they were hesitating.

“Well?” he finally said. “Hurry up. I have things to do today.”

Silence greeted him, and then two men rounded the corner and prowled towards him.

Armand took them in with a glance. Melee classes both. One looked like a rogue with his lanky leathers, mohawk and the knife he was idly tossing in his free hand. The other was a big man. Burly and wearing thick, leather armour studded with metal, like someone had shaved a gorilla and put pants on it. Tattoos traced their course over his face like a mask, and when he smiled he showed off teeth filed down to points. Over his shoulder he carried a massive axe, nearly as tall as he was, but the thick muscles of his arms allowed him to easily wield it.

Well.

Wasn’t this something.

“And you are?” Armand said.

“So sorry for the late introductions,” the man with the mohawk said, dipping in a mocking bow. “My name is Nick the Knife. And this is my associate, Knack the Axe.”

“Hello,” the big man said in a rumbling voice, grinning even wider.

Armand glanced between them, his eyes settling on Nick as what passed for the brains of the operation. “Well, good to meet you. My name is Armand. Did you need something from me?”

“Something like that. Yeah. In fact, you might say we have some very important business with you.”

“Yeah! Ta kill you,” Knack said.

“Is that right?” Armand said.

“Yeah,” Knick said, tossing his knife a final time, then catching it by the hilt and bringing it to bear, his tongue slithering along the blade. “And no use beggin’. But if you wanted to, I suppose we’d allow it.”

“That’s very generous of you,” Armand said.

“Ain’t we just?” Knick said.

“Hur hur,” Knack chuckled as he swung his axe from his shoulder.

“Excellent,” the death knight said. “Then, if I may, can I please ask you both not to die too fast?”

Knick’s grin dipped a little. “Eh?”

“Yes,” Armand said. “I mean, I do love a good fight, and you just might be able to give it. Especially with that knife. Oh, I’m sure you don’t think I can. Most plate classes probably thought they could. But that dagger has particular armour penetration, doesn’t it? Very strong, in fact. Poison coated, probably causes bleed damage. A single blow of that knife with [Vital Shot] would be enough to kill most classes, wouldn’t it?”

Nick’s lips twisted. He stopped spinning the knife, dropping into a crouch as he sneered. “You think you’re pretty clever, eh?”

“It has occurred to me.”

“Think you’re better ‘n us?”

“I imagine there’s squirmy things in a dirty puddle that would think they were better than you.”

“Oh, that’s it! Get ‘em, Knack!”

The befuddlement on Knack’s face faded at once, with gleeful bloodthirst taking its place. He hefted the massive axe and gave a bellow, rushing across the space between him and Armand, his booted feet banging on the stones in the sudden acceleration of [Charge.]

That’s it, Knick thought as he ducked forward, bringing his knife in low as Armand turned to face the warrior. Aggro the bastard. It was a technique he and Knack had performed a hundred times. Knack grabbed attention, and Knick did his business with the knife. Perfect two on one technique. Worked every time. The knight had seemed confident about the knife, though. Didn’t matter. He’d be dead, and it’d all be forgotten. Then they’d collect their pay and be done with it.

And even if Knick missed the heart, his [Venom Spit] poisoned the blade, meaning the bastard would be helpless for a follow up strike from Knack. He was dead on his feet. And then Knick could use their pay to go to that nice whorehouse up town and finally get a night with Claira. Oh, that’d be good. Help him forget all about this weird job. Get it done, then get paid. That was why Knick and Knack were famed. Heh. He liked that. Should put it on a card of somefin’.

Knack roared, swinging up his axe. “[Power Strike!]” he bellowed and brought down the axe. Armand swung up his own weapon, haft meeting Knack’s. The flagstones under the death knight crumpled with a bang, shattering under the force of the blow.

[Stunned!]

There!

Knick grinned and darted in, quick as you’d please under the death knight’s guard. His knife lunged in towards the pale man’s heart, cutting through the black steel as if it were butter.

[Vital Strike!]

[Armour Penetration +10]

Knick grinned as his knife sank to the guard. Perfect. Perfect strike. Perfect damage. Right in the heart. No one could survive that.

Then Armand’s eyes glanced down at Knick, and the rogue felt his smile slip. For he saw death in the pale man’s eyes.

But it was Knick’s.

An armoured hand suddenly grabbed Knick by the throat. “Gak!” he choked as he was lifted up off the ground.

“Is that it, then?” Armand said as his grip tightened on the assassin, lifting him off the ground, his other hand still holding Knack back despite the big man’s bulging muscles.

Terror gripped Knick. He stabbed down at the death knight’s chest again. Again! Each time his dagger slipped past the armour and into Armand’s flesh. He couldn’t have survived that. Knick knew Armand was dead. He was dead! He was dead!

“Knick!” Knack bellowed in shock. He swung his axe back up again. “You! Gonna kill-“

“[Death’s Edge],” Armand said, slashing his axe across the big man’s chest.

Knack’s mouth fell open, his huge axe slipping from between his nerveless fingers to clang onto the ground. Then his eyes rolled back.

And the two halves of the warrior fell apart.

Armand looked at the pieces of Knack, then back to Knick, who was flopping like a fish in the death knight’s steely grip. Armand sighed. “How disappointing,” he said, and flicked his wrist.

There was a sharp crack as vertebrae snapped, and Knick finally went limp.

Armand sighed again and lowered his arm. How boring. Honestly, you’d think trained killers would be better at the whole ‘killing’ bit. Though he supposed he shouldn’t have been too surprised. Had Knick known Armand’s heart didn’t beat, maybe he’d have aimed elsewhere. Armand wondered if he should maybe spread that fact around? Give them a bit of a hand?

But no. No. That would be even more boring. He wasn’t going to do all an assassin’s work for them. At this rate, he’d end up having to cut his own damn throat. But why had the pair attacked him? Not that they shouldn’t have. In fact, Armand would be delighted if more people tried. Everyone wanted to be popular. Though, if this was the quality of his assassins, it was a little embarrassing. What? They couldn’t afford to try and send someone stronger?

Armand sniffed. How insulting.

Still, it might be good to know who his enemies were.

He lifted his arm again, Knick’s corpse flopping bonelessly in his grasp.

“[Lesser Raise Dead.]”

Deathly blue magic seeped from Armand’s hand and into the corpse. Knick’s body shuddered and legs kicked as his eyes swivelled open, glowing blue.

“Why did you try and kill me?” Armand said.

“Was… a job,” Knick said, his voice a wheezing rattle as his crushed larynx tried to work. “Assassin Guild… got it… Handed it… to us...”

“Well, you did a terrible job,” Armand told the dead man.

“My… apologies…”

“Yes yes,” Armand said, dismissing his magic with a gesture and leaving Knick to collapse once more on the ground. Now, about that loot…

There was little of worth on the bodies, including Knack’s lunch, though Armand first took it for some prize from the Fungeon. Knick’s dagger however was a different story.

[Dagger of Death]

[+10 Armour Penetration]

[+4 Stamina]

“Not bad,” Armand conceded, tucking the dagger into his belt. Certainly better than what such a terrible assassin deserved. With his new weapon obtained, Armand made for the exit of the alley. It was all so befuddling to him. Why would someone hire assassins to kill him? He just wanted to build a party capable of besting the Necropolis. Was that really so hard?

Well, evidently yes. He shook his head in bewilderment. Honestly. If it wasn’t one thing it was-

Click

Armand looked down at the wire bending around his outstretched leg.

“…Well shi-” he managed to say before the world exploded in white.

. . .

Canda watched as the patterns whirled about the interior of the crystal ball. The clerk, Erica, having clearly remembered what happened the last time a member of Canda’s party used Guild equipment, was only half sitting in her chair, looking ready to bolt the second some sign from the crystal didn’t agree with her.

Canda paid her little mind. With sleeve rolled back, revealing her arm and the skill tree written on it with veins of power, she watched as Erica deftly manipulated the controls of the tablet built into the desk, plucking at threads of mana and aligning them along the branches of Canda’s alchemy class abilities.

“Three points in [Potion Crafting,]” Canda said.

“Sure,” Erica said, tapping on the tablet before her, pings of light flashing on the skill in question, filling its glow like a vial of light until it veined the branching skills to the next tier. Canda beamed. She’d never dreamed she’d ever get this far! If she kept up like this, making it to [Mixmaster] was no longer a dream. And wouldn’t that be amazing? She sighed happily. If she did, she’d be able to infuse [Master Class] potions. She could even make something for Armand!

Canda blushed at the thought. But was it so wrong to dream a little? Not at all, of course. She could if she wanted to. And she dearly wanted to…

“Miss?” Erica said.

Canda came back to herself with a start. “Sorry? Um, what did you say?”

Erica gave the other woman a knowing look. “Thinking about something good?” she asked playfully. “Maybe… a certain party member?”

Canda felt heat rush into her face. Her free hand grabbed her floppy hat, tugging it down to cover her expression. “I um…”

Erica chuckled gently. “Only joking,” she said. “I don’t mind at all. And I gotta say, that was a pretty impressive feat. That skull he brought back was very… big.”

“It was,” Canda said, blushing again. “But, I mean, that doesn’t you know, necessarily mean I like him. Like, in that way. Right?”

“No no,” Erica said with a sly look. “Not at all. But you know, you might want to keep an eye out all the same.”

Canda lifted her hat’s brim an inch. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” Erica said, leaning forward, her voice dropping a bit so as not to carry in the cavernous hall, “that an adventurer like that is bound to get some admirers sooner or later. And yes, plenty of high tier adventurers have more than one girl hitting on him. It’s far from uncommon. But if you want to make sure you’re part of that, it might be a good idea to strike while the iron’s hot. Get me?”

“Y-you think so?” Canda said, flushing bright again.

“Naturally. Look, I’ve seen a lot of parties come through the Guild doors. Every kind of man and woman. So believe me when I say you don’t want the drama of trying to get that attention after someone else grabs it. Lot of adventurer girls are very aggressive.”

Canda nibbled on her lower lip. Though she had spent the night with Armand, she hadn’t had the courage to invite him again. And she had said they were just… well, fooling around. But she didn’t want to chase him off either.

“I know. I know,” Canda said. “I’m just… Well…”

Erica watched the other woman wrestle with the meaning for a moment, then she leaned back, nodding to herself. “Well, that’s my advice, anyway. But on topic, are you satisfied with these skill choices?”

Canda quickly looked back to her skill tree. Though she’d thought of going for a combat build, a healing and support one had always suited her. And now that she didn’t have to try and level solo, there was no reason not to. Especially if she stayed partied with a tank as powerful as Armand.

Armand…

“Yeah, I think it looks good,” Canda said.

“Wonderful. Then let me just lock it in… and… there,” Erica said, making a final mark on the skill tree. There was a flash and Canda shivered, feeling her abilities manifest in her talent tree and take root, the markings spreading over her arm, filling out more of her tattoo.

“Ooh,” she breathed.

“All set to go back into the dungeon,” Erica said as she tucked up her tools. “And hey, think about what I said.”

“I will,” Canda said as she rolled up her sleeve. “Thanks. Really.”

“Of course. The Guild is here to offer its assistance in any way it can. Good luck.”

Canda smiled and rose, shaking Erica’s hand before leaving the chamber. She made her way back across the Guild’s main floor, her soft steps hurrying her towards the exit. Erica did have a point, Canda mused. Armand was a powerful adventurer, and if they recruited more women into the party, it wouldn’t be surprising if they went for him too. And like Erica said, it was hardly unusual for relationships in parties to widen beyond just two people. Many of the most successful parties had been harems built around one member.

Yes, Canda thought, lifting her head as she walked out onto Hero’s Square, her firm gaze looking over the tomb-like city and the pillars and minarets that spread out below. Yes, she would make the first move. Express she wanted a relationship with him that was more than just sex between battles. Before anyone else had a chance.

. . .

Armand truly was having a very difficult day.

The blast had flung him across the alley and into the far wall. His arms were stretched out on either side of him, welded to the stone thanks to a layer of freezing ice that covered his body from the neck down. Steam rose from it, breathing in the air with a haze.

How very annoying.

[Status Effect: Rooted]

Armand flexed his hands but the ice was pretty thick this time. He could break out of it eventually, he knew, but for the moment he was stuck.

Not ideal.

“There we go. Took a bit, but I gotcha now.”

The singsong voice drew his attention to the far wall, which appeared to be moving. A cloak was flung back, shimmering as it changed hues from the drab, iron grey of the stone wall to a green trimmed with gold. Taut leathers clung to a curvy figure, a short top baring a slim stomach. A fetching cap sat on locks of bouncy gold, while a pair of lovely blue eyes looked up at him in delighted amusement. A thin cigarette burned a plume of purple smoke from soft, kissable lips, and bandoliers of ammunition crossed a chest, further outlining the shapes of ample breasts, which even in his current predicament Armand found himself admiring. Another belt loaded with what looked like explosives and pouches hung casually on wide hips, cocking as the woman lazily shifted her stance.

Armand’s eyes went back to her head, noting the pair of canine ears rising from slits in her cap, while a tail of furry gold dipped with white like a paintbrush fluffed around behind her teasingly. Beastkin, Armand marked. Far from uncommon. From the eastern continent, though they had enclaves in every land. She was of the canine variety as well, which made it unsurprising it belonged to the hunter who’d been stalking him. Well, he had to admit, she’d done a pretty good job.

“And you are?” he said.

She giggled. “Godsdam! Utterly unflappable, aren’t we? Well,” she said, dipping, curtsying with the flaps of her cape. “The name’s Dixie Trigger. At y’all’s service.”

“Would that service include getting me down off the wall?” Armand asked.

Dixie straightened, her cigarette bobbing between her lips. “Not quite yet. Though I must say, the appeal of mounting you up on my wall is awfully temptin’ all the same. Almost as temptin’ as letting you mount me first,” she said, hips swaying as she approached, halting before him with another admiring look. She smirked and walked her fingers up the ice coating his chest, her teeth nibbling on her cigarette, her eyes lidded with teasing anticipation. “Mmm. I must admit, the sight of you killin’ those two assassins got me riled up somethin’ fierce. I’d just been plannin’ on stalkin’ y’all a bit longer, but seeing you cut them up tempted me more ‘nd I could bare. That was awful mean of you, Armand.”

“My deepest apologies,” Armand said. “If I’d known you were watching, I’d have killed them faster.”

“Oh no. Not at all! In fact, y’all coulda killed them in a far more brutal fashion, I dare say. Somethin’ I can respect. Among other things. Which was why I decided to make my own appearance at last.”

“And why is that?”

“Because I wanna join your party, you magnificent stud a man and metal.”

Armand frowned. “Join my party?”

“Yessir, lover,” she purred. “It’s been in mah interest for some time now. I heard all about your little quest into the realm a the Fungeon. Brought back a god’s head, just you and a healer? That’s mighty impressive. And then I saw you take down those assassin, and of course, killin’ all a Boss Mange’s goons before buryin’ them in the yard. It got my heart all aflutter, sir.”

“How do you know where they were buried?” Armand said.

Dixie giggled, breathing on the ice to fog it before tracing a heart pattern. “Well, a lady does need to know what she’s gettin’ into. And I do my research most… thoroughly.”

“Is that why you tried to shoot me while I was crossing the plaza?” Armand said.

“Well of course I did. I could hardly join the party of a man who couldn’t survive a measly barrage a bullets now could I? Us beastkin, we know the value of a high-quality mate. We hold whole competitions so tha’ males can show off them guns, and I don’t just mean a fine chambered, eighteen round automatic. And I must say, how you set off them traps a mine on the stairs was brilliant. You almost had me. But let’s not focus on the past. Let’s think about the future! Which is far more interestin’, I’m sure you’ll agree. Because I’m seein’ it havin’ plenty a you and me.”

“Do you?”

Dixie giggled. “Come on. Y’all won’t find a finer ranged DPS than me anywhere in Labyrinth. And I couldn’t ask for a finer, studlier, better tank than y’all.”

Annoyed as Armand was at the moment, she did have a point. Her skill with traps was self-evident, and she was obviously good with a rifle. He looked her up and down thoughtfully.

“…I will need to test you first,” he said.

“Test me?” Dixie said sweetly.

“Yes. Against some monsters.”

“Then I’ve got the job?” she said.

“Not yet. But perhaps,” Armand said, and flexed.

Ice shattered as he ripped his arms from the wall, his body tearing itself free with a crackle. Dixie stepped back, her eyes widening and her vulpine smile growing in delight as Armand brushed the remnants of ice off him.

“Oh my,” she said, fanning herself with a hand. “Oh my my my…”

“Let’s go,” he said, jerking his head towards the main street.

“Right behind you, lover,” Dixie cooed, her step so light she fairly floated after him.

. . .

Level thirty of the Necropolis, better known as the Cold Crypts, took some walking to, but Armand didn’t mind. It gave him some time to try and figure out more about Dixie.

It wasn’t exactly hard. The beastkin fairly hung off him, her tail swishing in excitement as she gushed about herself. Her blood type (O). How many siblings she had (Seven). Her favourite food (rare steak with a side of pork crackling). Even her family line (stretching back forty generations, to the Wild Wars when the dungeon of the Mourning Woods had opened in her homeland). Pressing close to him, her rifle swinging from her shoulder, she radiated the sort of confidence only achievable in the truly skilled or truly ignorant.

Well, Armand supposed he was about to find out which was which.

He stopped suddenly among the frost-rimed tombs, the chill of undeath crackling in the air and statues that swamped the grim realm. Chains rimed with frost hung from shackles in the walls, rattling in the chill air. Even the blue flames that burned in torches made of bones wrapped in tissue seemed to be cold. Armand’s senses stretched out, sensing the mobs in the area as several became aware of him and Dixie, and began to slink through the dark towards them.

Armand glanced back at the huntress. “Are you ready?” he asked her.

“Naturally,” she said, leaning casually on her rifle.

Armand extended his hand towards the darkness, where icy blue eyes glowed. “Kill.”

Figures strode stiffly into the light. Men in ancient armour of archaic designs, weapons jutting from their corpses like walking pincushions, meatier than most undead within the Necropolis, but no less dead. Their skin glittered with frost and icicles hung from their bodies here and there. Weapons scraped on the icy ground as they moved into the open, then raised their ancient axes and blades in readiness, their mouths opening and a rasping, moaning cry rising from their frozen throats.

Lichborn, the preserved dead of wars so old the sides that fought them were forgotten to history, but not to the dungeon.

“Well how ‘bout that,” Dixie said, her golden eyes widening as the undead charged towards them.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Armand said.

“With tha’ greatest of pleasure,” Dixie said as she suddenly dropped into a crouch, her rifle smoothly swinging up as she sighted down it. The weapon was long, the barrel carved with filigree of ivy, the stock heavy as it nestled snugly against her shoulder. Her cheek pressed against the carved wood, sighting down the barrel’s scope. “I do love me a good old fashioned turkey shoot. [Aimed Shot].”

She squeezed the trigger, the stock knocking into her shoulder as the round flashed through the air with a hiss like a viper’s tongue. The bullet punched through the head of one of the undead, chunks of ice, skull and brain spraying all over the ground as the corpse toppled backwards with a crash and lay still.

Dixie ratcheted out the spent shell and pulled another from her belt. “[Explosive Shot],” she murmured, the bullet’s cartridge turning red as she slid it home, took aim, and fired again.

This round streaked through the freezing air, spewing sparks like a firework as it closed on several of the shambling undead. The round hit the Lichborn dead through a frosted hole in his breastplate, the bullet pinging around in the torso.

And then exploded.

The blast plumed fire, shrapnel and bone, tearing several of the nearest undead to pieces and sending bits of them flying. Again Dixie ejected the round and chambered another. Again she fired, the crack of the gun punctuating the death of another Lichborn, its brains blasted out the back of its head in a sparkling spray.

Armand watched, nodding to himself as Dixie meticulously swung the barrel of her rifle, mowing down the undead with uncanny ease and skill. He was impressed. He’d seen many hunters delve into the Necropolis over the centuries, and it had been a long time since he’d seen one come with the sort of discipline and skill the beastkin beside him sported. Her pointed ears flicked each time she fired, but her eyes never wavered from the steady process of killing.

The last shambling undead managed to reach them, a chipped broadsword rising high. Dixie neatly sidestepped the clumsy blow, twirling her rifle around, and as the Lichborn turned to follow her, he found the barrel of her rifle pointed at his face. His glowing eyes crossed, looking at it, and Dixie fired a final time.

Fragments of the Lichborn’s head blasted into the air in an arc of sparkling frost, the rest of the undead collapsing with a clatter moments later. Dixie lowered her rifle, blew the smoke from the barrel, then grinned a lazy smile around her cigarette towards the death knight.

“Well?” she said.

Armand frowned deeper, considering it. On the one hand, the woman he was talking with was clearly unhinged. Even he could see that.

On the other hand, she was really good at killing things…

He looked back at the frosted battlefield and the fragments of the dead. Her skill with the gun was unquestionable, and he did need a ranged damage to compliment his party. When adventurers had still managed to reach his boss room, those who hung around the edges were very annoying to deal with. Often they had pets as well. Beasts they had attack him from behind while he was occupied with the tank, forcing him to chase them down before finally crushing them into a red smear on the walls.

Good times.

“You’re hired,” Armand said.

Dixie rose, smugly twirling her rifle back onto her shoulder. “Y’all won’t regret this, lover. I do promise.”

“We’ll see,” Armand said, tapping a finger against her rifle. “But first, I think we’ll need to provide a bit of an upgrade for you…”

“Hm? Why so? Ain’t my rifle powerful ‘nuff for you?”

“No,” Armand said.

“Really?” Dixie said with some surprise.

“Of course not,” Armand said, his blue eyes burning hotter. “I intend to conquer the very bottoms of the Necropolis. Defeat the most powerful bosses on every floor. I will not be satisfied until you carry enough firepower to level buildings. To devastate towns. You will be a walking arsenal! Devastation will be sowed in your wake! Yes,” Armand said, his blue eyes afire with purpose. “You will be death at a thousand paces! And only when you can blow off an ant’s kneecaps and take down the wall behind it will I be satisfied.”

Dixie stared at him, then a shiver tingled from the tip of her toes to the roots of her hair, her tail growing bushy with pleasure. She took in a shaky breath, burning half her cigarette in a single gasp.

“Oh. Ohhhhh, I knew I liked y’all,” she purred. “I think this is the beginning of something simply… lovely.”

“Agreed. But one question first,” Armand added.

“Yes, I am single,” Dixie said, running her hands up her flanks and fluttering her lashes at him. “And very available.”

“Not my question,” Armand said.

“Still, putting it out there. I am a lover and a fighter.”

Well, that would save time, Armand mused. “Fine. How have you not been picked up by a party yet? You’re surely strong enough.”

“Oh, that,” Dixie said with a dismissive gesture. “Well, I come from a long, illustrious family line, ya see. Us beastkin? Our homeland is over a wild dungeon. Known as tha [Jungle of Demise]. Nasty place. Spawns all kinds a beasties. As a result, we’ve gotten a bit picky for our companions. They gotta be strong. The stronger, the better. So we don’t truck with just anyone, let alone party up. We’re often solo hunters. Stalkin’ our prey before deliverin’ tha final blow. An effort to find and kill the strongest beasts and monsters all ovah the world.”

“That doesn’t answer my question,” Armand noted.

“True. True’s true. So y’all see, I won’t party with just anyone,” Dixie said as she sauntered towards him, her rifle bouncing on her shoulder, her eyes lidded with long lashes, tantalizing and teasing. “I ain’t that kinda girl. Not at all. I’d only party up with someone who’s worth my time. Someone big and strong and burly enough to be able to take all of my affection.”

“Your affection?” Armand said.

“Oh yes,” Dixie breathed, placing her hand on his chest, another shiver working through her as her fingertip drew lazy patterns on his breastplate. “I’m a girl who don’t believe in just datin’. I believe in the thrill of it. The chase! I need a man who don’t mind me bein’ a bit… rough around him. A bit needy and a little… quirky. A man who’ll make my heart flutter and jump.”

Armand shifted his stance, one hand automatically moving around her, palming her ass, tugging her against his chest as her tail wagged frantically. “Is that right?” he said, feeling again the hot stirring deep within his core.

“Yeah,” Dixie said, her head tilting back, staring into Armand’s eyes, her smile growing as she leaned up, rising onto her tiptoes. “I need a man who knows how to handle his equipment. Both kinds. I need a killer.”

“A killer?” Armand said, feeling his own voice grow rough. Sensations thrumming in his cold veins.

“A man who can kill with ease. Who can slaughter! A man who looks for that what’s stronger and kills ‘em at their peak! I need a man who knows how to wield his weapons. And you,” Dixie said, her ruby lips now so very close. Her perfume sweet and cloying in Armand’s senses. “Y’all fit that to a tee, lover.”

“Do I?” Armand said.

Dixie’s arms looped around his neck, her lashes fluttering, her tail wagging frantically. “Oh yeah,” she said, and kissed him.

Many new sensations had come to Armand since he’d created his avatar for the world. But this had to be his favourite. Better even than pretzels, and almost as good as killing. A fire seemed to ignite in his veins. Surge through him with a heat that threatened to consume him. Her kiss grew harder. Stronger. Her tongue moving against his lips and her body pulling against him.

Desire throbbed through Armand, radiating from the core buried deep within his chest. But he wasn’t so stupid as to forget where they were, and he eased her off, breathing hot and hard. “Not in the dungeon,” he said.

“Why?” Dixie purred, her breath hot in the chilly hair, steaming as her eyes burned with molten desire. “I don’t mind tha cold. Makes me kinda… frisky, if’n y’all wanna know.”

“I’d rather not have to take a break every two minutes from fucking you to kill a monster,” Armand said.

“Then don’t, lover. I don’t mind if y’all kill while inside me. In fact, that sounds positively…” she shivered, nibbling on her lower lip, “…thrillin’.”

Armand snorted and eased her down. “You are a strange one.”

“Don’t like it?” Dixie said.

“I didn’t say that.”

The beastkin giggled, her pointed ears flicking as she patted his breastplate. “Alright. I’ll give y’all a break this once. But I ain’t lettin’ ya off the hook yet. Tell y’all what,” she said. “If I’m a good girl in tha next dungeon y’all are takin’, then I get a treat?”

“Seems fair,” Armand said.

Dixie giggled. “Well,” she said, turning on her heel and giving him a sly glance over her shoulder, “I am a fair girl.”

She strutted away, tail swishing, and as she did, Armand watched her blow a smoke ring in the shape of a heart. He shook his head, moving after her.

Mortal existence was getting very interesting indeed.


The City by the Sea

Canda wasn’t exactly thrilled to meet their new companion.

She’d woken up feeling excited at the prospect of another day delving into the dungeon and melting zombies with acid, and had been told by Mange that Armand was waiting for her in the study.

Then she’d opened the door, and saw the dog-girl in those tight, flattering leathers and ammunition bandoliers, slit skirt showing off a long leg as she hung off Armand’s arm with puppy-dog love glowing molten in her eyes.

And Canda realized that a very great deal could happen in a day.

“Ah,” Armand said, beckoning the alchemist to join them at the table. “Great timing. Canda? This is Dixie. I recruited her for the party as our ranged DPS.”

Canda rocked on her heels, gaping at the sensuous hunter and the obvious implication. Dixie finally deigned to look at Canda properly, eying up the busty alchemist, a sly smile playing upon her lips.

“So good to meet ya,” Dixie said, holding out her hand.

“Likewise,” Canda said in a voice tighter than the stopper of a Fireblossom Potion, very reluctantly shaking the hunter’s gloved hand.

Armand felt the tension between the two as they shook with all the formal goodwill of blood feuding families. What was that about? He didn’t much like it. Too often in the dungeon, he’d seen parties with personal drama fall prey to it at a crucial moment. He couldn’t count the number of times he’d seen healers let tanks or DPS almost or utterly die over some slight. It was a fraught place for friction, and trust was, above all else, essential in the dungeon. A party needed to work like a well-oiled machine in order to face the menaces which lurked below, and Armand intended to see that was so.

He cleared his throat, distracting the two women from their respective glares. “Dixie has volunteered to join the party, and her ranged DPS skills are very impressive. I think we can use her.”

“You can certainly use me any way you like, love,” Dixie said with a flutter of lashes at the death knight.

Canda gaped at the brazenness of the hunter. By every god on Priest Street, she was doing everything except humping his leg! Canda couldn’t believe it. Then Dixie looked Canda’s way.

And winked.

Canda’s jaw snapped shut, her hands tightening on her staff until her knuckles turned white, and it was all she could do not to melt that smug smile off Dixie’s face with a spray of acid. So that was how it was gonna be, huh? Well! Canda would… she would…

…What was she going to do?

The sudden realization derailed her fantasies of revenge, and Canda frowned. Was she really going to demand Armand kick Dixie out of the party just because she was jealous? It was tempting, but was she really going to be that girl? Canda scowled deeper, glowering under the brim of her hat.

No.

No, Armand thought the hunter would be useful, so Canda figured she was just going to have to deal with it.

And take another swig from her hip flask to quiet the uneasy tightening in her chest.

“So, what’s the plan?” Canda asked, looking back up at Armand. “Are we heading into the Necropolis again?”

“Not quite,” Armand said, pulling a map from his belt and laying it out on the table. “We’ll be using the warpstone to go to Landar.”

Canda leaned over, peering at the position marked on the map. “Landar?” she said.

“A coastal town,” Armand said with a sweeping gesture. “Near the shoreline of the Circle Sea.”

“There’s a dungeon there?” Canda said.

“No,” Armand said. “But there will be nearby. A wandering dungeon.”

Canda glanced up with renewed interest. A wandering dungeon was uncommon, but far from unheard of. While most dungeons were fixed in a certain location, others by their nature were mobile, acting instead like world bosses than simple dungeons. Some were locked to a time zone, conditions or rituals. “Which is this one?” she asked.

“The Dread Fathom,” Armand said.

“Y’all mean the ghost ship?” Dixie said.

“Ah! Okay. Coooool. Cool cool,” Canda said. “A ghost ship?”

“Yes,” Armand confirmed, tapping the map. “It respawns from the depths every few years and patrols the seas around the area, taking any ship it finds and killing the crew. It’s captained by Tobias Saw, a notorious pirate who died decades ago. The Vortex in the middle of the ocean is a leypoint of powerful mana. It often spawns world bosses who prey across the seas. Saw’s ego and notoriety were strong enough that when he died and his ship sank, he spawned a boss core, and by extension his ship. He now sails the sea with the cursed vessel, reviving after a time no matter his defeat.”

“My my,” Dixie said. “Interestin’ story. I’ve hunted a number of world bosses that came from the Vortex, but nevah a man. Should be quite the experience, I dare say.”

“Ha ha. Yeah. Great,” Canda said, smiling against her nervousness. World bosses were a different league from dungeon bosses. Though they lacked a dungeon to back them up, their power more than made up for it, focusing all their arcane potency in themselves. Fortunately, they were quite uncommon outside the wilds. Unfortunately, that didn’t count for the sea. A world boss was practically walking dungeons in their own right. “So uh… why are we going there? Does he have some special gear or something?”

Armand looked up at the alchemist. “In previous encounters with Captain Saw, he dropped a particular piece of loot. The Stone of Storms. It’s an enchanted gemstone that, when slotted into a ranged weapon, increases armour penetration by 4.”

“Oh my!” Dixie said, brightening fiendishly. “Jewelry? My my my. Y’all do know how to treat a lady, Armand.”

Canda’s face pinched with annoyance. She palmed her staff and took a deep breath, letting it out. It was fine. It was fine. After all, she was the one who’d gotten a gift from Armand first. Canda smiled as she stroked the smooth wood of her staff, her eyes once more flitting to Armand.

“Thanks. But the stone has another ability,” Armand continued. “Its enchantment allows the weapon to fire bolts of lightning, making your rifle capable of firing bullets of elemental and magic damage, with the addition of a 5% chance for stun.”

“Oooh!” Dixie said, her eyes flashing in understanding. “I see! So that’s what y’all had in mind. What a thoughtful gift for yer lover.”

Canda choked in the midst of drinking from her hip flask. “L-lover!”

“Well, not quite yet,” Dixie said sweetly, her tail wrapping around herself. The dog-girl sighed, stroking the bushy goldness fondly. “But oh, before long, I’m sure Armand will show that beastly side a him. Push me down and mate me like I’m an animal!”

“Ha. Haha,” Canda laughed uneasily. “Uh, okay then. That’s sure… something you can say in public! Yep.”

“Anyway,” Armand said. “The Stone of Storms will be very valuable for us going forward. Being able to pour out elemental damage as well as regular rounds will prove very useful in taking on various bosses and monsters with certain resistances. Plus, the Dread Fathom’s lesser bosses have some other drops that may be of use.”

“Right. Gotcha. But um,” Canda said. “Just a quick observation. You know, I’m sure it’s not suuuper important or anything, but uh, you said the Dread Fathom is a ship? Then um, doesn’t that mean it kinda… sails? So… how are we supposed to get onto it?”

Armand nodded. “Exactly right. We’ll need to intercept the Dread Fathom as it sails near Landar. And to do that, we’ll need to hire a ship.”

“Ah the sailing life!” Mange said whimsically. “I remember it well! The sun. The sea! The nubile women in their tastefully scanty attire. Good times had by all. And it’s so fortunate you have retained my services, master, for I just happen to know some individuals who have ships of incredible speed at their disposal. Certainly they do not use these things for anything illegal, you understand. Merely the moving of items from one location to another that has less… stringent taxation.”

“So, smugglers?” Canda said.

“I would certainly never imply they do such things,” Mange said with a flick of his fingers. “But nonetheless, I’m sure their services will be of use to you all. And if not, no doubt you can find some other sailor worth their salt willing to take you aboard.”

“Excellent,” Armand said, rolling up the map and tucking it away. “We depart today.”

“So soon?” Canda said.

“Necessarily,” Armand said. “The movement of the Dread Fathom follows a predictable route, but information is scarce, as it sails quickly. If we miss this, we’ll need to wait more than a week before tackling it again. Any supplies we need we can pick up in Landar,” Armand said. “And the circuit the Dread Fathom follows will bring it nearest the shore within two days. The best chance to catch it. No time to lose.”

“Oh, okay. Um, sounds like a plan.”

“I’ll meet y’all at the Guild,” Dixie said. “I need to pick up a few things from home. Didn’t have time last night thanks to our… distractions,” she said with a wink at Armand, her fluffy tail brushing his chin as she sauntered past him. “See y’all soon.”

Rifle slung onto her shoulder, Dixie walked out of the room, hips swaying tantalizingly.

Canda watched the other woman go, scowling. Dammit! Canda had thought she’d have more time with Armand, just the two of them. But no. No. She had to remember, they did need ranged DPS for the party. She just wished it wasn’t a bitch like that. In a very literal sense.

But… what if she’d lost her chance? Canda glanced back at Armand, who was getting some further information about the ship captain from Mange. Was she already too late? Did Dixie already convince Armand to… well… be together? Canda felt her face burn.

“Canda?”

“What? Yes! Huh?”

Armand gave her a curious look. “I said are you ready?”

“Oh! Um, yeah. Sure! Haha, why wouldn’t I be? Totally ready. Absolutely prepped and good to go! But uh… just a quick question, and totally don’t feel like you need to answer. But um, are you and uh… and Dixie, you know…” Canda leaned in closer, her voice dropping further. “…Exclusive?”

Armand stared at her blankly. “Exclusive?”

Canda wriggled with discomfort. “You know… With… um… Her? Like you’ll only… well, be with her?”

“For sex?”

Canda’s face burned brighter. “Um, yeah. That.”

“Oh,” Armand said, thought about it for a moment. “We haven’t agreed on anything,” he said.

Canda perked up. “You haven’t?”

“No,” Armand said. “Not at all.”

“Really? That’s great!” Canda said, smiling brightly.

“It is?”

“Yeah! I mean, um, sure. Right? Anyway! Haha, let’s go! Off to the dungeon for us!”

Armand eyed the alchemist as she trotted out of the room. Weird. But whatever. As long as everyone was happy and not at each other’s throats. Besides, nothing like life and death situations to really heighten the team work.

. . .

Armand and Canda made their way through Labyrinth and towards the towering spires of the Adventurer’s Guild. Dixie met them in Hero’s Square, and together they entered the echoing halls of the Guild proper. Armand led the way back towards the familiar dark chamber of the warpstone nexus, the subtle hum of mana making the boss core in his chest tingle.

Leon was inside, tinkering with the sprawling mechanism surrounding the stone, the slim engineer buried among the cables that twisted from the control panel like spilled intestines of rubber and metal. Armand moved forward and knocked on the top of the machine.

“Eh- ow!” Leon gasped, jerking as his head rose reflexively and banged off the interior. He shuffled backward, rubbing his head and peering up at the trio. “Oh! Hey. Didn’t hear you come in. You need the warpstone?”

“If it’s at all convenient,” Armand said.

“Sure! This is just some maintenance. This puppy was never designed to be used as much as we do. Most warpstones only get two or three uses a week. Not ours! Nope! Lemme just… this goes here. Plug this, and bang!”

Leon slammed shut the panel and grabbed a switch, giving it a yank. The room hummed as the vats around the room glowed, the cables feeding from them into the stone ring buzzing as the portal opened, rippling with animation.

“Okay!” Leon said as he shuffled behind the controls. “We are ready to go! Where to?”

“Landar,” Armand said.

“Great! Lovely place, I hear. Let me see… that was nineteen… forty seven… six and… tada!”

The portal shimmered, then solidified, opening a window into a land of grey stone and strange, blurry buildings.

“Keep dry out there!” Leon said.

“We’ll try,” Armand said, leading the way through the gate.

The warpstone opened in the center of Landar’s business district and not far from the docks. Canda and Dixie followed Armand through, the former gaping at the strangeness of the city they had come upon.

Perched upon the ragged cliffs facing the sea, every building seemed to have been built from some ship broken upon the shores. The hulls of galleons and frigates jutted from the rocks and were overturned along avenues. Cannons ports now spilled forth the warm lights of saloons and taverns and homes. Masts rose like a forest of crooked trees, some still bearing tattered sails and flags that flapped and bellied in the cold breeze that swept in from the foaming sea, while others held glowing lanterns or laundry, with pants and shirts fluttering in the wind like flags of domesticity. Docks crawled out towards a bay formed by a sea wall of stone, breaking the endless waves with booms like cannonades, the spray sending the scent of sea and salt leaping to hang heavy in the air.

Canda shivered, tugging her cloak tighter around herself at the chilly breeze. Such a stark contrast to the sweltering swamp where last they’d headed to. She looked about the rough town uneasily, spotting sailors and townspeople who had a grim, fierce look to them like half-starved dogs. She shuffled nearer Armand, sensing immediately that his presence would deter even the most vicious of cut throats.

Dixie, by contrast, stood at ease, utterly confident in herself. She shifted her weight, nudging her rifle to a more comfortable position, yet her lidded eyes were sharp, peering about for any threat.

Armand glanced down at Canda and moved an arm protectively around her, marking her to any who looked as his. He felt her snuggle against his side, and from his pouch he pulled out the map Mange had given him.

The directions were not difficult, though the city wound with paths of uncertainty. Armand made his way along them, his heavy footfalls ringing among the misty avenues and clinkered buildings. Their journey brought them near the docks and to a particular tavern which sat near the quays, the boom of the waves a constant companion. The building was made of half an old ship, the stern in the ground while the bow arched above them. From the prow hung a single lamp that swayed and creaked in the gusting wind. From above the door hung a sign that said ‘The Locker’ and was shaped like an old chest.

Armand pushed open the door, spilling forth the light from within. Their arrival drew more than a few looks from its patrons, but at the sight of the pale man’s brutal armour and cold gaze most quickly returned to their drinks and muttered conversation.

Armand wasted no time, heading straight for the bar, which was kept by a large man whose arms rolled with tattoos like a canvas of dark ink. Even his bald head sported some etchings, his face tanned like leather and about as yielding as he drew himself up.

“What’ll you have?” he asked.

“We’re looking for someone, actually,” Armand said. “Someone willing to make a voyage to the Dread Fathom. I hear you have some patrons who make that trip.”

The bartender paused in his work and eyed the newcomers shrewdly. “For that?” he said and nodded towards a balcony overlooking the common room, reached by a winding staircase like a corkscrew, “you will want to speak to Captain Neely.”

“Thank you,” Armand said and moved to the steps.

On the second floor it was dark, lit only by the glow coming up from the ground floor. A solitary table sat in the corner, and in the chair near the back a figure could just be made out. A withered hand rested on the table near a bottle of wine, the sleeve of the jacket stained and faded.

“Who th’ ‘ell are you?” rasped the shadow.

“You’re Captain Neely?” Armand said.

“So’s I hear,” the captain said, picking up the bottle and taking a long swig from it.

“Good,” Armand said. “We’d like to hire you for a job.”

Neely finished drinking with a hacking sound, wiping his mouth with a sleeve before slamming the bottle down. “Oh do you? And where’s a bunch of adventurers like you lookin’ to travel, eh? Never mind. I know too well. You’re looking to hit up the Dread Fathom, aren’t you?”

“Very astute,” Armand said.

Captain Neely chuckled and leaned into the light, leering at them. A face wizened by rough living, a wild beard clinging to his chin, skin cracked by sea and wind and cheeks veined from years of cheap drink.

“Knew it,” the captain said. “I’ve ferried many an adventurer to intercept that ship, and it’s far from an easy thing to do. But I can do it. So long as you’ve got the gold…”

Armand grabbed the pouch at his belt and dropped it onto the table. Neely’s eyes gleamed and his grin widened as he reached out and clawed the purse towards him, opening it and admiring the glow of the gold within.

“Will this be enough?” Armand said.

Neely plucked out one of the coins, turning it this way and that in admiration. “Oh aye! Admirably. Admirably so.”

“Seems odd t’ me,” Dixie observed. “The treasure aboard the ship’s surely worth more. Why not just ask for a share a tha booty?”

“You kidding?” Neely said, scoffing. “I’d be penniless if I waited for them! Do you have any bloody idea how many of those adventurers never come back? Ha! I’d have nothing if I took such a fool’s deal. The Dread Fathom barely ever respawns because barely any who’ve tried conquerin’ it live to tell the tale! But I’m sure you three’ll be one a tha lucky ones,” Neely said with a nasty sneer.

“I very much intend us to be,” Armand said affably.

Neely’s grin soured at the certainty in the pale man’s voice. Something about the look of those blue eyes made the captain’s back arch like a wary tomcat’s. His mood spoiled, Neely scooped the bag of coins closer. “Fine. Come by the docks. Pier eight termorrow, and we’ll get you to that ship no problem.”

“We’ll be there,” Armand said, nodding to Dixie and Canda. The pair followed him back down the staircase, leaving Neely alone with his gold.

The captain watched them go with a rheumy eye, then returned his attention to his new fortune. He chuckled over the bag he’d been granted, stroking the coins admiringly. Such gold would pay for many drinks. Many indeed. And a good few nights in the local cathouse. That’d be good, sure enough. Been a while since he’d been able to afford a visit.

But his revelries into the curtained realms of his imagination were interrupted when he heard the light tread of boots upon the stairs. Covetously, Neely scooped the gold back into his pouch, tucking it into his jacket.

He raised his head, expecting the innkeeper, but narrowed his eyes when he saw a strange woman dressed all in slinky darkness, a cloak hanging off her, one eye hidden behind a patch stitched with gold. His gaze wandered over her, shamelessly admiring her figure in its tight leathers and buckles.

“Well well,” he said, easing back in his seat. “Didn’t call for a woman.”

“Good! Because you’re not exactly my type,” she said, sitting on the edge of the table.

Neely’s smile faded a little, his scowl growing suspicious. “No?” he said, leaning back, one hand stealing down his side and for the musket held there.

She smiled. “No,” she said, leaning towards him, her breasts stretching her tight top. “I’ve come to offer you work.”

He leered, admiring the sight of her breasts appreciatively. “Hmm. Might have time for that. But not tomorrow. Have another job.”

“How convenient. That’s what I want to talk about.”

He cocked his head curiously. “You do? Want to join them?” he asked.

She laughed. “Not exactly. My name is Razia, and I want to hire you to deal with our friends in a more… permanent way.”

Neely’s eyes watched her hand slip into her cloak and come out with a hefty bag of coins. She dangled it, his eyes tracking it as she let it sway, then drop. The crash made his eyebrows jump, and when the bag split open, spilling its golden bounty like the guts of a rich man, his brows lowered, shadowing his eyes with thought.

“Well,” Neely said, tilting his head to grin up at the beauty. “What did you have in mind?”


Midnight Meetings

Canda had a lot of work before tomorrow.

Although true, the Staff of Poisons let her use basic level potions on the fly, she was a big believer in being prepared. Especially since being unprepared was a shortcut to ending up in a monster’s guts.

They’d taken rooms at a different tavern along the seafront, and now alone, she’d deployed her alchemical equipment across a small table, the phials ready to go, the beakers already starting to bubble, and the mortar being pestled with unusual vigour. Because Canda was absolutely, positively, not mad.

Nope.

Not at all.

And she certainly wasn’t jealous of Dixie either. What? Was she supposed to be intimidated by some blonde with a rack as big as a pair of gunpowder kegs? Ha! She laughed at the notion. Haha! Ha… Ha…

Canda realized she’d ground the kingsroot into a useless paste and groaned, pushing it aside. Okay. Calm down. She stretched out her hands, exhaling heavily, eyes closing. She was fine. She was totally fine. Absolutely. Everything was fine. She wasn’t jealous or anything. She wasn’t stressed. Breathe in. Out. In. Out. In…

And find out who was banging at the door.

Sighing, Canda got up and went to the door, opening it a crack.

“Hello, doll,” Dixie said from the other side. “Mind if I come in.”

Canda stared at the huntress, then narrowed her eyes. “Why?” she said suspiciously.

“A girl need a reason ta chat with her new party member?” Dixie asked sweetly.

Canda was pretty sure one did, and was even more sure Dixie had a very good reason. For a moment she considered just slamming the door shut, but well… She supposed there… wasn’t any harm in talking. Especially since the two of them were supposed to be on the same side.

“Suuuuure,” Canda said, drawing the word out as slowly as she opened the door. “Come in.”

“Thanks, darlin’,” Dixie said as she sauntered inside. “Mm. Smells good in here. Mixin’ up some potions for the next dungeon?”

“Yeah,” Canda said, shutting the door with a click, then stealing a quick swig from her hip flask. She had a feeling she was going to need the fortifying potion a fair bit tonight. As the gentle clouds of calming euphoria drifted through her, Canda finally turned around. “Don’t touch anything.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, darlin’,” Dixie said as she plopped down on the bed, smiling craftily at Canda.

The alchemist peered at the other woman, trying to get a measure of her. “What did you want to talk about?” she said. “Let’s make it fast. I’ve got a lot of work to do before tomorrow.”

“Oh, I know. Trust me, I do know. But I felt it good if us girls cleared the air between us. Because I was startin’ ta get the feelin’ that y’all didn’t much like me.”

“What a thought,” Canda said with icy cheeriness. “Don’t know where you could have got it.”

“Trust me. Y’all were glarin’ at my head like a sabertiger does on tha prowl. Got a real good sense for when someone’s a thinkin’ about rippin’ my throat out and dumpin’ me in ah shallow grave.”

“I would never do that,” Canda said. And she certainly wouldn’t. The body would be so easily found. But with enough lime, some cinder root, why, there wouldn’t even be bones left over…

Which was a very uncharitable thought, Canda knew. But she was also finding it hard to care. “Can you get to the point? I need to grind up some more kingsroot before that potion boils over,” she said with a somewhat accusing tone.

Dixie pulled up her legs, folding them under her and grabbed her knees, still smiling at Canda. “I think y’all misunderstand my interest in Armand.”

“No. I’m pretty sure you were kinda explicit,” Canda said. “What with all the… well…”

“Oh sure,” Dixie said genially. “I want him. Make no mistake. A man that powerful. That driven. That… deadly. Oh,” Dixie said, shivering, licking her lips and making the cigarette in her mouth bob teasingly. “Oh yes. I do want him bad. But not just for all that, mind.”

“Sorry?” Canda said.

“See, I want an alpha.”

Canda stared at the dog-woman. “Sorry. Did you say… alpha?”

“Oh yeah,” Dixie said eagerly. “I want a man who can master me. Master everything in this world. I want a man who’s got power. Who’s got drive! Who knows what he wants and is willin’ ta take it! Who’s got tha conquerin’ genes in him. And I think it’s him. Oh,” Dixie said with another shiver, the tip of her cigarette glowing as she inhaled sharply, her eyes misting with exciting and ears perking up. “I want a man who’ll collar me, push me down, and just rail me. I want a man who’ll own me and call me his good girl and then spank me if I disobey. I want him ta want and use me like I’m his personal slut. Ta tame me and make me want him more’n life itself!

“’Cause us beastkin? We’re always lookin’ for a powerful mate. Someone ta give us children who’ll survive against anythin’ tha dungeons throw our way. Our whole species aspire ta retake our homeland, and we need tha strongest breed we can muster for that.”

“S-sorry. Breed?” Canda stammered.

“Sure! And Armand fits that ta a tee! Oh yeah,” Dixie breathed, her tail wagging furiously as she bit her lower lip, her eyes misty and dreamy. “Ah can’t wait ‘til he’s bred me nice ‘nd hard. Nice ‘nd fierce! Nice ‘nd all night loooong.”

Canda stared at the beastkin, the bandoliers of ammunition straining around Dixie’s heaving breast, and Canda was honestly amazed the ammunition wasn’t cooking off by how hot the huntress looked. Canda felt her back hit the wall, and she realized she’d been backing away from Dixie, as if repelled by the sheer heat of the other woman’s words and conviction and shocking honesty. “Wh-what?”

“And that’s why I need you,” Dixie said, her fiery eyes suddenly turning on Canda.

“M-me?” Canda squeaked.

“Oh yeah,” Dixie said, rising off the bed and stalking near, her tail swishing eagerly. “I need y’all’s help.”

“Uhhhhhh…”

Canda flinched as Dixie suddenly grabbed her by the shoulders. The beastkin leaned in, coils of smoke snaking around her face and her burning eyes, her fangs gleaming in her smile. “See, I need a proper alpha. And a proper alpha needs lots a girls. He needs a proper harem of bitches willin’ ta fuck him. Ta prove his manhood again and again!”

“O-oh,” Canda squeaked. “Haha! C-cool?”

Dixie grinned wolfishly down at Canda, her golden eyes glowing, threads of smoke drifting from between her lips and around her face. “That it is, darlin’. It’s wonderful. So if y’all need any help, any help at all, tell me. And we’ll work together ta make it happen. We’ll get you under him, tamed by him, and in his bed soon as we can. Because I want ta know it,” Dixie breathed. “I want ta know that he’s got another girl. I want ta smell it on him as he fucks me inta tha bed and makes me howl for him. I want him ta breed me and give me tha pups that’ll make the world kneel before them! That’ll retake ma homeland and be tha conquerin’ kings! Alphas all. And I want you to have them too. I want mah alpha to have as many girls as he can. It’s not just love, sugah. It’s a downright biological need!”

Oh dear gods, Canda thought in fascinated horror. Dixie was insane. Absolutely cuckoo clock, mercury hatter tea time bonkers.

And… apparently really willing to help with Canda’s relationship with Armand.

Which was… was weird. Right? It’d never work.

…Right?

“O-okay. Wow. Haha!” Canda said. “That’s um… great! Really helped, uh, clear the air. Huh?”

Dixie grinned around her cigarette. “Y’all don’t believe me yet, huh?”

“No no. I for sure believe you,” Canda said nervously. “It’s just… uh… a bit to process just like that. Right? Haha! Ha. Ha…”

Dixie smiled compassionately and patted Canda on the cheek. “Ah, don’t y’all worry, sugah. I know it’s a lot ta take in. Just wanted us ta understand each other proper like.”

“I uh… think you got your point across. Yep,” Canda squeaked.

“Wonderful,” Dixie said, straightening, her eyes lidding again and the lazy smile drifting back onto her lips like a dream. “But don’t take my word for it. We’ll have plenty a time to get to know each other. We’re in a party now. And we’re gonna make some real magic, us three.”

“S-sure will,” Canda said.

Dixie tipped her hat. “Well, I’d best not be keepin’ y’all. Looks like you could use a rest. See you tomorrow, sugah.”

A rictus of a smile on her face, Canda’s eyes tracked Dixie as the huntress left the room, closing the door behind her.

Only then did Canda’s shaking legs give out, dumping the alchemist to the floor. Canda gasped, staring at the opposite wall in shock.

…Holy hell.

That was… that was certainly something.

Hand fumbling, Canda grabbed her hip flask and took another swig. She felt the calming brew seep through her like a soothing balm, and she let out a slow breath.

Hoo.

Well.

On the bright side, it looked like she wasn’t in competition with Dixie for Armand’s affection. Which was… um, great, she guessed. But what exactly she was in competition for was a whole other question. One that Canda really didn’t feel she had the bandwidth to process at the moment. Better to just focus on making the potions for tomorrow.

Yeah.

And not think about how it would feel for Armand to hold her down, kiss her, and slowly but surely fuck her into a puddle of moaning pleasure while he tugged on a leash connected to a pretty collar around her throat.

Canda groaned and rubbed her face.

It was going to be a very long night…


The Dread Fathom

Captain Neely’s ship rode the waves as they swelled, perilously slapping the prow of the creaking craft. They’d set out a dawn, the sails of the little cog that the captain commanded bellying with the wind that bore them forward.

Armand stood in the prow, his eyes trained on the horizon. A series of cliffs rose suddenly out of the waters not far, the one furthest sporting a statue of a woman in a long gown, a lamp carried in her hand illuminating the sea around them with its bluish glow.

“It’s around here Captain Saw will show,” Neely shouted from the wheel, his legs wide as he rode the bucking of the ship. “Watch for the fog! That’s the sign his ship is near.”

Armand nodded, leaning against the large harpoon gun that had been fixed to the front of Neely’s craft, bolted deep into the wood. This was another reason that the Dread Fathom had rarely been conquered by adventurers. The ship didn’t stop to allow anyone to embark, thus leaving only two ways to enter the dungeon: fight the Dread Fathom, or board it.

And lacking a warship, that left them with really only one option.

It was an interesting mechanic, Armand mused. Having to go through so much just to enter the dungeon? A very interesting idea. He might have to use that in the Necropolis somehow. Maybe a pit of bones or an extra maze. You could do a lot of great things with mazes. Pit traps. Spikes. Closing walls. Armand smiled to himself. This little project of his was bearing unexpected fruits. Though he was a bit worried about Canda. She didn’t look like she’d slept well last night. Which wasn’t to say she wouldn’t do a good job today, but when he tried to talk to her about it she just started blushing and stammering.

Armand sighed.

Things had been easier running the Necropolis, he had to admit. Managing human resources in there tended to revolve around what to do with the corpses of the adventurers he killed. And he always had so many ideas…

“I see it!”

Armand shook off the memories and turned towards Dixie’s voice. She was pointing into the distance and he peered out over the ocean. As she’d claimed, he could make out a rolling cloud of deeper fog. Heavy and grey like low storm clouds, they rolled across the seething waters in a mass.

“Ha ha! There it is,” Neely cried, hauling on the wheel, the nose of his ship turning forward. “We’ll ride the waves as they approach, then come near and lock onto the side. Have no fear! We’ll get you on there no problem! Done this a hundred times.”

“You have?” Canda said uneasily.

“Sure! Why not.”

Armand looked back at the captain, then turned his attention back to the sea as the fog rolled over them. Canda shivered at the sudden dampness, clinging to the railing as best she could as the waves grew choppier, foaming around the keel of their ship, rocking it side to side with the weight of the waves.

“By tha gods! Look at that!” Dixie shouted.

Every head turned in the direction indicated, and none too soon. Out of the gloom could be seen a number of swaying green lights, floating above the waterline and growing brighter with every moment.

“That’s it! Here we go!” Neely shouted, turning his ship to ride the swell, sailing ahead of the growing lights, the rigging tightening with a snapping sound. “Hold on ya dogs! Gonna be bumpy now.”

The waves grew stronger, hurling the little cog forward. Armand widened his stance, grabbing the harpoon gun and angling it. He narrowed his eyes against the gloom of the fog, body tensing as is in his chest, he felt his core throb and beat with the awareness of another boss. A powerful one.

He grinned in excitement.

This was going to be fun.

Closer came the glow, and with them grew a sound. A creaking of ancient timber. A rattling of frost rimmed spars. The glowing lights grew stronger, and as they did they illuminated more. More. A shape became visible in the mists. A heaving mass of rotting planks curved around a prow. A figurehead of the skeletal head of a fish whose eyesockets glowed with a fel green light. Masts soared above, tattered sail flapping and swirling like phantoms. Lanterns hung all over it, draped with chains and creaking from hooks. Green light spilled from them, their radiance seeming to lift the rotting galleon as it skimmed through the sea, cleaving the water around the bow like the fin of a shark.

And along its side, written in script on a copper plate tarnished green and clutched with barnacles, were the words The Dread Fathom.

“There it is!” Captain Neely shouted above the dull wailing that arose from the spectral ship. “We’ll pull along close! Then fire the harpoon! Get it in deep! We’ll need to ride the ship close and won’t get a second chance!”

“I will,” Armand said as he adjusted the harpoon gun, narrowing his eyes as the Dread Fathom grew closer. Barreling down upon them like some rotting leviathan wrenched from the depths and sent flying across the seas.

The death knight found himself smiling once more, the excitement of anticipation thudding in what passed for his veins. The thrill of it. The delight! No wonder adventurers did what they did. Now this was a dungeon!

The distance between the two ships was swallowed up in seconds. The Dread Fathom came on, slicing through the waters without hesitation. Armand tensed. Wait for it… wait for it…

“Now!” Neely shouted as the rotting ship cut alongside them, faster than the little boat by a mile. Armand swung the harpoon gun about, taking aim, and fired.

The bang of the charge barely registered alongside the rush of water. The harpoon flashed in the gloom, hitting home with a wooden thunk. It stuck deep into the rotting wood of the phantasmal ship, the cable growing taut almost instantly.

The deck under Armand’s feet suddenly bucked, throwing him back. He clung to the harpoon gun, shifting his stance, clutching the barrel as Neely’s boat was hauled after the massive ghost ship.

“That’s got ‘er!” Neely cried. “Now reel ‘er in!”

Grabbing the crank on the side of the gun, Armand began to turn it. With a creaking of machinery, the jumping boat began to close the distance between the two crafts, dragged closer with every groan of the chain. Under Neely’s hand the little cog hopped and rode the wake of the pirate’s ship, soon skimming in close to the surging vessel. Armand continued to crank the lever, pulling them right alongside.

“There!” Neely shouted, pointing at the side of the Dread Fathom, where a ladder rattled along the side. “You can get up there.”

“Perfect,” Armand grunted, continuing to grind at the winch, drawing them closer and closer.

Soon they were nearly flush with the barnacle-encased ship. Armand pulled down the lever to lock the harpoon into place and left it, making his way to the side of the ship. He grabbed the ladder, his muscles tightening as he pulled the cog even closer through sheer strength, then reached out to help Canda up it.

“Many thanks, lover,” Dixie said with a flutter of her long lashes as she followed, accepting his aid and beginning to clamber up with all the dexterity of a squirrel.

“Be quick, boyo!” Neely snapped from the wheel. “I’ll only stay anchored to this beastie for an hour! No more.”

“We’ll be back soon,” Armand said, and once he was sure both women were on their way, he swung himself up.

The rungs of the ladder were slippery, slick with water and an icy cold that seemed to seep from between the planks of the ship’s hull. Here and there the wood had splintered or broke, and Armand could catch glimpses of shifting shadows and strange lights within. The pull of undeath made the core in his chest ache, feeling the magic and power that filled the rotting vessel to bursting. Armand shivered in anticipation.

He grabbed the rim of the ship’s railing and pulled himself onto the deck, his axe spinning into existence in his free hand. The weapon glowed with its unearthly blue light, flickering as he straightened, hefting his weapon.

The three of them stood upon an empty quarterdeck. Only the creak of spars and the faint wailing whisper of wind reached them as they stood, looking about uncertainly.

“So…” Canda said.

“What’s this? Landlubbers!”

Canda jumped, spinning about. Dixie already had her rifle nestled against her shoulder, aiming at the wheelhouse on the poop deck. Raised above the captain’s cabin, it was fenced by a railing whose wooden bars were draped in chains and seaweed that fluttered in the cold wind. Twin staircases arched around it and down to the deck. The wheel stood at the peak, huge and heavy, slowly turning. Then, before their eyes, a figure began to manifest in a fiery green light.

He was huge, towering, taller than even Armand. Chains draped him and the wheel, tethering him to the creaking mass. A thick beard clung to his chin, the tips smoking like lit fuses. His eyes burned with an unearthly green glow, his long jacket tattered, ratty, his face a skull half consumed by barnacles. A tricorn hat sat upon his head, glowing with the same ethereal witch light as the rest of him.

On his shoulder perched a positively massive parrot, the creature as rotten as its master, feathers mottled and beak made of bolted steel. It clacked it noisily.

“Squawk! Mop the deck! Mop the deck! Squawk!”

Captain Saw grinned, revealing teeth black as pitch. In his free hand he clutched a bottle by the neck, and he now lifted it, taking a long pull, the ale spilling down the rotten remains of his throat and ribs revealed by his open jacket. He gasped, tossing the bottle aside to smash into the deck as he leered down at them.

“So you’ve come aboard without invitation, eh?” Saw said. “That’s a crime on this ship, me buckos. So it is!”

“Squawk! Mutiny! Hang ‘em all!” the parrot screeched upon his shoulder.

“Aye! We’ll do that before long, don’t’ ye worry, Polly,” Saw said before looking down once more at the trio. “For you’re after me treasure, aren’t ye?”

“Yes, actually,” Armand said, feeling his core resonate with that of the pirate king. “The Stone of Storms, in fact.”

Saw’s brow twitched upward. “Oho? Ye be meaning this?” he said as his bony hand reached into his jacket, pulling out a necklace on the end of a long chain.

Armand looked closely, and recognized the jewel at once. Clasped in silver like the center of a whirlpool of tarnished grey, the gem crackled with electricity, static crawling along the silver links before fizzling out.

“Aye. I can see why you would,” Saw said, grinning down at them. “‘Tis a fine prize! Fine indeed. Long have I held it close t’ me heart.”

“Squawk! Walk the plank! Walk the plank!” Polly screeched.

“I be gettin’ to that, Polly. Now shut it!” he snarled before turning his attention back to the adventurers. “For these be thieves. And we’ll be havin’ no truck with such men as that. No sir we shan’t.”

“But… you’re a thief,” Canda said.

“Excuse ye lassy! I be no thief! I be a pirate!” Saw barked, banging a booted foot on the deck, striking a noble pose with chin upraised, the fuses which tipped his beard flaring with eldritch light. “It be more dignified than mere thievery. We pirates have class!”

“Squawk! String ‘em up! String ‘em up!”

“Shut yer fuckin’ trap Polly!”

“Fascinating,” Armand said, stepping forward. “But we want that stone. And your head, if it’s not too much trouble.”

“I give head to no man, laddie buck!” Saw shouted.

“That’s not-“ Armand began.

“Silence!” Saw barked, and cast his hand towards them.

Armand stopped short, looking down as the deck beneath their feet suddenly groaned, collapsing as if reduced to nothing in an instant. Canda shrieked and Dixie shouted as the floor caved under them, sending them plummeting into the darkness of the hold.

“See ya get outta there ya bilge rats!” Saw cackled as the deck reformed above them.

“Pieces of eight! Pieces of eight!”

“Shut up ya feathered bastard!”


Amidship

Armand landed heavily, the planks under his boots creaking with the impact. He stayed in a crouch, axe drawn, his head moving quickly, assessing the space they’d landed in.

All around him were the grim lines of iron bars. Rust corroded them and the scent of rotting seaweed filled the air. Light came from more of the strange green lanterns strung along the ceiling, swaying with the creak of the ship. Bones of men lay beside him, tethered to the walls by rusty manacles.

Armand chuckled to himself. How delightful! And so thematic. No wonder Saw had formed a dungeon core. The pitfall was absolutely inspired. He’d have to keep that one in mind…

“Owwwww…”

Armand looked into the cell beside him and saw Canda sitting up, pushing back her floppy hat to look about with wide eyes.

“Ohhhh wow. Ha ha! This’s uh… not good,” she said.

“Well! I nevah!” Dixie snapped from the other cell, the metal banging as she kicked the bars, smoke seething from her cigarette. “Dumpin’ a poor girl down in the depths like that? I’m certainly gonna give him a piece a my mind, and both barrels. And his little bird too!”

“Yeah. Yeah, absolutely. But um, how do we get out?” Canda asked.

Armand inspected the lock of his cell, then raised his axe. The keen onyx blade sliced through the rusting metal with ease, the lock clanking to the deck and door squealing as he shoved it open.

“Oh. Right,” Canda said weakly.

“Yes. Bit of on oversight on his end,” Armand said as he sliced the lock from Dixie’s cell, then Canda’s. “But that’s what makes a dungeon a dungeon. We’ll just have to climb back to the deck and repay our pirate friend for his consideration.”

“Oh, I’ll be payin’ him alright,” Dixie said, pushing her way out of the cell, her rifle slung low, her eyes gleaming in the gloom. “Why, I’ll blast more holes in that rottin’ fool than a fishing net!”

“Excellent enthusiasm,” Armand said, looking down the shadowy hall of the brig. “But first, we have to deal with the first boss.”

“First?” Canda said, looking down the hall as well.

“The Bone Eater,” Armand said. “It guards the brig and hold. A simple boss, but a deadly one to the unwary thanks to its heavy attack. Now,” he said. “Let us go and work out our frustration by killing it in a truly vicious fashion.”

“Now we’re talkin’,” Dixie crooned. “Armand, you certainly know how to make a lady all hot ‘nd bothered.”

“Ha ha! Yeah, sure. That,” Canda said with an uneasy grin as she followed.

They made their way through the brig, passing by cells whose bars held the bones of those who’d failed to free themselves, many chained up, their corpses held together by masses of coral. Armand glanced over them, feeling the lingering essence of death about them, but far more could be felt ahead.

A lone doorway awaited them, the wood warped and half-coated in hard coral. Armand kicked it open with a loud bang, showing the way into the main chamber beyond.

They stood in the cargo hold, and its goods were the dead. Bones covered the floor in a carpet of corpses, piled high on either side in the collected charnel house of the sea. More of the unearthly lanterns burned overhead, their swinging glow casting weird shadows in the sockets of skulls, femurs and the rags of clothes. Weapons, cutlasses, and blades were impaled all over the floor like markers to their fallen owners, while above hung cages, bearing the remains of former prisoners in their iron teeth.

Armand felt the chill of undeath permeate the room, stronger than anywhere else he had seen save the Necropolis itself. The whispers of the phantoms that clung to those bones was strong, but none were stronger than the undead pirates who awaited them within.

They were a ghastly motley. A dozen of the undead stood about the room, their bones near stripped of rotting flesh, but there was enough to make out vague features in their slack faces, their eye sockets burning with the fel glow of the ghost ship’s power.

As the trio entered, the shambling dead nearest them turned, bony hands clutching rusted cutlasses. Instantly they rattled towards the group, their moans of unearthly despair ringing in the air.

The nearest one came at Armand, and he deftly sidestepped the crude swing, his fist casually smashing the undead’s skull in. Letting the headless corpse fall, he swung his axe, cleaving through the torso of another. He dropped below the swing of a third’s chipped cutlass, and his backstroke crushed the corpse’s spine, sending it to the ground in a jumble of bones. Another undead lurched in, and Armand slammed the hilt of his axe through its skull.

“Oh my, how tragic y’all have suffered,” Dixie sighed as she beheld the undead. “Such unfortunate fates. Here. Allow me to release y’all from your torments with some heavy munitions. [Aimed Shot,]” Dixie said, whipping up her rifle and unloading two rounds. Both struck true, zipping through the air and blowing apart the skulls of two of the shambling pirates, whose bodies collapsed to join the many littering the floor.

“[Potion of Lesser Acid!]” Canda cried, thrusting forward her staff. The serpent’s mouth flashed and a bolt of ill green magic spat from her staff, splashing over another of the undead.

Despite the corpse’s immunity to poison, the tattered remains of its flesh could not resist the acid, and with a rattle the pirate fell apart, still sizzling.

Armand swept his axe, dealing with another of the skeletal crew, then stopped, looking around the room. As the last of the skeletal pirates fell, a new sound swept through the air. A rising moaning that rattled the bones on the floor.

“Here it comes!” Armand said.

A mass suddenly burst from beneath the bones that coated the floor. Skulls, femurs, ribs and vertebrae pinwheeled through the air as writhing tentacles swung free. A screech filled the room as the bulging head of an immense octopus pushed itself into the open, coral swelling across its head like an armoured crown, its eight limbs waving in the air, suckers pulsing hungrily.

“The Bone Eater,” Armand said.

“Oh how wonderful! Armand? Try and save some pieces, won’t you? Y’all simply must taste my calamari. It’s just divine,” Dixie said happily as she leveled her rifle. The crack of gunshots echoed and the flash of powder lit up her face as she opened fired, the bullets thudding into the monster’s rubbery hide.

The octopus screeched, the sound echoing around them as its tentacles slapped at the deck, hauling the monster through the bones.

Even as the monster charged, Armand bulled forward, axe held low. He swung, slicing through the first tentacle that came for him. The Bone Eater’s attention swerved to this new threat, and another of its many limbs grabbed him, wrapping around his waist, but Armand ruthlessly cut downward, slicing through the squirming tentacle and sending it flopping around the floor like a writhing snake.

The Bone Eater shrieked with pain, turning all of its attention on the death knight. More limbs swung for him, grabbing his arms and legs, squeezing and lifting him off the floor. Armand grunted as he felt his armour creak in the hold of the Bone Eater, his swinging axe barely able to cut into the monster’s tentacle at such an angle.

“Hey! Let go of him!” Canda cried, levelling her staff with the creature. “[Poison bolt!]” she shouted, sending another blast of toxic green against the writhing creature.

“Woah there! Only I get to hug him that hard! [Explosive Shot!]” Dixie barked, unloading a sudden barrage of incendiary rounds on the monster, the bullets exploding across its writhing hide.

The octopus howled with pain under the assault, tentacles loosening their sucking grip. The moment the grasping limb on his arm grew even the slightest bit slack, Armand’s hacking axe finally cut through the thick, rubbery flesh holding his waist. As the tentacle gave way in a spray of ichorous blood, he dropped out of its loosening hold.

Armand braced himself as he landed straight on the monster’s head. The soft flesh squished beneath his feet, and he rode it back up, raising his axe. The Bone Eater’s furious eyes stared at him, but Armand merely smiled.

And brought down his blade.

The immense octopus gave a great shudder as his axe bit deep into its brain. The large eyes rolled back, and the creature sagged under him, tentacles flopping to the deck, twitching with death throes before lying still.

Withdrawing his weapon, Armand thrust his hand into the great wound, easily needing to go almost to the elbow before he managed to find the mana gem buried deep within it. He dragged it out, turning the shimmering stone this way and that in his hand.

“And there it is,” he said, stepping off the corpse and back onto the deck, flicking his weapon clean of the remains of the creature’s blood. “Here,” he said, tossing the stone to Canda. “Excellent work you two. Share it between yourselves. There’s plenty more to come.”

“Oh! Right. S-sure thing,” Canda said, nearly fumbling the stone.

“I’d be delighted,” Dixie said, sidling up beside Canda and grabbing the gem as well. Canda gave the smiling huntress an uneasy look as the gem disintegrated in their hands, its mana surging into them with twists of power.

[Level Up!]

[Level Up!]

Armand nodded in satisfaction. Good. Seemed most of the earlier tension between them was gone now. They still looked nervous next to each other, but that could be fixed in good time. “Good. Let’s go,” Armand said, moving towards the stairs, Dixie and Canda hurrying to catch up.

They made their way to the stairs and began to ascend, boots thudding on the aged wood. Armand slowed as they reached the gundeck, where the cannons lay. He moved more cautiously now, leading the pair up into the next level.

Ancient, rusting cannons rested on either side all along the corridor. Coral clung and sprouted all over the corroded iron barrels, while more lamps lit the scene with their ill glow. Powder canisters filled the space in ranks.

As they stepped onto the threshold, a chill wind gusted down the corridor, and phantasmal figures stepped into being, as if being conjured by the very mists around them. Savage phantoms of dead pirates, their garments tattered and thin, their skin pale and sucked against bone while their bony hands clutched swords, clubs, and other armaments.

And at the end of the room, something moved.

With a great groan a figure stumped into view. And stumped was right. One of his legs was not a peg, but a cannon welded to his body by coral growths. Big did not do him justice. He was a mound of a man. Bloat had swelled the undead to an even greater size, and where his stomach should have been, a rusty cannon jutted from his chest, melded to his body by more coral. His vest lay open, pushed apart by the gun. In one hand he carried a torch that burned with the unearthly green flame of the ship, and his eyes blazed with the same as he looked down the long space of the deck.

“That would be the midboss, Irongut,” Armand said.

“Cute name,” Dixie said with a vicious grin.

The undead pirate belched and slapped his iron plated stomach with a bang like someone had dropped a pan. “Intruders! Intruders not go up. I Irongut. I make you… um… not!”

“Take care of the adds,” Armand said as he began to move down the deck, his axe out and stance braced.

“Anything for you, lover,” Dixie said as she raised her rifle and took aim. “Here y’all! Have some [Aimed Shot!]” she cried, opening fire.

Two of the lesser undead pirates jerked as the rounds punched through their skulls with a spray of misty brain and bone, sending them to the deck where they dissolved with a rush of mist, leaving only the gleam of mana gems behind.

The sound of the gunshots however couldn’t match the sound of the cannon in Irongut’s belly as he put the torch to the fuse. The cannon boomed, nearly toppling the immense undead as it fired a ball straight down the deck. Armand slashed, the edge of his axe meeting the cannonball, slicing the iron in half. The two fragments spun aside from him, whizzing through the air and with a cracking sound, made two new holes in the walls of the ship.

Irongut’s expression squeezed in piggish puzzlement. He belched again. “Um… That not… Oh!” he said as he realized Armand was now rapidly closing the distance. The massive undead again put the torch to his fuse, and once more there was a rumble and a boom as another blast rocked him back.

This one Armand took, the cannon shot slamming into his chest with a sound like two pots hitting each other. His feet skidded back several feet, but then the cannonball fell to the deck, rolling to the sway of the ship.

Armand touched his chest where the metal had buckled, then looked back up. “You dented my armour,” he said flatly.

“Urp,” Irongut said.

Armand charged him. Irongut frantically tried to put the flame again to fuse, but before he could the pale knight drew back his arm and flung his axe. His weapon spun end over end, slicing through the air with a sound like a scream before striking Irongut’s torch, severing the tip.

The midboss looked in shock at the stump of wood he carried, then Armand closing the final few feet between them. Grabbing a barrel of gunpowder from where it sat by a cannon, Armand slammed the shot into Irongut’s cannon. “Mmf!” Irongut heaved, rocking back, then forward like a pendulum.

Armand stepped back quickly. “Light it!” he shouted.

“Gotcha!” Canda said, swinging her staff towards the stunned undead, the eyes of the serpents flicking to red. “[Potion of Lesser Fire Blossom!]”

Crimson spat from the staff, ripping through the air, trailing sparks that crackled and hissed as it went like a comet across the deck. Whizzing right into the butt of the barrel. Irongut’s eyes widened as he looked down at the powder charge filling his cannon attachement. Realization dawned.

“Uh oh…”

The explosion roared in the confined space. Fire and fragments of the undead blasted across the deck, the cannon that had impaled his belly screaming through the air like a rocket before punching a hole through the wall and vanishing in the mists.

Armand picked himself up from where the blast had thrown him. He surveyed the blackened rear of the midship, as well as the pair of legs that were all that was left of Irongut. They swayed for a moment, then collapsed with a thud.

Canda raised her head from where she’d taken cover behind a cannon. “Um… did it work?” she said shakily.

“Very well,” Armand said before looking back at the alchemist. “Good job.”

Canda flushed with pleasure. “Oh! Yeah, heh. Thanks! I mean, it was nothing, really. Just, you know, kapow! Magic.”

“Damn girl! That was some pretty fine shootin’,” Dixie said, slinging an arm around Canda’s startled shoulders, swirls of purple smoke seeping around the huntress’s head from her cigarette. “My goodness! Did you see that blast? A sight to give a gal a shiver, no question! After this, we’ve gotta exchange some notes.”

Canda smiled uncertainly. “S-sure! Be happy to.”

“That’s tha spirit! And hey! Loot for the taking.”

Armand let the hunter and alchemist raid the deck and dead, gathering up the mana stones and any other equipment there were able to gleam from the battlefield. Once that was done, he led the way past and into the next room. More ghostly undead occupied quarter decks, and as the death knight and his companions appeared, the spectral horde rushed down towards them with whispering moans of ethereal despair.

Short work was made of the mobs. Armand’s axe hissed as he cleaved through them, the spectral dead dissipating as they met its merciless edge, their mana stones clattering to the deck to be scooped up by Dixie.

As the last few died, Armand found himself at the bottom of the stairs, where the boom of the crashing waves could just be heard, and the eery, green tint of the sky above could be seen.

“Right,” he said, looking back to his companions. “This is it. Now, Captain Saw is a powerful enemy. A B grade boss in writing, but an A grade if he has his pet with him.”

“What? The parrot?” Canda said.

“Yes,” Armand said. “Saw himself is a strong melee boss, and can summon adds to defend him as well. But his bird is what we really need to worry about. It has a taste for ranged adventurers. The parrot will avoid the tank and head for the DPS and healers. Many parties have lost to Saw because his monster scattered the support members and picked them apart.”

“Oh,” Canda said, swallowing nervously and adjusting her floppy hat. “Haha. Cool. Cool…”

“Dixie,” Armand said, looking to the huntress.

Dixie straightened, smiling laconically around her cigarette. “Yes, love?”

“Your job will be to kite the monster around the deck. Keep it occupied but avoid it as best you can while whittling it down. Canda? You will be supporting Dixie. Heal her and damage the bird as often as you can. It’s undead, so immune to poison, but can still be hit with acid damage.”

“Sure! Yep! Absolutely. I can totally… totally do that. No pressure! Haha,” Canda said and took a quick swig from her flask, shivering as she felt the brew hit her with its calming effect.

Armand nodded. “Excellent. Then, let’s go.”

Adjusting his weapon, the death knight moved upwards and back onto the deck.

The skies above swirled with their ghastly green glow, the mist hissing about the deck in eddies. All about the rigging swung the lanterns of unearthly green, their glow fluttering strangely.

At the wheel, overlooking the deck, Captain Saw leered, his burning green eyes flaming like embers in the crags of his face.

“So you survived the lower decks, eh?” he said, the chains that bound him to the wheel clinking and rattling as he leaned forward. “And be thinkin’ ye can keelhaul ol’ Captain Saw, hm?”

“Squawk! String ‘em up! String ‘em up!”

“Shut yer friggin’ trap you blasted bird!”

“It was an entertaining diversion,” Armand said as he moved forward, the blue edge of his axe cutting rings of light as he spun it by the handle. “I particularly liked Irongut. Making him explode was very satisfying.”

“Oh? Liked that did ye? Well! Even when alive Irongut always had too much a taste for the powder. Swear, more went in him than in his blasted cannons!”

“We all have our little vices,” Armand said as he suddenly stopped the spin of his axe, gripping it by the handle, his blue eyes burning cold fire. “Mine’s killing people. Speaking of….”

Saw bellowed with laughter. “Ha har! I’ve been killed before, laddie, and it’s not an experience I be keen to recall! But ye want a fight? So be it! Have at ye! Polly? Get ‘em!”

“Squawk!” Polly shrieked, launching himself from Saw’s arm. The rotting monster soared among the masts, and with every flap of his wings he seemed to grow. Grow. Grow ever larger until he was bigger than a fully grown bull. His rotting wings beat with great rushes of air, his steely beak flashing as he screamed.

“Squawk! Gizzards and guts! Gizzards and guts! Squawk!”

“Take down the bird!” Armand told Dixie and Canda, swinging up his axe. “Saw is mine!”

“Kill him slowly, Armand! I want to see him die by inches!” Dixie called as she swung her rifle around, tracking Polly as the parrot whirled above the masts.

Armand charged towards the stairs leading to the upper deck, and as he did, Saw swung his cutlass towards the death knight. “Repel boarders, me hearties!” he bellowed. “[Sea of Souls!]”

Mist seemed to bleed from the wood of the steps. From out of the planks rose ghostly hands and tattered cloth. Rotten pirates in ragged garments with swords seemingly cut from the chill mist of death formed from the air and surged into Armand’s path.

And into his axe.

Armand hit the spectral horde like a fist of iron and razor steel, hewing through them as if they were as intangible as the mists that conjured them. His axe crashed against a spectral sword and his fist followed through, smashing through a ghost’s skull to nothing. He whirled, parrying another blade, then sweeping the legs of another ghostly pirate. Quite literally, as his kick snapped the ghost’s legs like toothpicks, sending the undead crashing down the steps.

The undead pirates surged against him once more, hacking, stabbing, but their weapons largely scraped uselessly off the death knight’s armour, a problem his axe didn’t have, reaping a terrible toll among the phantasmal dead with every swipe.

Before his vicious assault, the ghostly pirates soon gave way, their bodies hacked by the brutal edge of his axe. Armand carved his way through the swirling undead and ever upwards.

Until his blade met a sword that did not give.

Armand braced his feet, finding his axe against the curve of a cutlass. The moaning remains of the pirate ghosts lay about his feet, dissolving to nothing, and he suddenly realized he had reached the wheelhouse. And before him was Captain Saw.

The undead pirate grinned over their straining blades, revealing teeth rotted black and a face of desiccated flesh, but his eyes burned with the green fire of undeath, and he held Armand’s axe despite the death knight’s strength.

“So here ye be!” Saw said, the chains that bound him to the wheel rattling as he moved. “But let us see if ye can challenge me!”

Their block broke, only to meet again with a crash of sparks as the pair fought about the wheel. Armand pushed against the other man, hastily parrying a sudden slash.

He spotted Saw’s free hand darting to draw a pistol from his belt. Instantly Armand grabbed the other man’s hand, forcing it up. The pistol went off, firing a bolt of crackling power shaped like a screaming skull into the air to explode like a cannon shot.

“Arr!” Saw snarled, straining against the other man’s strength, his rotting brows scowling as he battled against Armand. “Ya fight well fer a landlubber! But I think there be more to ye than seems. Wait…” he said, narrowing his burning eyes, staring into Armand’s flickering blues. “There’s somethin’ familiar about ye. By the fathoms!” he said, eyes widening. “Yer like me!”

“Almost,” Armand said.

Saw cackled, breaking the deadlock and flourishing his blade. “Ha ha! A fine challenge then. I’d near forgotten the feel. Then come, ya bastard. And feel the bite a me blade!”

“With pleasure,” Armand said, even as he surged back to the attack.

. . .

While the pair dueled atop the wheelhouse, the decks faced their own battle.

Dixie fired at the parrot monster wheeling among the masts, her regular round pinging off the iron plates bolted to Polly’s rotting hide. Dixie growled, her tail bushy with annoyance as she tracked the bird with her barrel, firing again, only for the round to ping off its metal.

“Can’t you hit it?” Canda cried as she shot another poison bolt into another undead emerging from below decks, the zombie groaning as the acid ate it away with a sizzle.

“I am tryin’. But the damn masts keep gettin’ in the way!”

“Squawk! Pieces of eight!” Polly shrieked, suddenly swooping low, forcing Dixie to dive across the deck. The monster screeched in anger as its talons ripped up chunks of the rotting deck, the huge creature wheeling about, a baleful eye amid its mottled feathers fixing on the huntress.

Dixie swung her barrel around, firing and [Aimed Shot], only for her bullet to thud into the mast as the parrot swung about them suddenly, cawing in amusement.

“I am gettin’ quite cross with you, ya overgrown pigeon,” Dixie growled, ears flattening.

“We need to hold him down,” Canda said.

“Oh, do we? My! What marvelous ideas you do have. I’d have never thought of that!” Dixie groused. But despite her annoyance, she knew the other woman was right. She needed to get the bird to stay in place and properly finish the thing. A single good [Aimed Shot] at a vulnerable point would kill the stupid monster. But the time needed to line it up was never given, Polly evidently having a great deal of experience fighting her kind. Honestly, she’d been plannin’ on showin’ dear Armand what she could do. And here she was, failin’ a damn turkey shoot. It was near enough to give a girl a touch of temper.

But the damned bird just wheeled and dove, and its iron plated hide deflected most of her attacks, and an explosive shot moved too slowly at the range needed. One good [Aimed Shot] was all she needed, and yet she was denied! What a sorry situation she was in.

Which meant she was likely as not gonna have ta rely on the alchemist.

“T’ come to such a state,” Dixie sighed as she rose to her feet, frowning in annoyance. “But I suppose one mustn’t be choosy when one’s courtin’ her love.”

“What are you even talking about?” Canda demanded as she melted another zombie clawing up from below decks.

“Oh, nothin’ much, darlin’,” Dixie said as she moved into the open. She lazily opened up her belt, drawing out a fistful of bombs. “Tell me, how good are you with that there staff?”

“Damn good!” Canda said indignantly.

“I do hope so,” Dixie said, beginning to toss the bombs in her free hand, her eyes tracking Polly as the monstrous parrot weaved among the masts. “I do so very hope so. When it comes down, you got anythin’ that might root ‘im in place?”

“Wha… yeah?” Canda said, turning fully to face the beastkin.

“Marvelous,” Dixie said as she took a long drag on her cigarette, then exhaled a plume of smoke. “Then, do try and take ‘em with it. If ya can spot ‘em.”

“Of course I can,” Canda said, readying her staff as the parrot swung around, spotting the huntress out in the open.

“Good girl,” Dixie said, tensing her legs as the parrot soared above them, its wings banking, wind screaming as it began to dive. Murder burned in the monster’s eyes, its metal beak opening, clacking, its steel reinforced talons flexing. “Just don’t take your eyes from the prize,” she purred.

And tossed the bombs.

They burst, smoke spewing from them, shrouding the upper deck in a cloud. The parrot squawked in surprise, trying to reverse its charge, but it was little good and he ploughed into the smoke all the same, flailing as it swept the deck.

Dixie saw the shadow of the monster’s body surge through the cloud and dove out of the way, rolling across the deck, narrowly evading lashing talons and a clacking iron beak. Polly slammed into the deck, rotting planks snapping and giving way, the parrot tumbling until it hit the thick mizzen mast where it at last came to a stop. Scrambling upright, talons tearing apart more of the deck, Polly lifted his head and gave an avian shriek, wings buffeting the air, dissipating the smoke cloud in a single motion.

To reveal Canda, her staff glowing a bright green and pointed right at the monster.

“[Lesser Potion of Glue!]” she cried.

A glob spat from the staff’s heads, hurtling across the deck. Polly’s wings beat, trying to lift off, but too late. The glob hit the rotting bird, spreading across feathers and the deck in a splatter of sticky glue.

[Status Effect: Rooted.]

“Squawk! Polly wanna go! Polly wanna go!” Polly cried, trying to yank itself free, but the strands held him to the mast and deck despite all efforts, even as the wood groaned and creaked.

The parrot paused its struggles as the dull click of boots reached its ears. It looked down as Dixie strode lazily across the deck, an easy smile on her lips, her eyes narrowing, sharpening as she swung up her rifle, resting it on her shoulder, one eye magnified in her scope.

“Hold still, sugar,” she purred. “This [Explosive Shot’s] the money shot.”

“Squawk!” Polly barked.

The rifle thundered, kicked against Dixie’s shoulder. The bullet zipped through the air, trailing sparks. It hit dead center in the monstrous parrot’s eye, ripping through and right into the brain.

[Critical Hit]

Polly’s head banged back against the mast, body shuddering with a rain of greasy feathers. And no sooner had it done so, then its head exploded.

Dixie smirked and lowered her rifle as bone and brain splattered across the deck. She glanced back at Canda and gave the briefest nod, which Canda returned after an uneasy.

All in a day’s work.

. . .

Armand was having a wonderful time.

The air screamed like a thousand tortured souls as he traded blows with Saw. His armour was slashed and gouged from the pirate’s cursed cutlass, pain from wounds throbbing dully in his existence. He was fighting for his life. Well, not really, but it was the spirit of the thing. Literally in the case of Saw.

And it was so much fun!

Armand grinned wildly, twisting out of the way of another slash, then delivered a punch straight to Saw’s face. The chains that bound the captain to the wheel rattled as the pirate was flung back, only to rebound forward with a vicious downward slash. Armand parried it with another clang, the deathly blue of the runes of his axe flaring against the eldritch green glow of Saw’s blade, a weapon that had tasted the blood of thousands.

“That can’t be all you have,” Armand said.

“Oh, yer a cocky one, boyo,” Saw snapped and broke the deadlock, hurling himself back into the fray, steel ringing on steel once more.

Their weapons locked, strained against each other. The wind howled around them. The power of undeath thudded around Saw. The strength of the cruel seas surging in him. For he was Captain Saw! His yardarms had been hung with the corpses reaped from a hundred towns and a thousand ships. He’d fed the sea so much blood not even death, when it finally came, had strength enough to claim him. The souls of the damned had carried him back to the surface to fight again. To plunder and raid and deliver suffering untold once more. His arms were filled with the might of the grave. The unending power of death surged through his ghostly form.

Armand met him squarely, eyes lidded. Yet aflame. Excited. A grin on the death knight’s lips that chilled the pirate. A look of excitement. Of purpose. Relentless. Driven towards one thing.

His death.

Saw had not feared death the first time. He’d gone to the gallows laughing and had stared down the whole crowd until the rope went taut. And he’d been right to! His death had been but the beginning.

And he’d be damned if he showed fear this time!

“Bugger that!” Saw snarled, surging against Armand, delivering a sudden barrage of blows against his unearthly enemy. His sword clanged, crashing against the other undead. Saw’s beard writhed like green flame. His teeth clenched with wrath. He slashed down, aside, and every time the black blade of his opponent rose to meet him.

“Die! Die! Die!” Saw screamed, furious. Vengeful. Again he swung up his blade, the phantoms of the ship howling as they gathered at his back for this final blow.

Armand saw his chance and lunged forward, slashing savagely, his black axe cutting through Saw’s bony wrist.

Saw lowered the stump that was his arm, gazing at it, baffled for a moment. Then Armand drew back his axe and swung it hard into Saw’s chest.

“Gak!” Saw gaped, doubling over the eldritch black steel. He looked down at the haft of the axe jutting from his chest, then looked up, a snarl on his face. “Ya think this be enough ta kill me? Me!”

“Maybe not,” Armand said, reaching up, grabbing the pirate’s head. “But this will. [Essence Drain.]”

Saw stiffened, his eyes shooting wide open as he felt the pull on his phantasmal essence. His ghostly wail split the sky as his wasted flesh shrank further, his glow fluctuating like a dying lightbulb, drained by the death knight’s grasp. Armand shivered as the dead man’s spirit streamed into him in a rush of unearthly might. Sickening green light flowed over him as the pirate withered in his grasp, draining to nothing. The sky thundered with the crash of powers as Captain Saw disintegrated to dust, swept away with a gust of wind.

All but the necklace, which fell to the deck with a dull thunk.

Armand lifted his hand, flexing his fingers as the dust of his enemy whispered to nothing. The death knight smiled. Marvelous. Wonderful! Now that was a true last boss. Still smiling, Armand bent down and picked up the necklace, admiring the stone.

[Ding!]

Hm?

Armand raised a brow and dug into his pocket, pulling out his adventurer license. It was still illegible, with nothing but his name and the garbled letting on it. But something new had been added.

[Ability: Sea of Souls]

What?

Armand looked to his axe in interest, and saw the runes on the blade flutter to an eldritch green. He raised a curious brow. “Interesting…”

“Armand!”

He looked around as Canda and Dixie hurried across the deck, the two women looking wild eyed. “Ah,” he said as he tucked his license away. “Looks like you two defeated Polly. Well done.”

Canda smiled shakily, nervously wringing the neck of her staff. “Um, yeah, haha, thanks. And I mean, I, that is, we, totally appreciate it. But um… I uh… think we might be sinking.”

“...What?”

The sudden cracking of spars echoed around them. Canda shrieked, jumping back as part of the deck caved in.

Armand didn’t waste a second. Stuffing the amulet into his belt, he vaulted over the railing, landing heavily amidship. He straightened and took in the pair standing there.

“To the boat,” he said, rushing across to the railing.

The pair followed him, reaching the side in an instant. But they went no further. They stared at the empty waters alongside the ship.

“Um… where’s Neely?” Canda said.

“It would appear our ride has left us to die,” Dixie said with an ironic drawl. “How very unfortunate.”

Armand said nothing, but his grip tightened on the rail, the wood creaking under his iron grip.

Bastard.

Neely would pay dearly for this.

“Uh, Armand?” Canda said shakily as she watched the prow of the creaking ship continue to slide into the foaming waves as the glow of the lamps grew faint, the ship slowly submerging as water poured into the cracks of the hull.

“Back. Back to the high ground!” Armand barked as water splashed over the ruined rails and bubbled up from the holes in the deck.

Canda and Dixie rushed back to the wheelhouse, Armand close behind, every bang of his boots like a nail being driven into their coffins. They climbed the sweeping steps and turned about just as the Dread Fathom’s prow plowed into the sea, the figurehead vanishing under the waves along with the foredeck. Water washed over it, crashing into the wheelhouse before receding, but already more of it flowed up, devouring the sinking ship.

“Haha! Oh f-fuck,” Canda whimpered, clinging to her staff, her hand shaking so much she could barely unscrew her flask for a quick, calming drink.

Armand frowned as the sea sought to drag the ship and the victorious party to a watery grave. He looked at his axe curiously.

…Well, it was worth a shot.

He swung axe forward, aiming it towards the seething sky.

“[Sea of Souls,]” he said.

A sudden shudder of power seemed to surge through him. Armand stiffened, gasping as greenish light flowed up his arm, through the haft of his axe and turning the blue runes a poisonous green. The ghostly blade flashed with the strange light which licked and hissed along the curving edge.

Canda yelped as the deck bucked under her feet, spilling some of her potion from her flask. She stumbled against the rail with a gasp, and looked over the side.

“Oh wow,” she breathed, staring.

Once more the prow of the ghostly ship rose from the licking waves, the gashes in the hull spilling great gouts of seawater like blood from the wounded breast of some leviathan. The lanterns all along the length blazed once more with unearthly green light, flickering along the ship as if buoying it with their glow. The foaming mist of the undead clung once more to the sides of the Dread Fathom, dragging the hulk onward with the moaning torments of the lost as it sailed anew.

Armand lowered his axe and grabbed the wheel. He gave it a turn, the chains that still clung to it rattling, and with a creaking groan the prow swung about, dragging itself towards the east and the distant shore.

“Oh my gods,” Canda breathed, one hand on her broad hat to keep it from flying off.

“Haha!” Dixie cried proudly, leaning over the rail to watch the waters speed by them, her cloak flapping in the wind and cigarette streaming smoke like a banner. “Just what I’d expect from my alpha!”

Armand said nothing, his will focused upon the ship he now commanded. Soon enough, he could make out the distant glow of the Landar, glowing like a beacon calling them home.

But his sharp eyes had also picked out something else. The familiar shape of a particular boat cutting across the waters ahead of them.

Armand’s brows lowered. He gave the wheel a nudge, redirecting the Dread Fathom after Neely’s fleeing ship. He saw the other vessel try and change direction, but another twitch of the wheel set The Dread Fathom once more on its tail, like a shark chasing a minnow. For a brief moment, as the distance closed, Armand saw Neely’s horrified face turn and look back at them.

Then the sight vanished beneath the lip of the deck.

The Dread Fathom shuddered under his feet. The sound of shattering spars and wood reached him, along with what may have been a scream cut short.

“Woah!” Canda gasped as the deck bucked beneath her. “What was that?”

“Speedbump I think,” Armand said idly. “Nothing to worry about, I’m sure.”

“A… a speedbump?” Canda said. “In the ocean?”

“I hear they’re doing amazing things with civic development these days,” Armand observed.

Canda gave him a look, but Armand’s expression betrayed nothing. She shrugged and looked forward once more, excitement sparkling in her eyes as the docks of the port came soon into view.

And what a tale they’d have to tell…


Heroes of the Hour

Gourimand was really getting sick of these interruptions.

“So they survived?” he said, his fork idly prodding a bowl of jello.

“Sure did, boss! It was wicked awesome. They sailed the Dread Fathom right into port. Like… whoosh! All the lanterns glowing. People were freaking the hell out. They thought Saw had come to burn down the town, but nope! It just settles onto the shore, and then those three come down off it like they just went on a fishing trip. Gotta say, it was pretty badass. Then…”

Gourimand tuned Razia out. Haa. Life was so troublesome. Why couldn’t those irritants just die already? This was the third of his meals they’d interrupted. Or was it fourth? He couldn’t remember. Let’s see… he’d been eating a braised basilisk the first time. Then the second time he’d been eating salamander flambe (oh, that had been quite good. Spicy, but agreeably so), and this time he was eating Ratking Ratatouille, which had an interesting tang to it thanks to the paprika. Plus it had apparently been feasting on the homeless from one of the slums, which gave the monster a particularly tenderness to the meat.

“Hm-hm.”

Gourimand looked back up from his meal to find Tenden standing beside the scrying mirror, inclining his head towards the glass meaningfully. Razia had apparently finished talking and was giving him an amused look.

“Oh, yes. What was it you were saying?” Gourimand said.

“Nothing too important,” she said, grinning. “Just that they beat the Dread Fathom in a truly spectacular fashion. So I don’t think knifing them in a dark alley is going to cut it anymore.”

“Oh,” Gourimand said, feeling his stomach sink and the ratatouille he was eating grow stale in his mouth. Ugh. How annoying. “Then what do you propose?”

“Recruit them!”

Gourimand stared at the grinning face in the mirror. “Excuse me?”

“Yeah! Seems like exactly the kind of adventurers we could use in the familia, right? Strong. Purposeful. Able to take on high grade dungeons. Exactly the sort we normally poach.”

Gourimand tapped his fork against his fine china bowl, the silvery sound ringing around him.

Hmm. Yes. That was a thought. Since they had proven annoyingly resilient, having them join the Familia would get them out of his hair antagonistically. And it was always good to have more powerful parties in the familia. It made much less work for him.

Yes.

Yes, he quite liked that idea, in fact.

Although, he thought with another turn of his lips, that would mean an interview. And oh, how he did loathe them. Ugh. Another meal ruined. But ideally the last one with them. And who knows. Success would surely spice things amicably.

Yes, that could work.

“Very well,” he said, spearing some more meat and vegetables so tastefully arranged in concerting rings on his plate. “Tender them the offer, and bring them to our headquarters. I’ll speak to them here.”

“You won’t regret it, Gourimand,” Razia said with a wink of her one good eye.

Gourimand sighed as the mirror fogged back over. Oh drat. He was going to have to get ready for the interview now. He probably wouldn’t even have time for the next two courses, let alone dessert.

“How we suffer for our efforts,” Gourimand mused.

“Indeed, sir,” Tenden said. “Shall I bring dessert straight away?”

“What is it?”

“Chilled cream from the Holy Cow of Amberlain. Ten men died in acquiring it, and I’ve sweetened it with sugar from the Isles of Andrun.”

Gourimand perked up. “Why,” he said with a saggy smile. “That would be delightful, Tenden. Please, do.”

. . .

Armand ate with mechanical steadiness, ignoring the crowds that lingered in the door of the tavern, watching them with hushed tones. It had been a day since their arrival at the docks in the Dread Fathom. Though at first a panic had seized the town, once they realized that the ship was no longer captained by Saw, alarm turned to curiosity, crowds trailing after the trio as they exited the ship and made their way back to the inn.

They’d stayed the night, Dixie and Canda too exhausted to do anything but sleep, while Armand had sat in a chair and considered his axe, probing the core of his being about the strange new power he had stolen from the captain. It was not an ability he had been forged with, and he had not known he could take on more. What possibilities did that open?

And how far would it go?

Armand smiled to himself. Things had certainly become interesting in what amounted to his life.

“There’s a lot of them,” Canda said, nervously fidgeting with the brim of her hat, tugging it down shyly against the prying eyes of the crowd.

“Why shouldn’t there be?” Dixie said with a longing look at Armand. “Not everyday they see a party like ours, led by a man like my alpha. Hm?”

Canda glanced again at Armand, who had paused in his meal to give the huntress a confused look. Canda blushed again and ducked under the brim of her hat once more. “Haha! Yeah. Guess that’s true.”

Armand chewed slowly as he looked between the pair. Well, whatever. He swallowed and laid down his fork. “We’ll head back today,” Armand said. “Return to Labyrinth and prepare for the next dungeon.”

“I do miss home, it’s true,” Dixie said with a longing sigh. “The scenery here is quite beautiful here, of course, but tha smell a fish is a bit much after a while. And besides,” she said, pulling out her rifle and aiming it at the wall, her lazy smirk widening as the Stone of Storms glowed where it was slotted in the barrel, static crackling over the rifle. “I simply cannot wait to see what your present can do.”

“You’ll have plenty of opportunities for that,” Armand assured her.

Canda gave a shaky smile. But though she was optimistic about their future fortunes, she wondered just what kind of dungeons Armand would seek to tackle next? She again looked at the death knight and felt the flutter in her chest calm.

Yes.

That was right.

As long as she stuck with him, she’d be fine.

A true smile touched her lips, uncertain as if surprised to find itself there. And Canda felt a swell of pride as she looked out on the crowd in the doorway. With the Dread Fathom sunk and Saw sent to the bottom once more, the people of Landar would be able so sail the seas again without fear, their lives recovered. At least, until Saw respawned. But by then, there should be parties strong enough to take the accursed captain on, and eager to do so thanks to their example.

So this was what it meant to be a hero?

Her smile widened with pleasure, and she found herself blushing a little at her own daring, but then she noticed a commotion in the crowd about the doors. The townsfolk were gasping and parting as a figure pushed their way through, and when she saw who it was Canda straightened warily.

Dark haired, garbed in leathers that hung with buckles and loops like an escapee from an asylum, she had a lithe figure that did not lack for curves. Her one eye was lidded, the other masked by a patch with gold gilt stitched into it. A hooded cloak thrown back revealed a long ponytail, and twin daggers were sheathed at her waist. And by the lazy way she moved, barely considering their weight, it implied her confidence in wielding them.

Her deceptively sleepy eye scanned the room and locked almost instantly on the trio. Her lip twitched up and she entered, sauntering towards their table. Now, Armand and Dixie both became aware of the newcomer, Dixie’s eyes narrowing, scanning her with quick flicks while Armand put down his knife and fork, watching her come near.

“Hello hello!” the dark woman said with a cocky grin, resting her hand on the table and leaning forward. “You must be the party that took down the Dread Fathom?”

“We are,” Armand said.

“Excellent!” she said, flashing again her smile. “The name’s Razia. And have I got an opportunity for you!”

“Is that right?”

“Damn straight,” she said, grabbing a chair and dragging it to their table. She reversed it and sat down, arms crossed on the back, her chin nestled in their cushion as she grinned like a shark who’d come across a fat camp. “See, your big wins haven’t gone unnoticed by certain parties.”

“Which parties?” Armand said.

“My party.”

“And which party is that?”

“The Crimson Wings.”

Canda jolted upright in her seat, her eyes wide. Even Dixie rocked back in her chair, her jaw dropping, a quip for once escaping the gunslinger.

Only Armand remained unmoved, staring at Razia blankly.

“Who?” he said.

Razia’s grin faltered a bit. “The Crimson Wings,” she said. “The… the biggest and strongest familia in Labyrinth? The Heroes of a Hundred Dungeons?”

“Oh,” Armand said at last. “Yes. The ones whose members were running Canda through the Necropolis.”

“I heard! Apparently a tragic accident befell them, huh?” Razia said, her smug smirk making Canda blanch.

“R-right! Yeah. Killed t-tragically. Ha ha! Ha…” Canda said quickly.

“But no sense crying over dead men,” Razia said, slapping her knees. “Either way, I’m here to bring you to a meeting with our leader, who has heard all about you, and would like to make you an offer.”

“What offer?” Armand said.

“Well, that’s up to the familia head,” Razia said slyly.

Armand scrutinized her, and even Razia felt a faint chill of unease work through her under that cold glare. But the prospect was interesting to the death knight. The strongest familia in the land wanted to meet them? Well, Armand would be interested in seeing what that would look like. And to ask a few questions that had been bothering him. The death knight gave a brief nod. “Alright,” he said, rising from his seat. “I think it would be very interesting to see what he has to say.”

Razia laughed. “I thought you might,” she said confidently, standing as well. “I can bring us right there with a warpstone. Follow me!”

Razia turned on her heel, striding for the door, the crowd parting instantly before the confident swagger of the rogue. The trio followed quickly out into the dawn and the cobble streets.

“Oh my gosh,” Canda gasped as she shuffled closer behind Armand. “Oh my gosh oh my gosh! The Crimson Wings. Oh. Oh!” She hastily grabbed her flask of potion, downing it to try and calm her buzzing nerves.

“Is it that special?” Armand asked.

“Wh-what? Armand. The Crimson Wings are the biggest familia! The best! And they never invite recruits. You have to try out on a set day. And the head of the familia is a notorious recluse. He never talks to people! If they’re meeting us… Oh my gosh,” Canda said, swallowing hard. “Oh my gosh!”

Armand said nothing, considering this information as they made their way up through the village and back towards the waiting warpstone. The rock ring glowed as Razia drew near, the rogue pulling from beneath her collar her necklace and the stone which hung from it. Armand looked closely at it, noting the way it was worked like a crimson shield inlaid with what appeared to be a crossed fork and knife. Razia held the emblem up to the ring, and its surface filled with the swirling water of magic, solidifying after a moment to reveal a great plaza of white stone.

“This way,” she called merrily, passing through the gate. No sooner had the ripples faded than Armand followed, stepping through and into the world beyond.

He stopped on the other side and couldn’t suppress a grunt, impressed despite himself. They stood within a large white plaza with the warpstone settled atop a series of steps. Directly across from them stood an immense palace of soaring arches and minarets. Steps climbed to the doors, which were opened wide and flanked by a pair of guards in heavy armour. Above the door was inlaid an immense mimic of the crest Razia had used to open the gate, all of it made of similar white stone like some vast temple to strange gods.

“Here it is,” Razia declared, gesturing towards the grand building. “The hall of the Crimson Wings!”

“Oooooh,” Canda said from behind him.

Dixie let out a low whistle, tilting her head back to take in more of the structure. “My my my,” she murmured.

Razia grinned at their reaction, then cut a bow like a showman, sweeping back her cloak with a gesture towards the immense edifice. “Please, follow me,” she said. “The familia head awaits!”

Armand gestured for her to lead on and followed the heroine towards the great building. As they drew near his blue eyes flicked about, taking in everything he could see. That the Crimson Wings were wealthy was beyond dispute, for it would take carts of gold to afford even the illusion of pageantry they were being presented with. Through the doors was a large hall decorated with paintings and gold filigree, more a palace than a meeting hall. A huge fountain in the middle of the room depicting a rearing dragon tinkled and flashed. Heroes in varied garb stood in small groups here and there, and glanced their way with curiosity, their conversation ebbing as the newcomers passed. Glancing at them, Armand picked out the quality of their equipment easily, a number of them from higher loot tables he’d inspected in Mange’s documents.

“Impressed?” Razia said.

“It’s so big,” Canda breathed in awe.

“Sure is! We spare no expense. How could we, when we’re the biggest familia in Labyrinth?” she asked, preening smugly. “We can house every member with their own private rooms, each with a bedroom and a personal maid, plus the standard maintenance staff. We have extensive libraries and armouries, as well as a state of the art apothecary and hospital. There are also numerous meeting rooms for parties to get together and plan dungeon runs.”

“Impressive,” Armand said, for it truly was. Though still no equal to the Necropolis he once ruled, he would give the Crimson Wings their due.

And yet, it annoyed him to see such a mighty familia, and know that they had never tried to conquer his dungeon. And clearly these were mighty heroes. What reason could there be? His eyes grew lidded, cautious and contemplative, and perhaps a bit sullen.

Razia sensed the change in the death knight, but wasn’t sure what to make of it. No one had ever failed to be awed by the sight of the Crimson Wing’s great halls. Yet she could sense that wasn’t it. There was something else in him. A fire and conviction which drove him on as relentlessly as a boulder down a mountain. She felt a chill tingle at the base of her spine and up it. She shivered, licking her lips a little.

This was going to be very fun.

“Ha ha. Um. Why are they staring at us?” Canda asked uneasily, glancing at those they passed.

“Not often newcomers are invited to the heart of the familia’s base,” Razia said. “But your reputation precedes you,” she added with a look back at the trio, her eye sparkling with amusement. “Your exploits have reached us all the way in here.”

“Have they?” Armand mused, but his expression remained noncommittal.

“Sure have! But don’t take my word for it,” Razia said as they reached a pair of double doors. “I’m pleased to introduce you to the master of the Crimson Wings, Gourimand Platter!”

She threw open the doors and conducted them into a long dining room. Lamps burned with the light of arcane stones, throwing a low glow upon walls crowded with paintings and plinths topped with busts of heroes. A long dining table dominated the room, chandeliers of silver glowing above it, and seated at the end was the master of the familia himself.

Gourimand barely looked up from the meal before him. Meat sizzled upon his plate, and his cutlery clinked as he deftly cut up a massive steak and took another bite. Beside him waited Tenden, who barely graced the newcomers with a glance before returning his attention to his master.

As they approached Gourimand finally raised his head, fixing the trio with his laconic stare. A smile touched his lips, but not his eyes.

“Ah. Welcome. Welcome. Yes,” he said, gesturing sweepingly to the chairs arranged around the table. “Please, have a seat. I’ve been most anxious to meet with you.”

“Were you?” Armand said, taking an offered chair, pulled out by another liveried servant.

“Of course. You may not have realized it, but your reputation has bounded in the last few weeks,” Gourimand said, tilting his head to the side as he resumed cutting his steak, speaking between bites. “Returning from a boss drop in the Necropolis… Turning the former crime lord Mange to your side… Mmm, deliciously savoury… Conquering the Fungeon and preventing it from breaching… Oh this is exquisite… And not only defeating the world boss Captain Saw and the Dread Fathom, but returning with that ship to dock along with its treasures? Oh yes, you’ve certainly made your reputation, my friends. Most certainly.”

“Thank you,” Armand said as Tenden wheeled another serving cart up and delivered a tray before his master, lifting the cover to reveal an immense roasted bird with the bottom half of a lizard, fairly dwarfing the dish it sat upon.

Canda’s jaw dropped at the sight of the meal. “I-is that a cockatrice!” she gaped.

“Mmm. Yes, it is. One of my favourites,” Gourimand said as he grabbed a leg and tore it off.

“W-wait!” she gasped, rising. “They’re poisonous!”

“Oh my yes,” Gourimand said, tilting back his head. “An acquired taste, I understand.”

Before Canda could say more Gourimand opened his mouth and dipped the entire leg into his maw. Even Armand’s eyes widened at the sight, Gourimand’s lips closing on the leg, and when he pulled it back out, only bone remained.

Canda stared in horrified fascination. Not even a swarm of piranhas could have cleaned it so thoroughly.

Gourimand, for his part, chewed thoughtfully, then swallowed with satisfaction. “Mmm. My apologies,” he said, napkin dabbing at his lips. “I fear my appetite overcame my manners for a moment. I’m usually more composed.”

“Ha. Ha ha. But… poison,” Canda said shakily.

“Adds a delightful zing to it. I highly recommend,” Gourimand said.

Dixie gave a low whistle.

“Now, let us return to business,” Gourimand said as he picked up his silverware and began to cut a more modest piece off the cockatrice. “I am extending an offer I believe you will find most appealing. As you know, the Crimson Wings are one of the preeminent familia, and the largest by membership. I think you would all fit in with our organization wonderfully. I am prepared to offer your party a place in our order at the second class.”

“So we will be a part of your familia?” Armand said.

“Exactly right,” Gourimand said as he speared another chunk of meat, delicately popping it into his mouth. “Mmm. A most generous offer, I’m sure you will agree.”

“And what would we do as a part of your familia?” Armand said.

“Nothing you weren’t doing before,” Gourimand said with a wave of his fork. “You will go out on suppression raids against dungeons, accept quests commissioned by the Guild, and fight the good fight. All well and good.”

“To prevent dungeon breaches?”

“Among other tasks, yes,” Gourimand said.

Armand eased back in his chair, staring down the other man. “I noticed,” he said, “that your Silver Spear party was killing low level adventurers. Is this common?”

Canda and Dixie starred at him, then turned to Gourimand. The thin man was still smiling, but his lidded eyes seemed to gleam with a narrowness. A danger that made the air between the two men grow heavy.

“Unfortunate,” Gourimand said mildly. “I do try and keep a good leash on our members. But they can sometimes act outside our attention. As I said, we are a very large familia.”

“You did mention that, yes,” Armand said. “One final question.”

Gourimand sighed. Another one? “Yes, go ahead,” he said.

“You’re one of the most powerful adventurers in all of Labyrinth. Maybe the world, and you have a number of strong parties in your familia. Yes?”

“So I’ve heard,” Gourimand said.

“In that case,” Armand said and leaned forward. “Are you ever going to try and conquer the Necropolis?”

Gourimand’s eyebrows rose, then drooped. A chuckle escaped him. A sound that died almost at once.

“Oh. You’re serious,” he said, then shook his head. “Hm. Ambitious. I can respect that. But no. The Necropolis has never been conquered since Labyrinth was founded. No one’s tried for centuries. It never will be. Best that can be done is clearing the floors to prevent a build up of magic and a breach. There’s nothing for it.”

“Then you have my answer,” Armand said, rising.

Gourimand cocked his head, his eyebrows climbing in surprise. “You’re leaving?”

“Naturally,” Armand said. “A familia that isn’t going to try and conquer the Necropolis is of no use to me. I intend to take down every floor to the hundredth. One day soon. And I cannot be held back from that.”

“Oh dear oh dear,” Gourimand sighed, shaking his head. “Are you sure? Are you serious? Certainly you can’t think that this will serve you well, hm? This is not an offer that is made lightly, and if rejected, well…”

“Well what?” Armand said, the chill of his voice a threat in itself.

Gourimand leaned back in his chair, his large robe shifting around him, rising about the back of his neck and framing his face like a cobra’s hood. “Well, only that it is not offered again.”

“No loss there,” Armand said.

“Hmm? Is that so?” Gourimand peered past him at Dixie and Canda. “And… your friends?”

Canda jolted a bit. “M-me?” she said.

“You,” Gourimand said, pointing his fork at her.

Canda gave another nervous laugh, adjusting the floppy brim of her hat and tugging her staff closer. As she did so, she looked up at the twining serpents, the jewel eyes gleaming in the gloom of the dining room. “Ha ha. Ha. Ha. Well. Well, um… not to say the offer, haha, isn’t, you know, a generous one. For sure. And I’d be um, I’m very flattered by it, but I’d like to stay in, you know, in Armand’s party. So if he’s not, then… well. I ah, guess I won’t as well.”

“My feelings exactly,” Dixie said.

“Huh?” Canda said, looking in shock at the huntress.

“But of course!” Dixie declared, grinning her pointed teeth as she drew forth her rifle, admiring the stone set in the slot along the barrel. “Off to try and conquer the Necropolis? Why, that is quite a goal! And I do love a man of such boundless ambition. Besides, tha sorts a prey I might find down there is simply… exhilarating. And I could never tie myself down to a party unwilling to try itself against the greatest dangers in the world. Why, that would betray all that my race and family does stand for.”

Armand looked back at the pair with satisfaction. Seemed like he’d chosen right in bringing them along, and they had the ambition and will to attempt the very deepest levels of the Necropolis. Yet, he felt that there was more to his feelings than that. But what? That he was… pleased they had stayed with him, of course. But it was something else. A feeling he couldn’t quite decipher. A suspicion that it was not, necessarily, just his ambition to conquer the deeper levels of the Necropolis that kept the gorgeous pair with him. That in fact it was he himself that kept them in his party.

A strange idea, but hardly an unwelcome one. “Well,” he said, turning back to Gourimand. “There you have it. Thank you for your generous offer.”

Gourimand ran his tongue over his teeth, and just for a moment, Armand thought they looked sharp as butcher knives. At last, Gourimand sighed and shook his head. “Ah, very well,” he said. “If you insist. A shame. A real… shame.”

“If that’s all, I think we’ll be leaving now,” Armand said.

“Of course. Of course,” Gourimand said as he again began to cut into the dish before him, his focus on the braised beast once more, sparing not a glance for the trio in his presence. “Hmm. Razia? Show our guests out, if you would.”

“Sure thing. This way,” Razia said, opening the door, mockingly bowing the three out.

“Thank you anyway,” Canda said nervously, but Gourimand didn’t so much raise his head as the trio left him, the door shutting with a click.

Only the sound of his blade slicing into the meat filled the rom. Then it slowed. At last, Gourimand lifted his utensils. “Oh dear,” he said.

“Sir?” Tenden said, instantly at his master’s side.

“Oh dear,” Gourimand sighed again, laying down his fork and knife, his hand pulling the napkin from his collar and tossing it onto the table. “Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear. Tenden? It appears my appetite is ruined and my evening unrecoverable.”

“A tragedy, sir,” Tenden said. “We have an excellent Guavo beast that was just recovered by one of our new parties. Shall I have it prepared, roasted, and stuffed with the poison glands of some Nebonian desert sliders? Perhaps a side of elderberry and some mint?”

“No. No,” Gourimand said with a sigh, pushing the dish away. “I fear only one dish shall satisfy me now.”

“And that is, sir?”

“Revenge, Tenden. I hunger for Revenge,” Gourimand said.

“An excellent choice, sir,” Tenden said, scratching something on his notepad. “Would you care for it hot? Or cold?”

Gourimand’s thin fingers tapped together contemplatively. “It’s been chilled enough, I think. Time to put an end to this. Send a message to Lacilla and Tamil. I’ll need them back here soon.”

“Ah, an excellent choice sir,” Tenden said, making another mark on his small notebook. “And, shall I also fetch a platter of roasted viperfish as dessert?”

“Would you?”

“Of course, sir,” Tenden said.

“Wonderful. And also, get our agent in the Guild to inform me when and to where Armand is taking the next warpstone.”

“Very devious, sire. It will be done,” Tenden said, taking up the immense platter before receding through a side door.

Gourimand sighed and settled himself in his seat, hands folded atop the table. Yes. Yes, high time he stopped pussyfooting around. The best way to fix a problem was with one cut. Time for a final solution to the whole mess. True, it would be so bothersome. So much effort wasted on something he shouldn’t have to concern himself with in the first place. Ah, but there it was. He didn’t get to where he was without breaking a few eggs. Then scrambling them, maybe with some chives and some Toxin Bloom. Oh, and with a bit of direpig bacon thrown into the mix. Yes, that was just the ticket.

Gourimand smiled as he stared at the ceiling, feeling his stomach settle. He licked his chops. How wonderful. Not only did he have a solution, but he also had tomorrow’s dinner sorted out.

So nice when things came together.


Home Rule

It was a short trip from the hall of the Crimson Wings back to the Devil’s Point. Armand sighed as the door closed behind him, settling him once more in the confines of the manor. What a day. Canda had gone to the Adventurer’s Guild, leaving him to head to the library where Mange kept his loot tables to the dungeons. Ensconced among walls of old books and the soft gloom of yellow mana lamps, Armand heaved down a particular volume and began to peruse it thoughtfully, flipping through charts. Hmm. Now that Dixie’s rifle was upgraded, he should look into Canda’s mana pool. Some decent mana regen was all she really lacked, and they shouldn’t rely on potions alone for that. Especially during a deeper dungeon dive. So far it had been fine, but if they went to a dungeon which required more than a day’s work, carrying around so many potions would be a bit much…

He heard a knock and raised his head. “Yes?”

With a creak the door was eased open, Dixie lazily lounging against the frame, the purple smoke from her cigarette twisting lazily around her face.

“Dixie,” Armand said, straightening from behind the table with a creak of armour. “What do you need?”

The huntress smiled slyly, sauntering inside and shutting the door behind her. “Well, lover,” she said, planting her hands on the table and leaning forward, arching teasingly to look up at his face. “Not ta be a pain, but I believe we had an agreement for aftah our little venture t’ the dungeon, right?”

Armand thought back. “Ah,” he said with a sudden recollection. He reached out, cupping her face, his thumb stroking her cheek. “I think we did. And… what were the terms of that again?”

Dixie hummed, her fluffy tail swishing in the silence of the library as her hips began to lazily rock. She leaned her head into his palm, her lashes low, but her eyes molten hot. “Oh lover, y’all really gonna make me say it?”

“I do like to hear it,” Armand said.

Dixie giggled, cooing as she nuzzled his hand. “Mmm,” she said, pushing out her curvy chest. “Well, if ah remember correctly, y’all said that if I did good in the dungeon, I’d get a nice, big prize for being such a good girl. And was I?”

“Were you what?”

Dixie’s puppy dog eyes could have melted a glacier. “A good girl?”

Armand pretended to think about it. “Well,” he said, reaching out and suddenly pulling her onto the table. Dixie gasped, finding herself pressed against Armand’s chest, knees among the papers, her face an inch from his and the smirk hovering on his lips. “In that case, I think a reward is in order.”

Dixie shivered at the hungry growl in his voice. The fierce burn of his blue eyes and the strong grip of his hand on her arm as he leaned down, capturing her lips in a kiss. Dixie moaned lovingly, her canine ears twitching, her tail swishing so fast it sent pages fluttering in their books.

Armand’s hand snaked around her back, pulling her closer, pressing her against the hard, black steel of his breastplate. Dixie moaned, her breasts rubbing against the ridged metal, her hand gliding over it, feeling the contours of the deathly garb.

Armand growled, and Dixie’s soul shivered at the sound, a submissive joy rushing through her as Armand pulled her fully across the table and into his lap. “How do you want it?” he said, voice rasping.

Dixie licked her lips, her heart fluttering with excitement. “O-over the table,” she panted. “Rut me, my alpha.”

“With pleasure,” Armand said.

Dixie gasped as she was suddenly turned about, pressed down atop the table. Her tail wagged furiously, even as Armand’s hands undid her belt, shucking off her pants. She crooned with anticipation, wagging her rear in excitement as Armand reached around her, his armoured hand engulfing her breast, giving it a squeeze that sent a needy shiver right down to her molten core.

“Ohhhhh lover,” Dixie moaned, her hips rocking back. “Take me. Take me nooooow!”

“So needy,” Armand said.

Dixie twitched, the click of armour coming loose making her heart jump. “Yes,” she panted. “Yes. For you, my alpha. For you!”

“Good,” Armand said, his arm reaching around her, cupping her head and turning it to look over her shoulder. Dixie arched, arms stretched out, clutching the opposite edge of the table as Armand kissed her again, her tongue warring with his as she felt the heat of his manhood against her entrance.

Push forward.

And fill her.

“Mnnnnn,” Dixie moaned into his mouth, her eyes rolling back as Armand began to thrust into the tight heat of her pussy. She didn’t fight it. She didn’t deny it. She surrendered. Willingly. Gleefully. Every hard, powerful thrust on his hips spanked her soft ass, the table rattling as her hips banged off it, as he claimed her, his hand squeezing and massaging her breast. Oh gods. Oh gods, it was even better than she’d hoped. For a moment she longed for a collar. Longed to feel him haul on a leash as he claimed her. Mated her. Rutted her like the bitch she was.

But patience.

Patience.

All in good time.

And it was such a very good time.

Her hips banged against the edge of the table, the impacts only making her want it more. Her tail beat against his chest like a drummer, the fluff of her tail swishing with eagerness as he took her faster. Harder!

“More!” Dixie gasped between their kiss. “More! Harder, lover. Harder! Fuck me! Claim me! Don’t nnnn! Don’t stop! Ah need it, my alpha. Need it! Need you! Please! Fill me! Breed meeeee!”

Armand grunted, his blue eyes burning like embers, the rush of adrenaline surging through him faster and hotter. He let out a low growl. A sound that made Dixie’s ears twitch and her back arch as she took every hard pump of his cock.

“Yes!” she cried, feeling the swell of nearing orgasm. “Oh gods yes! Armand! Love! Ah… ah’m gonna… gonna… Mnnnnn!”

Dixie wailed in pleasure, her body tightening, tensing, squeezing him within her as she felt herself careen over the edge of her peak. Armand groaned as he hilted within her a final time, stuffing her seemingly to the brim, his balls tightening as he felt the blessed high of his peak.

Dixie groaned in ecstasy as she felt the warmth of his seed pump into her. She moaned wantonly, feeling the aching need within her subside as she finally got what she needed. Satiated, if only for the moment. She sagged onto the table, lying slack, happy, panting at the pleasure of the moment. The loss of control and utter domination of her.

And then Armand’s hand stroked her hair, and she whimpered in soft pleasure at his gentle touch.

“Good girl,” he said gently. “Very good girl.”

Dixie wriggled in pleasure as he eased out of her. Contentedly, Dixie rolled over, sprawling on her back on the desk, her breasts heaving as she looked up at Armand towering over her. She beamed, happy, sated, and oh so very satisfied.

Which meant it was time to pop a certain question.

“Mmm. Armand?” Dixie asked as her finger drew teasing circular patterns on his chest.

“Hm?”

“There is one more thing I’ve been meanin’ t’ ask y’all, if’n it ain’t too much bother.”

He eyed her beneath him, planting his hands on either side of her head and leaning down. “What’s that?”

“Well,” Dixie said, leaning up and nuzzling his chin affectionately. “There is one thing which I may need t’ do before we get to form a party all proper like. See, my daddy’s awful protective, and he wouldn’t like me goin’ along with some man he don’t approve. So I was hopin’ y’all could maybe meet him?”

Armand eased back. “Oh?” he said. “And, when might that be?”

“Mmm… Whenever y’all like, love. How about tomorrow? I can get a carriage all arranged and everythin’.”

Armand sighed. But if it was necessary to keep Dixie in his party, he supposed he’d just have to grin and bear it. Besides, he was a bit curious what sort of man had raised the mad beastkin pressed against him. “Alright,” he said. “I suppose I’d best, then.”

Dixie nuzzled his chest affectionately. “Thank you, love. Daddy’s gonna just love y’all.”

“Should I bring anything?”

“That big skull y’all got from the Fungeon might be a good idea.”

“Really?”

“Just a thought,” she said sweetly.

Armand shrugged. Well, if she thought it would help.

But first, another round with her sounded like it would help even more…


Meet the Parent

The carriage rattled and rocked over the streets of Labyrinth and to the aristocratic district, over the spanning bridge to where the mansions gleamed marble white, and men with truncheons patrolled to make sure no one had to look at people one would describe as ‘filthy’ without adding ‘rich.’

“Daddy is gonna ta simply love you,” Dixie said sweetly, having claimed the seat beside Armand, and was now pressed against his side like a barnacle, her hand gently stroking his breastplate as she gazed adoringly into his face and the burning blues of his eyes.

“And if he doesn’t?” Armand said.

Dixie patted his arm. “Well, I have seen you take a cannonball to the chest. What’s a round or two from a high caliber rifle?”

Armand looked at her sharply. “A what?”

“Oh look! We’re here,” Dixie said suddenly.

Armand turned his head as the carriage found its way to the front of an estate at the edge of the city. Like all other buildings in Labyrinth it seemed made of grey stones, but there was a certain classic elegance in its construction he hadn’t seen elsewhere. A solid looking building, buttressed like a fortress ready to take on an army of the proletariat. Windows frowned down at the drive, but with a sort of elegance that spoke of timelessness. It was an old manor. The sort of manor that required money so old one could find it with a metal detector in a field.

The carriage pulled to a halt before the building and a butler with folded dog ears hastened down to open the door, bowing to the both of them as they exited. The sight of Armand in his grim armour drew a baleful eye, but when the death knight looked at the man, the butler hastily cleared his throat and focused his attention on Dixie.

“Welcome home, my lady. Sir Trigger is in the dining room and is most eager to meet you and your… companion.”

“Delightful. Come along, love. Daddy’ll simply adore you. I’m sure of it.”

“You’ve mentioned that,” Armand said.

“Just shows how confident I am, then. Doesn’t it?” Dixie said, taking his hand and pulling him towards the doors.

Another footman opened the way in, and Armand found himself in a manor of impressive size and, more importantly, death.

And it wasn’t the usual feel of such esteemed and aristocratic death that such places held. Not the somber air of a crypt to generations. The stuffy decay of the moneyed class who treated their dead better than they’d ever treat the living. No. Instead, he found himself in a hall flanked by two stuffed saber tigers, rugs of dire bears laid out on the floor, while the pelts of beasts hung like tapestries on the walls. Suddenly, Armand realized why Dixie had insisted he bring the head he’d taken from Malkath.

“This way,” Dixie said, tugging him deeper into the manor.

Armand followed, feeling more at home than he expected. Any man with such an appreciation for killing monsters was alright in his book. The only question was if the feeling was mutual.

They moved past a pair of large doors, finding themselves in the dining room. It was as elaborately decorated as the rest of the place. In fact, it seemed even more so. The high walls were filled with the taxidermied heads of monsters, their glassy eyes bearing silent witness to the tableau below.

A man sat at the head of the table. He was a squat man, more wide than tall, and looked like he’d lived every day fighting something bigger than him. One of his canine ears was a ragged notch and his face was a knit of scars. A huge, flowing handlebar moustache curled from beneath his nose and monocle was set before a milky eye. His one good eye fixed Armand and Dixie with a look like he was viewing them from the other end of a scope.

“Ah!” the portly man declared, pushing himself off his chair and stumping across the floor to meet them. “Dixie! Mah dear girl.”

“Hello, daddy,” Dixie said, bending down to hug the stocky man. “How are you?”

“Outstandin’! Simply Outstandin’. And this here must be the man you’ve partied with, hm?” Trigger said, turning towards Armand. His eye ran up and down the looming death knight, but lingered on the skull he hefted. “Ah! I see you’ve brought your latest prize. Excellent! Excellent. Good to see. Always good to see tha young ‘uns still ascendin’ ta new heights.”

“Sir,” Armand said, inclining his head.

The two assessed each other in silence, and despite the man’s shortness, Armand found he approved. There was a sort of compact malevolence in the man before him Armand hadn’t seen in a long time. Concentrated viciousness beneath a veneer of respectability. This was a man as comfortable reading in his personal library as he would be bare-knuckle boxing a dire bear.

Whatever Sir Trigger saw in Armand, it seemed to please him, for the stocky man nodded as if to himself, stroking his oiled mustache in satisfaction.

“Hmm. Yes. Good. Good. So! Mah daughter tells me you’re a man of ambition, eh? And just what is your ambition, hm?”

“To conquer the Necropolis,” Armand said simply.

Trigger’s bushy brows jumped. “Oho! Ah say. Ah do say! An excellent goal. Excellent! Well done. Ah’ve known many who’ve tried in their day. Poor devils. None made it back! But so it goes in this business. Eh?”

“You haven’t delved into the Necropolis?” Armand asked.

Trigger waved off the words. “No no. Ah’m a solo hunter, ya see! Big game and world bosses. That’s mah kind a hunt. And as y’all can see, ah’ve done plenty of it!” he said with a grand gesture at the heads about the walls.

“Impressive,” Armand said, and he did mean it. He could still sense the lingering power in the dead monsters arranged about the walls, and recognized more than a few from the documents he’d gotten from Mange.

“Why thank ye! World bosses are tha true sportsman’s foes, a course. Huge, hulking brutes who rampage across the world until someone fahnally puts ‘em down. Yessiree. Hard work, but worth it! Ah’ve often teamed up with others on such ventures, and have always come back. Mostly. Ah! See? This is the Irondrake! Huge brute. His scales were tougher than iron. Couldn’t get a shot into it. Finally managed to get it through the eye. Heh heh. Ah course, the reason ah could was because tha danged beastie was chewin’ on mah leg.”

Trigger slapped a hand against his right leg with a wooden thunk.

“Poor beastie didn’t know what was goin’ on. Ha! Made it a bit more difficult ta go huntin’ monsters aftah all that, a course. But we do what we can. He may have gotten mah leg, but I got his head! Ah,” Trigger said, arms folded behind his back as he admired the creatures arranged along the hall. “Good times. Good times. Only a pity ah can’t do it anymore. But that’s why one has children, eh? Ta carry on the legacy a tha family line. Noble lineage. The strong! How about it, Armand? Have you and my daughter had some fun yet, eh?”

“Fun?”

“Dipped your wick? Shot your shot? Gave her both barrels, eh?”

“I-”

“Did y’all fuck her, my good man. Have y’all lain with my daughter?”

Armand blinked. “I…”

“A course, daddy,” Dixie said with a giggle, her eyes shooting sideways at Armand. “And it was very impressive.”

“Ha!” Trigger guffawed, slapping a hand on Armand’s back, which required a slight hop. “Did ye? Good man! Tha hunt is half the fun, a course. And especially when it comes to mah daughter. She can be quite tha handful, a course, but she knows what she wants, ah’ll give her that. So like her mother, ah do declare. She was quite the woman too. Why, when ah decided ta propose ta her, ah plum had to track her through tha jungles a Marrabe! Took me a week ta find her, and when ah did, ah ended up walkin’ into a pit trap! She wouldn’t let me out t’ill ah’d agreed to a proper wedding. Wonderful woman! Outstandin’. Good proper beastkin gal! We had a night that’s lived on in tha legends a the locals for generations after that. Tha hunt, mah boy. That’s the way. Be it beast or beauty, it’s tha baitin’. Tha tracking. And then that glorious moment at the end when tha prey is caught! That’s tha key to a good life. Once y’all have a woman like that, y’all have everythin’ worth having!”

“Is that right?” Armand said.

“Absolutely! That’s tha way it is. It’s the alpha thing to do. Taking charge! That’s the ticket. Like ah did while hunting the great beast of Warimoo. Huge brute! Why, mah baggage handlers were nervous as a cat on hot tin. Wanted ta turn back on me before I got the beastie. But ah said no! And we forged on! True, most a the poor bastards did die. But ah got the head! Take a look.”

Trigger waved his cane at a huge head projecting from the walls. Big enough that Trigger could have fitted entirely inside among the teeth which jutted from its maw, its six eyes staring in glassy ferocity at the world.

“Impressive,” Armand said. Though stuffed and mounted, he could still sense the latent might in the dead beast. There were few such monsters in the Necropolis, and surely none so large. The interior couldn’t handle it. But the power of the deeper floor bosses likely dwarfed the creature Armand looked at. Nonetheless, it was an impressive display for one party to take down.

“Good eye on ye. An excellent eye! It was indeed! He was causin’ all sorts a trouble, but we sorted him out by the end. Oh yes, we certainly did! Ah, but that was in the past. It’s time for a new generation! And ah hear y’all ’ve been busy. Busy indeed! Let me take a look at that there skull.”

Armand shrugged and put it down on the nearby table. Trigger leaned forward, lifting a monocle and peering at the scrimshawed head of the dead god.

“Hm! Good size. Good size. A god, was it? Oh yes, ah remember. This was that one in the Fungeon! Terrible place, so’s ah hear. Never went myself. Heard it was being managed by the Guild. But ah do declare, it’s a big one. Y’all say tha dungeon was near t’ breachin’?”

“So I was told,” Armand said.

“Well! Sounds like you done did a fine thing. A fine thing. It’d be a terrible thing if it breached. Simply awful! Ah witnessed a breach once. Back in Ambula. The dungeon was a tomb out in the desert. The city nearby was an impressive thing. Lotta sand out in them parts. Was huntin’ mahself up an antlion. Great monster! But something had been going wrong with the dungeon. Ah can’t say what, but sometimes that’s just how it goes. A dungeon breaches without any warning! Ah was in the city that day. A terrible scene! Monsters poured from the entrance. The whole landscape was warped like tha world were twistin’ in the grasp of its vision. The streets turned ta tombs. The houses graves. The walls were useless before tha monsters pourin’ in! Ah, but we were lucky, son. Yes we were. Lucky indeed! There were a good number a adventurers there at the time, and the guild office did manage an emergency signal to Labyrinth t’ call in reinforcements. We held the line! Beat ‘em back. Blasted tha monsters ta pieces until the breach hadn’t tha mana to spawn another gobbo. Then, it receded back, but tha devastation’ be gettin’ fixed ta this day. A terrible thing ta see, son. Terrible thing! But we saved the city, more or less. Ah, so much death. Terrible thing. Terrible indeed…”

Trigger frowned, thoughtful and pensive for a long moment before shaking it off, brightening once more. “But it’s in the past. Now then! Ah can see you’re an excellent young man. Got plenty a spirit and a fine build. Yessir, a fine build indeed! Ah have an eye for it, you know. And ah’m sure mah dear daughter will be delighted with your party! Personally, ah’d have preferred her to go after world bosses more, but so long ‘s she be huntin’ mighty monsters, ah suppose ah’ll survive! Now, then, ah see we’ve come full circle. My dear! I heartily approve of him. Tha sons and daughters from y’all’s union will be a thing ta behold!”

“Oh thank you daddy!” Dixie cried, throwing her arms around her father and squeezing him tight. “Y’all ’ve made me so happy.”

Trigger chortled, patting her on the back. “Good ta hear, mah dear. Lovely t’ hear. Ah’m sure you’ll both be happy. And you, Armand. Take excellent care a mah daughter. Treat her right! Or ah dare say ah’ll be adding another head to my wall, won’t ah? Ha ha ha!”

Armand shook the old man’s hand, but the tightness of Trigger’s grip and the steely gleam in his eye told Armand it was anything but a joke. The death knight nodded. “I intend to tank the Necropolis, sir. If any harm does come to your daughter, it will be because I’m already dead.”

Trigger brightened. “All a man can ask for, isn’t it? Oh yes. Well! No doubt y’all have some work ta get to. Best a luck! And good hunting.”

Leaving through the front, Armand walked back down towards the carriage, Dixie leaning on his arm. Once they were inside and rattling down the road anew, she giggled, leaning up and kissing him. “Y’all did wonderfully, love,” she cooed. “Daddy really likes you!”

“I like him,” Armand said. “A man of purpose. I appreciate that.”

“Ah knew you would. And once we conquer tha Necropolis, we’ll have made a name that’ll go down in legend!”

“That we will,” Armand said, smiling to himself. “That we will…”

He looked out the window, noticing they’d nearly reached the Devil’s Peak. They exited the carriage, yet no sooner had he entered than he found Canda anxiously waiting in the foyer.

“Armand!” she said. “I um, there’s someone to see you.”

He paused, puzzled. “There is?” he said.

“Yes,” she said. “Erica, er, Scrivage’s assistant came back with me from the Guild. She’s waiting in the drawing room.”

“Is she?” he mused, passing Canda and Dixie and heading into the drawing room.

He opened the doors and found Erica sitting in a chair, radiating tension. At the death knight’s arrival she hastily rose to her feet, adjusting her glasses.

“Armand. Good to see you,” she said.

“And why is that?” he said.

Erica reached into her jacket and pulled out a sealed letter, the wax bearing the shield and crossed blades of the Adventurer’s Guild on it. “I have a quest from Mister Scrivage, to be delivered to you and your party.”

Armand flicked up an eyebrow and took the letter. “Oh?” he said, tearing it open and unfolding the paper within.

“Yes,” Erica said. “It is a suppression quest for a particular dungeon. The Red Sepulchre. After the matter with the Fungeon, the director has been going through known active dungeons and researching any that may have been overlooked recently for clearing. This one came up. Scouts report the dungeon isn’t in imminent threat of breaching, but that it would be good for it to be cleared nonetheless. And soon.”

“I see,” Armand said, much of what she was saying reflected in the document. “And, the reward is…”

“Three thousand in gold pieces,” Erica said.

Not a bad amount, Armand mused. And it would surely be doubly useful to be on the good side of the Director of Dungeon Affairs. “I see,” he said, folding up the paper. He glanced at Canda and Dixie. “Any objections?”

“Can’t think a none,” Dixie said, lazily leaning against the doorframe, a cocky grin floating on her lips.

“Um, yeah. If, you know, you think we’re up for it, I’m game,” Canda added quickly.

Armand nodded. “We’ll accept,” he told her.

Erica nodded primly. “Excellent,” she said, taking the letter and producing a stamp from her pocket. She banged it on the document and passed it back to Armand. “And since you have accepted, there is a bonus condition.”

“Bonus?” Armand said.

“Yes. For the ears of your party alone,” Erica said. “Mister Scrivage also wishes an item from the library. A book. The condition for this bonus quest is that this information is not shared to the public, and that the item is delivered to mister Scrivage on the completion of the quest.”

“And the reward?”

“Seven thousand gold pieces.”

Canda gasped and Dixie’s eyes widened. Armand frowned. “Why so much?”

“I am not at liberty to say,” Erica said. “Only to inform you that the item is not a spellbook or grimoire. Merely an ordinary book.”

Armand considered her carefully. “Why does he want it?”

“You may ask him on the completion of the quest. Do you accept?”

Now things were getting interesting. The money didn’t interest Armand, and as he thought about it, actually, the reason Scrivage would want the book didn’t interest him either. He shrugged. “Very well,” he said. “We accept that as well.”

“Excellent,” Erica said. “This is a private quest. The reward will be given along with the rest on the completion. The book is called On the Transmission and Conversion of Arcane Energies, by Alistair Crowler. Third edition.”

“That book?” Canda said incredulously.

Armand looked back at her. “You know it?”

“Yeah, of course. That’s like, first level magic stuff all about converting arcane crystals to mana. Been in circulation for ages. Why does Scrivage want it?”

“That is not in the quest request,” Erica said. “Will you retrieve it?”

Armand shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”

“Excellent,” Erica said, giving them a short bow. “And my thanks. Your reward will be provided upon your return. Have a good day.”

Putting her hat back on, the clerk nodded to the three adventurers, then passed them and departed.

Armand scrutinized the quest document thoughtfully. The Red Sepulchre, hm?

Seemed like he had some research to do...


The Six of Luck

Mange was not going to panic.

He’d been not panicking for several days, ever since he found that black envelope on his pillow. He had resolved himself in not panicking by pretending there wasn’t a problem, throwing himself into the task of rebuilding his organization, and more importantly, helping Armand gather all the documents he asked for about dungeons.

Now he lurked in the corner of the sitting room, his stomach in knots (but not rotting. He definitely wasn’t rotting down there), while he anxiously watched Armand lay out a map on the table for Canda and Dixie.

“The Red Sepulchre,” Armand said, tapping a finger on the map which dominated the table, “is here, among the east mountains. Fortunately, it has a warpstone nearby, so we’ll be able to reach it easily.”

Canda peered at the map. “Uh, sure. Okay. But, Armand, do you really think we’re um, ready for this?” Canda said. “I mean, according to this, the Red Sepulchre is an A ranked dungeon. Reserved for levels forty to fifty. Do you… do you really think we can take it just us three?”

“I do,” Armand said. He pushed aside the map of the region, instead drawing out an old blueprint of an abbey, the floor designs spreading out from the central structure, rising and descending in strange patterns.

“The Red Sepulcher is an old dungeon,” Armand said, his voice low and deep, the shadows seeming to whisper as he spoke. “It was formed when the monks who lived there tried to harness the magic of the world to summon a greater demon. They succeeded, but beyond their imaginations. Every monk was slaughtered in a single night, and though the tide of demons was beaten back, the demon lord summoned was strong enough to form a dungeon core. Now, its residents haunt the abbey ruins, and the boss is at the deepest point. Here,” Armand said, pointing at a particular location. “A demon lord named Karazz the Brutalist.”

“Um. Wow. Haha. That’s uh… pretty heavy,” Canda said. “Y-you know? Demons are supposed to be among the most powerful monsters in the world. Even most A class dungeons come off feeling more like an S tier boss. Or uh, so I heard. And we’re just gonna… um… charge right in there, huh?”

“Not at all,” Armand said.

“We won’t?” Canda said, sagging a little in relief.

“Of course not,” Armand replied. “I’ve been busy preparing a very thorough plan to utterly destroy every enemy we come across in there.”

“Uh, alright. Good,” Canda said, tensing up again. Well, there was no refusing it either way. When the Guild made a request, it had to be carried out, unless the party wanted the ire of the Guild. And the Guild could make life very difficult for adventurers. She swallowed hard and took a quick swig from her flask, feeling the potion tingle as it went down. “Hoo,” she said, mood brightening. “Haha. Alright! If you say so, Armand. Let’s take it down!”

“Then we’re in agreement,” Armand said. “We’ll take the warpstone to the Red Sepulchre tomorrow. Canda?”

“Yeah?”

“Are there any potions you can create that will be of particular use in there?”

Canda pursed her lips, thinking. “…Mmm. Not a whole lot I can do. Oh! But holy water is always useful in these sorts of places.”

Armand tried not to wince. He’d have to watch out for that. Whenever he’d been hit by holy water as a boss, it had been distinctly unpleasant. “Good. Good. Then, if you’d go and get some, that would be appreciated. Mange will provide you with any money you might need.”

“Of course,” Mange said, instantly stepping forward, sensing his opportunity was nigh. He flourished a bag of coins and dropped it onto the table. “With our compliments, of course. And by the way, master,” he said with a sidelong look at Armand, “there is a… a matter I need to discuss with you.”

“Can it wait?” Armand said coldly.

“I assure you, my most magnanimous master, that if it could, I’d have put it off with greatest delights.”

Armand sighed, knowing that was true. “Very well.”

“Well! Guess us girls are makin’ a shoppin’ trip!” Dixie said, tugging herself against Canda. “Haven’t been to Priest Street in aaaages. But I know some delightful restaurants ‘round there. Shall we check ‘em out, sugah?”

Canda looked less than enthused, but put on a brave face. “Sure,” she said weakly. “Why not?”

“Wonderful! Don’t y’all worry. Dixie knows how to have a good time!” Dixie continued as she walked Canda out of the room.

Armand watched them go, idly listening to their fading conversation. He rolled up the map with satisfaction. With that out of the way, they’d certainly be ready to tackle the dungeon by tomorrow. And the mana stones in there would be wonderful to pump up their levels a bit more…

“Ah, master? That matter I needed to discuss?”

Armand looked towards Mange, who despite his usual diffident grin, was clearly nervous about something. “Fine. What is it?” he said shortly.

Mange ducked his head into a servile bow. “Forgive my impertinence, my most impressive master, but I have a small need of your aid. Not for long, of course. Just a short thing, really. But it would be very helpful indeed.”

“And what might that be?” Armand said.

Mange screwed his head sideways so he was looking up at Armand. “Only that, master, I need your… ahem, assistance. You see, your presence in my home and our new arrangement - which I am, of course, delighted by - has brought about some questions among my former associates. You see, I am a member of the Six of Luck, which is an association of guilds of, shall we say, less than legal persuasion. But of essential use in Labyrinth, along with the other major guilds.”

“Get to the point. Now,” Armand said.

“Only that the other members,” Mange said quickly, “are now wondering how, that is, who is running my organization, and as a result, there’s talk about, ahem, stripping me of my position.”

“Fascinating,” Armand said dryly. “But I fail to see how this is my problem.”

“Well, of course, master, I was hoping you might come with me in order to assure the other members that I remain in my position and that I still deserve my seat.”

Armand glowered at the foppish lycanthrope. “No.”

“Oh please, master!” Mange cried, falling to his knees, grabbing Armand’s hand and squeezing it, so caught up in his emotion that his tail emerged along with a pair of canine ears. “Please! That seat is all I have! It took my whole life to get there! I spent my blood and sweat and tears making it!”

“Your blood and sweat?”

“Well, okay, mostly other people’s blood. But still! Master, please! I can’t lose my position. What’s even the point going on living if I don’t have it?”

“You’re not living,” Armand said, pulling his hand from Mange’s clinging mitts. “You’re dead.”

“Er, well… um… But… ah… what about… about…. About th-the adventurers!”

Armand frowned down at him. “What?”

Mange sensed the death knight’s renewed interest. His face lit up with excitement and he rose back to his feet, salvaging some of his dignity. “Why, other adventurers, master. Of course, as you ordered, I have ensured that the smuggler’s guild hasn’t been fencing former adventurer equipment, and have been busy breaking off partnerships with those parties that have been claiming to run low level newcomers through the dungeon, only to kill them. But if my ah… if my authority is gone, then they’ll surely go back to it. It was a very lucrative business, you understand. Second only to smuggling out mana gems, and if we were to, say, fence just a bit we’d make quite the profit, if you don’t mind me saying.”

“I do mind,” Armand growled.

“Of course, master. Of course you do,” Mange amended hastily. “And never let it seem like I am challenging that point. Oh no no! Which is all the more reason for you to join me and ensure that the guild does not return to such business. Yes?”

Armand grimaced, but as he mused on Mange’s desperate entreating, he very reluctantly had to admit that the man might have a point. He really didn’t want the guilds to have a chance to profit from killing low level adventurers again. He sighed in annoyance. Damn it all.

“Fine,” he said at last. “I’ll meet with these… thieves.”

Mange’s ears perked up along with the rest of him. “You will? Oh master! Thank you. Thank you ever so much! You’ve made the right decision, my lord. Absolutely!”

“Stop kissing my hand!”

“Of course master. My deepest apologies. If you’d follow me…”

“Now?” Armand said.

“Oh yes, master!” Mange said as he hovered near the door. “You see, I quite reasonably assumed that you’d not have the time to waste on such a trivial matter. So of course, I only brought it up on the day of the event itself. To save you from having to waste more of your time than needed.”

“I see,” Armand said. “And not because you feared what I’d do to you when you brought it up?”

Mange winced. “Oh no, master. Certainly not. I know you’d never harm your loyal servant so long as he, ah, served you to the best of his ability. Er… right?”

Armand stared at Mange for a long moment. Long enough for the lycanthropic undead to wilt.

Then Armand sighed. “Fine,” he said. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Ha ha ha! Of course, master. Right this way.”

Within minutes Mange’s carriage rattled down the streets of Labyrinth, the horses pulling with panicked might as they sensed the thing in the cab behind them. Under such impressive motivation, they soon reached their destination, and Armand got out of the carriage and eyed the old theater he had been brought to.

Like all buildings of Labyrinth, it was a great mass of grey stone reared high with gothic curves and grinning gargoyles. Arches faced outwards from the walls, the interiors bearing posters of shows that had come and gone. The street was quiet, near deserted, and Mange brought Armand around to the back, where the shadows hung heavy and gloomy in the air.

There, Mange rapped his fist against a heavy door in a certain way, and a slat slid open to reveal a staring eye.

“Password?”

“The high road runs low,” Mange said.

The man on the other side grunted and the slat slid shut. Locks clicked, and a moment later the door opened with a creak, admitting Mange and Armand inside. A large man awaited within, his face pinched and body clad in thick leather armour, his hands the size of spades and head bald as an egg. He glared at them as Mange strode inside and past, but made no move to follow.

A cold stone hallway dimly lit led down into the earth. Armand’s knowing eye caught sight of a number of traps along the way, which Mange deactivated with practice ease, leading further down. As Mange did so, he talked.

“We’ll be meeting with the Six of Luck. The heads of the various illicit guilds. All of Labyrinth is run by the guilds, of course, master. And we have little to fear from them.”

“They’ll need to bring better than you did for me to fear them.”

Mange winced, nearly activating a spring trap which would have dropped half the ceiling on them. “Er, of course, master. But still, no need to antagonize them further. You have little to worry from Millin, head of the Pickpockets guild, nor Janda, Queen of the Beggar’s guild. They go along with most anything.”

“And the other four?”

“Ah, well, one is myself, master. And you have nothing to fear from me, of course.”

“I think we’ve made that clear,” Armand said.

“Crystal, master. Crystal clear. Then there’s Copperton, of the assassin’s guild, who may want to make a… shall we say, nuisance of himself at most meetings. He dislikes me intensely, master. No idea why.”

“Perhaps all the senseless murder,” Armand suggested.

“Hardly senseless, master. There was profit to be turned in every death.”

“I’m sure they were comforted by that thought while you stuck a knife in their hearts.”

Oh dear, he’d displeased the master again. Mange really had to watch for that. His very existence did depend on Armand’s good mood. Miserable existence that it was, but it was the only one he had. And remembering that yawning darkness of death made him shudder to the very depths of his rotten soul. Truly a pity he’d gotten off on the wrong foot with his new undead overlord, but nothing to be done about it now, save servile obedience to the death knight. And hey, it did beat rotting in the ground.

Rotting…

Mange shuddered again and checked his hands. Were they looking a bit more grey than usual? A bit clammier? No. No, surely it was just the light.

Surely…

“Ahem, as you say, master. At any rate, the head of the Thieves Guild is the other one we may need to be wary of. She’s quite clever when she wishes to be. And thoroughly annoying as well. Her name is Razia.”

“Razia?” Armand said sharply. “The rogue in the Crimson Wings.”

“Oh, you’ve met her,” Mange said with a grimace. “Yes, she runs the Thieves Guild.”

“I see,” Armand said. “And the last one?”

“Ah, that is Acrama, master. Head of the Information Guild. A most clever creature, master, but he declares neutrality in all concerns. It’s a tradition.”

“Thrilling,” Armand said in a voice that suggested paint drying was a more interesting diversion. “Anything else?”

“Nothing, master. Rest assured, I will handle everything. It’s really more of a formality, of course.”

Armand grunted, leaving Mange to finish deactivating the final few traps in the tunnel.

At last, they reached a large door of black iron. Mange took off his ring and pressed it into a slot beneath the lock. There was a faint click, and then the door slid open, and Mange beckoned Armand through.

They entered a soaring chamber, the ceiling a dome suspended by arches. Torches hissed and spat at the bases of the arches, their fitful glow illuminating a large round table in the center of the room with six seats. Five were occupied, and the occupants turned as one as Mange and Armand entered.

Look at them all, Mange thought sourly, his eyes sliding from each figure at the table. Bastards all, plotting against me. There was Janda, in her rags and a tin crown as befitted the Queen of Beggars. And Millin wasn’t far, so steeped in layers of coats it was like a pile of fabric with two small eyes peeking from the folds was occupying a seat. Acrama was always hard to make out, sitting in the farthest chair which no torches lit, leaving him shrouded in darkness save a pair of slitted yellow eyes and folds of obscuring cloth.

And then there were the problem ones.

Mange glared at Copperton, who glared back. Upstart little shit, Mange thought. Just because he’s the master of assassins he thought he was better than the rest of them. Didn’t exactly help most were too terrified to stand up to him, lest their evening tea have a mild aftertaste of arsenic. Yet the man’s only skill was in murder. Look at him in his sleek black cloak and finely tailored leathers. His stupid cravat and bony white hair. Pretentious bastard needed to learn there were more colours than just black. Between that and the high collar of his coat, the man looked like a constipated owl!

Then there was Razia. Boots on the table, head cushioned with her hands on the back of her chair, the gorgeous thief had perked up considerably when he and Armand entered the room. No, wait, that wasn’t right, Mange thought. She was grinning, yes, but her one eye was firmly affixed to the death knight.

Oh dear.

Mange made his way to his chair, sliding into it while Armand moved up behind him. Mange could sense other figures lurking in the dark among the pillars, and a few servants waited nearby to attend any needs of the table’s denizens.

“Well,” Copperton said, glowering at Mange. “Now that we’re all here, shall we begin?”

“Gladly,” Mange said, smiling back.

“If we can,” Razia said.

Mange sat up a bit straighter, instantly on guard. Though he didn’t like her, he did have to admit Razia knew her business well. And she’d better. Running the thieves guild was fraught work, but she apparently had an in with the Crimson Wings that got her a lot of leeway.

But Razia was also a troublemaker of the highest order. He had a feeling she did the thieving business not out of a desire for profit, but for entertainment, and the way her good eye gleamed implied she’d found a new game.

Mange briefly wondered if he should warn his master, but he wasn’t sure how. The meeting was going to be a tense thing. Best to try and direct matters as best he could…

“So what new business do we have?” Mange asked mildly. “New tariffs to circumvent? Perhaps some of those new security concerns the Adventurer’s Guild is having? I believe they’ve been a bit worried about triple A grade mana gems going missing…”

“Time enough for that later,” Copperton said with a dark glare at Armand. “I believe we have another concern at hand. Don’t we?”

“Yes you do,” Armand suddenly said, pointing at Copperton. “You’re the head of assassins?”

Oh no, Mange thought.

“I am,” Copperton growled, drawing himself up.

“Good. I want to file a complaint about an attempt on my life.”

“Ha!” Copperton said, sneering with a twitch of his mustache. “You’re wasting your time. The Guild of Assassins doesn’t rescind contracts. Only the issuer is able to.”

“I don’t care about you trying to kill me,” Armand said sharply.

Copperton’s brows folded with wrinkles. “You don’t?”

“No! I care about the quality of your assassins. They’re garbage! The two you sent after me were pathetic. And if this is the level of service your clients can expect, I wonder how you’re still in business. I demand a higher quality of assassin to try and kill me!”

“What!” Copperton shouted, blinking rapidly as he tried to decide whether he was more confused at the demand, or insulted over the implication. Finally, he settled on the comfortable middle ground of angry indignation. “How dare you! I… you…”

“Hahahaha!” Razia cackled, slapping her thigh with mirth.

This was going well, Mange thought with a sigh that sank down to his toes.

“Shut up!” Copperton barked, seemingly at everyone. “This isn’t… Enough! We have business to attend. Official Six of Luck business.”

“Do we?” Mange drawled. “Hmm. News to me.”

“Actually, we do! And it’s all about you, Mange,” Razia said with a sly look his way.

Oh dear.

“And what might that be?” Mange said.

“Do you still run your operation?” Razia said. She lifted her booted foot, pointing the toe at Armand. “Or does he?”

Mange glared murderously at the one-eyed thief, whose impish grin only made his hackles bristle. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean…”

“Really? Because I hear he’s the boss in the Devil’s Point. In fact, I hear he wiped out your entire gang in one night.”

Mange was really beginning to dislike Razia.

“There was a… misunderstanding,” Mange said. “We’ve come to an arrangement-”

“You there, big guy,” Razia said, her foot shifting so her toe pointed at Armand. “Does Mange work for you now?”

“I am his master,” Armand said.

Mange groaned and buried his face in his hands.

“What!” Copperton barked, jolting upright in his seat. “Mange, you cur! You sold yourself out to some… some upstart! This is ridiculous.”

“Oh no, not at all,” Razia said gleefully. “This is just getting interesting.”

“Interesting?” Copperton said incredulously. “There is an order to this organization! We do not recognize some… some nobody to command the Smuggler’s Guild in this city!”

“What’s left of it,” Razia added.

“Not to worry,” Armand said. “I’m not running the Smuggler’s Guild. I left Mange in charge. With some alterations.”

“That’s not the point!” Copperton snapped. “You’re not recognized, but Mange works for you. Therefore, you are the leader!”

“Which means I think we have a vote now on whether Armand here should be the new leader of the Smuggler’s Guild. Isn’t that right, master of ceremonies?” Razia said, looking towards the sixth member.

“That is the proper procedure, yes,” Acrama said in a hushed voice, like the brush of velvet curtains in the dark. “But I take no stance on whether we should or not.”

“Great!” Razia said. “Then I propose we nominate Armand as head of the Smuggler’s Guild.”

“I am neutral in this conversation,” Acrama said from the shadows of his chair.

“Fine! All opposed?” Copperton demanded, his arm shooting up.

Millin and Janda instantly put their hands up.

“All for?” Razia said.

Mange, Razia, Millin and Janda all put up their hands.

“Motion carries,” Razia said.

“No it doesn’t!” Copperton barked, pointing an accusing finger at Mange. “He’s no longer the head of his Guild! He doesn’t have a vote.”

“Oh really now,” Mange sighed. “You are truly a tiresome little man, aren’t you, Copperton.”

“No no, he’s right,” Razia said, and if anything her grin was even wider as she leaned forward, resting her chin on her knitted fingers, grinning like a cat that just found a weight loss camp for obese rodents. “Dearie me! Whatever will we do about that?”

Mange glared at her. “Really now.”

“I remain neutral,” Acrama said.

“We know!” Copperton snapped.

“May I say something?” Armand said.

“Go for it, big guy. I yield the floor to tall, dark and pale over there,” Razia said with an errant wave of her hand.

Armand nodded, his eyes casting around the room. Millin and Janda cringed as his gaze fell on them, and Janda being an expert beggar, cringed with shocking artfulness.

“I do not care who runs the Six of Luck. Or the Smuggler’s Guild,” Armand said.

“Oh gods,” Mange groaned.

“But I will not let it be used to kill underleveled adventurers. And that goes for all the guild members here,” Armand added with a steely look. “If I discover that any members of these guilds have used their position to target adventurers because they are weak, then I will destroy them.”

Mange smiled tightly. His master truly had a talent for making friends. Although it had also made Copperton turn some interesting colours. Beige, red, and Mange might even call that one Salmon Pink.

“You dare!” Copperton sputtered, lunging to his feet, his dark cloak fluttering around him. “You dare threaten us in our own guild hall!”

“Yes,” Armand said. “Was that not clear?”

“You… you…” Copperton gasped, looking like he was on the verge of exploding.

“Well! Seems we’re at an impasse,” Razia said gleefully. “Acrama?”

“I have no feelings one way or the other,” Acrama said.

“Great! But is there a way to confirm Armand as leader of the Smuggler’s Guild if there’s a tie?”

“Yes,” Acrama said in the same droning voice. “Though I do not advocate for or against it. If one wishes to fill an empty seat at the table, and there are not enough votes one way or the other, a seated member may challenge the newcomer to a contest of their choosing, with the winner’s position being adopted.”

“Then I challenge him!” Copperton bellowed. “I challenge him to a game of cups!”

“Cups?” Armand said.

“A game of endurance, master,” Mange said grimly. “Both you and Copperton will drink glasses poured from a bottle of poison. Whoever is the last one standing, is the winner.”

“Exactly,” crowed Coppoerton. “And I shall provide the bottle! You will-”

“Okay.”

“-pay for your… did you just say okay?”

“Yes,” Armand said. “Bring out the bottle. Let’s get this over with. Some of us have things to do.”

Copperton scowled at the pale man, then smirked in amusement. Fool. So many had thought they could get the better of him. But he hadn’t risen to the top of Labyrinth’s assassins for nothing. Competition for the position was always very cut-throat. Copperton lazily flexed his fingers, a dozen [Rings of Poison Resistance] snug on his digits, each one granting him enough immunity to stride through the Absina dungeon’s vipermen pit without getting so much as an upset stomach. To say nothing of his natural poison resistance from years working in his trade.

“Fantastic!” Razia said gleefully as she rose to her feet and gestured. “Bring out the table and the cups! We’re having a party, boys!”

Materials were hastily assembled, Armand and Copperton sitting across from each other, two shot glasses placed before them. Copperton nodded as a servant came in, a bottle held clamped between a pair of tongs and, very carefully, placed before the master of assassins. Copperton admired the large number of skull and crossbones on the label. Ah. Exquisite.

“Do you know what this is?” Copperton asked with a smug smirk at the man opposite him.

“Poison, I assume,” Armand said.

“That’s right,” Copperton said as Razia lifted the bottle and poured them each a glass. “But not just any poison. No no no! This is [Arven’s Acerbic Tongue!] Made from [Wolfsbloom] that had been ingested by the toxic frogs of the Fungeon itself! Distilled from the poisonous essence of those creatures, it’s then mixed with a hundred other lethal substances, each more deadly than the last. Even a sniff of the fumes is enough to knock a man dead. A drop could damn a level 60 hero to a life of torment and bowel issues.”

“Fascinating,” Armand said without much interest. “Can we begin?”

“Oh yes,” Copperton said as he snatched up his glass. “We can!”

He downed in a single dramatic gulp, slamming down the glass. Ugh. It was all he could do not to let his face twist at the vile taste of it, but his poison resistance remained strong, and after barely a quiver in his stomach, he felt himself relax.

[Poison Resisted]

“Your turn,” Copperton said.

Armand said nothing, but picked up the glass and downed the contents.

Copperton smirked, and only when Armand put down the glass, but failed to turn purple, expand, and then explode did the master of assassins feel his smile begin to slip.

[Poison Resisted]

“Again?” Armand said.

Copperton growled, glaring at Razia as the thief giggled and poured out two more cups. Copperton grabbed his almost before she’d finished and downed it.

Ugh.

His stomach churned and tightened, and Copperton felt the acrid taste of bile sting in his throat.

[Poison Resisted]

Copperton grunted. “Now, your turn.”

Armand drank without comment and put it down.

[Poison Resisted]

Copperton stared at the bottle, watching in dumb fascination as a bead of moisture sweated down the side. He glanced at the pale man. “You’re feeling alright, then?” Copperton asked warily. “Not feeling too… purple?”

“No.”

“No sudden onset of spontaneous combustion?”

“No.”

“Not even a tickle? I hear it can start small…”

“Not really,” Armand said. “Are you going to drink?”

Copperton glanced at his glass, saw that it was filled up again. He took it and lifted it, then stole a look at Armand. “You’re sure? Not feeling like someone buckshot red fire ants into your stomach?”

“No,” Armand said, his armoured hand creaking as he grasped his own cup, raised it and drained it to the bottom. He set it back down, his blue eyes burning into the assassin. “Drink.”

[Poison Resisted]

Copperton swallowed and lifted his glass. The ill green substance rippled from the subtle shaking of his hand as he downed it, grimacing in distaste.

Pain stabbed his stomach, like someone had shoved a knife into his belly and twisted hard. His jowls shook with the effort of keeping his face straight.

[Poison Resisted]

Copperton shuddered, sweat dripping from his brow as he looked at Armand. “There. Now…”

He trailed off as Armand reached out, grabbed the bottle by the neck and took a long pull, throat working as he drank. Copperton stared, his mouth slowly falling open as he watched the contents of the bottle drain down until only a quarter of it was left. Armand slammed the bottle back down, wiped his mouth and the back of his hand and shoved the bottle towards Copperton.

“Drink,” the pale man said in a voice like a closing coffin lid.

One could not only hear a pin drop in that silence, but the angels dancing on its head as well. Every eye stared at the bottle, then turned slowly to Copperton.

The assassin’s face was ashen. His eyes fixed on the bottle in horrified awe. Then, a snicker broke the silence, and Razia reached out, picked up the bottle, and poured him another glass.

A thousand times Copperton’s hand had been steady as it drove a dagger into a man’s vitals, but it shook now as he felt the trap close around him like teeth. He reached out and picked up the glass, lifted it slowly to his trembling lips and drank it down.

[Status Effect: Poisoned]

Copperton belched.

Then turned green.

Then purple.

Then red.

A variety of other colours painted the assassin’s face like someone had spun a colour wheel of agony, but they passed quickly until they striped him like a bubonic rainbow. Then they faded, and the veins of Copperton’s face turned black. His eyes rolled and foam bubbled from his mouth like from an uncorked champagne bottle. Where it splashed on the table, the wood sizzled.

Finally, with a groan of timber, Copperton’s chair and its occupant keeled over and fell with a thud.

Razia leaned over, staring at the assassin’s face and rolled up eyes. She gave his body a kick.

“Fuck,” she said, then looked back at Armand and Mange. “Looks like we have a winner!”

Belated applause came up from around the table for lack of any other response coming to mind, but every eye watched as the servants came forward and dragged Copperton’s body away.

Armand inclined his head, acknowledging the uncertain ovation. He might have felt bad over such a one-sided contest, but given Copperton’s clear incompetence, he really saw it as more of a favour to the species. Any man who thought Knick and Knack could kill him deserved death. And now, perhaps a more competent assassin would rise to head the guild, and finally send some proper killers after him.

“Any other question about Mange’s position?” Armand said.

Millin, Janda, and Acrama looked at the bottle, then back at Armand and shook their heads.

“Good,” he said, rising. “Then I’m leaving. Mange? I trust you’ll run things to my satisfaction.”

“With the greatest of pleasure, master,” Mange said with a grin like a wolf who’d come upon a solitary lamb.

Armand nodded and went off towards the exit. What a waste of time. Assassins. Always so full of themselves. He sighed as he passed through the shadowed doorway and was making his way back down the passage when he paused, sensing a presence. It wasn’t making a great deal of effort to hide itself, but seemed naturally subtle. He turned back the way he’d come, to find Razia sauntering after him, a smirk on her lips and cloak swaying about her buckles and leathers.

“Had fun?” she asked him.

“Not particularly,” Armand said, glancing back the way she’d come. “You aren’t staying to finish the meeting?”

“After that display?” she said, cackling. “The other three won’t dare vote against anything Mange proposes now. The meeting’s all dealt with.”

“I see. Then, why are you here?” he asked.

“Just had a question,” she said, slipping in close.

“What question?” Armand said.

“Just wondering if you’re still recruiting for your party?”

Armand turned fully to face her, suddenly very interested. Though Razia was clearly crazy, he certainly didn’t have a problem with that. One needed to be a bit crazy in this business. Or, in her case, as crazy and vicious as a kennel of starving ferrets. But he could sense implicitly the danger she held with her every motion. To say nothing of belonging to the Crimson Wings. “Why?” he said. “Are you volunteering?”

“Mmmaybe,” she said, twirling a lock of dark hair, her eyes lidded teasingly. “I think I might be looking for a new one soon. Or maybe not.”

“You don’t know?”

“I think I will real soon, though,” she said, sidling in closer without a sound, her one eye gleaming with amusement. “Reeeeeal soon.”

Armand eyed her. “What are you implying?”

“If you survive long enough, I’ll let you know,” Razia said with a wink. “Toodles!”

She stepped back, and the shadows seemed to swallow her utterly, her smile the last to go. Armand scowled at where she’d been, that smile she wore lingering in his mind, among other things.

“Hm,” he said.

Seemed like things were going to get interesting.


Into the Red Sepulchre

The mirror of the portal rippled as Armand stepped clear of it, and into the ruins of the graveyard.

This gave him pause, and his eyes roamed among the towering tombstones and crypts. It was built on a slope, the graveyard fairly overflowing with monuments and headstones choked by weeds, cut up and down by thin trails that wandered through the mausoleums and grey-stoned tombs. It was a nice graveyard. Dark. Gloomy. The tombstones had an excellent variety of angelic figures bent in contemplation, or figures of death etched in pale marble.

Ah. How nostalgic.

But inevitably, his eyes were drawn to the Red Sepulchre.

Built at the peak of the cliffs and overlooking the broken villages below, the red sandstone made the gothic building look like it had been dipped in blood, rearing in a shadowy bulk, accented by jagged spires and buttresses like some torture device on the grandest scale. The somber sky swirled above it in a vortex, gathering the darkness of the heavens about the towering steeple. Stained windows seeped a crimson glow that lit up the building like hundreds of eyes burning in the dark.

“Ha ha! Oh wow. Oh shit,” Canda said shakily as she beheld the grim edifice and took a quick, fortifying swig of her flask, shivering as the concoction flowed through her in a jolt.

“My my. So that’s the Red Sepulchre,” Dixie said, her face cast in the red glow. “Tha stories don’t do it justice, I must say.”

“Y-yep,” Canda squeaked. “Well! It’s not getting any more demonically infested.”

“Actually, it is,” Armand said. “Every moment more of the hell spawn spew from the rift within it, conjured into the material plane by the magic that leaks from the heart of the catacombs.”

“Haha! Cool. Love to hear it,” Canda said. “All the more reason to go in there, right?”

“Exactly,” Armand replied, and started off towards the looming monastery.

The hill climbed among the graves and the path wound towards the gate, the cracked paving stones like the fractured scales on a serpent’s back. The oppressive air grew deeper. A malice starkly different from the Necropolis beneath Labyrinth. A rage and wrath that radiated from the old monastery like heat from a furnace. Canda shuddered at the weight of it, clutching her staff close and peering up at the forbidding crenulations and sloping roofs, pitted with holes like the wounds in the corpse of a god of stone.

A large gate whose metal was warped and twisted stood before them, and Armand heaved it open with a single motion, a squeal of metal shrieking in the dead air, sparks spitting where it dragged on the ground. The doors stood ahead, cracked open, spilling forth a red light.

A sudden shrieking sound erupted from above. Armand’s head jerked back, looking up as several of the gargoyles suddenly took flight, their bat-like wings stretching forth, their fanged maws stretched in howls of bestial anger. Talons gleamed from their toes as the hideous monsters soared above them, circling like vultures.

“Dixie?” Armand said.

“With tha’ greatest a pleasure, love,” the dog-girl purred, whipping her rifle up. The barrel swung, tracking the swooping creatures, her pupils dilating and ears flicking. “[Aimed Shot,]” she said, and pulled the trigger.

A blast of cold blue light burst from the barrel and cracked through the air like a bolt of lightning, spearing one of the swooping gargoyles. The creature squawked, frying instantly and plummeting from the sky in a chaotic, smoking tailspin before hitting the paving stones with a bone-breaking crack.

The remaining gargoyles stalled, circling, shrieks of surprise and shock escaping them. On the ground, Dixie gaped in awe, looking at her weapon, her face lit with the glow of the symbols etched in the metal. “Oh my,” she said, her voice shaking with delight as she took aim once again. “Oh my my my! Armand? I do believe this is tha best gift I’ve evah gotten.”

“I have an eye for quality,” Armand said with satisfaction as another blast of cobalt blue lit the sky, ripping through a second gargoyle. Realizing what was happening, the remaining monsters wheeled about and dove, shrieking their deafening howl at the group.

“Finally,” Armand said, extending his hand towards one of the gargoyles. Chilling magic engulfed his palm, twisting and roiling to form a skull made of bluish smoke. “Now we’re getting somewhere. [Death Strike!]” he said, and hurled his spell at a diving demon.

The skull smashed into the gargoyle like a spear, passing through the creature. And as it did, it seemed to drag a crackling green from the monster, the gargoyle’s skin stretching taut against the bone, wings growing brittle and skin cracking.

The gargoyle wheezed, plummeting, its very life force ripped from it. When it hit the ground, it exploded, little more than bones that scattered into shards, its skull still sporting some tufts of fur coming to rest against Armand’s boot.

“Ha ha! Oh geeze!” Canda said, raising her staff. “[Poison Bolt!]” she cried, a blast of viscous green magic spitting from her serpent staff and into another of the swooping gargoyles.

The demon tried to check its dive, but the glob hit it in a splash. The gargoyle beat its sodden wings, but the sudden weight of the poison that soaked it dragged it down. Then it began to smoke. Sizzling as the poison ate away at its fur and skin. The demon shrieked, flapping furiously as it tried to rid itself of the acidic coating. But all it succeeded in doing was losing altitude, falling like a brick to smash to the ground.

“Oh, I do love some good target practice!” Dixie purred, her rifle flashing as she plucked another of the gargoyles out of the sky with deft blasts. Again and again a shot of lightning pierced the descending gargoyles, leaving them to tumble to the earth with wet cracks and quivering remains.

Only when no more of the winged horrors soared above them did Dixie pull back her rifle, grinning her fangs in broad amusement.

“My goodness! That was fun, wasn’t it?” she said.

“It had its moments,” Armand said as he kicked away the skull at his foot and looked at the grim edifice before them. “But those were just some mobs. The real challenge is ahead.”

“Of course,” Dixie merrily assented as she cocked her rifle once more, a buzz of static crackling about the barrel. “And I do hear demon fur makes a most wonderful coat.”

“Does it?” Armand said. “What stats does it benefit?”

“Why, tha most important of all, of course. Status and fashion,” Dixie said with a giggle.

“Is that right? Those are important stats, then?” Armand said.

“Tha most important, love. Why, a single look at an outfit conveys so much a one’s taste. And I have an excellent one. At least one of us should,” she said with a sidelong glance at Canda.

“Hey!” the alchemist huffed. “I’m fashionable! I mean look at this hat. This hat is great! Right, Armand?” she asked.

The death knight rolled his blue eyes. “You’re both stunning,” he said.

“See?” Canda said, sticking her tongue out at Dixie.

The huntress scoffed. “Sure thang, sugar. Sure thang. Now, about those mana stones…”

Armand watched the pair gather the stones, shattering them and absorbing the mana. Once it was done, he led the way, his axe grasped in his hand. The others hurried to keep up, and though their banter worried him, seeing both moving with care assured him. Despite their distractions, they were clearly ready to try the dungeon. Which was a very good thing, because it was going to get far more dangerous yet.

They passed through the grim gate of the building and entered the nave. Before them stood a wide chamber whose towering ceiling was held aloft by arches supported by wide pillars. Pews lay in ruins up and down the main hall, the floor fissured here and there as if wracked by the agonies of a forgotten earthquake. Hooks hung from the ceiling and spikes had been nailed into the pillars, and all over them were hung the bodies of men, stripped and wounds of torture weeping with blood.

“Haha! Ha! Hooooly shit,” Canda laughed queasily, hasting taking another swig of her flask, swallowing with a throat so dry it seemed no potion could wet it.

“Well, can’t say much for the decor,” Dixie said, though even she had trouble looking at some of the mangled bodies.

Armand said nothing, surveying the charnel house of horrors with indifference. He breathed in deep, exhaled, his fingers flexing at his sides.

There was a boss here.

He could sense it.

“Stay together,” he ordered succinctly, starting forward with his axe drawn. He staggered and looked back to find both Canda and Dixie pressed tight against his back. “Perhaps a bit less together,” he said.

“Ha ha! R-right. Sorry,” Canda said.

“If y’all insist,” Dixie said, retreating a few steps with Canda.

Armand nodded, then turned forward once more and started off. The heaviness of his stride seemed to echo in the house of horrors. Ringing in the silent air as his head continuously moved, scanning the place for threats.

He didn’t have long to wait.

As he stepped into the center of the nave a shape lumbered from around one of the pillars. A mass of bulging red flesh topped with a swinish horned head. Stitches crawled over a massive frame that swelled obscenely with muscles, while an apron draped his corpulent front, and in one hand he carried an immense cleaver.

“Skrooonk!” the demon wheezed. “Meat! Meat come to the Butcher! Skreeonk!” he bellowed.

Armand hefted his axe as the demon trundled towards them, dragging his cleaver across the floor in a hail of spitting sparks. “Typical tank and spank, ladies,” he instructed, rushing forward to meet the brute.

“Mmm. Time to make that bacon sizzle,” Dixie said, her weapon swinging up. “[Aimed Shot!]” she cried, and loosed a blast, the cobalt bullet ripping through the air and hammering the Butcher’s face with a crackle of static. The demon’s head snapped back, then swung forward, eyes blackened by soot but blazing with fury.

“Skrooonk! Kill you!” he roared, turning towards Dixie, only for Armand to slice his blade deep into the demon’s leg.

The horror howled with agony, his crimson skin blistering with the unearthly cold. He stumbled, knee slamming into the ground as his leg gave way. He swung his cleaver viciously for Armand, the death knight bringing up his axe and parrying with a ringing crash of steel.

The force of the blow made the ground beneath him crack, but Armand held, his axe biting against the mass of iron that was the cleaver. The Butcher gaped, uncertain about this. And then another barrage of cobalt bullets pounded into his meaty hide.

“Sreeeeonk!” the demon howled, rearing back.

“[Poison Bolt!]” Canda cried, the eyes of her staff blazing a toxic green before it spat a glob against the piggy demon.

The Butcher blinked in confusion as it felt like someone had spat on him.

And then, he felt ill.

[Status Effect: Poisoned]

“Ooooh,” the Butcher groaned. But stomach pains suddenly became but one of his growing agonies as the demon staggered under another barrage of fire from Dixie, but though every shot slammed home, the demon dared not turn from Armand. The death knight’s axe smashed into his foot, and the Butcher put aside his feeling of illness for a more familiar emotion: blind rage.

“Kill you!” the Butcher howled as again and again his cleaver came down, trying to crush the seemingly puny mortal who dared stand against him, and again and again Armand parried or dodged the demon’s brutal blows, trading slashes with the immense creature with ease.

Boiling blood oozed and steamed from the Butcher’s body, dripping onto the floor. The demon stumbled, weakening rapidly. It gave a sudden howl and slashed down with its cleaver, meeting Armand’s axe blade in another parry.

Steel met with a deafening clang. Sparks crackled and spat across the floor. The Butcher staggered, looking in dull astonishment at the half of his cleaver that remained.

“Skronk?” he managed.

In that moment of shock Armand stepped forward, his axe dipping in and slashing hard at the monster’s stomach.

“Reeeeeooooonk!” the Butcher howled, doubling over as it desperately tried to keep its guts from spilling out. This was an unfortunate decision, both because of its futility, and because it brought the Butcher’s head into range of Armand’s axe.

The black blade swung high, then low, bisecting the demon’s head with a crunch of bone and teeth.

With a heave, Armand tore his axe from the skull of the Butcher, leaving the swinish demon’s bulk to topple to the floor. He looked back to the others. “Anyone hurt?”

“All good,” Canda said quickly.

“Perfectly fine,” Dixie purred, blowing the smoke from the muzzle of her rifle.

“Good,” Armand said, and shoved his hand into the demon’s guts.

Canda grimaced as Armand rummaged around searchingly, and finally he pulled his bloodied fist out, a mana stone glowing in his hand.

“There it is,” he said, tossing it to Dixie. “Share it between you both.”

Dixie deftly snatched the stone in a gloved hand. She scrutinized it, her nose twitching and her pupils widening at the scent of mana. “Mmm. You’re sure, Armand? This one’s bound to have plenty a experience for you too.”

“Wouldn’t even make a dent in what I need to level,” he said.

Dixie’s eyebrow flicked with interest, and she found herself wondering once more just what level their leader was. But then, romance was all about mystery, was it not? And she did love a tall, dark, and handsomely mysterious fellow. So exciting to have him open up to her and bare his heart and soul. And liver. And maybe some kidneys. Oh, but she was getting ahead of herself. Such interesting times would come. But for now, she crushed the stone, inhaling sharply as the mana swirled around her and Canda, absorbed at once and glowing in the skill trees written on their arms.

“Oh my,” she breathed.

[Ding!]

[Level Up!]

A golden glow suffused them both. Dixie exhaled hotly, her lashes fluttering. “My my my,” she breathed. “That was quite the mana!”

“There will be even more potent mana stones than that here,” Armand said, surveying the tortured halls. “This way. There’s three branching corridors here, each meeting a different boss. But our quest is for the library.”

“Will that be a problem reaching the last boss?” Canda asked nervously.

“Not at all,” Armand said. “All three lead to Karazz. They all protect the way into the catacombs, and where the final boss waits.”

Canda nodded, swallowing hard and steadying her nerves with another sip of her flask before she set her feet to follow the black figure deeper into hell come to earth.

As Armand had said, they soon found their way to a large doorway with an L stamped on the keystone. The doorway itself was cracked and damaged. Rubble lay at its feet, and when they drew nearer, it revealed that there were two doors.

Wood cracked, snapping as they drew near, and the timber split, forming a pair of ragged, smirking mouths.

“Intruders!” one crowed.

“So it seems. Come to try the master of the library, Corvin!”

“Aha! Puzzle traps,” Armand said, excitement brightening his face.

“Wh… really?” Canda said with a startled look his way.

“Of course! These are great. Wonderful dungeon obstacles,” Armand said, clearing his throat. In a sober tone, he said, “Let us pass!”

The doors cackled, baring teeth like yellow parchment. “Pass you say? Perhaps. Perhaps! But first, you must answer our question. One of us always tells the truth, and the other lies. The truth shall lead to the library, but the wrong choice… your doom!”

“Oh!” Canda said, brightening. “I know this puzzle. Um, let’s see, you have to word it so the liar will tell on themselves. I think I remember the answer to this. Um… let’s see… It was…”

As Canda thought, Dixie smiled, sauntered forward.

Then swung her rifle around and slammed the stock into the left mouth.

“Mrrrrf!” the door cried. “My teef! You broke my teef! What’th wrong with you!”

“Did that hurt?” Dixie asked sweetly.

“Nooo-ho-ho-ho!” the door sobbed.

“This one’s the liar,” she said, pointing at the whimpering door.

“Er… I… suppose so,” the other door said uncertainly. “You ah…”

“Open up,” Dixie ordered sharply, then lifted her rifle with a smile, violet smoke steaming from her cigarette. “Or will I have t’ see if there’s two liars here?”

“Hmph,” the door muttered as it swung open. “Takes the sport out of the whole thing, in my opinion.”

Dixie looked back at her companions, who gave her shocked looks. “What?” she said as she walked through. “It worked.”

Armand sighed. Well, she had a point. Oh well. There’d be other death traps, he supposed as he followed her.

Through the doors awaited a library in surprisingly fine condition, considering the state of the rest of the monastery. Shelves climbed high to the ceiling, near lost in shadows where the light of strange brass lamps that floated in midair did not reach. A somber darkness lay heavy, like a muffling blanket weighed them down. Only the flutter of the lamps betrayed a sound, but Armand knew that would not be for long.

“Keep sharp,” he said, hefting his axe. “There’s a lot of magic in here.”

“Gosh! Look at all of them,” Canda said, looking about in awe at the sprawling library. “There must be just… tons! Imagine how much knowledge is in here.”

“Yes. And also,” Armand said, catching a subtle shift of motion from the corner of his eye, “imagine what danger.”

He swung suddenly, the edge of his weapon ripping through the air, cleaving through it like a curtain. Canda and Dixie jumped at the screech that erupted, the torn halves of the air itself resolving into the top and bottom of a robed demon. Its upper half had the face of a horned squid with its writhing tentacles, while groping arms flailed in long sleeves, the two halves of the creature collapsing onto the floor, twitching and writhing as its black blood stained the stones.

Armand lowered his axe, giving the corpse a kick to reveal its grisly face. “A sorcerer demon. Common in areas like this.”

“H-how common?” Canda asked.

Armand lifted his head, the air before them shimmering softly. “I’d say… fairly,” he said, as half a dozen of the robed demons manifested out of thin air, dropping their illusory magic.

“Killer!” one hissed.

“No murder in the library!” another spat.

“Aside from when we do it. That’s okay,” another observed as rings of arcane light burned in its hands.

“Spellcasters are ranged enemies,” Armand said. “Interrupt them-“

A fireball exploded against Armand’s head, making Dixie and Canda jump. The death knight’s armoured hand reached up and waved the smoke away, revealing his partially blackened features. “…and kill them,” he said.

Canda swallowed. “Oh! Uh, yeah. Okay. Um…”

“Less jawin’ more shootin’!” Dixie said, hefting up her rifle and opening fire.

The enchanted rounds pounded through the air, blasting one of the floating demons. He shrieked, the sound garbled as he fell, flopping on the ground before Armand crushed his head with a boot.

Dixie laughed musically as she unloaded another barrage of bullets, only for the rounds to burst against blue glowing barriers conjured by the demons.

Dixie lowered her rifle, an expression of perplexity on her face. “What?”

The librarians cackled in mirth. “You’ll have to do better than that to-“

A bottle suddenly flew among the demons. Squid-like heads turned in surprise, tracking it.

“[Shatter!]” Canda said.

The bottle exploded, enveloping the startled demons in a spray of green. They shrieked as rubbery strands pulled them together into a mass of struggling limbs, tentacles and cloth, their floating enchantments dispelled as they fell to the ground in a writhing heap.

“Get off me!”

“Ouch! My eye!”

“Keep your rubbery tentacle off me!”

Canda grinned wildly as she pointed her staff at the struggling demons. “[Potion of Lesser Fireblossom!]”

The demons turned as one towards her at those words, the snakes that topped her staff rearing, maws opening and fire flickering in their mouths like pilot lights. The librarians screamed as a sudden gout of flame enveloped them, the sticky strands that bound them together catching like pitch, further enflaming the monster’s torments.

[Status Effect: Burning]

[Status Effect: Burning.]

[Status Effect: Bruning]

“Excellent work,” Armand said over the screams of the conflagrating demons.

“Haha! W-wow,” Canda said, her eyes shining in the firelight. “They’re um, taking a while to die, huh?”

“Demons naturally have high fire resistance,” Armand said as he watched the demon’s struggles slowly ebb, the crackle of the flames soon fading, leaving nothing but a charred mass bound together on the floor. Stepping forward, Armand kicked them apart, the flash of blue from the mana stones glittering like frozen raindrops amid the charred remains. “But no matter. Dead is dead.”

Canda quickly hid her smile by ducking her head, the broad brim of her hat flopping down to cover her face. She stole a glance at Dixie, who sniffed, rifle propped onto her shoulder. “Not bad,” she admitted.

“Darn right,” Canda said under her breath, but smiled at even the faint praise from the other woman. Unless you were a six-foot-tall man in black plate named Armand, you’d have better luck squeezing blood from a stone than a compliment from Dixie, which meant that as grudging as it was, it had been genuine. Canda smiled brighter, feeling excitement bubble up in her chest like a potion in a beaker.

She could do this.

They could do this!

Her buoyed mood was further reinforced as they made their way through the library. Several more times they faced monster mobs. Librarians mostly, with a few melee classed demons mixed in to make things interesting, but nothing they couldn’t handle.

All of which brought them to the final room, the tall doors red as if painted with blood. Which, given the denizens of the dungeon, would hardly be surprising.

And within, the Archivist of Woes would be waiting for them.

Which wasn’t too surprising. Armand knew the demon would be. It was what bosses did. And the battle through the library had likely warned the Archivist of the party’s coming.

Not that it would matter.

Armand stopped before the doors and looked back at Canda and Dixie. “The Archivist of Woe is going to be a dangerous enemy,” he informed them. “He has a number of spells at his disposal. Mainly ice magic, but also some area of effect spells, so keep out of any runes that glow on the floor.”

“Gotcha. Don’t stand on runes,” Canda said.

“Ready?” Armand said.

“Absolutely,” Canda said.

“Naturally, love,” Dixie said as she cocked her rifle.

“Good,” Armand said, hefted his axe, and hacked into the door.

Two blows was all it took for the ancient oak to give way, swinging open with a noisome boom as it hit the walls, revealing the room beyond. A circular chamber, the walls were filled with ancient tomes, the spines weathered and worn.

When Armand hacked open the door the demon within the chamber looked away from the bookcases that ringed him. Spectacles sat low on his long nose, his face like that of a human stretched to the dimensions of a bird’s beak, his eyes sitting in the elongated sockets like marbles. Loose, tattered robes stitched with arcane signs hung off his bony frame, his fingers longs and thin where they touched the spines of the volumes.

“Ooh hoo hoo hoo! We have guests,” the Archivist’s manically delighted voice cried, echoing in the air, as if it were not mortal lips that spoke them. “How positively delightful. Have you come to borrow some of my books? Perhaps a thrilling adventure yarn? A tale of romance? Well, I do hope you have your library cards. Otherwise,” he said, raising his hands, a staff of twisted metal like swirling tentacles manifesting in his grasp, clutching a stone of frosty blue at the peak surrounded by a spiked ring, “I’m afraid you’ll be asked to leave.”

“I think we’d rather just kill you,” Armand said, and bolted towards the monster. As he did, he cast forward his hand, eldritch power curling around his fingers. “[Death Strike!]”

The skull of screaming blue magic leaped from Armand’s hand, slamming into the demon’s chest. The Archivist reeled back with a flail of rubbery limbs, floating where he stood.

“Oh ho ho! How crass,” the Archivist cried and swung his staff at Armand, only for it to be parried by the death knight with a clang of steel.

The Archivist leaned forward, his strange eyes swivelling to lock onto the death knight’s axe and the runes that burned on it. “Ah,” he said. “Final Empire markings. A most excellent relic.”

“Is it?” Armand asked.

“Oh yes! In fact, I-“

A thunderbolt of a bullet crashed into his face. The Archivist’s head swivelled, smoke pluming from the side of his head. “I say! Quiet in the library!” he barked, breaking the deadlock with Armand’s weapon and slamming the tip of his staff into the ground.

Cracks of blue light blazed across the chamber. Canda yelped and jumped away as one stopped under her, resolving into a glowing blue rune. Seconds later a spike of ice speared up from where she’d stood, cold steaming off it to mist the air.

Dixie jumped free of another, racing around the perimeter of the room while runes blinked in her wake, her rifle unloading bursts of thunderous gunfire on the bookish demon which, while poorly aimed by her standards, did a great deal to annoy him.

The Archivist yelped as the bullets exploded off him, buzzing static crackling over him. He swept his staff, ringing it against Armand’s. “Some space, if you don’t mind!” the demon said.

The flaring of blue caught the corner of Armand’s eye and he sucked in a breath as the tip of the Archivist’s staff suddenly blasted him with freezing magic. The force of it sent him skidding back, boots scraping across the floor, his arm thrown up to protect his face even as a layer of ice crusted over him.

The Archivist lowered his staff in satisfaction as the ice solidified around the death knight in a glittering coating. “Ooh hoo hoo hoo! Fine work. Pre-Raphaelite I should think. I might put it outside the library. Now,” he added, turning towards Canda and Dixie. “Where were… hm?”

A cracking sound interrupted his gloating. He had just begun to turn back when the ice shattered around Armand, his axe slamming into the demon’s side.

“Gak!” the Archivist gagged, nearly toppling over as the blade dug deep into his flesh. “Oh my. That… you…”

The demon trailed off when he saw Armand’s face. The burning blues of the death knight’s eyes seemed to stare into his soul, deep as the crescent blade of the axe dug into his ribs. The Archivist sucked in a wet, rattling breath.

And then a glob of poison spattered all over his back, soaking into his robes.

[Status Effect: Poisoned.]

“Oh dear,” the Archivist began. “I’d just had that cle-“

Armand spun, ripping his axe from the demon’s side and slicing it into his neck. With an expression of startled astonishment, the Archivist’s head spun through the air, then landed with a crash on a writing desk, upending several inkpots and no doubt valuable documents only halfway filled in. The Archivist gave a rattling, sucking gasp of a breath, and then his eyes rolled up and he was still.

The body of the demon, seeming to realize after a moment that it was missing something important, swayed, one hand half rising as if to confirm it had just lost several inches of height. Then it spasmed, and toppled to the ground.

Armand lowered his axe, shifting in his armour, dislodging some lingering ice that had caught between the joints. “There we are,” he said.

“Um. Should we look for the book now?” Canda asked.

“I’ll get it. You two loot the body. He should have some useful spellcasting loot on him and scrolls,” the death knight said, leaving the corpse and beginning to peruse the library.

It took some time to search the shelves, during which Dixie cut the mana core from the dead demon and the two women shared it, shivering as they absorbed the considerable mana contained in it. By the time they finished Armand’s finger had stopped running along the spines of the books and he pulled a volume free.

He examined the cover thoughtfully, blowing the dust free. On the Transference of Arcane Energy and Mana Stones. A curious title. Armand wondered why the Guild wanted it? Then he shrugged and dropped the old volume into his pouch. He supposed it didn’t really matter. A quest was a quest. But the real benefit was in the friends gained by slaughtering the monsters along the way.

“Find anything?” he asked, moving back up to the Archivist’s corpse.

“I did!” Canda said, holding up a necklace, the silver carved around an eye. “See? Looks useful, doesn’t it?”

Armand nodded, his mind automatically rifling through memories of Mange’s appraisal books on loot. “That’s the [Amulet of Orgoth.] Handy thing. Will give you a slight increase in mana regeneration. I recommend you wear it.”

“That does sound handy,” Canda said as she moved the chain around her neck, connecting the back with a soft click of metal. She brightened as she felt the subtle thrum of energy as the necklace settled on her, boosting her stats.

[Mana Regen +2]

“Anything else?” Armand asked.

“Gold. And some cloth, but aside from that, nothing more worth mentioning,” Dixie observed.

“Then we’re done here. Now,” Armand said, a smile touching his lips. “Shall we pay the dungeon boss a visit?”


The Final Boss

The way into the catacombs connected from the library through a hidden door behind a bookshelf, which revealed a tall gate with a keystone shaped like a leering demonic face. Through the door, the corridor was joined by the three other entrances from other points in the dungeon, all lit with guttering torches that burned in the upturned skulls of former monks. The path down was guarded by a number of tall demons in dark plate armour, whose melee attacks had an annoying [Bleed] effect, as well as potentially causing [Burning] damage, which could really slow down the party.

Except they weren’t there.

This made Armand curious as he led the way down. His perception was high enough he’d surely pick them out if they were attempting stealth, if eight foot tall horned men, so bulky with muscle their armour threatened to pop off them at any moment could be sneaky. But nothing. Nothing save some curious patches of darkness on the walls, like shadows scorched into the stone.

Armand fingered his axe thoughtfully, his head turning, scanning the corridor as they descended.

“This amulet is kind of warm,” Canda said as she fingered the chain.

“Being forged of demon blood will do that,” Armand said. “Now…”

He stopped abruptly, the others running into his back.

“Ow,” Canda whined, peering over his shoulder. “Armand? Why’d you…”

She trailed off, her eyes widening as she stared at what awaited them at the end of the corridor. An immense chamber lay before them. Where once the dead of the monastery had been laid to rest, the room had been warped and twisted by the summoning of the demonic monster who now called the place home. Pillars of black iron held aloft the ceiling, while grim arches curved over the other two entrances into the dark chamber. At the far end of the room lay the rift to the demonic plane, its glow washing over the chamber, its edges held in the grasp of bones and blood of those sacrificed that dark night the monastery was damned and the dungeon born.

And before it was the one who had brought such suffering to the mortal plane. That creature who had whispered corruption into the ears of monks until their praises of virtues turned to psalms of sin. Until they abandoned their robes for lashes and hands clasped in prayer instead clasped savage knives. All of which had probably seemed quite thrilling and exciting, until their voices raised in worship actually summoned forth the vile fiend whom their sacrifices and prayers had been directed towards, and they discovered that a demon lord proved a poor house guest. Sadly, this had the added effect of forming a dungeon as the world’s mana surged into the rift needed to summon so mighty a creature from the hellish planes.

Before them was the demon lord Karazz.

And he wasn’t moving, owing to the dozen massive tridents that impaled his immense corpse.

The demon lord’s body lay on the floor, his black blood staining the paving stones and dripping into the cracks. His wings were limp and tattered, his horned head lolling on the ground, and parts of his hide was stripped to the bone.

Several people were idling about the demon. An elf stood arrogantly, dressed in little more than some leafy greens and winding tattoos that traced over her tanned skin, her hair a topknot that tumbled over her shoulder and arms crossed imperiously before her chest. Streaks of colour decorated her face in vicious warpaint, and her eyes snapped to the doorway the instant Armand, Dixie and Canda emerged.

Another figure was a thin-faced man of indeterminate age. Dressed in heavy, flowing white robes trimmed with gold, his head emerging from the top like a coatrack was wearing a circus tent. A cylindrical hat sat atop his head and pale hair, and his wane face wore an expression benign and serene, as if no trouble on the mortal realm could touch him.

And atop the demon’s head sat Gourimand, a chunk of the demon’s flesh topping a huge golden trident like some fork of war. As he sat there, the leader of the Crimson Wings tilted his weapon to his mouth, his jaw opened impossibly wide like certain fish who live in lightless parts of the ocean, and he tore off a chunk of the still steaming demon meat.

“Mmm,” Gourimand said conversationally, chewing and then swallowing hugely. “You finished faster than I thought. Barely… mmm… got started on lunch.”

“So these are the ones who dare challenge us?” the elf said, her arms crossed haughtily. She sniffed, sneering at the trio before them. “Hardly worth my time!”

“But they have defeated the Archivist of Woe, Lacilla,” the priest said mildly. “A most impressive feat.”

“Pah!” she spat. “They’ll not go far, Tamil. They overextended themselves coming here.”

Armand narrowed his eyes, glancing between the strange trio.

“O-oh my gods,” Canda gasped. “Th-that’s the Winged Dragons!”

“Who?” Armand said.

“The main party of the Crimson Wings,” Canda hissed. “They’ve conquered dozens of dungeons! All of them S tier, and even some triple S!”

Armand scanned them slowly. They did look strong, carrying themselves with the easy weight of power. People confident in their abilities, and knowing how to use them. And the using of them inevitably meant killing things.

“You decided to conquer the Red Sepulchre?” Armand said.

“No,” Gourimand observed lazily. “We just got bored waiting. And I felt a bit peckish.”

“Then why are you here?” Armand said, having a grim feeling he already knew.

Gourimand eyed him, the sagging flesh around his eyes giving him a shadowed, contemplative look.

“...Power is a funny thing,” he said before taking another bite. “A funny… terrible thing. You start off on the bottom rung, and that’s such an awful place to be. Beholden to the whims of others. Unable to decide the course of your life. So you strive to succeed because comfort is found at the top. To be big enough that no one can make demands on you. Force you to do what you don’t want to, and indulge in all the benefits of greatness.

“And yet,” Gourimand said, his head tilting a little, the loose skin of his face sagging. “And yet… no one warns you about being the best. That if you do win to the top of the world, the demands are suddenly more clamorous. More… extreme. They dress it up in so many ways. They say you must protect the weak. You must defend the innocent. You must help us. Save us. Defend us. No one else can. No one else is strong enough. You must. You must.” Gourimand sighed wearily, cheek resting in a palm, head shaking. “It’s a tyranny, you know? A tyranny of weakness. As if they’re owed protection just because you’re strong.

“And yet I’m the monster if I refuse,” Gourimand said as he took another bite of the demon’s flesh, baring the dripping prongs of the trident beneath. “Mmm. I’m the evil one if I say no. If I say enough. If I say bugger off. If I don’t care if your village burns down. If I don’t want to save your girlfriend who was kidnapped by a dragon. That it’s not my problem. So always the demands. The demands. The demands. My village is in danger. My children were kidnapped. My city is being tyrannized. Giant rats are in my basement. Help us. Save us. It never ends.”

“Annoying, I imagine,” Armand said.

Gourimand snapped his fingers at him. “Exactly. So very, very tiresome. So you build an organization so you don’t have to do everything. You gather strong heroes and let them take the jobs. You delegate. But no one ever tells you how incredibly annoying running those things are. Because being in charge comes with even more responsibility. More headaches. More agonizing, annoying, exhausting demands and drama. On and on and on. Interrupting your meals, bothering you, demanding you solve their problems too. Get revenge when idiots get themselves killed. But you can’t give it up, because it would be even more uncomfortable to lose it all. And the whole reason you reached the top was to be comfortable and… mmmph… well fed.”

“Fascinating,” Armand said, his knuckles cracking as he flexed his fingers on the handle of his axe. “And what does that have to do with us?”

Gourimand shrugged his shoulders in his baggy robes. “Hmm. That’s the thing, you see. If a group of heroes start conquering the higher tier dungeons, then people will start asking questions. Inconvenient ones. Like, why don’t the Crimson Wings conquer more dungeons? Why don’t you do more for us? Why don’t you help us as much as they do? Why should we have to pay you so much to do this job? And then they start stealing your higher party members. Your best fighters. All of a sudden, you have less quality subordinates to work for you. You have to work harder to maintain your position. Competition is such an… inconvenience.”

“So you’re here to kill us because we’re inconvenient,” Armand said.

Canda jumped. “Wh-what?” she squeaked.

Dixie’s smile grew tight, her lip twitching as she stroked the rifle in her hands.

Gourimand smiled loosely. Rose to his feet with a flutter of cloth.

“It’s a tragedy, being strong,” he said before his teeth tore the last of the meat off his trident, barely chewing before swallowing. “Mmm. The trouble with it is the weak always try to pull you down. Best take care of them before they… get a chance.”

“We deeply regret the necessity of this,” Tamil said, making the sign of the hammer before him. “I will pray for your souls.”

“Let’s just get this done with,” Lacilla said, bestial ears growing from her head and her fingers extending into claws.

Armand hefted his axe, his eyes flicking between the two and Gourimand.

“Haha! Oh sh-shit,” Canda laughed, practically hyperventilating. “I’m… I’m not so g-good at PVP.”

“Well this is a right pickle, no two ways ‘bout it,” Dixie declared, fingering her rifle, her eyes narrowed and thoughtful. “What’s the plan, love?” she asked Armand.

“I will distract them,” Armand said. “You two run. Take cover in the ruins.”

“Wh-what about you?” Canda said.

“I’ll join you once I’ve dealt with them,” Armand said. “No arguments. Now… go!”

So saying he bolted forward, closing the distance between him and Gourimand in a few swift strides. He heard Canda and Dixie break as well, Dixie’s rifle barking as she sent several magic bullets pounding through the air towards the two heroes beside Gourimand. Armand focused solely on the thin man atop the demon. His axe came up, bleeding chilling blue light, then swung down in a furious slash.

Gourimand’s trident came up with stunning speed, catching the edge of his axe between the prongs. Armand jolted, a flash of surprise shooting through him as the adventurer bore his blow without even a flinch.

“Hmm?” Gourimand said, his arm creaking under the strength of the axe, but not giving. “Not bad. Not bad. Distract us while your companions escape and warn others. Not that anyone would believe them. But it would be so… inconvenient to have word get out.”

“Shall we track them?” Tamil said.

“Oh yes. Kill them utterly,” Gourimand said. “Remember. The dungeon is blind.”

“We hunt!” Lacilla yowled in delight, a sudden burst of motion carrying her towards the exit, her skin shifting to that of an immense green panther.

“Ah, such tragedy it all is,” Tamil sighed as he floated into the air, zipping alongside the elf with a flutter of robes.

Armand grunted, finally pulling his axe away. He swiped hard for Gourimand’s belly, but the other adventurer jumped back, loose clothes fluttering as he landed several feet away.

Armand slowly straightened, holding his axe loosely, eyes narrowed at the strange man. There was strength that belied Gourimand’s slim figure and baggy clothes.

“A thought occurs,” Gourimand mused, spinning his trident idly. “Perhaps you didn’t tell your companions to flee and warn others. Perhaps you truly believed you could kill the three of us alone. Is that it?”

“The thought had crossed my mind,” Armand said as he hefted his axe, cold blue light crackling and burning about the sigils of death that decorated the blade.

Gourimand’s smile grew amused. “Hmm. Interesting. But you should know better than to underestimate your enemies. In the dungeon, such things will kill you.”

“Perhaps a demonstration?” Armand said.

“Delighted to.” Gourimand raised his hand, then suddenly brought it down, slapping his stomach. “[Iron Gut,]” he said.

Not even Armand could keep the surprise from his face as Gourimand’s arms suddenly swelled, filling out the baggy robes with dense muscles. His chest and legs followed suit, and almost at once the death knight found himself facing a giant of a man. Even the loose flesh of Gourimand’s face had filled out, his smile distinctly unfriendly.

“High protein diet,” Gourimand said, patting the sixpack hardness of his stomach. “Does wonders for building muscle, as you can see.”

“I can,” Armand said. “But you’re unarmoured.”

“Am I? Then, shall you test me?” Gourimand asked.

“Honestly?” Armand said with a quiver of excitement. “I would love it.”

The death knight charged forward, his axe whistling through the air. Gourimand brought up his trident, parrying the vicious blow. Steel clashed with a crash, sparks flying, but this time Gourimand easily broke the deadlock. He swung again, and again the trident and axe met with a crash.

Armand’s brows knit as he advanced, his weapon wailing with unearthly cold, blue light flaring from the blade as it crashed again and again into Gourimand’s trident. The other adventurer gave well, but his smirk grew tight with concentration as he found himself pressed by the other man’s skill.

Gourimand changed it up, thrusting suddenly. Armand ducked the prongs, but was now in close. He dropped and swung his axe wide, slashing into Gourimand’s belly. He cut through the robes with ease.

But met flesh with a shriek of something iron hard.

[Armour +18]

[Resisted]

Armand’s brows flew up in surprise. Gourimand barked with mirth as his fist suddenly slammed into Armand’s face, sending the death knight reeling back.

Armand recovered quickly, and only a desperate parry with his axe turned aside a thrust from the trident, deflecting the weapon again. Armand slashed at Gourimand’s suddenly exposed throat, but again the dark steel merely scraped off.

[Resisted]

Armand retreated quickly, eying the other man. Where his axe had slashed, he now saw something grey flecking Gourimand’s skin.

“What is that?” he demanded.

Gourimand chuckled, rubbing the area. “[Dragon Scales,]” he said.

“That’s a monster’s passive ability,” Armand said.

“That it is,” Gourimand said as he lazily spun his trident. “My class, [Gallant Gastronomer], allows me to use the innate skills of any monsters I’ve eaten. And I have eaten many… many monsters. I’ve sampled nearly every creature this world and its dungeons have to offer. For example…”

Gourimand suddenly inhaled deeply, his cheeks ballooning. Armand leapt aside as the other man suddenly spewed a rope of acid. It splattered in a line across the stones, sizzling black as it melted into the rock.

“Hmm,” Gourimand said, slapping his stomach again in satisfaction. “The Scaly Lizard from the Southeast Shore. Wonderful when simmered in some butter. But their [Acid Spit] makes them quite dangerous to hunt.”

Armand grunted, hefting his axe as he faced off with the adventurer.

This was going to be tricky.


Potion or Prayer

As she had often thought of during her life, Canda wondered if there was a specific reason the world had chosen her as its punching bag.

Maybe it was her hair? It was awfully frizzy. Her mother had always told her that society hated those with messy hair.

Or maybe she’d just been born unlucky. That did seem more likely. Certainly, she’d had more than her fair share of unfortunate circumstances. And today, that appeared to involve having a psychotic priest on her tail.

“Do not run!” Tamil called, floating through the grand vestibule, his robes fluttering around him as he spread his arms outward in an entreating gesture, his eyes searching the grand hall for the alchemist. “Let the warmth of the heavens bathe you in its light, for this mortal realm is a place of sin. Of suffering! So let me relieve your pain, my daughter. Let me free you of this mortal coil!”

From behind the statue of a priestess with head bowed in prayer, Canda moaned softly in fear.

Sometimes, it really sucked to be her.

Her hands fumbled with her metal flask, unscrewing the cap. She took a frantic swig, and felt the warm wash of the potion soothe her immediate fears.

She had to go out there.

The realization made her shudder and she took another quick gulp of potion. But she knew the instinct was right. She had to go out there and fight Tamil and kill him. She had to, because she had to save Armand.

She felt the trembling ease. That was right. He needed her. He was in danger. Fighting the highest ranked adventurer in the world was a death sentence. She had to go back. She had to help him.

“Found you!”

Canda squealed and threw herself forward as a burst of light blasted apart the statue she’d been hiding behind. Shattered stone skipped and skidded around her as she scrambled back to her feet, whirling about and holding her staff before her defensively.

Tamil was still smiling, the priest’s narrow face rapturous as he floated above the crumbling pews, the hem of his robe not even touching the earthly sins beneath him. “Come now,” he said, spreading his arms. “Do not fight it. For paradise awaits you, as it does all who die in the dungeon. For it is a gate to the heavens!”

“Ha ha! Ha! Ah. N-no thanks. I need… need to get back,” Canda said. “My leader n-needs me.”

“Fear not,” Tamil said as he raised a hand towards her, golden light burning in his open palm. “He will join you soon. [Smite!]”

Another blast of holy power seared the air towards her. Canda shrieked, ducked out of the way and jerked up her staff towards the priest, the serpent’s eyes flaring green. “[P-Poison Bolt!]” she cried.

From the maw of the staff a blast of green magic spat across the room. Tamil quickly shifted his hand to make a circular motion. “[Divine Shield!]”

A bubble of light surrounded him, Canda’s poisonous spell splashing over it, only to slide off and drip to the floor with a sizzle.

“Why resist?” Tamil said as he spread his hands. “Why cling to this sinful existence when you could be free? Here,” he said, more light burning in both his hands. “Witness the glory of the heaven’s light!”

Canda stared in horror at the light he conjured. He pointed at her. “[Smite!]” he declared again, the sound ringing like the peal of a bell, the burst of light spearing through the air.

There wasn’t time to dodge. To flee. Desperately, Canda raised her staff to try and block it. The spell hit her makeshift shield like it was nothing, flowing past and straight into her.

Canda shrieked as she was blown backwards across the room. She hit the floor, rolling, pain wracking her body. Agony blotting out her thoughts in a red haze as she clutched the staff she carried.

“[M-Medium Healing P-Potion,]” she gasped.

The eyes of the staff flared, and crimson fluid drooled from it, soaking the floor in a puddle. She felt the potion fill her with its healing essence and gasped, her burns fading, her skin healing and the pain dulling.

But slow.

So slow!

Canda whimpered in despair. Using the staff, she hauled herself back to her feet, leaning on it heavily as she looked up at Tamil. The priest had a patient, sad expression on his face.

“Still you cling to life? Ah,” he sighed, shaking his head again. “A pity, to be sure. But it is the animal of instinct within you. The cruelty of flesh. But the soul is pure. Here,” he said, raising his hand anew, light blazing in his palm. “Allow me to free you utterly from your mortal prison.”

Canda trembled as he gathered the light for another crippling blast. What to do? What to do? She had to run, but the potion was still healing her. Could she block it? How? She was an alchemist! Maybe heal herself again? But no. Another hit like the last one would kill her in one strike. Dammit. Dammit! How was she supposed to block it?

Think.

Think!

A sudden memory popped into her head. The Fungeon. The Mire Witch, and the things that bubbled and boiled out of the cauldrons to ooze across the floor.

Maybe…

“[Smite!]” Tamil cried, his voice ringing triumphantly as another searing blast of light burst from his palm and towards her.

Canda jolted back to the present. She swung her staff at the ground before her. “[Slime Potion!]” she shouted.

The heads of the staff flared, and from their mouths spewed a mass of jiggling blue. It ballooned before her, swelling like a bubble suddenly inflated.

The holy spell crashed into the bubble, spearing inside of it. But once within the golden ray dulled, bouncing about the translucent rubbery mass before dissipating.

Canda gaped at the sight.

[Skill up!]

[You Have Learned: Slime Summon!]

“Ha,” Canda said, her smile growing manic with relief. “Ha. Ha ha! Ha ha ha!”

Tamil’s puzzled expression grew narrow as his eyes became slits. He cast his hand forward again. “[Smite!]”

Again the blast struck the slime wall, and again it bounced about within as it refracted into uselessness.

“Ha ha ha ha!” Canda giggled, sagging with relief.

“You think this funny?” Tamil said darkly.

“Y-yeah. Kinda!” Canda said.

“Then you are a fool!”

Tamil spread his arms, his legs drawing up, his arms pulling towards him as if gathering the divine magics into himself. The glow grew brighter. Rays of light like shards of broken glass took shape around him, spreading in the air like the wings of an angel, illuminating the shattered sacristy in a sudden dazzling light, burning away the smoky air and demonic corruption with a sizzling of power.

“[Divine Retribution!]” Tamil cried, the centerpiece to the dizzying display of light he had manifested around himself.

Canda’s smile slipped. Panic threatened to choke her even through the calming buzz of her potion. Was it wearing off already? Of course it was. Her healing potion probably dulled it. Stupid thing!

Tamil raised an arm, brought it low, pointing a finger at her. Several of the shards of light glowed brighter, humming with power.

“[Wrath!]” Tamil cried.

Rays of golden light blasted at her from the shards, screaming as if they were burning the very air itself. Canda yelped, throwing herself aside as the gelatinous wall took the first few blasts, wobbling as the rays of light finally punched through, popping the slime to splatter the crumbling pillars and walls with the oozing mess.

“Ha. Ha ha. Oh no,” Canda whimpered as Tamil turned in midair, focusing all his attention on her. He spread forth his hands, and the shards of light all around him began to glow anew. Think, Canda. Think! What would Armand do?

An idea flashed into her head.

Oh.

Oh, that might work.

She reached into her cloak, grabbing a [Potion of Swiftness.] She downed it frantically, feeling the sudden surge of energy rush into her like an electric shock.

[Agility +5]

“[WRATH!]” Tamil roared, sweeping his hand towards her.

Canda burst into motion, fairly a blur as she darted forward, the blasts of light zinging in her wake, smashing into the stones behind her. Tiles exploded, shards whistling around her as she dashed towards the priest.

Tamil’s brows knit. He swung his hand again towards her, the shards of light closing around him, angling to try and catch her. But Tamil hadn’t expected her charge, and the blasting rays of light missed her, aiming for where she’d been rather than was, her dash bringing her into his blind spot.

Tamil realized what was happening and his wings gave a beat, lifting him higher. Canda swung her staff before her.

“[Summon Slime!]” she shouted.

The mouth of her staff spat a great glob of rubbery ooze. It hit the ground, wobbling, and then Canda pressed down her hat.

Jumped.

And landed atop the jiggling mass.

It squished under her, then flung her into the air like a great, rubbery trampoline.

Tamil’s jaw dropped. His head tilted back as he watched her fly over him with a flutter of robes. As she went, Canda pointed her staff down at the priest’s barrier.

“[Greater Potion of Acid!]” she cried.

A blast of oozing darkness spat from the mouth of her staff, spraying onto the dome of the priest’s barrier.

The momentum of the spell lifted Canda a bit further, but then gravity asserted its dominion, bringing her down. Canda shrieked as the ground rushed up towards her, and she swung her staff frantically down.

“[Summon Slime!]” she squealed, another gelatinous burst leaving her staff and hitting the ground with a rubbery boing. She landed on it, sinking into the softer cushion of the slime.

Only for a searing ray of light to pop it right under her.

Canda yelped as she suddenly found herself tumbling, sprawled on the ground. “Owwww,” she groaned, pushing herself up and turning her head.

Tamil floated before her, the priest’s face furious through the shimmering globe of his barrier, the tarry blackness of the acid bubbling atop his shield.

“Foolish child!” he said, raising a condemning finger at her, the wings of blazing light unfurling behind him, humming as they gathered the searing rays. “Not a speck shall remain after your judgement!”

Canda glanced up at the top of his dome, the acid bubbling. Boiling.

“Ha. Ha ha ha,” she giggled.

“What is so funny!” Tamil demanded.

Canda pointed up.

Tamil frowned, but then he heard the sizzling. He looked up.

Just in time for his [Divine Shield] to take enough damage to pop.

Tamil’s eyes shot wide open, which was an unfortunate choice as the layer of acid above him suddenly dropped right onto his face.

“Yeeeeaaaaaaaagh!” Tamil screamed as the burning darkness coated his head and upper body. He grabbed his face, howling in sizzling agony, his wings of light whipping around, firing wildly.

Canda threw herself flat, covering her head with her hands as rays of light blasted around her, shattering columns, spearing through walls and long-shattered windows. The altar at the end of the sacristy exploded as a ray hit it. Chunks of masonry fell with thunderous booms. A cage holding a bloodied corpse fell with a crash as the chain holding it up was slashed by a ray.

With the break of his concentration, Tamil’s levitation spell lost its power. The priest plummeted to the ruined stone floor, but not even the impact could distract from his torment. He rolled among the dust and debris, clawing at his melting face, the rays of light from his wings punching skyward, blasting holes in the ceiling.

“[Heal!]” Tamil screamed through the pain. “[Heal!] [Heal!] [Heal!] [Heaaaaal!]”

Canda gasped, scrambling back to her feet. She couldn’t let him recover! She had to finish him. She clutched her staff as she took two steps towards the writhing Tamil, then froze at a great cracking sound.

Canda looked skyward, her mouth falling open as a massive chunk of the monastery’s ceiling, weakened and abused by Tamil’s blasts of light, broke off, and plummeted downwards.

Groaning, Tamil pulled his hands from his face, squinting, his eyes barely healed from his frantic bursts of holy magic. He blinked dully at the blurry thing rushing down at him, then gaped in sudden realization.

“No-“

Canda winced, shoulders hunching at the thunderous boom! as the collapsing ceiling buried the priest under its weight. At length, she opened one eye and stared at the pile of rubble where Tamil had once been.

“Ha,” she said. “Ha ha. Ha ha ha! Ha ha ha ha ha!”

Canda doubled over, laughing hysterically. Laughing so hard her ribs began to ache and tears streamed from her eyes. She did it. She won!

She was alive!

“Ha ha. Ha. Ha… Oh g-gods,” she gasped, wiping away the tears, fumbling for her flask again, almost choking as she downed another gulp of the soothing potion to try and balance her emotions once more.

“Ha ha. Ha…” she said, wiping her mouth, feeling her hysterics dull.

Yet, as the laughter faded and relief of her survival settled in, she suddenly recalled why she’d been running, and what she’d left behind. Her head snapped up, swinging back towards the great doors leading back into the temple and where she had come from.

“Armand!” she gasped.

Clutching her staff, she ran back the way she’d come. She didn’t know if she could save him, or even help him.

She only knew she had to try.


Hunters

As a card-carrying carnivore, hunter of monsters and dangerous game, Dixie had certain opinions about druids. Namely, she hated them.

The feeling was very much mutual.

Indeed, druids had a very low opinion of beastkin. At least, of those beastkin who decided they didn’t like wearing leaves, praying to mother earth, and dancing naked under the effects of hallucinogenic mushrooms. Druids saw beastkin who embraced their more intelligent human sides as traitors to the wilds. And since most beastkin didn’t feel much kinship to the wilderness after a dungeon had formed on their homeland and tried to annihilate them with horrific monsters and mutated animals, friction had occurred.

And as such, Dixie had no time for gods damned hippies.

Dixie fired a barrage of rounds as she retreated through the graveyard of the monastery. Lightning shots crackled through the air, bursting uselessly off the green rhino’s hide as it barrelled after her, shattering tombstones beneath its hooves and horns as it came on.

“Rooooo!” Lacilla roared.

Dixie cursed and grabbed for her belt, tearing another smoke bomb free and throwing it. As Lacilla thundered over it, the bomb went off, wreathing the area in a great cloud of stinging smoke.

Dixie threw herself clear as the rhino plowed through, head thrown this way and that to try and clear its vision of the suffocating cloud before the beast slammed into a tomb with a great crack of stone.

Rolling back to her feet, Dixie dashed behind a crooked tree, several rotting bodies swaying from the branches by long nooses. She pressed her back against the wood and scowled, grinding the butt of her cigarette between her teeth.

She did not have time for this!

Armand needed her, dang it. And here she was, playin’ tag with a damn druid? Fuckin’ hippies. It couldn’t be stood for. No sir, it could not. She had to deal with this here beastie someways.

“You think I don’t know you?” came the druid’s voice from among the smoke. “I know you. Filthy hunter, targeting and preying on poor, innocent creatures. Animals that never did anything to you. Who just obey their nature and want to live their lives, and you hunt them for trophies. You’re a menace!”

Dixie rolled her eyes. Oh what a delight! One of those kinds of druids. The sorts that believe in livin’ in harmony with nature and all that rubbish. Bunch a bleedin’ hearts. Tha sorts who throw paint at people and block off roads in order t’ scream at people just tryin’ ta live their lives.

Well, Dixie had a solution for that. She slipped an [Explosive Round] into the chamber of her rifle and cocked it.

“That’s why I’m glad it was me that got to kill you,” the druid said, her voice seeming to come from everywhere, the mist of the smoke bomb hanging heavy among the tombs, eddying around the dark figures of statues and grave markers.  “I’ll enjoy this, you bitch.”

A creak made Dixie look up sharply, and there was a great, green sabercat perched in the branches above her. The beast bared its fangs and lunged for her with a yowl. Dixie threw herself forward in a roll, twisting back to her feet and firing. The explosive shot boomed, the sabercat twisting aside, but when the round hit the tree it exploded like a striking thunderbolt.

The cat was thrown wide, yowling in pain as it rolled back among the mists. Dixie swung her rifle after it, firing twice more, the lightning charged bullets cracking through the mists and bursting among the graves uselessly.

“You’re a crafty one, no foolin’,” Dixie said as she reached into her belt, drawing out several special bullets. “Y’all are quick on your toes and clever’r than any animal for sure. But don’t y’all worry. Ah won’t be mountin’ your head above mah mantle. That’s reserved for true animals, not tha sorts who fetishize ‘em.

“Because for all y’all’s talk a huntin’ for food and harmony with nature, ya miss tha point a what ah do,” she said, slipping the rounds into her rifle one after the next. “This ain’t some sorta killin’ fer tha bloodthirst. Nah. Ah do what ah do for tha challenge! Ah’ll meet tha beast on its terms and territory, and ah’ll hunt it same as it’d hunt its prey. Because this world’s a dangerous one, and ah’ll gladly meet ‘em with dignity.

“But y’all ain’t gonna get that from me,” she added, snapping shut her rifle, the barrel humming as she pointed it into the sky. “Because y’all ain’t nothin’ more ‘n a larper a animals. And ya probably fuck ‘em too.”

“So what if I do?” snarled the druid from among the tombs.

“Nothin’,” Dixie said, smiling. “Nothin’ at all.” She squinted at the mists around her. “[Rain a Fire.]”

She pulled the trigger.

Her rifle thundered, blasting stars into the sky. Above her, they burst, raining down shrapnel and burning lead all over the graveyard. Anywhere they touched ignited in a sudden explosion. Graves were torn to shreds. Statues went flying. Stone and wood and earth whipped through the air along with ever more smoke.

Several explosions erupted in a cluster of tombstones. A yowl of pain screamed from among them, and Dixie whirled, chambering another [Explosive Shot] and firing. The bursting bullet exploded, the flash throwing the shadow of a falling sabercat against the clouds of smoke.

Dixie smiled and advanced slowly across the rubble. The smoke settled around her, and she reached the point where Lacilla had fallen.

And found nothing.

Dixie’s smile fell. She tensed, dropping to a ready stance, rifle raised as her eyes flashed about the ruins of the graveyard. Where…

The ground trembled.

Her eyes shot down as coils of green erupted from the rubble, twining around her legs and arms, crushing them to her sides. Dixie gasped, teeth grit as she tried to fight against the scaly bindings.

Mocking laughter rang out as a great serpent’s head reared out of the rubble, tongue flicking and eyes of dark cunning gleaming from the wedged head. “Hunterssss,” Lacilla hissed as her coils tightened, the tip of her tail wrapping around the barrel of Dixie’s rifle and yanking it from her hands, tossing it away with a clutter. “So helplesssss without their toyssss. You sssshould have worked harder on your fangssss and clawssss. But your kind never doessss. The sssstrong thrive, the weak die. And now,” Lacilla said, her jaw unhinging. “Nature sssshall take it’sssss courssssse.”

Dixie wheezed, then began to laugh. Cackling with growing mirth. The snake grew puzzled, hinging her jaw once more. “What are you laughing about?” she demanded.

“Hehehe! That… that y’all think… you think I only had one gun,” Dixie said.

And with a free hand, snatched up a revolver tucked into her belt.

[Armour Piercing Shot]

Lacilla screamed as the bullet punched through her scaly body wrapped around the huntress. Instinctively, her hold loosened, and Dixie whipped up her gun, firing again. This bullet ripped through two bunches of the druid’s coils, and Lacilla’s body twisted, wriggling from the huntress.

“Wha’s tha matter?” Dixie said mockingly as she snatched a bomb from her belt, igniting the fuse on her cigarette. “Where ya going? Thought you were gonna eat me. Well, you can eat this instead!” she barked and hurled the bomb at the writhing serpent.

The explosion blasted the serpent back again, blood streaming from dozens of wounds. The druid’s form suddenly compacted like someone pressing on a spring, then burst back out into an immense bear. Fur patched, bloodied and wounded, Lacilla reared up on her hind legs, roaring with fury.

Dixie smiled, her foot fitting under her rifle and kicking it up. She caught it and spun it around, pointing at the beast.

“[Full Auto,]” she said.

The barrel thundered, bolts of lightning spearing from it as fast as a furious god who found something that dearly needed a good smiting. Lacilla reeled back as shot after shot pounded into her, some going wild, but her bulk now so wide she hadn’t a prayer of dodging them all, or even most.

The druid staggered back under the thunderous assault, and when at last Dixie stopped shooting, the barrel of her gun so hot it was red as a forge, the bear swayed in place, the entire front of the druid blackened and nearly stripped to the bone.

Then, with a groan, Lacilla fell forward, collapsing to the earth. Even as she did her form shrank, returning to her elven guise by the time she hit the ground.

Dixie strode forward, looking down on the druid. Lacilla lifted her head, teeth bared at the beastkin. “You…” she gasped. “D-dog...”

Dixie spun her gun, the muzzle resting against Lacilla’s forehead. “Survival a tha fittest, bitch,” she said.

And fired, blasting brain and bone across the ground.

Dixie snorted turned away from the druid’s corpse, lifted her rifle and blew the smoke from the muzzle. “There,” she said in grim satisfaction. “Stupid beastie. Ain’t got time ta play with y’all. Mah love needs me.”

Holstering her pistol, she swung her rifle about, turned, and raced back towards the doors leading back into the monastery.

The hunt wasn’t over yet.


Last Meals

Armand swung again, and again Gourimand’s trident rose to parry, the weapons crashing against each other with a ring of steel. Despite the other man’s seeming sloth, Armand was impressed with the skill in which Gourimand wielded his weapon. Clearly not a man who had shirked his practice, or training.

If he could still call his foe a man.

Scales rippled from Gourimand’s powerful skin. Fangs gleamed in his maw. Spikes crawled down his back and claws tore from his shoes. One eye was a bloodshot red, the other still human, and a tail topped with spikes swayed behind him. A chimera of a dozen monsters melded to Gourimand’s flesh. Even one of his arms was made of crystal like a golem’s.

And the sight of them was really starting to piss Armand off.

To think a man of such skill was among the adventurers of the world, and yet had never attempted to conquer the deeper levels of the Necropolis. Gourimand could easily have made it to Armand’s own doors, and with the proper party build, pushed through to challenge him. It was infuriating! What? Was his dungeon not good enough to demand this man’s attention? Was his lair too poor? Too lacking in meaty monsters for the bastard to baste and flambe?

It was infuriating!

“[Petrifying Eye,]” Gourimand said, his bloodshot eye bulging with the paralyzing gaze of the basilisk.

Armand grit his teeth as he felt the beam of stiffening power sweep over him, his always numb limbs growing heavier as petrification threatened to turn them to stone. He rolled his shoulders, throwing off the spell.

[Resisted]

But the pause as he fought it off allowed Gourimand to close the distance again, bounding forward, his trident lunging to impale. Armand barely managed to parry that next blow, his boots skidding across the floor from the unearthly power that strengthened his foe.

Gourimand grinned above him.

[Tail Whip!]

Armand hadn’t time to defend as Gourimand suddenly twisted like a snake, his tail slamming into the death knight so hard Armand was hurled back and into the wall. Ancient stone cratered, crumbling, and Armand bounced through into the next room, pain thudding through his chest from his broken ribs.

Armand lurched back upright, finding himself in a kitchen. Ancient ovens rose around him, belching hellfire. Hooks of black metal hung from the ceiling bearing chunks of dripping meat whose source was best not dwelled on. Armand himself had landed on a prep table, a stunned demon in a chef’s hat and apron staring at him.

“Ho!” the demon said, leering. “Fresh meat for-“

Without even looking, Armand’s hand grabbed the hellspawn. “[Essence Drain,]” he growled, inhaling deeply as he felt his broken ribs heal anew, the demon gurgling as it withered in his grasp like a chunk of beef jerky.

Glowing eyes peered through the hole in the wall moments before Gourimand forced his way through, the man’s bulk filling the kitchen as he loomed over Armand. Gourimand inhaled deeply, the reptilian slits of his nose quivering. “Ah,” he exhaled with a fanged smile. “Wonderful. Tell me, would you mind slathering yourself in the barbeque sauce over there real quick? It does so bring out the flavour.”

“I’ll pass,” Armand grunted.

“Such selfishness,” Gourimand sighed.

“Intruders!” another demonic chef bellowed beside Gourimand. You-“

Gourimand’s head snapped about and his teeth bit down. When he straightened, the three quarters of the remaining demon flopped over to bleed onto the floor.

[Feast of Good Health]

“Blegh,” Gourimand grunted, his wounds healing as he absorbed the demon’s nutrients. “Vile. You really need to properly tenderize demon meat to truly bring out the flavour. But no matter. I’ll have a far finer meal once I’ve killed you.”

Armand crouched, axe ready. “Many have tried. None have succeeded, more the pity.”

“What an odd thing to say. But a pithy epitaph for your tombstone regardless,” Gourimand said, and leaped forward, jabbing with his trident.

Again their weapons clashed, the table Armand stood upon scraping as it was pushed back across the floor and slammed into the far wall. Armand adjusted his stance, dishes clattering underfoot to shatter on the cold stone floor. The death knight saw a light flicker in Gourimand’s mouth. Quickly, the death knight ducked, barely evading a sudden gout of flames.

[Dragon’s Breath!]

The heat made Armand’s scalp tingle and scorched some of his hair, melting part of the stone wall behind him like wax. Yet it allowed him to duck forward and drive a hand under the other man’s guard. Gourimand didn’t even grunt at the impact, merely smirking at the futile blow, but then came a look of puzzlement on his expression as Armand’s fingers fanned out and pressed hand against his scaly chest.

“[Essence Drain!]”

Gourimand gasped as the unholy touch sucked at his lifeforce. But two could play at that game. He suddenly shoved forward, driving the pole of his trident’s into Armand’s face. The death knight staggered back and Gourimand grabbed him, opened wide, and bit down on Armand’s shoulder.

[Feast of Good Health]

Pain exploded through Armand’s arm. He roared at the unexpected sensation and his free hand grabbed for a weapon, finding one of the frying pans hanging from the ceiling. He wrenched it off and smashed it into Gourimand’s face. Again. Again! At last, Gourimand’s jaws came free, tearing off part of Armand’s shoulder as the culinary abomination staggered back.

Gourimand shook his head, clearing the red haze and blinking as he recovered from the powerful blow, his jaw moving as he slowly chewed. Armand rolled his neck, taking the moment as he regenerated from the lifeforce he’d stolen from Gourimand, and which his enemy had stolen back. Armand grunted as the flesh and bone reformed, poking out of the hole bitten in his armour like a pale mound.

Gourimand swallowed. “This taste…” he murmured, licking his lips. “Not like a man at all. But familiar. Not quite a monster. No. Not that either.” His eyes narrowed at Armand and his lip curled over his teeth in a snarl like a wary wolf. “What are you?”

Armand tossed his axe, adjusting his grip on it as he hopped off the table. “Me?” he said. “I’m the one who is going to conquer the Necropolis. And you?” He raised the axe above his head, the runes blazing a ghostly green. “You are in my way. [Sea of Souls!]”

Armand slammed his blade down into the floor, the crescent edge biting deep into the stone. Gourimand jumped at the cracking, his eyes flashing about as the fissures spread, ripping through the foundations all around him. The ground seemed to darken, seeping with an eldritch green light.

Gourimand tensed as a whispering sound suffused the room. His stomach tightened with instinctive fear, and his eyes narrowed as something like a mist breathed into the air around them. Ghosts of some sort, he mused. Curious, but he could handle some spectral monks.

Except it wasn’t monks.

Much life had met its end in the kitchen. Many bodies laid to rest on silver platters, mocked with apples shoved in mouths and garnishes tucked in wings. Gourimand’s eyes widened as the spectral mass took form. Antlers of stags. Horns of cow and bullock. Hordes of hares and the fluttering spectral wings of geese. Thousands of animals had spilled their blood in exchange for oil, salt and pepper on the butcher blocks of the Red Sepulcher’s kitchen.

And they had come for him.

“Oh no,” Gourimand whispered in a tone that suggest veganism had suddenly become very appealing.

[Status Effect: Fear]

Armand swung his axe towards the monstrous gastronomer, and in a mooing, chattering, honking, clucking tide, the mass of animal ghosts surged towards Gourimand.

“No!” Gourimand gasped, swinging his trident wildly. “No!”

Several ghosts were split like cloth, dissipating with a honk or yelp, but then like a sea the rest of the former dinners, entrees and luncheons smashed into Gourimand, tearing him off his feet and washing him back through the hole in the wall.

Armand rolled his shoulder and lifted his axe, holding it loosely as he followed the wave back into the crypt. He stepped through the hole, looking at the far wall where the pile of ghostly dead roiled and seethed like a sea of green, Gourimand’s trident waving above them before slowly sinking beneath the spectral mass, lost among hooves, horns, and cottontails.

“Armand!”

He turned his head at the voice and watched in satisfaction as Canda and Dixie hurried down the steps. “Armand!” Canda gasped, nearly tripping over her cloak as she bustled down the stairs to his side. “I… I’m here! I’m here!”

“The priest?” he asked.

Panting, Canda lifted her head, paling a little. “I uh… he… ha ha. Um, I sorta… k-killed him.”

“And the elf?” he asked, turning to Dixie.

“Only seemed polite we leave a grave filled before we left,” the huntress said mildly.

Armand snorted. “Impressive,” he said.

Canda flushed hotly. “Oh,” she said. “Ha ha! Th-thanks! Um, I guess. B-but what about Gourimand?” she asked quickly, looking about the catacombs. Her eyes finally locked onto the pile of the ghostly dead, and she paled. “Is he…”

Armand glanced over. “Not yet,” he said. “But…”

His eyes suddenly narrowed. A rumbling emerged from the pile. Armand quickly put himself before Canda and Dixie as the pile of spectral animals exploded. Ribbons of ghostly essence was flung everywhere, fogging the air with their unearthly second deaths. Armand glared through the haze.

Gourimand stood in the suddenly cleared space, breathing heavily. Scratches and cuts decorated him from head to toe. His flesh was gouged, an eye was missing, scales flayed and blood oozed from dozens of gaping wounds. His tail lashed about behind him. One arm hung limply from his side, his maw of fangs grit with hate.

“You,” Gourimand heaved, glaring at Armand. “You will pay for that!”

Armand swung his axe about, on guard. He could feel the flow of life within the room, and it was building in the man before him like a volcano readying to explode. Gourimand’s chest split open, ribs rending through flesh like great teeth, his open guts a void of darkness gnawing at the world. The maw in his chest tore him open, and as it did, his body swelled, becoming larger. Larger. His bulk twisting as more forms swirled over him. Arms growing to claws. Jaw distending with fangs. Hooves slammed into the floor. Talons tore at the ground. The monster that was Gourimand reared up. A centaur of bulk, built around immense jaws. A conglomeration of a thousand monsters blended together and made horrifying flesh.

And one very big mouth.

[Final Feast!]

Canda gaped at the thing that loomed over them, a terrified smile twitching on her face.

“Ha! Ha ha! H-holy f-fuck!”

“By the gods,” Dixie breathed, her knuckles white as she gripped her rifle. “What… what do we do?”

Armand scanned the room, his eyes suddenly locking on the immense corpse of Karazz still lying where he fell.

…Well, worth a shot.

“I need you both to distract Gourimand for a minute,” Armand said as he flexed his fingers. “Kite him around the room a bit. Whatever you can.”

“Wh-what about you?” Canda stammered.

“I’ll prepare to deliver a body blow,” Armand said.

Canda swallowed hard, again looking at the monster that was Gourimand as it solidified its form. Terror knocked her knees together, but she exchanged a look with Dixie, who nodded and hefted her rifle.

“You’ll have your moment, love,” Dixie said.

“Ha ha! Yep,” Canda said, taking a long swig of her flask, draining it to the dredges. She shivered as the calming potion momentarily smothered the terror that filled her. “You will.”

Armand nodded, then bolted towards Karazz’s corpse.

As the death knight moved Gourimand’s bulk swivelled after him. The monster roared, spines along his back clicking as he took a lumbering step towards the death knight, the ribs that framed his immense maw strumming like greedy fingers.

“[Distracting Shot!]”

Only for a bolt of lightning to crash into his side, crackling over his twisted form. With a roar of anger, Gourimand’s bulk swung towards Dixie as the huntress dashed along the edge of the room, firing wildly at the monster. She didn’t even really need to aim. Gourimand’s body was so massive every round hit, bursts of lightning exploding off his hide.

Gourimand slammed his forelimbs into the ground, heaving himself like a fat man at a buffet after the huntress. Spines shivered all along his back, arching up.

“[Lesser Potion of Confusion!]”

A splash of something hit his back, and Gourimand’s six eyes blinked, vision swimming.

[Status Effect: Confused]

Gourimand shook his bulk, then lunged forward and fired his spines like a barrage of spikes, each one ranging wildly, thudding into the walls and floor. Dixie ducked as a few found the ground around her, her rifle still firing, thunderous rounds booming through the air as she dodged around pillars.

With a howl of anger, Gourimand swayed towards Dixie, huge limbs hurling his body after her. His mouth opened, fire crackling deep in his maw.

“[Potion of Swiftness!]” Canda cried, her staff firing a blob of blue at Dixie.

The potion hit the huntress in a splash, absorbed instantly.

[Agility +5.]

New energy rushing into her legs, Dixie burst into motion, throwing herself wide as Gourimand’s maw unloaded a blast of scorching flame, the heat throwing her further as it exploded among the ancient tombs, sending bones wrapped in burning raiment flying to clatter about the sepulchral chamber like embers of a bonfire.

Some landed near Armand as he came to a halt before the demon lord’s corpse. Many parts were stripped of flesh, but he wasn’t worried. He’d worked with less. He stretched out his hand, pressing his palm against the demon’s horned head.

“[Greater Raise Dead,]” he said, voice deepening, reverberating with power.

Eldritch wisps of icy blue magic coiled from his hand and into the corpse. They twisted, sinking into the body, seeping through like tendrils of thread, stitching together what had loosened in death, filling Karazz with a grim mockery of the force that once gave the demon life. The immense corpse shuddered, stirring. Flesh grew soft, loose like melting wax, yet limbs twitched and moved. The demon’s eyes snapped open, revealing a burning blue glow of undeath.

“Rise,” Armand commanded.

The corpse rose slowly, shuffling, climbing to its feet with all the wearied slowness of the giant. It towered before the death knight in all its grim glory, gaze burning like blue fire, awaiting command.

Armand pointed at Gourimand. “Kill,” he said.

The undead giant turned towards the bloated horror that was the former adventurer, and took a shambling step. Distracted by Dixie, Gourimand never saw the immense corpse until it was upon him. Huge bony arms reached down and grabbed Gourimand’s tail. The monster yelped as the undead yanked, dragging Gourimand backwards. Gourimand’s form twisted around to see what had happened, and found himself face to face with the nightmarish half-decayed head of the undead.

Armand moved his hands, and the demon’s corpse raised a fist and slammed it into Gourimand’s face. The monster reeled, howling, then twisted his bulk around, tail tearing itself free before smashing into the immense undead.

By then, both Dixie and Canda had reached Armand, both staring in shock at the titanic battle going on in the middle of the room.

“Ha ha! Holy shit,” Canda gasped. “D… do you think he’ll win?”

“No,” Armand said as Gourimand’s bulk charged, slamming into the immense corpse. Karazz tried to brace against the monster, but sheer weight and muscle forced him back until he slammed into a pillar, nearly breaking it.

Gourimand howled, a sound that shook the very foundations of the crypts as his ribs of teeth splayed wide open and grabbed the undead. Karazz lurched back, rotting arms grabbing the monster’s maw, straining even as he was drawn towards Gourimand’s immense gullet.

“Ah, should we be…” Dixie said.

Armand raised his hand again, focusing on the necrotic energy still churning within the undead demon. Stuffing it to the absolute brim even as Gourimand dragged the corpse into his mouth.

“[Corpse Explosion,]” Armand said.

The body of Karazz shuddered, eyes opening wide as his necrotic flesh began to expand. Swelling. Bulging with black magic and rotting gases.

Armand lowered his hand. “Behind the pillar,” he said. “Now!”

Canda needed no urging. She whirled around and bolted for the stone mass, holding down her hat with one hand, stealing back terrified looks as the corpse of Karazz grew yet larger. Heavier. Bulging, yet ever drawn deeper into Gourimand’s gaping maw. Dixie passed her, still enhanced with the agility potion, Armand right behind them. They reached the pillar, just managing to duck behind it as Karazz fell into Gourimand’s mouth, the teeth snapping shut behind him.

Gourimand’s huge mouth smacked its lips. Belched.

Then came the explosion.

It wasn’t simply loud. It was deafening. A wet, booming sound that thundered, shaking the walls. Fire seared around the pillar, the pressure of the blast crushing Armand, Dixie and Canda like a vice. Gobbets of meat and blood sprayed across the walls and floors. Acid splashed, melting and destroying some truly impressive pieces of gothic artwork.

A slow silence rolled in, broken only by the faint hissing as acid burned itself out on the architecture.

Armand was the first to recover, rising to his feet. The pillar above them was blasted, scorched with flame and other less mentionable things.

Canda lifted her hat a little off her face. “Did… did we win?” she said.

Drawing his axe, Armand moved slowly back around the pillar.

Devastation met his eyes. The crypts had been blasted to pieces. The statues had been maimed beyond recognition, the few remaining cripples without arms, legs, and often heads. The sepulchral carvings on the walls had been blackened to anonymized lumps, and in the middle of the room lay an immense crater.

In which something moved.

Canda peeked around Armand’s shoulder, Dixie around the other. “Are we… what is…” Canda whispered.

“Shh,” Armand said, advancing cautiously to the lip of the crater. He peered down at the body in its heart.

Gourimand lay there, his body receding to his human guise. Well, his torso lay there, at least. Everything below was strewn about the room in various pieces. His flesh was sinking slowly back onto his bones, reforming to his usual wasted, saggy frame.

Armand tried to sense the flow of life, but there was little and fading. He stepped over the edge, sliding down the curve of the crater and to ground zero, the charred earth crunching under his boots as he approached the body.

As he drew near, Gourimand’s eyes flickered open and locked onto him. “Ah,” Gourimand said listlessly. “Come to… finish it…?”

“Yes,” Armand said, hefting his axe.

Gourimand wheezed and smiled. “So… this is what it is… to die? Ah. So… peaceful. Aside from the… pain of course. But it passes.”

“It does,” Armand said.

Gourimand chuckled. “You’re thinking of… resurrecting me?”

Armand considered his axe, then shook his head. “No,” he said. “Your class is useful, but the dead do not eat.”

“True. True. The one… great tragedy…” Gourimand said, his flesh withering against his face. “Besides, it would… do no good… I burn calories… so fast when I use [Final Feast]. So… fast…”

Armand watched at Gourimand’s body shrivelled, sucked to the bone, devouring itself in its hunger. Armand shook his head. “You could have been great,” he said. “You were strong enough. You could have tackled the deepest levels of the Necropolis.”

“Ah,” Gourimand said wistfully. “Greatness is… overrated, I think. A trap. Power is always… a trap… Best to be… forgotten. To be… nothing.”

“Greatness is remembered,” Armand said. “It inspires. It lifts up others.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps. But I…” Gourimand said, his eyes sliding shut. “I am… tired…”

The last words were a whisper, fading away. The husk that was the strongest adventurer in Labyrinth curled up, the skin and bones drying, turning to little more than dust.

Armand heard the shuffle of feet and cloth as Canda and Dixie slid down into the crater and moved up beside him. “Is he…” Canda said.

“Very,” Armand said, toeing the dust, which scattered with a sound like a sigh. He grunted. A pity. The man’s class had been powerful, as had he. And he had great skill in his abilities. A strange man, Armand mused, knowing he would never truly understand Gourimand. And that too, perhaps, was okay. “But it doesn’t matter,” he said, looking back to Canda and Dixie. “We conquered the Crimson Sepulchre. Well done.”

“Y-yeah. Guess we technically did, didn’t we? Ha ha! Ha…” Canda trailed off, eying the pile of dust that had been Gourimand.

Because somehow, she doubted it would all be as simple as all that…


Return

Scrivage raised his head at the gentle tap on the door. He laid down his pen and clasped his hands. “Yes?”

Erica popped her head in. “Excuse me, director,” she said. “But Armand is back.”

Scrivage nodded gravely. “Excellent. You may show him in.”

Erica slipped back out, and a moment later the door opened wide. Armand strode in, his boots clanking on the floor. Scrivage leaned forward, attentive and expectant.

“Do you have it?”

The death knight reached into the pouch at his side and pulled out the book, holding it out. Scrivage’s eyes flashed and he reached forward, grabbing it, only Armand didn’t release his hold.

Scrivage glanced up at the death knight, then chuckled and let go of the book, drawing back. “Of course. Of course. Your reward. My apologies. My excitement got the best of me. Here,” he said, opening a drawer and taking out a sack of gold coins. “Here you are. As agreed. Now, if you’d be so kind,” Scrivage said, beckoning.

“Gourimand is dead,” Armand said.

Scrivage stilled. He slowly retracted his hand, clasping them together. “…I see,” he said.

Armand said nothing, looking down at the man in stony silence. At last, the director sighed and eased back in his seat.

“No,” Scrivage said. “I didn’t know anything about it. But I’m not sad about it either.”

“Aren’t you?”

Scrivage shrugged. “I regret it, of course. He was a powerful adventurer, and the Crimson Wings was a strong familia. But, perhaps now one will rise in the familia and bring it to the potential it has always had.”

“Do you think so?”

Scrivage tapped the tips of his fingers together contemplatively. “Well,” he said with a shrewd look at Armand. “Even if it doesn’t, I imagine we’ll have a new party aspiring to conquer the stronger dungeons. Unless, of course, you’ve changed your mind…”

“I will conquer the deepest levels of the Necropolis,” Armand growled. “There is no other option.”

Scrivage nodded along. “Good,” he said. “Good. That is what I hope. What we all hope,” he added.

“And why is that?” Armand asked.

“Dungeons aren’t going anywhere,” Scrivage said meaningfully. “Despite our best efforts, mana continues to leak into the world, harnessed by locations, gathered in focal points of power. Destroy a dungeon, and many simply rise again later. Yes,” he said, nodding along. “They have their uses. Oh for certain. Mana runs the world, you know. Without it, not a civilization as we know it could last long. The processed magic from the mana stones empower our abilities and technology. Our heroes and wizards. Mana is intertwined utterly in our very lives.

“But we cannot forget the danger of the dungeons either,” he said with a glower. “Not only for the people who delve into them, but of the dungeons themselves. Because they are dangerous, my friend. Very, very dangerous. Each has the potential to ravage the lands around them. To destroy and warp reality itself. Unleash horror that many today cannot imagine.

“And it is adventurers who stand against that tide,” he said with a long look at Armand. “Once, they were called heroes. Perhaps they should be again. But we need them to aspire to such things first. To strive to greater realms. To take the initiative and challenge the dungeons. Ambition is key.”

“And yet they don’t,” Armand noted.

“Often, no,” Scrivage said, his dark eyes hooded. “Labyrinth is the heart of the adventuring world. Did you know that? Oh yes, there are other tiered dungeons in the world, but none so complete, or as well trod and supported as the Necropolis. Yes. The Necropolis under our feet is where most adventurers cut their teeth. Apprentice to familias and begin their levelling journey. Nowhere else is it easier. And as a result, Labyrinth sets the trend for all adventurers. It’s the headquarters of the Adventurers Guild, and from which every branch is directed.

“So you see,” Scrivage said meaningfully, “we need aspirants. We need heroes. Posters to inspire.”

“And you intend to turn me into that?” Armand said.

“Well,” Scrivage said with a dry smile, “that entirely depends on if you survive.”

“I have no intention of dying before reaching the last boss of the Necropolis,” Armand said.

“In that case,” Scrivage said, “I wish you a very effective, if not necessarily long, life.”

Armand grunted and set the book down on the table. He grabbed the sack of gold, turned, and marched out of the office.

Erica gave him a questioning look as she guided him back through the Guild’s halls, stealing glances at him again and again, but he said nothing. When they reached the steps leading down to the main floor, she cleared her throat. Armand, two steps down the marble stairs, paused and looked back at her.

“Director Scrivage may come across as cold,” she said. “But I assure you, he means well.”

“I’ll take that on faith, then,” Armand said, and resumed his descent down to the ground floor.

Just outside, in Hero’s Square, Canda and Dixie waiting for him near the statue of the ancient heroes. Both women perked up and moved towards him as he approached.

“Any problems?” Canda asked.

“None,” Armand said, then showed the gold sack. “I also claimed our reward.”

Dixie perked up. “Well well! Some wonderful news,” she said. “So, what are y’all thinkin’ our next move to be?”

“There are other dungeons out there to gear up with,” Armand said. “And we will still need to find another DPS to round out the party. A melee preferably. Maybe two.”

“Oh,” Canda said, wilting a little.

“But first,” Armand added, looking between them. “I think a celebration is in order. Do either of you know any good restaurants?”

Dixie and Canda exchanged a startled look, then a smile.

“I think we might,” Canda said, looping her arm in Armand’s right.

“Sure, love,” Dixie said as she claimed the death knight’s left arm with a flutter of her lashes, walking Armand across the busy plaza and towards the deeper depths of Labyrinth. “I think we can find one. Just the three of us…”

Armand glanced between the two women, feeling again that strange sensation of satisfaction and warmth.

It seemed there were many benefits to being an adventure yet to be discovered.


News Travels

The kitchens of the Crimson Wings were extensive things, to little surprise. Ranks of ovens lined the walls and prep tables ran the lengths of the room. No tyrant ruled their realm with a tighter fist than Tenden did his kitchens. No army slaved and struggled and fought with greater determination than the men who laboured for Gourimand’s meals.

Yet now, the kitchen was quiet. All but one oven was dark, the stone cold as tombstones. The glow of the single oven’s flames flickered against Tenden’s expressionless face as he watched the cake inside slowly bake. He checked the timer again. Hmm. Five more minutes before it was ready to come out. That was good. Give him just in time to finish mixing the frosting. Oh, and the party that had gone to Shivering Peak had brought back that wonderful snowberry wine. That would make an excellent addition!

A rattle distracted Tenden from his work. He lifted his head curiously as the banging sound came down through the vents and the chimney. Smoke plumed from one of the extinguished ovens and a hacking cough came moments before a diminutive winged figure staggered into the open.

Tenden clicked his tongue at the sight of the imp. “Well, Ikrit?”

“S-sorry boss,” the imp wheezed, his ratty wings fluttering, clearing the smoke off of him. “Got… got some ash in the lungs.”

“Do take your time,” Tenden said as he pulled on some oven mitts.

Ikrit wheezed a final time and shook his head, peering up at Tenden. “I uh, have a report.”

“And that is?” Tenden said as he opened the oven and carefully reached in.

“Uh, well, Gourimand is dead.”

Midway through lifting out the cake, Tenden paused. “…I see,” he finally said, straightening and placing the cake on a prep table. “And, you’re sure?”

“I’ve still got bits of him on my boots, boss,” Ikrit said.

“Ah,” Tenden said as he closed the oven. He leaned against the door and pursed his lips, looking narrowly down at the imp. “How did it happen?”

In expressionless silence he listened to Ikrit’s account of the battle. Soon, Tenden’s fingers drummed atop the oven, his face never changing, but somehow, that was almost worse. For Ikrit knew his master. Knew him as few did. And with that knowledge came a great respect. And fear.

…Mostly fear.

“And then they left with the book,” Ikrit finished.

Tenden’s fingers continued beating a tattoo into the oven. “Pity,” he said. “Pity.”

Ikrit said nothing as Tenden began to move through the kitchen, switching on the ovens one by one. A hiss of gas began to fill the air. “Um… boss?” Ikrit said. “What uh…”

“It would seem the Crimson Wings will no longer serve our purposes,” he said.

“They won’t?” the imp said.

“No,” Tenden said.

“Then, uh,” Ikrit said as he fluttered after his master, perching on Tenden’s shoulder. “What should we do?”

“We shall gather the others. It seems our deadline has moved up.”

“It has?” Ikrit said.

“Oh yes,” Tenden said, gesturing at the air before him, the stone in his ring flashing. “Very much so.”

With a crackling sound, the air was rent, tearing to form a portal that shimmered in the gloom of the kitchens. Tenden stepped through it, and as he passed through the shimmering split in the world, he lit a match, and tossed it over his shoulder.

The explosion would level much of the kitchens and parts of the outside of the Crimson Wings’ familia hall. There would be only a perfunctory examination, and the unfortunate news that Gourimand’s loyal butler and chef, Tenden, had died in the explosion would be overshadowed by the revelation that three of the highest ranked members in the familia had been lost to the dungeon. This would consume all of the attention and ink in the gossip rags for several weeks.

For changes were coming to the city of Labyrinth.

And no one would be sure how it would all end.


Epilogue

Armand shut his bedroom door behind him with a sigh of satisfaction. That had been a good dinner.

Then he jerked his head sideways to avoid the dagger that whipped through the air.

The blade thudded into the wood behind him, and a low whistle came from the other end of the room. “Nice dodge!”

Armand reached back and wrenched the dagger out of the door. “Out for revenge for the death of your boss?” he asked.

Shadows shimmered as they peeled off of Razia, the rogue sitting on the edge of his bed, a cocky grin dancing on her lips. “Hardly,” she said, kicking her heels girlishly. “You killed him, you won, which means he’s not my boss anymore. The dagger is just how I say hello.”

“Sounds like you don’t have many friends.”

“Err! Wrong. I don’t have many weak friends. And I want to get very friendly with you,” Razia said, rising to her feet and sauntering across the room.

Armand rubbed his thumb along the flat of the dagger, watching the woman approach, mindful of where her hands were and any other bladed objects that might be in reach. “Is that so?” he said.

“Absolutely. I love people who are fun. And I got a feeling you’re going to be very fun,” she said, draping her arms over his shoulders, leaning in close with a teasing smirk, her breasts pressed against his chest. “Still have that opening in your party? I can do some mean DPS.”

“Are you volunteering?” Armand demanded.

“Damn straight! It’s gonna be chaos around here with The Crimson Wings trying to figure out what the hell they’re doing. And that sounds like exactly my jam. You’ve finally made things interesting around Labyrinth, and I can’t wait to see how else you fuck it all up.”

Armand eyed her critically. “Understand, I will be checking with my fellow party members before I even consider letting you join,” he said.

“So I just have to win them over?” Razia said.

“To start.”

“Oooh, sounds tough! You’re giving me a challenge, but I bet I can make it work.”

“Do you?”

“Of course!” Razia cackled. “It’ll be fun. And dangerous! And I do love danger,” she purred, grinding herself on his leg. “Makes me so… frisky!”

Armand grunted, feeling the growing heat of lust throb in his veins. Despite (or maybe because of) the danger of the woman before him. “You realize I can’t trust you, right?” he said.

“Naturally! You’d be insane to. But I’m always loyal to my new boss. Promise!”

“Trust is earned,” Armand noted grimly.

“Then let’s drop a downpayment,” Razia said, grinning wickedly as she grabbed her top and pulled it open.

Latches and buckles clicked and snapped as they parted, the tight leathers enwrapping her peeling away and revealing her full breasts and slim, taut figure. Armand didn’t mind admiring her. There was plenty to. Her body was toned with the gentle contours of muscle. Her eyes burned hot and molten as she looked up at him. She lazily arched, her breasts modest yet full. The faint white lines of scars patterned her skin, testament to a body knowing war and conflict.

“Not bad,” Armand said.

“Better than that, and you know it,” Razia cooed, her hands landing on his chest. “Now, turnabout’s fair play, right? Let’s get that off you…”

Armand shrugged and began to remove his armour, eagerly assisted by the rogue. Her fingers played over his flesh, easing off pauldrons, breastplate and more. When his chest came into view, Razia’s eyes flashed and she leaned in, kissing the cool flesh as her hands teased the buckle of his belt, easing it off and sinking slowly down.

“Ah,” she moaned softly as his manhood throbbed into the open. “There it is. I’ve been dreaming of this.”

“Have you?” Armand grunted.

“Should I prove it?” the assassin giggled as she slid back to her feet, her hand tracing the contour of his leg before grasping his length.

Armand hissed as she stroked him, her hand subtly calloused by the hilts of daggers and swords. His own arm looped around her, his hand filling itself with the softness of her ass and giving it a hungry squeeze, pushing her up against him. Armand leaned down as Razia rubbed herself against him, arching, her lips parting, welcoming with eagerness the press of his lips.

The kiss was hot. Molten. Passion and danger heating the blood as Armand pulled the gorgeous assassin against him, bending her over until they both fell onto the bed. Razia stretched beneath him, her breasts pushed out, eagerly rubbing against his chest, her hand guiding his cock towards her entrance, slickening his tip with the desire on her fluttering pussy.

“Fuck me,” she breathed. “Fuck me hard. Right here. Right now. Claim my pussy, you bastard. Make me yours.”

“So needy,” Armand growled.

“So fun,” she purred, kissing him again.

Spurred on, Armand pushed forward, filling the wanton rogue in a single stroke. Razia cried out, her nails digging into his back. Armand grunted, body tightening as he began to drive himself into her with sharp, vicious strokes. Fucking the gorgeous rogue beneath him with heavy, panting movements that made Razia rock beneath him.

“Yes!” Razia gasped, her eyes misty with delight, her body arching beneath him, welcoming his cock. “Oh gods yes! Fuck me! Fuck me, you ffffucking bastard! Oh gods. Gods yes!”

“Have a… mouth on you,” Armand grunted.

“Ohhh. I’ll show you… show you what it can… it can do l-later. But don’t you fucking d-dare stop yet!”

Armand had no intention to.

The feel of Razia tightening, rippling, taking his cock was exquisite. The dull throb of pain as she furiously clawed his back only spurred him on further. He pumped into her with ever greater urgency, Razia gasping and moaning, her legs wrapping around him with shocking dexterity, pulling him into her frantically, begging him to fuck her harder. Faster!

“Oh gods yes!” Razia cried. “Fuck me! Punish me! I’ve been so bad. Sooooo bad!”

“Have you?” Armand growled, sawing into her, his hips spanking off her ass.

“Ah! Mnnn! Yes! I’ve been n-naughty! I’ve been bad! I need… need your cock to p-punish me! Oh fuck. Oh fuck yes. Yes!”

He could feel the sudden tension in her. See the way her lashes fluttered. Her mouth opening, a moan escaping her as her body flexed. Tightened.

“Oh fuuuuuuuuck!” Razia cried, shuddering as she came, milking his cock with shameless delight.

Armand groaned as he felt his own peak, his body tightening as he came in her, filling her with sharp jolts of pleasure.

Razia sighed, slumping beneath him on the bed, her breasts heaving with her panting breath, beads of sweat gleaming like diamonds in the pale moonlight leaking through the window.

“Oh hells yes,” Razia said breathlessly, her eyes gleaming in the dark. “Knew you’d… you’d be fun…”

Armand grunted, rising above her. “I don’t trust you yet,” he said.

She giggled. “Of course not. But don’t worry,” she said, stroking his chest admiringly. “I’ll prove it. Pinky swear. I can be a good girl, so long as you stay fun.”

Armand shook his head. “You are insane.”

“So they tell me,” Razia said, her grin flashing. “But tell me that’s not fun?”

Armand couldn’t deny that. She certainly kept things interesting, and to be sure, so long as she was strong and did her job, he didn’t have a problem with insanity.

And he was going to need strong allies in the days ahead.

Because he was only getting started…

End
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