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The Story So Far



Drew Wright was ripped away from his bed in the dead of night, teleported into The System’s Introductory Tutorial. After undergoing involuntary electroshock therapy in the form of being tased, Drew had his eyes opened to the encroaching System Descent. Spock, Drew’s official System Guide, walked Drew through the selection process of a new race and class, as well as spending Drew’s boons.

After selflessly giving away one of his boons to prevent Spock’s impending demise, the duo were teleported back to Earth. Drew, having chosen the basic Caster class and Dhampir race, was now faced with the dilemma of how to convince his wife of the upcoming apocalypse. Mana-born monsters would soon begin to spawn, and the wild animals of the world would begin to rapidly mutate into beasts after being infused with the mana The System was busy saturating the world with in order to save it from an unknown catastrophe. Not to mention all of Earth’s modern technology would cease functioning due to the loss of electricity.

Earth had seven days until shit hit the fan, and there was a lot to prepare. Over the course of the week, Drew’s family, Spock, and his best friend Mark and his wife Miranda put new buildings on Drew’s property, had hand-pumped water wells drilled, and so much more. Torn between doing so many things in order to prepare for The System, Drew also enlisted the help of a down-on-his-luck local, Robert, to help build security fencing around the family property.

During the days, they went shopping, and during the night and early mornings, Drew, his wife Amber, their dog Freya, his mom, Mark, and Miranda all went hunting. Not for sport, nor for food, but to level up. The more levels they could grind before The System hit, the greater their chances of survival.

Drew, having known right off the bat that manpower was going to be an issue due to living out in the boonies, had used one of his boons to receive an additional spell. There was only one issue: the spell required dead bodies. Thus, as they hunted, Drew went about raising his first undead minions and, in the process, unknowingly pulled the attention of an immeasurably powerful being: a Primordial.

The clock struck zero, and The System, in its massive scope, scale, and power, teleported the planet Earth out of the way of a massive gamma-ray burst that would have extinguished all life. Unfortunately, due to the extreme speed with which The System had saturated the planet with mana to save it, monsters began spawning immediately, and Drew’s family and friends soon found themselves under attack from thousands of Goblins. When the dust cleared, Drew and crew found they had made it out alive, albeit barely.

Exhausted, traumatized, and under immense stress, Amber led Robert, Spock, Mark, and Freya out to hunt down the surviving Goblins and eliminate them before they became an even bigger threat. Human survivors began to surface, and while several groups left Amber’s team behind to head to River’s Bend, the nearby town, others decided to follow Amber and the rest of the super-powered team members.

Eventually, a large group of human survivors led by Mr. Whitehall found their way to Amber and the rest of the team. Unfortunately, trouble was brewing within Mr. Whitehall’s group in the form of three young men armed with AR-15s, and when they shouldered their rifles in an attempt to murder Drew, he killed the three without mercy.

To warn the other survivors and hopefully prevent another such event from occurring, Drew decided to raise the bodies of the dead men into service as skeleton minions. Things didn’t go according to plan, and Drew accidentally attached the lingering soul of one of the young men to his skeletal body, thus creating the first Soulflame on Earth. This had the unintended consequence of pulling the attention of the already curious Baleful Lady, The Primordial Goddess of Death, even further toward Drew and cemented her decision to invite him to her realm.

The Baleful Lady proved to have the most curious reason for inviting Drew to her realm. She wished to offer him a job. After reviewing the “profession”, Drew accepted his new role of collecting any lingering souls he found on Earth and sending them into the afterlife. The new profession – Baleful Warden – supplemented Drew’s class with more physically boosted attributes and rounded out his ability to stay alive.

Soon after arriving back on Earth, Drew’s property was under attack once again, this time by thousands of hawk-sized crows with glowing red eyes. Struggling to mount a defense against the new airborne threat, Drew watched as his neighbors died and Mark fell to the ground after being heavily injured. In a fit of defiance of reality, Drew pulled at the energies of death and cold around the battlefield and reaffirmed The Baleful Lady’s decision to invest in him as her new Champion.

Drew lashed out against the birds, using his own soul and the death around him to power an obscenely powerful and equally dangerous unknown ability. Despite the unknown yet massive risk to himself, Drew managed to kill off the remainder of the airborne crows but, shortly after, fell unconscious due to being heavily injured and causing undue stress to his soul.

While Drew was out cold and being healed by Miranda, a new figure arrived on the property, and she did so in style. Coming down from the sky like a meteor, Sindra, one of The Baleful Lady’s Valkyries, arrived with Drew’s new equipment. Sindra’s appearance, mirroring that of an angel, brought about much reverence and many rumors from the deeply religious human survivors.

Over the course of the next few weeks, the human survivors on Drew’s property were thrown into Sindra’s own personal boot camp to whip them into shape in a quick enough manner to boost their chances of survival. During this time, Drew reached his first Evolution, choosing the Necromancer class and reaching E Grade, while Robert was instrumental in building communal housing for people and began to gather a loyal following that appreciated his leadership.

Having not heard a word or sound from the nearby town of River’s Bend, Drew recruited several community members to aid him in finding out what was going on. Halfway to town, they ran into people who needed help and were being hunted by a massive hog. After a hard battle in which he was tossed around like a ragdoll, Drew was shocked to learn that the people he had saved were from River’s Bend, and they came with a dire warning. People had gone missing, and rumors were flying around that the rapidly increasing levels of the town council members had come from something other than monsters.

Fearing the worst but hoping for the best, Drew and Mark set out on a recon mission to River’s Bend, where Drew’s worst fears were confirmed. Robert did not take the news that his life-long neighbors had become murderers well. He made a plan to go to River’s Bend and try to solve things diplomatically, as he wished to prevent further blood from being spilled. He knew he would likely die trying, but he had to give his all to the chance that he could save as many people as possible.

Drew followed after Robert with a coalition of community members and minions to rescue Robert in case shit hit the fan and to try and find any captive survivors. Robert was soon captured and brought before town council members before being cut down, murdered by his fellow human beings.

Drew launched a full crusade against the council and the corrupted militia members of River’s Bend who had been complicit in the murder of both Robert as well as innocent townsfolk. The coalition fought tooth and nail and lost several people along the way but was ultimately successful in delivering the final blow and thus putting down the corrupted officials and militia members.

The Baleful Lady, in an effort of kindness, sent several members of her Cadre to the community, now newly named Sanctuary, to help ease the suffering of the survivors and offer psychological help in order to help people heal. Drew and most of the people in Sanctuary took Robert’s death hard, and despite his best efforts, Drew was unable to locate Robert’s soul to bring him back as a Soulflame.

As Drew was dealing with the death of his friend and his failure to save him, he put down his [Pillar of Civilization] and, in doing so, claimed his property and allowed The System to acknowledge it as a settlement. This had the benefit of projecting a small shield around the settlement that would prevent the spawning of monsters and beasts within its radius.

Unfortunately, Drew hadn’t read the fine print – or even known it had existed. On the eve of the final safety restraints being removed by The System and freeing the bigger, nastier things that now roamed Earth from their temporary prison cells, Drew found he had another issue. The Pillar he had placed lit up like a beacon and attracted all nearby beasts and monsters to Sanctuary’s location like a candle in the darkness. Just as Drew was mentally preparing himself for yet another horde of unspeakable horrors to crash into Sanctuary’s defenses, The Baleful Lady spoke to him telepathically with even worse news…

Earth was being invaded.

Columns of colored light pierced down from the heavens and hit Earth all around the globe, and where they struck the ground, Gates manifested, opening the newly integrated Earth to unknown invading forces.

The Incursions had begun…


Chapter One



Drew’s brows furrowed as he leaned forward in his collapsable fold-up chair and focused intensely on relaying orders to six of his minions to advance. His eyes remained closed, as it was still too difficult for him to see with his undead skeleton’s vision and his own simultaneously. He watched from his minion’s perspective as the six undead marched in unison, their spears pointed forward and their wooden shields held firmly in their off-hands.

A mistake had been made, a stupid mistake, one that Drew himself had made due to his lack of common sense on a cosmic scale. He had placed the [Pillar of Civilization] and thus inadvertently begun the pillar’s boot-up function of creating a shield around his growing community of Sanctuary. It was mere hours before The System’s training wheels came off and all the really nasty critters that had been locked up across the world were released.

In his mind, this had meant it was the best time to place the pillar and get a shield set up to prevent any monsters from spawning or any animals from mutating into beasts within its area of protection.

How was I supposed to know that the mana being drawn into the pillar would act like a giant beacon in the darkness and attract all the nearby monsters and beasts to our location? That’s like… the worst design flaw a shield could possibly have!

Alas, hindsight is twenty-twenty, and now Sanctuary was under attack. Again.

Four-foot-tall humanoid lizards crashed against the wooden shields of Drew’s minions, lashing out with their wickedly curved short blades as his skeletons attempted to block. The skeletons managed to skewer three of the attacking lizardmen, or Kobolds as they were known, but the remaining spears missed and were then dropped as Drew’s minions whipped out their axes to use against the invaders’ impressively scaled hides.

The Kobolds snarled and snapped their jaws, and just as the skeletons began to be pushed back, Drew’s currently skeletal eyes spotted movement. The humans had arrived. Sanctuary’s Earth-born defenders were not sitting idle during this attack. Oh no. Drew’s skeletons were merely the vanguard acting as undead damage soaks to lower the chances of injury to Sanctuary’s still-living citizenry.

Snap

Thunk

An arrow buried itself fletching-deep in the eye socket of one of the Kobolds, and the yellow-scaled lizardman collapsed to the ground like a marionette whose strings had suddenly been cut. A bald man covered in leather armor charged forward, bringing down a bearded axe upon the skull of a green-scaled Kobold, splitting its skull wide open.

“Get Franked!” the man roared with righteous vigor as a German Shepherd dog ran past him and leapt towards a blue-scaled Kobold.

Freya, now so much more than the simple family dog she had once been, latched onto the throat of the Kobold like it was her favorite frisbee and then tore it away from its previous home, splattering the nearby combatants in blood and gore.

[Skeletal Minon] – lvl 17 destroyed

Shit, that one was really high level too!

Drew internally cursed as he gritted his actual teeth. Luckily, the minion he was viewing the battle through was undamaged, although it was also in combat against another Kobold.

The monsters would continue to come until the shield had properly established itself, and the ETA to that moment was still several hours away. Every minion lost now was one he would need to spend time away from commanding his minions to resummon. Each loss represented a set amount of time and mana he would need to use later on to replenish his ranks with bodies. It was in Drew’s best interests to keep his losses to a minimum.

It was time he could not spare, not when the battles were already far too close for comfort. Eventually, the human defenders of Sanctuary would tire, and when that moment came… well, Drew really hoped the second team was up to the task of holding the defenses while the first one was healed and rested.

I won’t lose anyone else.

Drew’s occupied skeleton landed an overhead swing and caught its Kobold opponent in the shoulder, causing it to hiss and drop its blade. The skeleton tried to pull its axe back out, but it was stuck deep in the sinew of the attacking monster. The creature snarled and raked its taloned claws across the skeleton’s wooden shield, carving deep rivets into the wood and pushing the skeleton onto its back foot.

Shadowy wisps emerged from the ground and then shot up vertically before coalescing behind the attacking Kobold. All completely unnoticed by the monster. The Kobold’s aggressive attacks suddenly ceased as it froze in shock, its dragon-like face swiveling around to find a tan man who looked a lot like Pedro Pascal smiling happily behind him. The man had his hands on two daggers, both of which had found their way to the Kobold’s equivalent of kidneys. Bubbles of blood and foam gurgled from the Kobold’s shocked face before it joined its peers in collapsing to the ground, limp, the light slowly dimming from its eyes.

Nice save there, Mark. Maybe I’ll lay off the short jokes for a few days... Drew allowed himself a small grin before refocusing on the last few enemies.

The ground began to vibrate, and Drew’s skeleton minion cocked its head in confusion just as a giant form of rock and earth burst through the tree line, ripping several innocent non-mesquite trees from the ground as it did so.

Wonderful, another elemental. I hate these things.

Drew groaned internally. The lumbering piece of rock could never be described as human-like with its red, boulder-like chest, bulky, elongated arms, and glowing yellow eyes buried deep within the football-sized, misshapen rock that acted as the thing’s head.

Elementals were awful to fight. Arrows were useless as they couldn’t penetrate deep enough to do anything, swords and axes only bit lightly into it, and daggers and fists were all but useless. Even Drew’s damage over time abilities like [Corruption] had little to no visible effect. The only things that could take them down were overwhelming physical force or potent direct damage magical attacks.

The Elemental brought its giant arms over its head and, like a force of nature, slammed them down onto one of Drew’s precious skeletons, flattening it into bone dust and sadness.

[Skeletal Minon] – lvl 14 destroyed

Ughh, can you just, like, not kill all my minions? Pretty please? They’re expensive… and time-consuming to make…

With fury in its glowing yellow eyes, it raised its arms again, and Drew silently cursed as he watched from the poor minion’s sockets as its impending doom approached. But then the strangest thing happened. The Elemental paused, its arms shot toward its torso, and it fell to the ground.

Uhh… what?

The pile of rocks, well, rocked back and forth as a rumbling came from it that sounded like its component parts were grinding against each other. Drew, very much confused, took full control of his minion to look around in curiosity, only to find Spock twenty yards behind him giving him a thumbs-up. He then pointed at said thumbs-up with his other hand, likely pleased at the ‘humanness’ of his gesture.

Ahhh, so it was Spock. But what spell did he use?

Oh…

Drew turned his minion’s head back to the ground where the elemental lay, its arms clutching its torso as it rocked back and forth.

It’s that laughter spell he took that I thought was stupid… Glad to be proven wrong, I guess, Drew thought as he unconsciously caused his minion to rub the back of its skull with its left hand, its shield falling to the ground in the process.

Yes, yes. I see the thumbs-up, Spock. Good job.

Drew grinned slightly as he directed his skeleton to give Spock a thumbs-up back, then chuckled as he watched Spock literally jump in the air with joy.

Saving that goofy guy was the best decision I ever made… After marrying Amber, of course.

“Sorry I’m late!” Beefcake yelled as he jogged toward the group consisting of Kyle, Amber, Freya, Spock, Mark, and Drew’s minions.

The large Demon, covered in plate armor, paused as he watched the Elemental for the briefest moment before shrugging and bringing his colossal seven-foot sword down onto the enemy with his full strength, cleaving right through it and sending a shockwave rippling across the ground that blew Drew’s skeleton off its feet.

“What took ya so long?” Amber demanded.

The Demon sighed and shook his head. “It was those damn saucy brown things. What did you call them again?”

“You mean the barbecue baked beans?” Kyle asked as he slammed his axe, Frank, into the last Kobold’s neck, nearly beheading it in the process.

“Yeah, those things!” Beefcake nodded. “They are not kind to my digestive system.”

“I warned you,” Mark said with a grin. “But nooo, nobody ever listens to Mark…”

“You said they’d make me pass wind.” Beefcake scowled at Mark. “Believe me, mortal, there was a lot more than just wind going on.”

“That’s your own fault, Beefcake. You did eat an entire pot of them,” Amber pointed out. “Beans are meant to be a side dish, not the main course, and you ate enough to fill six adults. I have no sympathy for you.”

“My southern gate sounded as if it was conducting a demonic ritual of considerable power… I have heard many, but none quite so sinister or thunderous,” Beefcake said sadly while rubbing the lower rear section of his armor.

“No. Sympathy,” Amber repeated, crossing her arms.

“Nope, none here either,” Kyle said, but with a slight grin.

“You did it to yourself, dude. I did warn you,” Mark joined in.

“Bodily functions are decidedly disgusting, but the others are right – you should have known better,” Spock agreed with a nod of his head.

“BOOF.”

“I am not asking him that,” Amber said while glaring daggers at Freya.

I feel like I shouldn’t ask, but…

“What did she say?” Drew asked through the non-existent vocal cords of his undead minion. The resulting sound sounded like the wailing demise of a thousand souls all crying out in agony and caused several of the people present to flinch.

Amber furrowed her brow and grimaced. “She wanted to know where Beefcake did it so… she could go… smell it.” She began to gag slightly.

All heads turned toward Freya, even Beefcake’s, and Drew brought his skeleton’s arms together by crossing them.

“Bad dog,” Drew scolded and then walked away, soon followed by everyone else. As he left, he couldn’t help but hear a low whine coming from behind him.


Chapter Two



Theoretically, Drew could command his minions and personally fight at the same time, but in realistic terms, it hadn’t worked out too well for him. He didn’t know if his intelligence score was too low or if he just needed practice, but the longer he did it, the higher the chance he’d get a splitting headache. When he had gone to River’s Bend to rescue Robert, or try to, he had already been at his mental limit with his minions, and it had only gone well due to him issuing verbal commands while he did his own thing rather than splitting his attention across multiple points of the battle.

Attempting to do that now, during an ever-evolving battle with constantly shifting patterns of attacks against waves of Kobolds and the occasional Elemental, not to mention all the beasts… no. Not only would it not be smart, it would likely get him killed, not to mention endanger anyone fighting nearby him, as he would be constantly distracted. Drew had already made one major mistake that had put all of Sanctuary and his family in danger. He wasn’t going to make another one by trying to be a ‘tough guy’.

Which meant he was stuck commanding from the rear for now.

Unlike the previous ‘single surge’ attacks on Sanctuary by the Goblin horde and eagle-sized crows, this one came in multiple waves as nasty things from further out made their way to his neck of the woods. The breaks in between each incoming wave were the only minor relief that was afforded to them.

Drew issued orders to the undead bird minions he’d placed on the shoulders of each team leader patrolling the area to peck at their human perches three times. It was time for team one to switch out with team two. He’d found the pecks far more efficient than communicating through the birds verbally.

Grim-faced and somewhat nervous, the team two squads met up with their corresponding team one squads. Where the new people looked fresh, if a bit apprehensive, team one looked completely different. Exhaustion, blood, dirt, and sweat caked their faces as they dragged their feet behind them, slowly making their way toward the center of the community.

They wouldn’t have held out much longer – they’re practically dead on their feet, and most of them are actually dragging their shields and weapons behind them. Sindra would lose her shit if she saw them. Not that I can blame them. Hours of fighting non-stop is never easy. Captain America-level stats or not, they’re not Superman. Not yet, at least.

Drew sighed as he massaged his temples while keeping his eyes closed. There was a lull in the combat, a small one, and it had allowed just enough time for the defenders to swap out safely, but the next wave of incoming monsters would be at the doorstep soon, and Sanctuary still needed to hold for a while.

The exhausted squads of team one collapsed to the ground once they made it to the communal outdoor grill and eating area, and the elderly and young children raced from the firepits toward the exhausted defenders, bringing them bowls of hot stew and bread.

They were the support team, and it was made up of people too low-level – or lacking The System completely in the children’s case – to fight effectively without becoming corpses. Many of these people were from River’s Bend, the ones the people of Sanctuary had rescued, and they hadn’t yet leveled up enough to do anything other than provide support to the defenders.

Some people had refused to do even that.

Why does my sister-in-law have to be such a pain in the ass, even during the freaking end of the world? Drew grumbled to himself as he thought about how he and Amber had tried to get her to do anything, literally anything, to help the community.

In the end, her stubbornness had won out, and in doing so, the rest of the residents of Sanctuary, infuriated by her unwillingness to help, had locked her inside an outhouse. Beefcake’s personal outhouse.

It was the closest thing to a jail cell that Sanctuary had, and Drew chuckled to himself at the thought of Krystal screaming at the top of her lungs from inside the ‘hellhole’, as some had come to call it. He hoped she learned her lesson. Perhaps it was his influence, but the locals did not like freeloaders.

“Champion, there are strong monsters approaching your settlement,” The Baleful Lady, Primordial of Death, telepathically whispered into the deep regions of Drew’s skull.

“The Kobolds and Elementals are already near E Grade, and we’ve been fighting those all night… what exactly are we facing this time?” Drew sent back grimly.

“More of the same, unfortunately. However, there are several actual E Grade monsters present this time.”

“Wonderful…” Drew groaned. “I still don’t think I can command my minions properly while also entering combat myself, at least not well. Do you have any recommendations?”

“If there were other Necromancers present, you could temporarily grant them command of your minions. However, your people seem stubborn about accepting such a class. Not that many have gotten to E Grade yet… Sadly, I don’t have an easy solution for you.”

“Ugh… alright, well, I guess the best thing I can do is issue commands beforehand to do my best as I take to the field. Sanctuary really needs more Necros.”

“Sanctuary? An apt name for your settlement indeed. On the slightly less dark side of things, there only appear to be a few waves left, albeit strong ones.”

“I’m really happy I picked up that Dhampir race, otherwise I’d be freaking out with all this stress… Speaking of which, any word yet on the Incursions and our new alien invaders?” Drew asked with concern.

“It’s not something you should worry about currently. Focus on staying alive and keeping your people safe. Sindra and her sisters will be there shortly. Although I fear they will miss this fight, they will at least keep your settlement safe afterward.”

“Alright, thanks for the update.”

It paid dividends to have an all-powerful goddess watching over your shoulder, even if she was limited in what support she could offer. Still, information was almost as nice as a good ol’-fashioned smiting… almost.

Drew sighed before taking direct control of several undead birds that sat on the shoulders of team two’s squad leaders.

“Listen up, folks,” Drew began, and he could physically feel several people wince when he spoke through the undead birds. “We’ve got incoming, and they’re strong. Unfortunately, I have to physically jump into this battle myself, otherwise there could be a lot of deaths. This means I’ll have to give the skeletons near you basic commands and cannot constantly be giving them more detailed guidance, or it will distract me and likely end up endangering y’all. Please stay safe and play it smart.”

It was a shitty speech, but that was the reality right now. Drew wasn’t the type of person to sprinkle sugar on a crap sandwich in the hopes of masking the taste. It was a bad situation, and there was no way around it. He could only do his best and hope that Sindra made it in time to help.
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[Corruption] was worthless, even in its upgraded form of [Corrupting Contagion]. Elementals had nothing to rot away, and [Baleful Strike] was equally useless as they didn’t have souls either. This left Drew with [Death Toll], his muscles, and his oversized sword made of metal and bone.

I really hate these things…

Drew extended his finger, and a screaming skull appeared before launching itself toward an incoming Elemental. When the flaming skull smashed into the hulking creature of rock and earth, fragments of its torso were blasted away as the spell’s secondary function appeared in the form of an explosion.

Taking advantage of the monster’s confusion and sudden damage, Drew leapt high in the air and brought down his sword at the tiny joint where the Elemental’s arm met its torso, slicing through the fist-sized rock and amputating the monster’s arm.

Normally, this would be the moment where the tide turned against the Elemental in question, but sadly, Drew had missed another of the rumbling things coming up on his right flank through a copse of trees.

“Ooof!”

Drew was launched sideways as a watermelon-sized fist of rock slammed into his blackened plate armor by his right ribs. Drew hit the ground and tumbled several times but held onto his sword tightly while ensuring it was far from his body. The last thing he needed to do was injure himself or lose his sword. Drew scrambled to his feet again and attempted to regain his composure before unleashing another [Death Toll].

The screaming skull smashed into the first Elemental, ripping apart what remained of its torso and ending the threat. Sadly, however, Drew didn’t have the time to relish in the small victory as he was forced to leap and roll out of the way of the second Elemental’s fist coming in for a side-swipe. After swiftly leaping back to his feet in a much more elegant manner than before, Drew and the Elemental faced one another in a moment of silence.

Drew didn’t know the reason for the pause in the Elemental’s attack, but he didn’t care either. He was going to take advantage of the momentary lull in combat. The Elemental seemed to grow unsure of itself as Drew’s skeletons burst out of the dense vegetation and charged toward the monster. Seeing a golden opportunity, Drew unleashed another [Death Toll] before charging the Elemental with his sword held high.

His spell’s secondary explosion blew off one of the monster’s arms and left a massive hole in its chest area, and before it even had the time to process the damage it had taken, Drew was upon it, bringing his sword down with all his strength.

It was still alive because of course it was. The things were nothing if not durable and a pain in the ass to deal with. It was also armless now and had no way to attack Drew or his skeletons unless it decided to body slam them. Which was exactly what it did, smashing two of his precious minions to bits and bone shards before rolling all over the ground like a cat that had found the catnip.

Drew groaned in frustration. The move caused a jolt of pain due to his ribs having been beaten black and blue by a stony fist moments earlier. With a pained grimace, he brought his bone-covered blade down on the Elemental’s head, finally putting it out of his own, personal misery.

His skeletons finally made it to him, and with a wave of his hand, Drew ordered them to encircle him as he collapsed to the ground before immediately storing both his helmet and his breastplate in his spatial storage.

Taking slow, deep breaths to try and get his heart rate under control, Drew couldn’t help but wince as his lungs inflated and deflated while brushing up against his messed-up ribs. He fished around in the crack in reality until he pulled out a fresh towel and a small tin of the foulest-smelling concoction on the face of the planet. He wiped his face with the fabric cloth before opening the tin and grimacing, dipping one of his gauntlets into it before rubbing the black and green foulness on his bruised ribs.

A heat punctured his skin as it absorbed the poultice, and then a chill ran down his body. It was several minutes before his ribs felt like they were no longer on the verge of being broken or fractured and a couple more minutes past that before Drew could breathe normally again.

The goop smelled god-awful, looked like tar, and acted as fly and roach repellant, but it did a damn good job at healing minor injuries. He’d have to thank the old witchy woman who had taken up the alchemy profession back in Sanctuary for the gift.

“Alright, ‘nuff sitting around, let’s go find the others,” Drew said to his minions as he hoisted himself off the ground and re-equipped his armor.

He paused when he realized he was doing it again.

Quit talking to the minions – they can’t talk back!
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Drew crashed through the line of Kobolds from their flank, mowing several down as he swung his sword horizontally at their head height. They had no idea what had hit them, and it took the survivors a few moments to gather themselves before snarling in Drew’s direction.

The snarls didn’t last long, however. Arrows soon found their marks, deep in the Kobolds’ skulls, at Amber’s expert direction. Mark wasn’t one to sit on his haunches either though, and he swiftly dodged past several of the Kobolds’ curved blades, stabbing each of them repeatedly as he passed by like a ghost.

Within moments, the rest of the scaled monsters were down, and Sanctuary’s elite defense team took a moment to catch their collective breath.

Dawn was beginning to break as the sun crested the horizon, turning the sky as red with light as the ground was with blood. The stench of death lingered in the air, and there were corpses in nearly every minor clearing throughout the wooded areas surrounding Sanctuary. It was a Necromancer’s paradise, a bottomless treasure chest of new bodies to raise.

Too bad I’ll have to leave to head to the dungeon soon… I guess I can get to work on raising some of these as minions while we wait.

“Was that all of them?” Amber asked as she gulped down water from her canteen.

“Uh… maybe?” Mark answered with uncertainty.

“I’ve accounted for all of the monsters in this grouping, so yes, I believe that was indeed all of them,” Spock added.

Freya, in the meantime, was enjoying a victory lap around the dead bodies of the Kobolds before a sickening crunch shot through the surroundings as the German Shepherd ripped off one of the corpse’s legs and pranced around with it in her mouth like she was showing off a trophy.

“Freya, put that down,” Amber said with a warning glare. The dog immediately dropped the leg, which hit the ground with a wet thud as Freya let out a low whine. “Sweetie, Drew needs those for new minions. We’ll find you a good stick when we get back to the house, okay?”

Drew, along with Mark, chuckled lightly and shook their heads before Drew went to work raising a few of the corpses to help replace the minions he’d lost. His mana was low from all the fighting, but he still had enough to get a couple up and running.

Thankfully, the Kobolds had come equipped with actual swords and the occasional shield, so it looked like Sanctuary wouldn’t be running out of one-handed blades anytime in the near future, which was great for Drew’s minions as well. They would no longer be stuck using bottom-of-the-barrel equipment and forging failures from the blacksmith’s apprentices.

“Champion, the last of the battles has ended, and I do not sense or see any additional incoming monsters or beasts,” The Baleful Lady said telepathically to Drew.

“Thank God,” Drew replied, wiping sweat from his brow while his helmet sat on the ground between his legs.

“It’s goddess, and there’s no need to thank me. I apologize that there wasn’t more I could do, but it really is better for you and your people to fight these kinds of battles yourselves without relying on divine help.”

“How is it better?” Drew asked bitterly.

He had already heard reports of multiple people having died defending the community, and he wasn’t even back in Sanctuary yet to get an accurate headcount. He feared the numbers would be much higher than he’d been aware of, and each death weighed heavily on him.

Every day, he resolved not to lose anyone else, and every day, that promise was broken.

He needed to be stronger. At this rate, in a few months, there wouldn’t be anyone left to make promises to…

“If I solved every problem that your people came up against, they would never level, nor would they grow and gain combat experience. Additionally, and trust me when I say I understand the pain of loss, interfering directly requires divine energy. If I help too often, then when something truly devastating occurs, like an incoming meteor or an A-Grade tyrant randomly appearing, I may not have the energy required to divert such a catastrophe. At least, not in a timely manner.”

“I… see. I suppose that makes sense in a way, but…”

“But it doesn’t remove the pain of loss. I understand,” The Lady said in a sympathetic tone. “Also, you need to realize that Earth is not alone in the vast cosmos. There are countless stars and so many civilizations that require aid that your mortal mind could never truly comprehend the scale and sheer numbers. I am constantly making decisions that affect… never mind. The point is, it is a balancing act.”

“I’ll take your word for it. Thank you for your assistance,” Drew said, exhausted in more ways than one.

If he was being honest with himself, being an all-powerful divine being sounded like the worst job in the world. He was already feeling guilty about his mistakes and failures that day, and this was only a couple of hundred people in rural Oklahoma. He couldn’t imagine the weight of guilt that being in charge of countless planets would entail.

“Oh, and just a reminder, Sindra and her sisters will be there soon. You should prepare yourself,” The Baleful Lady quickly added before cutting their connection.

Right... I have to drop everything and go to some otherworldly dungeon to train so I don’t get stomped by these new Incursions. I know I need the power, but leaving Sanctuary right now feels so… wrong.

They will be okay… right?

Drew let out a long sigh. Today really sucked.


Chapter Three



Thirty-four. Thirty-four people had died. Cut down by the Kobolds or turned into red smears on the ground by the Elementals. One elderly lady on the support team had even died while racing to hand out food to team one. From a damn heart attack of all things.

To the souls that lingered, Drew had offered a choice. Rise again as a Soulflame and continue living their lives, or move on to The Halls of Reflection.

A surprising amount of people had chosen to stay, to be raised as undead. Still, the majority wished to move on. Having been brought up in the deeply religious South, they held to their faith and their beliefs. Despite raising all who wanted to stay, each death felt like an individual failure to Drew.

His mistake with the pillar had cost the lives of thirty-four people and impacted their surviving friends and family members heavily. He knew that his inability to command his skeleton minions while also taking to the field of battle had contributed to this number. If he had been stronger, if he had more minions, if…

Drew let out a deep sigh before addressing the crowd of people before him. He stood upon the raised dais, his Baleful Lantern on its post as his eyes scanned the exhausted and mourning civilians before him.

“I have failed,” Drew began. “I made a mistake. I placed the Pillar of Civilization so it would claim this area and we would become acknowledged by The System, so it would create a shield to prevent the spawning of monsters and beasts from within. In my ignorance, I was unaware that the Pillar’s start-up functions would draw the ire of every monster and beast nearby. It is this failure, my failure, that has cost the lives of thirty-four of Sanctuary’s people.”

Drew paused and took a breath as he met the eyes of some of the people in the crowd.

“The ones who wished to remain have arisen again as Soulflames. I ask that you treat them with the same love, dignity, and respect that you always showed them in life.” Drew’s voice was hoarse, tears running down his face as his chest tightened with each word. “The rest have decided to move on, to go to whatever afterlife may await them. For the new people here, this is the ceremony where we say goodbye to our neighbors, friends, and loved ones. My mistakes ended their lives prematurely, and for that, I am sorry.”

The Rites of Passage were granted to all those who wished to move on, and some people in the crowd cried while others cheered and yelled their goodbyes to the departing souls who materialized before heading into the heavens. Drew personally locked eyes with each soul and apologized to them as they departed.

His heart was heavy, and his mind was troubled. As the ceremony ended, he swiftly grabbed his lantern from its post and made his way back home, hoping to dodge any possible glares of accusation that would be wholly warranted.
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Drew slept and kept sleeping even though his body tried repeatedly to wake him as it was fully rested. He didn’t wish to leave his bed; he wanted to bury himself in his covers and stew in his own misery.

The bedroom door eventually opened, and, despite his protests to let him remain asleep, he was fully conscious as he felt something warm and wet drag across his face.

Begrudgingly opening his eyes, Drew found Freya, who was doing her best to console him by giving him kisses, and his wife, Amber, looking down at him with sympathy and kindness in her eyes.

“Sweetie, I know you’re feeling pretty terrible, but you need to get up,” Amber said in a soft voice.

“I don’t wanna,” Drew said as he kicked his feet under the covers several times in frustration.

“I know, and normally, I’d let you process and reflect on everything in your own time, but the folks in the watchtowers reported seeing five meteors in the distance, and they’re getting close.”

“It’s probably Sindra,” Drew said before throwing his head into the pillow and screaming in frustration.

“Yeah, it matches what folks said happened the first time she arrived,” Amber nodded. “So you need to get up and greet your friend and co-worker, okay?” She reached down and rubbed his back lightly.

“Fineee,” Drew said, his voice muffled by the pillow.

Amber led Drew through the house and outside with Freya tagging along, the dog uncharacteristically staying right by his side the entire time. Sure enough, there were incoming meteors, and Drew didn’t have to wait long until five brightly armored and winged figures shot forth from the sky and landed with dramatic three-point landings in the middle of Sanctuary.

So cool… I wonder if I’ll be able to do that someday.

The Valkyries had arrived, too late to clean up Drew’s mess of mistakes, but they still came, and with them, they brought Drew a certain peace of mind in knowing that Sanctuary itself was now safe. Mostly.

“Drew, good to… well, you look like a Tarlstrapholar’s excrement if I’ve even seen it,” Sindra said as she walked up to Drew and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Rough battle?”

“Thanks, I sure feel like excrement, that’s for sure,” Drew nodded sadly.

“How many did you lose?” Sindra asked knowingly.

“What?”

“I’d know that face anywhere. It’s the same face any new leader has after receiving heavy losses, no matter the species,” Sindra said with kindness in her voice.

“Thirty-four,” Drew grimaced.

“Ah, I feared it would be much worse.”

“Worse?” Drew asked.

“Oh my, yes. The Lady told me the numbers your people were up against. If anything, I’m surprised the causalities weren’t triple,” Sindra said loudly, looking around the crowd of gathering people before leaning in close to Drew and whispering, “You did good, even if it doesn’t feel like it right now.”

Drew was left speechless. He’d expected chastisement. Hell, he deserved to be chewed out, but instead, the official martial trainer of the Valkyries in The Baleful Lady’s Cadre had praised him. He didn’t deserve praise.

Sindra turned toward the other Valkyries. “Secure the perimeter. Expect E or D Grade threats at the worst, but keep an eye out for anything meaner. This planet is now fully unlocked and, as you saw on our approach, has active Incursions,” the golden-haired leader barked, and the other four disappeared in a flash. Drew didn’t even see them move; they just vanished.

Before Drew could open his mouth to say anything, Sindra turned back to him with a kind smile, grabbed him by his arm, and started walking toward the Pillar. Drew’s head spun as he was forcefully dragged along, and he saw many people nearby kneeling with deep reverence and respect for Sindra and her winged sisters.

Sanctuary housed all types: atheists, agnostics, and devotees of many flavors of religion, including the recent addition of The Baleful Lady herself. But no one, even the most skeptical of atheists, ignored the arrival of armored and winged women who looked exactly like angels, or their namesake, Valkyries.

Some had lost their faith after seeing so many of their loved ones murdered or die in their arms, some had had that same faith reinforced, and some had seen the changing tides and begun to recognize that The Baleful Lady, whispered about in hushed tones, was a real divine being who took an active interest in their lives.

The apocalypse was not forgiving.

“So, you’re feeling you were run down by a rampaging Golophanaut and then chewed up and spit up by a Zetanarosarus, and now you’re soaking in your own guilt and misery. Is that about right?” Sindra asked as they distanced themselves from the crowd of people.

“Uh… sure. I do feel guilty though, yes. I made a stupid mistake, and a bunch of people died because of it. Then I wasn’t powerful enough to actually protect them, nor did I have enough minions to⁠—”

Drew was cut off as Sindra slapped him across the cheek.

“Good.” She nodded after seeing Drew’s shocked expression. “You made a mistake, and you have acknowledged it. People died, and you have acknowledged it. Now, shape up. These people are relying on you – there’s no time for a pity party. Learn from your errors and try to do better next time,” she said sternly before adding, much more softly, “That’s all you can do.”

Drew absorbed her words and then processed them, but he couldn’t help but grimace because he still felt like he should have been able to protect more of them.

“Your planet was integrated forty-five days ago; I’d say it’s a testament to you and your people that you managed to survive at all,” Sindra said firmly while making eye contact with Drew that showed she wouldn’t brook any argument.

Drew nodded his head grimly. “You’re right. I need to improve and become stronger.”

Sindra clapped Drew’s back in what was likely meant to be a friendly gesture but nearly made him lose his footing. “That’s the spirit!” she said with a grin. “Now, let’s go check out your new Pillar.”


Chapter Four



“While you’re away, my subordinates and I will ensure the safety of the settlement proper, but that doesn’t mean there won’t be any danger,” Sindra cautioned as she and Drew walked toward the Pillar.

“How so?” Drew asked with his head cocked.

“We will do our best to protect everything within the settlement, but when the citizens venture outside of that area, then they will only have themselves to rely on,” Sindra said in a matter-of-fact tone as she continued to face forward.

“Y’all can’t just… I don’t know, check in on them or something?”

“No,” Sindra replied, shaking her head slightly.

“Well that’s a kick in the balls. We really need to begin scouting out other nearby towns for survivors and supplies. Sanctuary is going to need more people to become self-sufficient, and I doubt other rural towns are faring super well with a lack of manpower. At least if hordes of monsters are as common as they are locally.”

Sindra paused and looked Drew up and down. “How much do you know about The System?”

“Next to nothing, I guess. Not really anyways. Spock knows a bit, but it’s pretty limited to the basics and the integration process. Everything else is very hazy. I think Beefcake knows more than he lets on, but to get answers out of him, you have to ask really specific questions.”

“Well, it’s about time you learned some of the facts of life. A long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away…” Sindra began, but Drew interrupted her with a chuckle.

“Star Wars? Really? How’d you even see it?”

“Ohhh, so it came from your planet. I was wondering.” Sindra barked out a laugh. “Do you have any idea how popular those movies are right now?”

“The Demons,” Drew sighed, finally remembering the deal his mother had made that allowed them to pirate all of Earth’s TV, movies, and… other things.

“Yes, the Demons,” Sindra nodded. “Great movies, by the way. It’s a shame there were only six of them.”

“Uh… yeah… only six. Damn shame that,” Drew grimaced, remembering the last three that no one talked about. Hopefully they were part of the one or two percent of media the Demons wouldn’t be able to steal before The System hit.

No one would miss them anyways… it’s honestly for the better.

“Anyways, where was I… Oh yes, The System!” Sindra said, her focus snapping back. “The System wasn’t always present in the Multiverse. In fact, before it came about, people throughout the cosmos sought power and advancement in very different ways. Some leaned toward technology, while others focused on the individual pursuit of power through understanding the primal concepts of reality.”

“Sooo… science?” Drew chuckled.

“No, actually. The people I’m speaking of were called cultivators, and their ultimate goal was enlightenment and immortality achieved through… okay, yes, they were a lot like the science people, but the ways they did it were completely different.”

“Right, right. Go on.”

“The cultivators and the technologically superior races constantly came into conflict with one another. Each side was extreme in its beliefs, and war raged throughout their home universe. This was all well before the cosmos was so large, by the way. As their universe grew old and countless generations of people died, some individuals on each side grew exhausted by the conflict. Those disillusioned few parted from their brethren, isolating themselves from the rest of the universe.”

At some point, Drew and Sindra had begun walking toward the Pillar again, but they slowed again as the conversation became more detailed.

“A third faction was born from these people, and it contained both cultivators and the technologically advanced. We call them The Ancients. They learned to embrace their differences and find common ground while the rest of the universe burned in the fires of war. Eventually, however, the other two factions learned of the third, and a new war began. The purist factions, in a twist of irony, banded together in their hatred of the heretical third faction, which they viewed as an abomination.

“War came at The Ancients from all sides as the purists constantly assaulted their isolated worlds and settlements,” Sindra continued in a storytelling tone that was very reminiscent of Earth’s movies. “Only by utilizing their unique combination of technology and cultivation techniques were The Ancients able to hold back the tide, but they were up against far superior numbers.”

“Oh boy, so they got backed into a corner and did something extreme?” Drew asked.

“Correct,” Sindra nodded. “The Ancients created The System. Its original goal was to integrate the universe, stripping the purists of their technology and their cultivation bases. It would force them to start over from scratch and allow The Ancients some breathing room to raise new generations of warriors using what they believed would be the meshing of technology and cultivation via The System.”

“Let me guess, it backfired?”

“It did, yes. The Ancients were also stripped of everything and forced to start over. The System then went far beyond its original scope. It broke through the boundaries of The Ancients’ home universe and changed the physical laws of nature as it slowly expanded. Worse still, it brought about an entirely new way to gain power that was outside the purview of both the technologically advanced faction and the cultivators. In a last-ditch effort to survive the future wrath of the purist factions, The Ancients were able to input one last command into The System before it locked them out forever.”

“What was the command?” Drew asked, having been pulled into the story.

“Yeah, that’s where things get a bit fuzzy. This was a long time ago, so it has been a source of debate for many eras, but the most commonly agreed upon theory has something to do with the raising of warriors.”

“Warriors? What do you mean?”

“It is believed that The Ancients wished to be given an advantage over the purists and programmed The System to help them raise new warriors who would grow in strength. Unfortunately for them, The System accepted the command but gave everyone an equal shot, regardless of faction.”

“So, given their name and the fact that The System is still around, I’m guessing The Ancients are all dead?” Drew asked as he and Sindra finally made it to the pillar.

“Oh my, yes. That was so long ago that even their dust no longer exists. That universe collapsed into a singularity and eventually rebounded into a new universe. Likely three or four times by now,” Sindra said with a light chuckle as she looked up at the Pillar.

“Ah, well that also casually answers one of the biggest mysteries our scientists ever wrestled with, so thanks for that. But what does it have to do with why you and the other Valkyries can’t help out the people who go scouting?”

“Conflict,” Sindra said, spreading her arms wide as if her one-word reply somehow answered the biggest mystery ever. “It is believed that The System determined that the most efficient way to raise new warriors was through conflict. To answer your question, we could interfere and protect the people or even close the Incursions, but doing so would incur an incredibly high price. Not just for your world and its people in the form of a lack of experience, but also for The Lady. As we are under her direct command, she would be heavily penalized.”

“And that goes along with what she just told me regarding the balancing act of managing countless worlds and the decisions that go along with it,” Drew said as he sighed.

“The System wants to develop more elites and powerhouses, and as you’ve likely figured out by now, battle is the fastest and easiest way to grow,” Sindra added.

“So, what, we’re going to be constantly forced into this ‘survival of the fittest’ bullshit as long as we live? And what’s the difference if you guys go kick their asses or if we had some super powerful earth warrior to do it?” Drew asked, infuriated that The System had pushed this upon Earth.

“Every person and civilization is different; some will choose a more peaceful path, but conflict is rewarded with strength. As for The Lady’s Cadre, stronger forces face penalties when directly subverting The System’s goals. Remember, the goal is for your people to grow in strength, one way or another. If we, or some other force, came in and just fixed everything and swept it under the rug, we’d be punished for it, and ultimately, it wouldn’t benefit your people.”

“But what about all the people who died during The Descent, all the people who will die during these incursions?” Drew found himself raising his voice. “Isn’t that counter-productive to creating strong warriors?”

Sindra paused for a moment and looked at Drew with a raised brow before laying a hand on his shoulder.

“I understand your anger. I get it. My home world was integrated when I was just a child. I understand better than most what your people are going through, but do not take your anger out on me. I’m not The System, and I don’t make the rules. We’re here to defend your settlement, and that alone wasn’t cheap. You should be thankful you even get this much help, because the other divine beings would have said, ‘Tough luck’.”

Drew took a deep breath, inhaled, exhaled, and then repeated the process. Sindra was right. This wasn’t her fault. She wasn’t responsible for all the death, monsters, or destruction. Earth had gotten dealt a crappy hand, and now they had to make the best of it.

“I apologize,” Drew said, looking directly into Sindra’s blue eyes. “I was out of line, and my emotions are running high. I put the blame on you when you’ve been nothing but wonderful to us.”

Sindra smiled slightly. “Apology accepted. Trust me, I understand your frustration. The System is neither benevolent nor malevolent. It just is. It’s a fact of life. In the meantime, how about I show you how you can improve your situation?”

“Alright,” Drew nodded, and the two of them entered the Pillar.


Chapter Five



Drew stood at the heart of the Pillar of Civilization with Sindra by his side. Several new menus had popped up once he’d gotten near the center of the building.

Sindra gestured to the structure around them. “This is your Pillar, but you can think of it as the heart of your territory. Now that it has been properly established, it will have new functions available to you as the settlement owner. The most important function is that it prevents monsters from spawning within its area of influence, but that’s not the only ability.

“The Pillar will allow you to grow, expand, and protect your settlement. For now, options will be extremely limited due to your population, wealth, and total territory. Currently, you’re broke,” Sindra chuckled.

“Sounds about right,” Drew muttered.

“The pillar will allow you to summon System-based stores, defensive and offensive arrays, buildings, and even technologies. New Pillars include a free scan of your surrounding area. This will search for valuable resources that you can later process into wealth. I recommend you use that scan now.”

Drew looked through the menu options, and sure enough, the winged woman was correct. All the options were currently grayed out, and he couldn’t even see what they were. The only available option he had was a scan. Drew shrugged his shoulders and mentally hit the scan button.

A pulse shot out from the building, and the ground rumbled, the pulse kicking up dust like a small shockwave had hit somewhere nearby. Drew coughed while waving his hand, trying to push the dust away from his face.

“Yes, this area of your planet is very dusty,” Sindra commented, seemingly unaffected by the particles filling the air.

Drew continued coughing until he summoned a water canteen from his inventory and took several gulps, wiping his mouth when he was done. “Ugh, so much crap in the air. So, what’s this scan looking for exactly? Lumber, oil, or what?”

“I’m not sure what oil is, so you can cross that off your list. It will be searching for harvestable resources. Timber is one of them, but that’s usually low value unless it exhibits special properties. It will be looking for raw resources that can be processed by craftsmen. Herbs, minerals, and natural spawning points. Anything that will allow your settlement to earn wealth,” Sindra answered.

“I see. Well, I have a feeling that I’m going to be disappointed. This is Oklahoma. There’s nothing out here except dirt. Before The Descent, we had a lot of solar and wind farms to generate electricity and a lot of agriculture, specifically in ranching.” Drew rubbed his chin, trying to remember if there were any other major industries.

“Ranching?” Sindra asked.

“It’s a form of agriculture. I guess another term for it would be animal husbandry. Ranchers would raise animals, breed them, and then sell them for different purposes. Kinda like those animals over there.” Drew pointed toward the pastures with the cows, goats, and horses.

“Ohh, so like the Dickens your settlement has?”

Drew grimaced.

“Yes, like those… I guess.”

*PING!*

Scan complete

“I’ll never get used to that damn sound,” Drew scowled after flinching slightly.

“What sound?”

“That freaking chime that The System uses for notifications. Every time it goes off, I almost jump out of my skin,” Drew complained.

“You know you can just turn that off, right?” Sindra chuckled.

“What?! How?”

“Just go through your notification settings and set it to mute. I assume the scan is finished now?”

Drew combed through the menu and notification settings while he internally cursed The System for not giving people a proper tutorial. Eventually, he found the option and disabled it by mentally smashing that damn button. Hard.

“Thanks for telling me, otherwise I might have gone through life paranoid that a chime distracting me at the wrong moment would end up getting me killed.” Drew sighed with relief. “And yeah, the scan finished a couple of seconds ago.”

“Good. Before you choose anything, let me know what the scan results say. I might be able to recommend more profitable ventures,” Sindra offered.

Drew nodded in reply. He listlessly pulled up the scan results, knowing that it wouldn’t have found anything valuable due to his state being practically worthless prior to the integration of The System.

Scan Results

Resource: Mana-Infused Timber

Quality: Grade F

Quantity: Grade D

Building Options Unlocked: Forester’s Lodge, Lumber Mill, Storage Depot, Bower, Engineer’s Workshop, Carpenter’s Workshop

Resource: Domesticated Animals

Quality: Grade E

Quantity: Grade F

Building Options Unlocked: Husbandry Farm, Animal Processing Workshop, Butcher’s Shop, Tannery, Leatherworker’s Workshop, Dairy Workshop

Resource: Mana-Infused Flora and Fungi

Quality: Grade E

Quantity: Grade E

Building Options Unlocked: Herbalist’s Lodge, Alchemist’s Workshop, Farm, Bakery, Poisoner’s Den

Resource: Mana Crystals

Quality: Grade E

Quantity: Grade C

Building Options Unlocked: Mana Crystal Mine, Mana Crystal Processing Workshop, Enchanting Workshop, Clothier’s Workshop, Tinkerer’s Workshop, Archivist’s Workshop

“Huh, I guess there are a few more options than I originally thought. So, how do these buildings work? Do I build them and The Baleful Lady sends me employees, or do we staff them ourselves? Plus, what’s the difference between summoning a building via The System and just building one ourselves?” Drew asked, questions rolling through his head.

“Whoa, slow down there. One at a time,” Sindra chuckled.

“Sorry, I guess I’m just excited that we even have options. I kinda figured that we’d be shit out of luck.”

“The buildings are provided by The System itself, for a price. Your people are responsible for staffing them, however the buildings come with everything necessary for their operation. This includes all the tools, as well as manuals on how to operate said tools, and advanced professions related to the buildings,” Sindra explained.

“Ah, so if we built them ourselves, we wouldn’t receive the professions or tools, nor the manuals that teach us about the tools’ usage. I’m guessing that making the tools ourselves and learning to use them would be a pain in the ass?”

“Essentially, yes. Your people could get the professions over time with trial and error, but it would be a long process. Additionally, the buildings come with bonuses from The System that increase productivity. As for the tools, your Soulsmith might be capable of making most of them, but I don’t know if he’ll be able to do everything.”

“Interesting, so there’s a definite upside to using The System’s stuff. What’s the price?” Drew asked.

“It would depend on the building and its function. Currently, you’re broke, and The Lady and I cannot just give handouts to a brand-new settlement on a newly integrated world. If your force was already established and you were conquering a world, then you may be entitled to ask for assistance, but currently it comes out of the settlement’s and your personal pockets.”

“Well crap, nothing can be easy, can it? How am I supposed to purchase the buildings when I don’t have money?”

“Since your settlement and force are new, The System will offer the buildings to you on credit, but you’re responsible for paying the full price back once they’re in operation.”

“So, it’s like a loan, basically?”

“Yes, you could think of it that way. Although you make the payments over time, the total cost will be greater than if you purchased them outright.”

“The System charges interest?!” Drew exclaimed, almost blowing a blood vessel.

“Of course!” Sindra laughed whole-heartedly. “Nothing is free in the Multiverse. That’s why I asked you to hold off on any purchases until you consulted me. All buildings can be beneficial, but not every building will produce enough income to pay back your loans quickly enough. Trust me, you do not want to miss a payment to The System.”

“Wonderful. Just when I thought our old world was gone, now our debtors are all-powerful, all-seeing, super AIs.” Drew sighed.

“Don’t fret, I’ll help you pick the best options. Plus, it’s not like you have a lot of citizens, so you shouldn’t buy too many buildings anyway. If you can’t staff them, you’d just be digging yourself into a hole.”

Drew rolled his shoulders. “Alright, I appreciate your assistance. The last thing I need is debt. Oh, speaking of money, how does that work? How do we make income from selling the stuff we produce?”

“You’ll purchase a Store from The System. Unlike other buildings, these come fully staffed, and they’re independently owned by merchants throughout the cosmos. Those merchants have the ability to import and export goods, and thus you earn money,” Sindra answered.

“Cool, that’ll make life a bit easier. If they can import stuff, that means we can get stuff that we can’t produce ourselves, which would be great since Sanctuary is so small.”

“That’s right. So, what did the scan come back with?”

“Uh… let’s see, Timber…” Drew began.

Sindra laughed. “Just share the screen.”

“That’s a thing too?” Drew asked, exasperated at The System’s lack of intuitiveness.

“Yes. I apologize for laughing, but this is the type of stuff we teach children. Just mentally command the screen to appear for me,” Sindra said, suppressing a smirk.

Drew grumbled to himself. He wondered if this was what the older generation felt like with new technology like smartphones and smart-home fixtures. No wonder those old farts were always so grumpy… I guess I’m the old fart now… Drew flipped the screen and shared it with Sindra, eagerly awaiting her advice.

The Valkyrie nodded that she’d gotten the screen, and Drew watched as her eyes read through the lines of text. He really hoped Sanctuary wouldn’t be in debt forever – between the Incursions and him needing to go off to The Lady’s realm for a while to train, he had enough to worry about as it was…

He knew Sanctuary itself would be safe in Sindra’s hands, but he could only hope some of the townspeople got over their stubbornness and picked up the Necromancer class so Drew could at least hand the reigns of some of his minions over to them to help protect people out in the fields.

There were other towns out there, and hopefully they were in better shape than River’s Bend had been, but knowing what he did about people… well, Drew just hoped they would find survivors.

It’s what Robert would have done, what he would have wanted. I miss that old man.

The chances of there being another progenitor around locally to help the people out were not good. Not with only a thousand people chosen across the entire world, and Drew doubted they had all survived the opening days of The Descent.

People out there were likely starving, dead, or formed into gangs or militias for protection. Supplies were probably starting to run low for even the most well-stocked. Drew didn’t mean to feel so pessimistic about it, but they hadn’t heard or seen anything from law enforcement, the government, or the military, which didn’t bode well for humanity as a whole. The people in the cities wouldn’t even have the land necessary to hunt or grow their own food. Drew grimaced at the thought and looked back at Sindra.

The winged woman stood there, a large smile on her face as she traced an invisible line of text with her finger as her eyes darted back and forth.

Maybe it’s not as bad as I thought it would be?

“So, is it good, bad, or worse?” Drew asked as he tried to mentally prepare himself.

Sindra’s eyes shot up, and she quickly focused on him. “Bad? Things are actually looking pretty good. Especially for a tiny speck of a settlement on a random dirtball floating through the cosmos.”

“Uh… really?” Drew blinked several times, not fully believing what he had heard the woman say.

“You have mana crystals. Do you have any idea how lucky you are?” Sindra asked before shaking her head. “No, of course you don’t,” she chuckled.

“So… we’re rich or something?” Drew asked cautiously.

“Oh no. Not at all. But you’re also not poor either. Mana crystals are an incredibly important resource for any faction or force. They have a myriad of uses and are fairly stable in cost. You have what most people would call low-grade crystals,” she said, as if her words explained everything.

“Ah… low-grade. Figures. Stupid Oklahoma being nothing but dirt and⁠—”

“You don’t understand. As far as low-grade crystals go, you have the highest quality and a solid quantity of them,” Sindra said, tapping her finger on the screen that Drew couldn’t see. “If you set up a mine and have it properly staffed, you’ll be well on your way to paying down whatever debt is incurred by buying it in the first place. This settlement will never turn into a galaxy-wide trading depot, but your people should be able to have running water and mana lights soon.”

“No kidding? Running water… man, that sounds like straight-up luxury right now. I’m sure everyone is tired of using the manual pumps.” Drew smiled slightly at the thought of being able to draw enough water to easily run a shower again, even if it was a cold one.

“It’s a promising start,” Sindra nodded. “The other options are not bad either, but they won’t bring in the same level of income that the mana crystals will. Between this and… oh…” Sindra paused. She stood there for a moment before a large smile crossed her face.

“What?” Drew asked.

Sindra tapped her chin lightly as she continued to smile. “If you buy the processing workshop as well, you’d likely attract some decent corporations for the settlement’s System Shop, but – and here’s the big part – if you advertise that your planet is the home to all those movies that have been coming out…” Sindra’s wings began to flap slightly.

“I’m very confused right now, Sindra.”

“Processing the crystals is labor intensive, not due to the number of workers needed but due to the exhaustion it brings, but they also sell much quicker and for a higher profit than unprocessed crystals. Even if you only have twenty or thirty people running the mine and the processing workshop, you could pay off the debt in a year or so.

“If it was fully staffed, it would only take a few months. So it’s a good investment for anyone looking to set up shop here. But you have more than that. You have a brand. This is Earth, after all, creator of all the latest Demon media crazes sweeping the Multiverse."

Drew frowned. “I don’t follow.”

“It’s like bottled water, right? All the same thing, really, no matter where you get it from, but people like to think it’s coming from the clean, majestic Qadarch Highlands or some hidden spring in the heart of New Fargarkand. Any goods you sell will get extra attention simply because they come from a place the Multiverse is currently obsessed with. Independent merchant corporations will be practically clawing over each other to own a branch in your settlement if you also advertise Earth as the planet that is home to all the new and hottest movies.”

“…And that’s a… good thing, yeah?” Drew asked, his brow furrowed.

“Of course!” Sindra stomped her leg, and her wings immediately ceased flapping excitedly. “Bigger names will have access to more products and better prices and will offer services. Not to mention that they will come from larger, more stable mercantile backgrounds. You won’t have to deal with any shady businesses or people with low reputations. Overall, this is fantastic news,” Sindra said with a grin, and suddenly, Drew felt the smallest bit of weight on his shoulders dissipate.
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An hour or so later, both the crystal mine and the processing workshop were officially summoned. The mana crystal deposit proved to be in the wooded area east of Sanctuary and, as it turned out, was likely the cause of the original horde of Goblins that had spawned during the opening hours of The Descent. The excess mana from the deposit had leaked into the environment and mingled with the newly saturated mana of the planet, causing a massive horde to spawn.

Most of the mana-infused wood and wild herbs were located in that general area as well, but Drew didn’t bother messing with the buildings required for those industries yet. Sanctuary didn’t have enough people to benefit from them, especially not with the mine and processing workshop already in place.

Drew wanted to get as much advice as possible in the time remaining, so Sindra confirmed that she would let the citizens of Sanctuary know about the mine and workshop once Drew had left for The Lady’s realm. It was one less thing Drew would need to worry about while he was gone. Of course, Sanctuary still required a shop so they could actually sell the processed mana crystals.

Sindra helped Drew compose an advertisement to post in The System’s mercantile section. The System wouldn’t allow any exaggerations or white lies from a settlement, so most of the important information was automatically included. The info The System provided included the world, how long it had been integrated, its size and grade, and the settlement’s population and industry buildings.

The advertisement portion was an area where the settlement owner could provide specific information that any potential company would see about what made the settlement stand out and what benefits the settlement could offer the company.

“Are you, uh, really sure we should use this as the advertisement?” Drew asked in a concerned manner.

“I’m positive. Trust me, this is a big deal to a lot of people in the Multiverse.”

“It just feels a bit… scammy.”

“How is it anything like a scam?” Sindra asked, her head cocked.

“The title literally says, ‘From the world that brought you The Lord of the Rings’. Folks might think we’re actually from that fictional story. All that stuff was written, like, fifty years ago or something, and it’s one hundred percent fiction. Earth has no magic, no wizards, no Dwarves or Elves or… well, I guess we do now, but we didn’t just a few months ago. I’m just worried people will come here and get super pissed that it was all made up.”

His concerns were legitimate, especially after learning how limited The Lady was in her ability to help out on a larger scale. If Drew inadvertently angered some super faction in the cosmos, he could be dooming his whole species, and they had enough problems as it was.

“But it’s completely accurate. There are no lies in the title or the description. The System wouldn’t allow it. Everything written is completely factual and backed by The System itself,” Sindra protested.

“It’s just…” Drew began, but Sindra held up a hand to stop him.

“You’re underestimating the importance of those movies, Drew. They’re currently one of the highest-rated broadcasts across the entire Multiverse. Do you have any idea how many quintillions of beings have watched those? Because I don’t, but it’s a lot. A company coming to this planet could make a huge name for themselves. Culture is extremely importan… ah, now it makes sense.” She stopped and whacked a palm against her forehead.

“What makes sense?” Drew asked.

“The Incursions. That’s not a normal System event – it only happens in extremely rare cases or when there’s been a massive, cosmic level of influence from a planet’s culture into the Multiverse. As a result, The System gives the civilizations of the Multiverse a ‘dominate’ or ‘ally’ option with the source of all the interest, via incursions.”

“Are you seriously telling me that my mom’s need to have TV in her life is the reason we’re currently being invaded?” Drew asked in disbelief.

“It would make sense. Without the shows and movies, Earth would just be another random addition to the Multiverse so likely would have had a more mundane Integration Event.” Sindra shrugged. “Anyways, my point stands. The movies are important.”

“Fineee,” Drew relented. “But can we at least put something down about The Baleful Lady? That’s gotta be more important than a few movies, right?”

“You’d be surprised,” Sindra muttered under her breath.

“Huh?”

“I said sure, let’s throw it in there.”

As Sindra finished composing the advertisement to attract a would-be mercantile company, Drew only had one thing on his mind.

Damnit, Ma.
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Not long after, a new advertisement popped up via The System’s mercantile menu throughout the vast expanse of the Multiverse.

From the world that brought you The Lord of the Rings!

Yes, really! Earth is a recently integrated world that’s home to many of the movies that have recently been making waves across the Multiverse, such as The Lord of the Rings, The Matrix, Star Wars, and John Wick. Now, your company has a chance to make Multiversal history by doing business with Earth. Relive the excitement and culture of this unique world, bring untold profits to your company’s coffers, and create a lasting relationship and reputation as the “premier” company on Earth. You may even have a chance to meet famous actors! (If they survived.)

Also home to The Baleful Lady’s Champion.

Communication crystals short-circuited as Gates were swarmed with relentless activity, creating several-hour-long lines. Branch managers desperately attempted to get ahold of their CEOs, and the cosmos entered a period of utter chaos as company leaders furiously attempted to enter bids in response to the new advertisement.

All across the Multiverse, all eyes turned toward Earth.


Chapter Six



“That pretty much concludes the tour of the town,” Drew said, gesturing with his hand.

“Impressive. Your people have done well for themselves despite being newly integrated. The food stall was delicious as well. What did you say that style of cuisine was called?” Sindra asked.

“Oh, that was barbecue. It’s fairly common down here.”

“Then why did the sign say ‘B-B-Q’? Is that shortened?”

“Yeah, basically. It’s the same thing. You really seemed to enjoy those pork ribs.”

Sindra nodded happily. “Yes, the meat was so tender, it just fell off the bone and melted in my mouth. The flavor was truly unique as well.”

“That’s the sign of good ribs. They slowly smoke them for twelve to sixteen hours. Just wait until our harvest from the farms comes in – we’ll have a lot of fun food for you and your sisters to try out while you’re here with us.”

Drew was excited for the harvest to finish up as well, even though he wouldn’t be present by the time it was complete. He was due to leave in just an hour or two.

“That’s something to look forward to then,” Sindra said as she licked her fingers with gusto. “After living for a couple thousand years, having new types of food really is something to get excited about.”

“Couple… thousand?” Drew gasped, mouth slightly ajar.

“I know, right? Although my sisters say I don’t look a day over eight hundred. I guess I have good genes.”

“Yeah… good genes,” Drew muttered under his breath sourly.

“Since the tour is finished, you should check on the advertisement you placed for the merchant shop,” Sindra advised as she grabbed a napkin to clean up.

“It’s only been two hours. That won’t have been enough time to get any replies, right?”

“Oh, I believe you’ll be pleasantly surprised. Just pull up your settlement menu to check it out,” Sindra said with a smile.

Drew shrugged and mentally pulled up the menu, flipping through the various pages. Now that the [Pillar of Civilization] was established and fully operational, he could interact with the settlement information anywhere within Sanctuary’s territorial limits. He pulled up the advertisement inbox.

Inbox (99,999,999)

“Uhhhh… I think we’ve got a ton of spam mail or something?” Drew asked Sindra, sharing the screen with her.

“Nope. That’s just the advertisement reply inbox. It looks perfectly fine to me.”

“But it says there's like… almost one hundred million replies. That can’t be right, can it?”

Clearly there’s a glitch or something. That number can’t be right.

“The Multiverse is a big place. We could wait longer for more replies if you like,” she shrugged.

“You’re joking, right? The inbox is just broken or something,” Drew said, trying to rationalize the situation.

“The System doesn’t ‘break’. The advertisement was just very effective.”

Drew felt his desperation rising. “How the hell am I supposed to go through all those replies?! I’ll be stuck sorting through options for weeks!”

“Oh, just filter them. Here, pull up a random reply.”

Drew acquiesced, pulling up the first reply in the inbox.

Company: Drungar’s Emporium

Faction Ties: Grozz’s Warband, Ultra-dim Void Palace, Technonaut Empire, …

Company Quality Assessment: D Grade

Primary Workforce: Goblinoid

Company Offer:

0.05% Planetary Profit Share

1 Free Assassination Service

1 Free Coupon for “Goblin Stuff”

1 Free E Grade Incendiary Bomb (Model: Nuka-Bitch) per decade

1 “Complimentary” Fruit Basket

“Uhh… what am I looking at here?” Drew asked, slightly flabbergasted.

Sindra’s left eyebrow raised slightly while reading the offer.

“Goblins… disgusting creatures. This is a terrible offer, not that I’m surprised.” Sindra practically spat the words.

“Would you care to explain it to this ignorant native, please?”

“It’s pretty much what it says. They’re offering you a… how do you earthlings say… crap-tastic profit share, and it’s only based on company profit on your planet, which basically means they’d get all the profit from your lucrative exports. Additionally, their offer includes certain services and a pretty terrible once-a-decade bomb. It’s an awful deal. They must think they’re dealing with newly integrated idio…” Sindra hid the small slip-up with an unconvincing fake cough, “…uninformed people.”

“Right… it didn’t sound that great. The fruit basket kinda gave it away. Although, I have to ask, what’s ‘Goblin Stuff’?” Drew asked.

“Ehem, I believe it’s an… invitation to partake in carnal activities. Knowing their race, I’d say it’s likely to include every company employee at your branch location,” Sindra said in a low voice, a slight flush appearing on her cheeks.

“Carnal… oh. OH! Ew. No, nope. Trashing that offer right now,” Drew said, mentally smashing the trash icon. If he could have set it on fire, he would have done that as well. Alas, The System lacked that functionality.

“Yes, I don’t blame you. I’m glad their offer was bad. You wouldn’t want a trash heap of a shop like that on your planet.”

“It said they had several faction ties, so obviously some people like them, right?” Drew was truly curious.

“In this case, I would say that their faction ties were likely desperate or they wanted to pressure their current merchants by introducing competition. In general, Goblins are disliked throughout the cosmos, as are several other races. Sometimes, there are very justifiable reasons for this level of distrust, and other times there… aren’t. You’ll learn these finer details in time.”

“Alright, so how do I use the filter function, and what values do you recommend for it?”

“Hmm… I suppose that depends on what your goals are. As you can see, many companies are interested in opening a branch here, so there are several different options you could go with.”

“Okay, what would some examples be?”

“Well, an example would be if you have a racial preference, such as no Goblins, or if you’d prefer a specific race like Dwarves or Elves. As an example, would it be an issue if the merchants’ primary race had diet requirements that consisted of sapient lifeforms, like humans? Besides stuff like that, there’s the offers themselves,” Sindra explained, gesturing with her hand.

“Uh… no. I don’t want anyone here that eats people. That’d be like inviting the wolves into the henhouse.” Drew’s stomach turned slightly.

“Understandable. Then I recommend you stay away from Orcs, Vampires, Dragons…” Sindra began.

“Okay, okay. Here, just show me what you’d recommend,” Drew said, pulling up the filter screen.

Drew didn’t have all day to search through everything, and he knew very little about the Multiverse and the beings that inhabited it. He’d love to learn more, but The Baleful Lady would be expecting him soon, and he wanted to get the shop up and running before he left. He wasn’t sure how long he’d be gone for, but the Mana Crystal Mine and the Mana Crystal Processing Workshop would have payments due soon, and without the income from selling the processed crystals, he’d be in a ton of debt.

In all honesty, he didn’t have a racial preference, but at the same time, he didn’t want beings that ate people nearby. Maybe he was closed-minded, but that just didn’t sit right with him. As long as the deal was fair and the merchant was easy to work with, he’d be happy.

“Here are the filters I’d recommend,” Sindra said after a few moments.

Drew took a glance at the options, and everything looked decent. But what did he know? He was just a dumb hillbilly compared to the rest of the cosmos. Sindra had earned his trust, however, and he knew The Lady’s goal was to protect her investment in him and the settlement. He decided to just run with Sindra’s suggestions and waited for the results to appear in the menu on his screen.

“It looks like I have about fifty choices with the filters you suggested. I guess that’s pretty good compared to the almost hundred million I had prior,” Drew said, looking through the options.

“Yes, that is good. The filters I suggested for the offers could be considered lucrative and exclude any merchants who aren’t seriously interested in investing in the future of this planet. Fifty is still a few more than I expected though, even with the filters. Would you like some assistance in making a selection?”

“Yes, please,” Drew nodded, happy to have his friend’s help. “If this shop is going to be a lifeline to Sanctuary, and Earth, I’d like to know a little more about each option and race.”

“Sure, I’d be happy to provide assistance. I cannot promise I will know everyone on this list, but I should know a few of them. Let me take a look at what you’re working with,” Sindra said.
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“Dad, are you sure that was a good choice?” Junior asked.

Junior sat in his father’s office at company headquarters. His family had been running the Arlna Consortium for over thirty thousand years. His great-great-grandfather had acquired a mercantile license from a System-run event all those years ago. The company had been passed down from father to son over the generations, and in a few hundred years, it would likely be in his hands when his dad finally retired.

The company had been built on a foundation of trust, openness, and fair business dealings. Overall, the Arlna Consortium was doing fairly well from a business standpoint, but it had been struggling to expand in recent millennia. The company had become somewhat stagnant in that regard, although it wasn’t his family’s fault. No, it was the rampant prejudice against their species.

Originally, there had never been any hatred toward Junior’s family’s race, but then a targeted misinformation campaign had been broadcast across the cosmos. Most of his people believed the awful campaign had been funded by their long-time rivals, The Keefler Elves. Junior didn’t care where it had come from, but he did care about the effect that it had on their lives and business.

Any being that had done business with the Arlna Consortium for any length of time knew the rumors were shit, but that didn’t prevent the hatred they’d received when trying to expand their company and create new branch locations.

But then this happened. Earth. An absolutely terrible name for a planet. Why would any species name their homeworld after dirt? But Junior had seen the movies and TV series, just like everyone else in the Multiverse. Fifty days ago, brand-new content had been released via the DBN, or the Demonic Broadcasting Network. It had come out of the blue, and soon, it was the only thing people were talking about. It was the talk of the cosmos, and every being wanted more.

The number of people coming into company branch locations to buy TVs and recording devices had blown his dad away. Junior himself hadn’t believed the sales numbers until the company hired a third-party auditor to double-check the company’s accounts. Sure enough, it had been their most profitable month in almost three thousand years, which was ridiculous considering the amount of goods and services they offered as a company.

Then that advertisement had popped up, and his dad lost his mind.

“It doesn’t hurt us to make an offer, Junior,” his father said.

“That’s not the point, and you know it. It’s the offer itself that’s insane. Five percent of planetary profit is one thing, and I could even understand the additional five percent in export profit, even if it’s a bit generous. No, it’s the other things you offered that don't make any sense,” Junior protested.

“Son, you know what it’s like for us. You know the hardships we’ve endured. It’s gotten to the point that we’re losing out on bids for contracts. If we don’t do something big to turn this company around, we’ll begin declining. As things stand, you’ll be lucky if your son has anything to inherit when you retire in a few millennia,” his father said, stroking his long white beard.

“It’s all because of that stupid campaign and the videos. Why can’t we just make a more sensible offer? Why did you have to offer a two percent stake in our company? We don’t even know them! What would Grandpa say?” Junior objected vehemently.

“Your grandfather is the one who suggested it,” his father said, continuing to run his fingers through his beard.

“Grandpa did? Why?” Junior asked, somewhat deflated.

“With age comes wisdom. Normally.” His father chuckled. “You will learn many things when you take over as head of the company, but one of the most important lessons is to consider the advice of your elders. They’ve been through a lot more, and if they’re up to date with current events and technology, they often bring sage advice to the table.”

“I just don’t get it. It’s our family business, why do we need outsiders involved at all?”

“Because we’re competing with the offers of other companies from all across the cosmos. We needed something that would stand out. We couldn’t offer more in profit sharing than our bigger competitors without cutting into the health of the company itself, and we’re struggling to open new branches outside of newly integrated worlds. Yet, this planet, Earth, has driven customers to extreme purchasing habits. If we can capitalize on that, customers and even our competitors will be forced to go through our company for exported goods from the planet.” His father steepled his hands in front of him on his desk.

“Yes, I get that part. Movies and shows are one thing, but it’s a newly integrated world – its whole economy is likely dead in the water. You saw the population of that settlement. It’s miniscule. What are the chances that they even have things worth exporting?”

“Junior, you need to consider the long-term. If that civilization can survive and flourish, and if we came in with open arms and smiling faces during their time of need, how do you think we’ll be treated once they start producing cultural items, shows, and movies in the future? You think ‘The Lord of the Rings’ trilogy is big now, but what happens when a sequel comes out in two hundred years? At that point, we’ll be able to export it ourselves and control distribution.” His father leaned back in his well-oiled leather chair.

Junior sighed. “I see your point, but I still think it’s a large gamble. Who knows if they’ll even make it that long?”

“Don’t forget the very bottom of the advertisement, son. That settlement is home to the Champion of The Baleful Lady. She hasn’t created a Champion in either of our lifetimes. I’ll wager she would do anything to protect her investment on that planet, or my name isn’t Junior Senior!”


Chapter Seven



“It’s a bit smaller than I expected,” Amber said.

Drew quickly turned his head towards his wife.

“Boof!” Freya added.

“You too, Freya? Look… it’s not the siz—” Drew started.

“Good things can come in surprising packages,” Sindra interrupted sagely.

“Indeed,” Spock nodded to Sindra with approval.

“Not everything is about the—” Drew began.

“Let’s just head in and check it out,” Amber said.

Why does it feel like everyone is ganging up on me? Drew’s head dropped low, and he let out a sigh.

A moment later, Drew picked his head back up and looked at the new System store that his wife was entering. Describing it as a ‘building’ would have been generous by any stretch of the imagination. What stood in front of him looked like a cross between a large shack and a hobbit hole. It wasn’t exactly what he’d expected from a C Grade company in the Multiverse.

When Drew followed the others into the ‘building’, he found the interior was much nicer than he’d expected after seeing the exterior. Instead of a damp, cramped cave, it was rather spacious, with beautiful hardwood flooring. The ambiance was a mash-up of a hunting cabin and a ranch-style American home, or close enough to it that he couldn’t tell the difference.

“Oww! Watch it, you kicked me!” a somewhat masculine but high-pitched voice called out.

Drew and his party looked around the room, searching for the origin of the voice. The store was empty. There were no shelves, no check-out, nothing. It was a mostly empty room with nothing to speak of.

Where did that voice come from, then? Drew thought.

Sindra leaned in close to him and whispered into his ear. “Down there, by your wife’s foot.”

Drew followed Sindra’s directions, and sure enough, there was a small being on the floor, sitting on its rump. Freya quickly spotted it and began to growl lightly, which brought Amber and Spock’s attention to the creature as well.

“Oh! I’m so sorry! I didn’t see you there,” Amber quickly apologized.

It propped itself up and stood tall, puffing out its chest. It wiped down its clothes and tilted its head up to peer at Amber.

“My, you’re a tall one. My name is Junior Arlna Junior, and I’m the manager of this branch office of the Arlna Consortium,” the creature addressed the group, head held high.

“Erm, we’re newly integrated, so I apologize if this comes across as crass, but are you a Garden Gnome?” Amber asked.

She was clearly trying to remain polite and cordial, but she couldn’t hide her excitement from Drew. He saw the stars in her eyes and the bubbly elation that threatened to break her surface demeanor.

“Oh, have you heard of us before? How delightful. I am indeed a proud member of the Garden Gnome race,” the small man said, nodding his head enthusiastically.

Now that Drew took a better look at the creature, he did look very similar to the Garden Gnomes of his planet. The Gnome would stand slightly above shin height to an average human, not quite to the knee. He wore a pointed green hat and had a large bulbous nose. He had a long brown beard with just a hint of white speckled throughout it. The clothing he wore looked like the attire a professional tailor, shoemaker, or similar would wear. From Drew’s standpoint, the clothing actually looked pretty snazzy.

“It’s very nice to meet you, Mr. Arlna. My name is Amber. To my left is Freya, and to my right is Spock. Behind me is my husband, Drew, and his co-worker, Sindra,” she said to the Gnome.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, m’lady, as well as the rest of you. Is the settlement owner amongst you?” the Gnome asked.

Amber pointed at Drew. “Yeah, that’s my husband.”

The gnome walked over to Drew and held out his hand in greeting. The geometry of performing a handshake was difficult due to the difference in height, so Drew knelt down on the floor and gently shook the little man’s hand. Even though he was trying to control his strength, he still managed to lift the Gnome up and wave him like a race-day flag.

“Ah, sorry about that. I’m not used to people of your… stature,” Drew said, more than a little embarrassed.

The Gnome, for his part, appeared slightly dizzy as he stumbled before correcting his stance. “That’s quite alright, m’lord. My father, the owner of the Arlna Consortium, wished to convey his thanks for this business opportunity and looks forward to a bright and long-lasting relationship with you people.”

“Eh… just call me Drew. I’m not a lord or anything. Please convey my appreciation to your father as well. The offer he sent us was very generous, and I look forward to working with you. Your company came highly recommended.”

Junior’s small eyes widened. “Truly? May I inquire who recommended us to you? I was under the impression that your world only recently underwent integration.”

Drew pointed to his companion. “Oh, it was Sindra, the winged woman right here. She said she’s had pleasurable interactions with your company previously and that you treated your customers fairly.”

The Gnome shifted his head and looked up at Sindra for the first time. His little pointed hat raised slightly, and his beard moved as the tiny man’s jaw dropped. “A Valkyrie, and B Grade no less. What brings you to this newly integrated world, m’lady?”

“An incursion event. The Baleful Lady sent my sisters and me to secure this settlement while her Champion undergoes trials within her realm,” Sindra replied.

“Truly? An incursion event, and in my lifetime no less… What an exciting opportunity. Do you know the disposition of the invading parties yet?” the Gnome asked, almost visibly shaking with excitement.

Sindra shook her head. “Not yet. I only arrived a couple hours ago. There’s been no contact yet.”

“I see, I see. That is most interesting. And your goddess sent you here so quickly after integration… she must value her Champion immensely. Is he around currently?”

“Yes, you were just speaking with him.” Sindra snickered, pointing back at Drew.

The Gnome quickly did a double-take between Sindra and Drew. “I see.” He coughed into his hand.

“I’m sorry to interrupt, but is there a reason that your store is so… bare?” Amber asked.

“Ah, yes. We left everything on the default settings for the interior until I had a chance to speak with… Drew, was it?” the Gnome asked, and Drew nodded. “Right. In order to better serve our customers, our stores come with several pre-configurations, so I’d like to ask some questions about your needs so the Arlna Consortium may better serve you.”

“Uh… sure, I guess. I don’t have a lot of time though, I’m supposed to be heading to The Halls of Reflection shortly.”

“I’ll keep it quick then. Am I correct in assuming your primary export will be Processed Mana Crystals?”

“As far as I know, yeah. Our scan from the Pillar came back with several nearby resources, but we’re currently lacking the workforce to exploit them fully. Several people in Sanctuary have crafting professions, but they’re still learning the ropes. We do have a couple of people with unique professions, from my understanding, but I don’t know how well their products will sell,” Drew grimaced, thinking about the taxidermist.

The Gnome stroked his beard. “I see… and these unique professions, what type of goods do they produce?”

“Ah, well, one guy is a taxidermist. He preserves and stuffs local beasts and monsters for trophies and displays, but some of his stuff is heavily inspired by the movies or graphic novels of our world. We also have a gentleman making casual workwear in a more traditional style from prior to integration. I’m not sure about the others yet.”

“Interesting. I’d be highly interested in any goods your people produce that reflect your culture and history. I believe they’d be lucrative exports, but I cannot confirm anything until I see them and have them appraised. Do you have any thoughts on what type of goods you’d like to see in stock on a regular basis here?”

“That, I’m not sure about.” Drew rubbed his chin, trying to think about what people would actually want – and what they’d be able to afford. “We had a fair number of technological luxuries prior to The Descent, and I know many people miss those. Running water, air conditioning, TVs – all those would be awesome, but I guess they aren’t necessary for survival. Soap and toiletries would be nice to have, and training manuals or anything that could help people speed up their progress in their classes and professions would be excellent.”

Drew shrugged, unsure of how good his answer was. “To be honest, I’m not sure what kind of goods exist in the cosmos, so it’s difficult for me to say. We’re fine for food at the moment, and we have a crop harvest right around the corner. We have a Soulsmith who is currently cranking out tools, construction materials, armor, and weapons, but he’s pretty overworked. Things that reduce stress would likely be good sellers.”

The Gnome was busy writing down notes in a little paper pad. Little being the key word – it was about the size of Drew’s thumb.

“I think I understand your general needs. Have you thought about how you’d like to pay your citizens, how you’ll collect taxes, or anything like that?”

Drew practically blanched at the thought of payment and taxes. He had no idea! How would any normal person have thought of that stuff?!

“Er… no. We’ve been pretty preoccupied with survival,” Drew replied.

Junior nodded. “May I suggest a contribution system, then?”

Drew tilted his head. “How would that work?”

“It’s fairly standard practice for new settlements on recently integrated worlds. Citizens produce goods and services and are rewarded contribution points, which they can exchange for currency or goods and services at our branch office here,” the Gnome said.

“Alright, and what’s the benefit of using the points at your store rather than turning them into currency, and how does the currency system work?”

“They’d receive a slight discount here compared to the currency price. As far as currency goes, it’s broken up into Grades, much like everything else in the Multiverse. It starts at F Grade coins, and then moves to E Grade, then D Grade, and so on. The denominations are based on the number of one million. So, one million F Grade coins would equal one E Grade coin.”

“I don’t see any issues with that. Are there any hidden fees or anything like that?” Drew asked.

“Everything is done via The System, but for exchanging contribution points into currency, there’s a slight fee of one point five percent. That goes directly into our company’s coffers to cover the cost of running the contribution program,” Junior answered.

“That fee is very fair. Most exchange fees can run anywhere between three and five percent,” Sindra whispered to Drew.

“Huh, that is fair,” Drew muttered to himself before turning back to the branch manager. “Are your people going to make enough money on such a low fee?”

The Gnome waved the concern away. “Oh yes, we will be fine. We make little profit from it, but it’s more than enough to make sure our families are fed and our employees are paid fairly.”

It was at that moment that the door to the shop blew open, causing a flash of light that nearly blinded Drew. When his eyes stopped seeing spots, he noticed another Valkyrie pounding her breastplate in a salute before leaning in and whispering something to Sindra. She quickly exited the same way she had entered, which again left Drew seeing spots, but…

At least she had the decency to close the door, I guess.

Sindra tugged at Drew’s arm slightly. “Drew, it’s almost time to leave.”

Drew nodded. “I apologize, Junior, but we must head out. I don’t have any kind of settlement manager for Sanctuary yet, but Sindra is staying here, and I think she’ll be able to answer most of your questions while I’m gone.”

“I understand – I believe I have most of the information I need. The Arlna Consortium thanks you again for this opportunity. We should have the store configured and ready for use in a day at most. If your people need anything, please let us know,” Junior said, then bowed in farewell.
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Drew’s group was walking toward a newly erected Gate. Some of Sindra’s subordinates had constructed it over the course of the morning. It only allowed travel to and from The Halls of Reflection, but it would still be faster than hoofing it the old-fashioned way. The Lady could summon them directly to her realm, but it required a fair amount of energy to do so. A Gate was far more economical, especially in the long run. Travel took longer than summoning but nowhere near as long as using multiple Gates throughout the Multiverse.

Much like a non-stop flight with an airline, the usage of the new Gate would be far more expensive to operate than having multiple stops, but currently, The Lady was going to foot that bill. In the long run, it would be up to Drew and Sanctuary to cover the costs of outgoing travel, but Drew didn’t foresee needing to go to the Lady’s realm that often.

As they made their way to the Gate, an unnamed Valkyrie appeared instantaneously before Sindra, almost out of thin air. This time, thankfully, Drew wasn’t blinded by the Valkyrie’s ridiculously fast travel.

“Report, soldier,” Sindra said sternly.

The Valkyrie slammed her fist into her chestplate. “Ma’am, an increasing amount of seismic activity has been detected in the local vicinity.”

“I see. Take your sisters and scout the surrounding area. Report back immediately,” Sindra ordered. The subordinate saluted again, then disappeared from sight as quickly as she’d arrived.

Drew looked over at Sindra, an eyebrow cocked in question.

“It’s likely fine. We have everything handled here,” Sindra assured Drew.

He nodded, and they continued toward the Gate.

“Sindra, I think I’m going to leave my buddy Mark in charge of things around here while I’m gone,” Drew said before pausing. “It will likely stress him out, knowing him, but he has some experience in managing people from his previous career field.”

Sindra nodded in understanding. “Do you wish me to inform him once you leave?”

“Yeahhh… I’m probably being a crappy friend by throwing all the responsibility on him without saying anything, but I really don’t know who else I can fully trust.”

“What about your mother? Doesn’t she live here?”

“Uh… she lives here, but…” Drew began to shudder as he thought about what his mom would end up having the people do – or not do. “I’d be more likely to take up that previous Goblin ‘offer’ than trust Ma with anything like that.”

“Ah, understood. I will relay your wishes to your friend Mark.” Sindra grimaced sourly before nodding her head stiffly.

Moments later, Drew began to feel exactly what the scout had reported. It’d only been five minutes, yet the ground near Sanctuary now seemed to be undergoing some kind of strange minor earthquake. Drew could see the citizens stopping their work and beginning to move away from any nearby buildings or trees.

When Drew’s group had almost reached the Gate, the Valkyrie reappeared.

“Report,” Sindra commanded.

“Seismic activity is being caused by two peak C Grade beasts five miles to the south,” the Valkyrie said.

C Grade?! I’m not even in D Grade yet!

“Territorial fight?” Sindra asked.

The Valkyrie nodded. “Most likely, ma’am.”

The quake grew stronger, and Drew’s group turned their eyes to the south.

What in the actual fu…

“It’s beautiful,” Spock whispered in clear awe.

Drew and Amber turned their pale faces toward Spock, questioning the type of drugs the man was on – and where they might find some. Then Drew turned back toward the source of the disturbance.

A mountain in the shape of a bear stood on its hind legs, rocks and trees growing from its back. It stood so tall that it was clearly visible above the local forests and vegetation, and even the tallest trees barely came up to the beast’s ankles. The creature took a step forward, and all the greenery beneath its foot disappeared without a trace. It opened its mammoth maw, and several seconds later, a pulse of air swept through Sanctuary, carrying a roar that sounded like a bunch of rocks grating and grinding upon one another.

Facing that fearsome mountain was… a chicken.

Not a Dicken either, but an actual chicken. It looked like a silver-laced Wyandotte. The glaring difference was the beast’s size. It stood close to equal to the height of the bear… mountain… thing. Arcs of lightning danced about its silver-laced feathers, its head cocked as it observed its enemy.

“Big ones,” Sindra grunted.

Drew could only mutely nod his head.

The Mountain Bear swiped with its right paw, and the giant chicken tilted backward so that the beast’s car-sized claws just barely missed its neck. The chicken leaned back and to the left slightly, then flipped into a karate-style kick with its right foot. Its talons raked into the stones and forest growth that made up the bear’s armor.

Large divots the size of small school buses appeared on the massive creature, and soon, large quantities of blood pooled and fell from the wounds.

The bear roared in anger and took another swipe at the Lightning Chicken, one of its claws nicking the chicken’s chest. The giant chicken began to bleed, and a couple of drops hit the ground below, flattening several trees. The chicken jumped straight up and flipped, kicking the bear with both legs before landing again. The Mountain Bear flew backward and tumbled across the ground, tearing up the countryside as it slid.

The ground of Sanctuary quivered as a new quake hit the settlement. Multiple citizens fell to the ground and attempted to stabilize themselves. The bear stumbled to its feet, causing aftershocks, before reaching down and picking up… a bridge. A full-length bridge. The Mountain Bear held it as if the massive structure was but a club. The hairs on the back of Drew’s neck shot up, and a chill went down his spine, as a bright blue ball of light formed in front of the chicken’s beak. Another sonic pulse crossed the countryside.

Ohh I don’t like the look of that. Not one bit. Nope, Drew thought as he broke into a sweat. If Akira Toriyama, God rest his soul, had taught Drew anything over the years, something that big and blue was never a good sign.

The familiar sound of dial-up internet blasted through the air, like a ship’s horn as it floated into harbor, and Drew saw several citizens holding their heads in agony. Drew looked back up at the chicken to see that the blue ball of energy was now a massive sphere. The ground quaked as the bear walked toward the chicken, swung the bridge with its massive paws, and…

“BUR GERRRK!” the giant chicken clucked.

The azure sphere of power blew outward like a real-life Kamehameha Wave, and the scene turned white. Drew could no longer see, and a not-so-small part of him was certain that Earth was doomed. Seconds later, his vision returned, somewhat splotchy, and several bright-colored lights danced in his eyes as they tried to repair themselves from the damage.

The Mountain Bear stood, its entire upper torso completely vaporized. Little plumes of smoke spiraled upward from what was left of its torso. Then it fell, causing another quake.

Somewhere out in the vast Multiverse, Goku must have been smiling.

Drew turned his head to face Sindra, and she made eye contact with him.

“Not to worry. If it comes close, I’ll take care of it,” Sindra said with a nod, clearly confident of her ability to kill that thing.

Drew, Amber, Freya, and Spock headed to walk into the now-open Gate.

“I need a damn vacation,” Drew muttered.

“Same,” Amber agreed.

“Indeed,” Spock remarked, but not before Drew noticed him rubbing his hands together excitedly.

“Boof!” Freya added.


Chapter Eight



The transportation via the Gate to The Halls of Reflection was not instantaneous. Drew found himself standing in a soundless, pitch-black space, unable to move. The deprivation of his senses was highly unnerving, and he could understand why the scientists of Earth believed that long-term exposure to such an environment could cause insanity. Sindra had assured him that The System would prevent that kind of chemical imbalance from occurring, but that was hardly comforting at the moment.

Even in complete silence, a person’s body will naturally create sound, whether that’s a heartbeat or the gurgling of a stomach. But being stuck in an environment that allowed no sound to be produced was jarring. The main issue was the difficulty understanding the passage of time. Without sound, light, or movement, time was almost impossible to comprehend.

It was a thought process that caused Drew no small amount of fear. It reminded him of his first conversation with Raynalyr, The Baleful Lady. Without her providing afterlives and reincarnation to souls, they’d be tossed into the abyss and would remain trapped there, undergoing a similar lack of sensation to what Drew was feeling right now. That would be a fate worse than total oblivion, and it gave him a new respect for his profession as a Baleful Warden – and respect for The Baleful Lady herself.

The part that worried him the most was the question of why The System would protect Gate travelers from that madness, and not souls in the Abyss. Luckily, the transportation ended before he was able to go too far down that rabbit hole.

Drew’s first breaths – and steps – after the transportation ended were shaky. When he looked to his sides and saw his party, it was clear that he wasn’t the only one who had been negatively affected. He waved his hand forward in a gesture that encouraged his companions to follow him.

“Come on, and whatever you do, don’t look back,” Drew cautioned them.

“Drew Wright, I looked back, and I am now feeling highly uncomfortable,” Spock said in a voice that was slightly higher-pitched than usual.

Drew sighed. It was challenging to remember that Spock had only been alive for a little over a month and, in many ways, still did things a child would do. It had been funny the first time Spock stuck his hand into an open fire back in Sanctuary, despite knowing on an intellectual level that it was hot, but it was frustrating when he did it a second time to confirm the phenomenon.

“Yes, and that’s why I specifically said not to look back. I understand you’re curious, my dude, but please learn from my mistakes.” Drew was trying not to sound exasperated.

“Did you also look into that horrible nothingness when you first came here, Drew Wright?” Spock asked with curiosity.

“I did, yeah. It made my stomach lurch into my throat. It was even worse when I learned more about it. Now come on, we’ve got a little bit of a walk ahead of us.” Again, Drew motioned for them to follow him.

Amber, Freya, and Spock followed behind him as he led them forward on the obsidian pathway. Ahead of them was a remarkably large gothic-style archway, and with everyone’s recently increased perceptions, they could pick out a figure in black Roman-esque robes standing at the entrance.

“What did you learn about that space, Drew Wright?”

Drew turned slightly and cocked an eyebrow toward Spock.

“This is one of those instances I told you about where knowing something will make it much worse,” Drew said in a low voice.

“Would this situation be better or worse than the unclothed women in the magazine I asked you to purchase for me?” Spock asked, almost quietly.

“Worse.”

“I see.”

Amber giggled at Spock’s mention of the lady magazine. Before The Descent, Drew had taken Spock to a bookstore, and the tutorial guide had asked him to purchase several for him. Among those were three adult magazines wrapped in plastic. At the time, Drew had thought it would be funny, and he’d decided to keep his mouth shut because he’d felt too embarrassed to mention the practical applications of such a product in a public area.

It had, in fact, come back to haunt him. Spock had finally gotten to the magazine while Drew was out hunting and grinding levels. The publication left Spock with more questions than answers and, like a child finding his father’s porn stash, brought said magazine to Amber with said questions. Amber, taking on a mischievous and maternal-like role, had sat Spock down at the kitchen table, gave him some cookies, and waited with him until Drew had come back from a hard day of fence building.

Amber had then pawned off the responsibility of telling Spock about the birds and the bees to Drew. She sat at that table and proceeded to watch the show with a bowl of popcorn and a shit-eater's grin on her face, occasionally interrupting the conversation to laugh hysterically.

Needless to say, it had been an uncomfortable conversation for Drew, who’d had to physically describe specific actions to an adult male. It made him even more uncomfortable when Spock, like a starry-eyed child, had asked several follow-up questions. By the time the night was over, Drew was exhausted, and Spock was so red in the face that Amber had genuinely feared he’d pass out.

Drew felt a shiver run down his spine at the thought of that night.

How did I end up as the father to an adult? Was I really that terrible of a child to deserve this kind of karma?

“Well, look who it is!” a voice called out.

Drew’s attention was brought back to the present to find a brown- and gray-haired man standing before him. He was clothed in a black toga, and azure flickers of flame could be briefly seen if one looked into his eyes at the right time.

“OH. MY. GOD.” Amber practically screamed, her hands flapping as if to cool herself off from a non-existent heat. “It’s true! You’re him! My husband told me, but I didn’t fully believe him, but now you’re here, and I’m here, and oh… thank you so, so, so much for my bow! I love it and use it daily!!”

The man disappeared from Drew’s vision and instantly reappeared before Amber. He wore a disarming smile as he chuckled.

“You must be Amber. It’s a pleasure to meet you, my dear. I’m known as Lord Hades, but you may call me Hades. Or James.” Hades growled the last word in a low rumble as he took Amber’s hand and kissed it gently while bowing.

Drew just shook his head. He’d known his wife was going to be star-struck upon meeting James Woods here, but she had cranked that up to eleven way too quickly. Drew looked back to see Spock cock his head in confusion. Freya had a similar expression to Spock’s, as if to ask, ‘The hell are you doing? Who is this stranger, and why are you acting so weird?’

“Eeep! I… I loved you in Hercules, and True Crime, and the second Stuart Little, oh and…”

To his credit, the god stood there humbly, chuckling and smiling good-naturedly as Amber began to ramble.

When his wife finally ran out of air in her lungs and stopped speaking to fall into almost Freya-like panting, Hades finally replied to her over-excitement.

“Yes, it’s very nice to meet you. I heard you were a big fan from your husband, and I’m very happy to meet you,” he said with a smile, gesturing with his hands for her to slow down and take deep breaths.

Drew smiled at the god’s kind nature. It was nice to see someone, whether it was an actor or a god, treat his wife so kindly, even when she was being a bit overzealous.

“Drew, it’s good to see you again, especially so soon after our last visit. You’ve been doing well, I hear?” Hades asked, shaking Drew’s hand in greeting.

“For the most part, yeah. Things have been heating up back home though…” Drew said.

Hades smiled. “Yes, an incursion event. I always knew the people of Earth had a wonderful culture, and it’s been so long since the last one on a newly integrated world. It’s an exciting time.”

“I don’t know if I’d say it’s exciting. Stressful, for sure.” Drew paused for a moment as something popped into his head before he chuckled internally. “Although, technically, since you were an actor back home, I’d say you had a part to play in our culture. Hell, you said you’d been on Earth since Greek and Roman times, so I’m sure you added something to our overall culture,” Drew added, almost conspiratorially.

“Well, I don’t know if I’d go that far,” Hades said, rubbing the back of his head. “Besides, it wasn’t just me vacationing there. Where do you think those other gods came from?”

“There were others, then? That’s kinda what I assumed after the last time we chatted, but still… didn’t you win a couple of Emmys and a Golden Globe or something? I’d say you had a noticeable impact on our culture,” Drew replied, before adding, in a slightly lower voice, “Is that a bad thing?”

“I… uh… yeah, I did win those, and I totally didn’t take them back with me to put in a trophy cabinet or anything,” Hades said quickly, his eyes shifting left to right. “It wasn’t a big deal, okay? Gods visit mortal realms all the time. Besides, what do you think really happened with Elvis and Tupac?”

“I knew Elvis wasn’t dead!” Amber interjected.

“Boof! Boof!” Freya added.

“Oh, shush you! You just like him because he has a song about a ‘hound dog’,” Amber said to Freya.

Freya whined a bit, and her tail stopped wagging.

“Yes, okay, it is a good song, but that’s not the point!”

Hades coughed politely. “Yes, well, The Lady is expecting you. Come close and I’ll teleport us to her reception room.”

The hurried manner in which he tried to move them along made Drew suspect he was trying to avoid more conversation. Or perhaps certain topics.

“Oh, I get it, no time for chit-chat about your time on Earth. I’ll have to remember to ask The Lady her opinion on your cultural relevance instead…” Drew whispered. He suspected there was a secret here, but he wasn’t sure what. Either way, he wouldn’t pass up this good a chance to tease the god.

“No, no, shhhh, shhhh. Here, look!” Hades whispered before rummaging through a hidden pocket in his toga. Hades pulled a dog biscuit the size of Drew’s hand out of the toga and handed it over to Freya.

Freya sniffed the treat, gently taking it from the god’s hand before wagging her tail and proceeding to tear into it. The zeal with which the German Shepherd devoured the treat made Drew suspect that it had been made with bacon, steak, chips, cheese, or some combination thereof. Or at least whatever equivalents there were in The Lady’s realm. Seconds later, there were only crumbs left, which Freya happily licked off the obsidian pathway.

“Urrrp,” Freya belched.

“Freya! Manners!” Amber scolded.

“Lovely,” Drew muttered.

Freya cocked her head, then stood up from her sitting position. Her coat pulsed suddenly, and a wave of obsidian washed over her color patterns. Where tan once ruled, a shiny black now laid claim, and where her old black coloration once was, an azure blue rippled forth like embers crackling into flame. Her body shifted, and she quickly gained a solid four inches in height. The dog looked at her new form with blue eyes, her body bulking up as muscle growth erupted to fill the new space.

“Excuse me. What did you just do to our dog?” Drew asked, confused and somewhat annoyed. One man should not recolor another man’s dog without permission. It was just common courtesy.

“Nothing! Nothing! It was just a treat… meant for Cerberus. It’s nothing bad, I swear! She’ll probably just be a bit stronger and more resilient…. and maybe breathe Abyssal fire,” Hades added under his breath.

Freya chose that moment to let rip a particularly explosive fart. An azure flame burst into being and shot five feet behind her. Freya looked back toward her rear end and then back at Hades.

Drew’s eyes narrowed, and he pressed his lips firmly together before turning back to the god.

“If she burns down our house, you’re paying to replace it,” Drew said, pointing at Hades.

“BOOF!” Freya added, her bark now booming like a creature ten times her size. The ground rumbled slightly in response, and Amber, Spock, and Drew were shaken.

Drew looked accusingly at Hades.

“Yes, eh, well… time to go see The Lady. Gather closely, we don’t want your arm or leg left behind while the rest of your body teleports!” Hades said chipperly.

The party quickly assembled close to the god, and Drew reluctantly followed suit. He just knew their house was going to end up as a pile of ashes.

Note to self, don’t let her get into the beans… Beefcake was bad enough.

Darkness overtook them, and they quickly found themselves standing in what appeared to be a cross between a reading room and a study. Ancient tomes lined equally ancient shelving. Warm colors of red and brown replaced the previously gothic-looking blacks, grays, and blues.

The Lady sat upon a vintage-style couch with red felt fabrics. Her blue-gray-skinned elf form looked up from the book she was perusing. She still wore darkened leather armor, and blue flames danced upon her eyes. One corner of her mouth raised in a slight smile. She closed her tome and set it down on the nearby coffee table.

“Well, that’s my cue. Have fun, everyone!” Hades said hurriedly. He barely made eye contact with anyone before disappearing again.

*POP*

The Lady tilted her head slightly in question before shaking it and adopting her slight smile again.

“Champion, it is good to see you again.”


Chapter Nine



The Baleful Lady sat with her back against the plush red velvet of the vintage-style couch, stirring a steaming beverage with a heavily engraved tiny silver spoon. The Lady sighed happily as she finished taking a sip.

Drew, Spock, and Amber sat across from the Primordial of Death on a matching couch with three identical cups in their hands. Freya lay on the floor next to the couch closest to Amber, chewing on what appeared to be the femur of some humanoid creature. Drew looked down at the warm beverage in his hands, gazing at the tiny floating marshmallow skulls bobbing up and down in the pool of delight.

He took a sip of his drink and instantly relaxed. The warm liquid ran down his throat and seemed to soothe his soul as he felt it hit his stomach. He leaned back into the couch and let his head sink deep into the plush material.

“It really is the best hot cocoa – please give my regards to Jeeves. Truly magical.” Drew sighed, feeling calmer than he had in some time.

Spock and Amber looked at each other. Spock arched an eyebrow, but Amber only shrugged before they each took a sip of their matching drinks. A moment later, they too slumped back in a state of relaxed contentment.

“It will brighten his day to hear that my Champion appreciates his beverages.” The Lady tilted her head up, staring at the frescos of life and death scenes on the ceiling. “Most of my Baleful Wardens are very stoic and dour. Jeeves was beginning to believe I only complimented his talents to boost his self-esteem.”

Amber nodded her head. “It is very good.”

“Indeed. I believe I prefer Drew Wright’s coffee, but this is very enjoyable,” Spock added while fishing out marshmallows with his fingers.

The Lady’s attention refocused on the three people and one dog in front of her. She raised her eyebrow, a minute smile tugging at the edge of her mouth. “I’ve missed having mortal company, especially those with kind hearts. You would be Amber, Spock, and… Freya, if I’m not mistaken?”

Amber and Spock nodded their heads and smiled in greeting. Freya stopped chewing on her bone to wag her tail and give a canine grin.

“You’re always welcome to come to dinner at our home. Just give us a ring and let us know when you’d like to come by,” Amber offered before taking another sip of the hot cocoa.

Drew couldn’t help but smile.

My wife just casually offered to host a dinner party for a goddess…

The Lady’s smile brightened greatly. “Perhaps I will take advantage of your hospitality once events have slowed down on your planet. It’s many millennia since I last took a small break. Work is always so busy in the Multiverse.”

The Lady chuckled, then turned her focus onto Drew. “You’ve grown well in the short time since I last saw you. You are already Low E-Grade, you have founded a small settlement, and recently you have begun to take your profession seriously.”

Drew nodded. “Thank you. I’ve had little choice in that regard. We’ve had to push ourselves hard to survive and adapt to the new reality. Somehow, even with our quick advancement, it never seems to be enough, and there are several issues that continue to bother me.”

He wanted to come across as polite and professional while still speaking his mind. The Lady didn’t need things sugar-coated, and there were plenty of problems back home.

The Lady inclined her head. “Yes, I’m sure you have many things on your mind. What has been bothering you the most?”

Drew sat up straighter. “Well, my profession, for one. I’m supposed to collect and ferry the lost and the damned via the Rites of Passage, but our planet is huge, and I’m just a single person. I’m disturbed by the idea of so many lost souls running rampant on Earth without a way to reach them.”

“That is a valid concern, and it warms my heart to see you taking the problem seriously.” The Lady’s eyes sparkled, and the compliment warmed Drew as much as the cocoa. “I’d like to clarify that I don’t expect miracles from you. I’m well aware of your limitations due to your grade. In fact, most of my Baleful Wardens aren’t offered their positions until B Grade.

“But I digress. There are several options to alleviate your concerns. You are my only Baleful Warden in the sector of the Multiverse that contains Earth, mostly due to how… rural the area is. However, there are several Wardens on your planet under my care already. Natives, like yourself, who have shown promise.”

The Lady paused. “For the moment, they are acting independently and performing duties similar to your own, but in time, they will fall under your direct command.”

Drew blinked a few times as he processed the idea of having Wardens across Earth reporting to him and calling him “boss”. It was a lot to take in, and ultimately, he pushed the thoughts aside as a problem for future Drew.

“Your new Pillar of Civilization will also have boosted the collection range on your Baleful Lighthouse, which automatically collects nearby souls,” The Lady continued. “Its range is now rather substantial. There are ways to further improve its reach, but those won’t become available for some time.” The Lady’s eyes locked onto Drew’s. “Lastly, there are your minions…”

“What about my minions?” Drew inquired with curiosity.

“You’ve likely noticed that your Soulflame minions retain the ability to acquire classes and professions. As they evolve, they will be given opportunities that will help you, such as the Warden profession or the Necromancer class. Now, have you noticed anything strange happening with your constructed undead minions?”

Drew considered her words. “Strange? I mean… they’re undead, so that’s pretty strange already. Although… Scolder has been acting more…”

The Lady leaned forward with a small smile. “Lifelike?”

“Yeah! Kinda, anyways. At first, he was like the others, but recently, he’s been acting more like a puppy, wanting to play fetch, go for walks, chase people… You know, dog stuff. I feel something across our mental bond, an emotion of sorts, like he’s eager to please me. Almost begging me for a command,” Drew said, scratching his chin.

The Lady nodded as if this was all rather expected. “Necromancers have many options when pursuing more intelligent minions. Soulflames, which, of course, you are familiar with, are but one way. Constructed minions offer several other possibilities as well, and it’s up to the individual Necromancer to determine what they prefer. Many forms of undead exist, some of which contain new or artificially created souls.”

“Alright, so how does that help my situation?”

“Your class is a reflection of yourself and how you choose to make decisions. One option is to research how to create more intelligent constructed minions. Sometimes, they come about naturally, as you have noticed, but they can also be created. Another option, one that many Necromancers seem to favor, is to create undead infused with artificial souls. It is, as some would say, the quickest way to expand your influence.”

“And… how exactly would that work, creating… artificial souls?” Drew asked cautiously but still with a fair amount of interest.

“Artificial souls are, as they sound, artificial. Minions with these infused within them upon creation will gradually awaken and become more. For all intents and purposes, they would be ‘alive’, but their souls were not created via the natural functionality of the cosmos at large. They would learn, develop personalities, and…”

The Lady paused, then waved her hand as if pushing aside a thought process. “Regardless, they would be able to operate and make decisions as new situations arise. You could, for example, send them out to search for human survivors, and you would not need to be present to constantly adjust their commands.”

Whoa… that would actually fix a lot of problems. I would be able to send multiple groups out without needing to micromanage them, and they could go about helping and rescuing people. It would be like… having a small army of survivors available… yet it wouldn’t risk losing anymore lives.

I could do what Robert wanted. Make a difference, save more of our people, and beat back all the monsters and crap. The best part is I could do it from multiple fronts – I wouldn’t need to be in a single spot commanding everything if I didn’t want to be, I could have the new minions branch out in all directions…

“Uh… yeah, that sounds fantastic, but…” Drew’s shoulders slumped, “I don’t think I have the skill or competence to try that yet. My [Army of the Dead] passive gives me the ability to give my new minions artificial souls, but I haven’t messed with it yet. Mucking about with something like a soul at my skill level sounds like a really bad idea.”

The Lady smirked. “Time is something I can help with, to a degree. Your group is here to utilize one of the training dungeons I’ve made available to members of my Cadre. While you are within the dungeon, time will progress at a much slower rate. You can spend weeks inside the dungeon while only days pass in real time. But don’t push it. You’re only in E Grade, and long-term exposure to time distortion can cause undue stress to the soul.”

“It’s like the Hyperbolic Time Chamber!” Drew said excitedly as he shot to his feet.

“The what?” The Baleful Lady asked, confusion coloring her face for the first time in the conversation.

Amber waved it off. “Don’t mind him, it’s a nerdy reference to a fictional series from our planet.”

“I see, so you’re familiar with the concept? At least in fiction?” The Lady asked.

Drew swallowed his desire to geek out further. “Yeah, our society had a decent grasp on mathematics, astronomy, and physics prior to The Descent. The concept was discussed – if never executed. How much time can we spend there?”

“Hmm, at E Grade, I’d recommend no more than twelve years while you’re inside. However, it should not take nearly that long to evolve to D Grade,” The Lady answered offhandedly.

A mouthful of chocolatey goodness shot from Drew’s mouth, and he barely caught it in his mug. He had just sat back down due to his slight embarrassment, and now he’d been shocked again for an entirely different reason.

That’s a third of my...

“Twelve years?! That’s a really long time!” Amber exclaimed.

Spock muttered something about the lifespan of chickens and looked concerned. Drew figured that at least the Dickens would be okay… probably.

The Lady laughed heartily in response to the group’s reactions. She turned to Amber. “Oh, my dear, you’re in E Grade now, and you’re of elven descent. You’d likely live thousands of years even if you never broke through to D Grade. Trust me, twelve years goes by in the blink of an eye. Now, what other concerns did you have?” The Lady said, still chuckling slightly.

There was silence in the room.

Drew looked at Amber. They had been putting off this moment with pleasantries and distractions, but they had already discussed at length the one thing they all wanted to ask the Lady. This was the perfect opportunity, but even voicing the words was tough.

Amber was the one who finally spoke. “One of the people in our settlement was killed recently. By the time my husband got to him, his soul had already passed on. The people at our settlement were wondering… I was wondering… if you could do anything for him?” she asked, her voice cracking slightly.

Drew held his breath. This was the big question on everyone’s minds. Robert. The man who’d been captured by the River’s Bend town council and then killed in cold blood. He’d been an idealistic man, but he’d had a good heart. He’d been a friend. The entire community of Sanctuary had been distraught to learn of his death, and the loss sat heavily on Drew’s heart.

The goddess’s expression softened as she saw the emotion on their faces. “Can you describe this man? Give me his name or appearance? There are many souls within The Halls of Reflection.”

“His name was Robert; he was an older gentleman,” Drew answered. “He had a kind heart and always saw the good in people, even to his detriment. He did something extremely foolish, despite being told the risks, to grasp an extremely low chance of avoiding bloodshed.”

“And he perished due to this naivety?” The Lady asked.

“He was murdered,” Drew replied curtly. “Some might call it naïve, but I think he knew what was likely going to happen. He simply accepted that risk. He saw it as his duty to attempt to save lives, even knowing the chances weren’t good. He devoted his life to helping others, but I don’t think he was able to clearly see the extent of the evil that existed within the hearts of his neighbors.”

“I see. Well, let’s see if I can find this wayward soul,” The Lady said before she snapped her fingers.
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They say your life passes before your eyes as you die, but Robert hadn’t expected such a literal translation to be so valid. He didn’t know where he was, or where he was going, and he had no idea how long he’d been here.

Wherever here is…

He walked upon a black, marble-like pathway, but each step felt like a lifetime. Perhaps it was more accurate to say that each step was a lifetime. He was barely conscious of the world around him unless he physically stopped to look around.

Robert stood in a grand hallway with gray and black stone, flecked with a metallic material. Beautiful yet solemn archways stood on both sides, and within each archway sat a highly polished mirror.

Robert looked down at his body, or what he assumed was his body. It looked just like it had in life, yet it was blue and ethereal. If he concentrated while looking at his hand, he could see the walkway that lay behind it. If he could sigh, he would have, but instead, he took another step forward.

His life replayed, and he found himself in the body he’d had as a child. His father and mother were sitting under a tree in a pasture, a blanket laid down and a picnic basket open. His mother laughed as his father smiled and told her a joke. Robert was running around, chasing his little sister through the field. He was no older than three or four years old.

It was like this every time he took a step forward in that strange hallway of mirrors. He relived his memories, his entire life, as if he were a passenger aboard a train. He couldn’t change anything – he had tried several times already. He couldn’t stop his little sister from being run over by a car when he was sixteen. He knew it was going to happen, and even though he tried to reach out to grab her, his body wouldn’t respond.

Time held no meaning because each step on that dark pathway was one in which he was forced to relive his entire life. Each mistake he’d made, each moment he’d been proud of, every friend and family member he’d ever lost. He watched it go by, stuck in a body that wouldn’t respond to his desire to change past mistakes.

Robert watched his squadmates get shot to pieces as guerilla fighters in straw hats popped up from hidden holes in the ground. He watched his sergeant ask him to take care of his wife as he died in Robert’s arms. He watched himself returning from the war, standing in the doorway of his sergeant’s widow. He watched her drop to her knees and sob while Robert did his best to console the new widow.

Over and over again.

Robert had stopped counting how many times he’d relived every event as a bystander. What had originally been traumatic eventually left him feeling… at peace. There was a lesson to be learned in what he was going through.

Hindsight was twenty-twenty. Robert had lived the best life he could have. He had made mistakes, oh so many mistakes, but those mistakes were still a part of his life. He couldn’t change them; he needed to embrace them and accept them. They were just as much a part of him as all his happy memories were.

Two questions remained unanswered, however. Why was he here, and where was God? There had been no gates, and St. Peter was nowhere to be found. Maybe he hadn’t lived as pious a life as possible, but he didn’t believe that he’d sinned so badly that it outweighed his promised absolution. He’d only seen one other person this entire time, and that had been when he had passed through the original archway.

A striking man in a black robe of some kind had told him to enter the hall.

Was that person St. Peter? Robert asked himself as he took another step forward.

This time, when Robert looked around, it was different. This wasn’t a memory; he was sure of it. He’d relived them so many times that they were ingrained within his very soul. He’d never been here before.

He was standing in a grand hall. The architecture and color patterns were exact copies of the hall of mirrors, but this place was different. He looked behind him. A long, endless line stretched farther than his eyes could see, seemingly going on forever.

Are they… people? Robert wondered, looking at beings of all shapes and sizes.

The sound of shuffling papers broke the sacred silence that permeated the hall, and Robert turned toward its source. He saw that he was standing at the very front of the endless line. He looked ahead of him.

Where am I?

An amalgamation of shadows hovered at his two o’clock position. Its taloned hands shuffled through several long pieces of parchment.

What is that thing? Am I in hell?

Robert felt fear grip him for a moment. The hovering shadow found what it was looking for and perked up, heading up a flight of stairs directly in front of Robert.

The shadow presented the papers to a… woman sitting on a throne?

Is God really a woman?! Robert couldn’t contain the utter shock in his mind as he watched.

The woman had a timeless beauty to her, but not in a way that was human. She wore darkened leather clothing and had burning blue eyes. Her hair… her hair seemed to shift and change colors. One moment, it was silver, the next, it was red, and a second later, it was black. The woman looked through the papers with muted interest, flipping through them at a frightening pace.

Robert noticed a very slight movement at his ten o’clock position. There, he saw a man in blackened plate armor. Skulls bulged outward from every surface, and blue flames danced within their sockets. He held the pommel of a long, two-handed sword made of bone with its blade pointed to the floor. The man had long, gray hair with faint, ethereal tattoos that looked like strange trees running parallel down his face. One eye was glowing blue, much like the sockets of the skulls in his armor, while the other was red.

“Drew?!” Robert gasped.


Chapter Ten



Robert’s voice broke the pervading silence of the sanctum they all stood in. The armored man with heterochromatic eyes, who had to be Drew and yet couldn’t be, gave a slight grin and nodded. Robert turned back to the throne to find that both the beautiful woman and the living shadow had turned their entire focus on him.

Robert felt himself wilt from the pressure of the woman’s azure glowing eyes. A heavy weight pushed down against his shoulders to the point he felt like his ethereal knees were about to give out. A chill hit his gut. It was calming, yet he could feel it sap all the heat from his non-existent body.

The woman blinked, and suddenly the pressure was gone.

“Robert,” the woman said. As her voice hit him, he felt both the warmth of a mother and the utter cold of the grave.

Robert tried to find his voice, tried to reply, but he couldn’t. His voice didn’t want to function; it was stuck in his throat. He did the best he could and managed a very slight nod. Internally, something was screaming at him, telling him that a mistake here would mean death. Final death. Oblivion.

“You know who I am. My Champion spoke of me, yes?”

A sudden realization hit him, and Robert looked to Drew, who nodded slightly.

Oh no, no, no… why am I here?

The woman in front of him upon the throne raised an eyebrow, waiting for a reply.

“Y… you… You’re the… The Baleful… Lady,” Robert managed to force out with a supreme effort of will. He knew who she was. Drew’s goddess. But why was he here and not in heaven…? Or even hell, for that matter? He had been a devout Christian his entire life; why would he be standing before such a pagan being?

“Yes, I am The Lady. Do you know why you’re here?” The Primordial of Death asked.

Robert felt a shiver run down his spine. He didn’t know if he could manage any more words yet, so he shook his head.

“You are here because no god or goddess claimed your soul upon the death of your mortal body. My Champion tells me you were an adamant worshipper of a god in your newly integrated world. The vast Multiverse is not a kind place, and divine beings typically do not waste their limited resources on creating a space in their afterlives for their weaker worshippers. What was the name of your god?”

“G… Go… God, ma’am.” Robert breathed out a sigh of relief as he found the ability to speak.

“God?” She repeated the word and, as if tasting it and finding it sour, shook her head. “What an arrogant name. Jeeves, do you know who this soul is referring to?” the woman asked as she turned her head to the living shadow.

Arrogant? But… that’s blasphemous! How could she not know?! Robert raged within his head. He knew The System had descended and, with it, gods and primordials, but he had assumed his God sat above all of that. God was almighty, all-powerful.

Isn’t he??

The shadow nodded. “Yes, Madam. God. He’s a relatively young addition to your sister’s pantheon.”

“My sister? Which one?”

A pantheon? No, that’s pagan talk. There is one God, and these others are just powerful beings of the wretched ‘System’ who call themselves gods.

God was something more. He had to be.

“Your sister, Lady Ezereille, Madam,” the shadow replied in a polite and proper tone.

The Baleful Lady sighed. “Dial her up,” the woman said in an exasperated tone.

The shadow waved its arms as if bidding the parting of the Red Sea, and Robert heard a slight static noise come from behind and above him. His curiosity trumped his fear, barely, and he looked at the source of the static.

A large semi-transparent screen hovered in mid-air. The black surface suddenly flared with a blinding golden light that filled the room and caused Robert to temporarily lose his vision.

When his vision eventually returned, he saw a young woman with tan skin, curly golden locks, and a white robe sitting upon a throne made of clouds. She was… well-endowed, and her… endowments were shown off in a low-cut white robe. The woman was front and center on the hovering screen.

“Sister! To what do I owe the pleasure of seeing your beautiful face?” the woman on the screen asked in an energetic, bubbly voice that grated on Robert’s nerves. It was the same sensation as hearing nails on a chalkboard, except Robert felt it echo throughout his entire being.

Robert turned his head and noticed The Baleful Lady scowling, the voice perhaps similarly irritating to her. “Yes, yes, it’s good to see you as well. I’m calling regarding a new inductee within your pantheon. A divine calling themselves ‘God’.”

The golden woman tilted her head for a moment, as if in thought, then refocused her attention on The Lady, a slight grimace upon her face. “Ah, him. Damn arrogant name if you ask me. What’s this about, exactly?”

They can’t seriously be talking about God… like God, God. My God. Can they? There must be some mistake. Perhaps some pretender…?

But even as he had the thought, Robert had a feeling deep in his core that The Lady was not the kind of being that made mistakes. A silent dread began to wash over him.

“Does he have the authority to grant places within or create an afterlife?” The Baleful Lady asked.

“Him? No, no, he’s much too young for that.” The golden-haired woman chuckled lightly before suddenly frowning. “Did he go and piss in your breakfast grains?”

The Baleful Lady’s eyes narrowed. “Apparently, he is a major patron deity of a newly integrated world that I have a vested interest in. I would have words with him, if you don’t mind.”

The woman on the screen tapped her chin with one finger. “A vested interest… and a newly integrated world, you say? How long has this religion been established?”

Robert was in an almost comatose-like state. Two beings that were powerful beyond his comprehension were speaking in such a casual manner, each voice pushing primal feelings into his very soul. The Lady’s voice was that of a mother and contained the certainty of death, while the golden woman’s voice only brought severe irritation, almost to the point of feeling like he was on the receiving end of the world’s worst sunburn. The constant flux between the two beings pulled his soul in too many directions, and he found himself barely able to stand.

The Baleful Lady turned to where Drew stood, and the man made eye contact with her. “About two or three thousand years, to the best of my knowledge,” Drew said with a shrug.

“Ohh, is that your new Champion that I’ve been hearing juicy rumors about?!” the golden-haired woman asked, clapping her hands like an overly excited child.

The Baleful Lady’s expression was icy. “He’s mine. Get your own Champion, you’re not going to poach him.”

Lady Ezereille pouted. “Hmph, fine, fine. But he is quite handsome. For a mortal.”

“The inductee, sister,” The Baleful Lady practically growled. Her voice lost all its warmth as a chill wave swept through the sanctum. Frost began growing and spreading across the floors and columns.

“Fineee, don’t get your panties all bunched up. The arrogant guy transcended about four millennia ago, and he did take an extended vacation in the same timeframe as the religion was established. You can talk to him if you want, but if you smite him, then you owe me details on this new world and your delicious Champion.” The woman paused to lick her lips. “Anyways, toodles!”

The TV went black.

Smite him? Smite God? Robert felt like he was drowning in information he could barely understand. Information he would have rejected immediately in any other situation. Despite everything he had been taught, everything he had been raised to believe, and Robert’s certainty in his beliefs… his soul seemed to betray him, registering and accepting what those women had said as truth.

The Lady scowled briefly and then looked at Drew.

“If I do anything, she’s going to learn about your planet. She’s probably bored and might cause mischief down the road. Are you okay with that?” The Lady asked Drew.

Drew scowled in a way Robert was quite familiar with. “Is it anything we, or the Cadre, can’t handle?”

“No, she’s not like that. She’s… annoying,” The Lady sighed. “I doubt she’d do anything to endanger anyone. If anything, she’s more likely to sleep with half the planet.”

“Oh… I guess that’s one way to work out boredom. I don’t mind, it’s none of my business who people sleep with. Bit creepy though, it’d be like robbing the cradle,” Drew added in a mutter.

Robert couldn’t help but be amazed by how casual and calm Drew seemed. He’d known the man had been dealing with powerful beings, but seeing them up close was a whole other matter.

The Lady began to twist her hands about in strange gestures. “You have no idea. Anyways, let’s get this behind us.”

“Uh…” Robert muttered, unsure of what was happening and what he was supposed to do. Was she really about to summon God? The God? It was impossible, unthinkable, yet he found himself unable to imagine something the being in front of him couldn’t do…

“Sit tight, I haven’t forgotten about you. I have some questions for your God,” The Lady said to Robert.

The Lady continued her esoteric hand and wrist movements for several seconds until…

“There you are, you sneaky little…” The Lady said as she twisted both arms and jerked them back abruptly.

*POP!*

Suddenly, there was a familiar man in a white robe and sandals standing in the room in front of The Lady. He had mid-length brown hair, a neatly trimmed beard, and a look of bewilderment on his face. He looked like many of the more divine depictions Robert had seen, but he had taken on the appearance of the Son... and he was glowing slightly.

“What the… where am…” the man said in confusion.

“Silence,” The Baleful Lady said.

The sound of The Lady’s voice was unlike anything Robert had ever heard, but he felt it within the very core of his being. His fear of the woman was ignited from dying embers to a blazing pyre.

The glowing man fell to his knees as ice sprouted from the floor and coated his lower body, trapping him. He turned his head, taking in his surroundings, confusion clear on his face.

“You are the divine being calling themselves God, is that correct?” The Lady asked, her voice dripping frost.

“Who are you?! Why am I here?” the man demanded. His voice was deep and resonant but paled in comparison to that of The Lady.

The Lady’s lips pressed together in impatience. “I am Raynalyr, Primordial of Death, and you are in my realm, The Halls of Reflection. Now answer my question.”

The man wilted, his bravado vanishing and his voice losing some of its depth. “Primordial... of Death… Oh… Uh, yes. I’m known as God. Nice to, uh… meet you.”

“Tell me, is this soul your worshipper?” The Lady asked, pointing at Robert.

No. Not him. It can’t be. He won’t know me. This is all some terrible mix-up…

‘God’ turned his head to regard Robert, appraising him. “Yes, it seems that he is,” the man said in a low voice.

Robert’s legs finally failed him, and he fell to his knees.

It can’t be…no… this must be a test… a trick… perhaps I really am in hell…

His energy left him, and all he could do was watch as his life’s purpose unraveled in front of him.

The Baleful Lady spared Robert a kind glance before continuing in a tone like ice and stone. “He came from a newly integrated planet, and your local religion there was established roughly two or three thousand years ago. Is that correct?”

The man began to wring his hands, looking everywhere but at The Baleful Lady. “What, uh… well, I’m not sure… and besides, Lady Ezereille⁠—”

“—is my sister, and I spoke with her before summoning you here. I’m well aware you lacked any authority on that planet.” The Lady’s gaze could have bored through solid metal.

“Oh…” Sweat began to pour down the man’s face. “Oh no…”

“Yes, you know the rules. You had no authority, no permission, and you were – and, from the look of it, still are – incapable of creating an afterlife for your worshippers.” The Lady spoke as if to a naughty child. “All of this, on an unintegrated world. For several millennia, your worshippers have been sent into the Abyss, all because you thought you were sneaky enough to pull a fast one over my sister and me.”

“Wait, look…” the man wheedled. Robert could almost see him running through different excuses in his head. How could this possibly be the God he’d believed in?

The Baleful Lady raised a hand, and ‘God’s’ jaw clicked shut.

“You abused your divinity to promise something you couldn’t deliver and damned countless souls to a fate worse than oblivion. You knew I wouldn’t be able to notice or save them since they came from an unintegrated world and still moved forward in your selfish pursuit of power. You’re a disgrace to divinity.” Her voice dripped with scorn.

The glowing man’s fear seemed to turn to anger at the insult. “No, screw you! Who cares about the insignificant lives of those insects besides you?! No one!” The man spat while yelling. “So what if I siphoned a bit of extra belief from some backwater planet? It happens all the time! There were tons of other gods there doing the exact same thing! Who made you judge and jury, you stuck-up bitc⁠—”

Before he could finish his sentence, his entire body was immediately covered in ice, which then shattered into tiny particles that blew out of the sanctum. The Lady reached forward with her hand, and a giant blue flame rose into existence where the god had stood. It gave an inhuman howl as The Lady gripped it and held it in place.

“OBLIVION,” The Baleful Lady whispered, yet her voice carried throughout the hall.

The azure flame was there one moment, and the next, it was sucked into a tiny speck of blackness that hurt Robert’s head to behold. A primal fear far worse than all the gods and goddesses he had seen today sprang up in his mind. Every instinct told him to run for the hills, and he shifted his body to do just that. He had to get away, he needed to get aw⁠—

Then it was gone.

“Now then, Robert,” The Lady said, her calm, warm demeanor reappearing. “You are here because an arrogant little shi… being took advantage of you and then tossed you aside once you died. Normally, I offer a choice at this juncture.

“Option one: join the afterlife. It will be one of my many afterlives, and you will be sent to the one that you’d most prefer. Unfortunately, due to the actions of a certain prick, you won’t be able to see your loved ones who died prior to the integration of your planet. However, you will want for nothing, and I promise it will be a peaceful existence…”

Robert’s mind was numb. It simply couldn’t process what he had seen. So he listened mutely as the Lady continued.

“Option two: you join my Cadre. You will work in service to me and the other souls in my service. This can take many forms, from being a warrior or a crafter to undertaking administrative duties. You will be able to choose a new form, should you so choose. You will be treated fairly, and you may find a new purpose in existence…” She smiled as she glanced at her shadowy servant.

“Option three, you will be reincarnated. You will not retain your memories, but you will be born again in a new cycle of life. You will not be able to choose the circumstances of your birth, and you have an equal chance of an advantageous start as an aristocrat or a poor pauper on the urban streets of another world.

“Finally, due to your efforts in helping my Champion and his kind words for you and the life you led, you will be offered a fourth option…”


Chapter Eleven



“Being a god looks like it’s a huge pain in the ass,” Drew said as he slumped back onto the vintage couch in The Lady’s study. They’d just gotten back from dealing with the Robert situation, and Drew felt mentally exhausted from the experience.

The Baleful Lady had teleported Spock, Amber, and Freya to a town within her realm. It was an outpost that had been built up around the training dungeon that Drew and his team were going to level in. Instead of joining the others, The Lady had asked Drew to remain by her side when handling the Robert issue.

The information Drew had absorbed from that entire interaction had some fairly deep implications that he didn’t want to think about.

“Calling it ’a pain in the ass’ is an understatement. I might be taking your wife up on her offer of a dinner invitation sooner than I had originally imagined,” The Baleful Lady replied, slumping back onto the couch across from Drew.

Jeeves, The Lady’s shadow butler, brought in two mugs and placed them on the coffee table in front of The Lady and her guest.

“Jeeves, is there any way you could fix something a bit stronger for us? You know how I feel about Ezereille,” The Lady asked her butler politely.

“Of course, Madam. I’ll be back in a jiffy.” The shadow picked the mugs back up and quickly left the room.

“I imagine that was an overwhelming experience for you. My apologies, Champion,” The Lady said sincerely.

“Yeah, on more than one level. I don’t even know where to start with processing everything that happened,” Drew said with a deep sigh. “You killed God – that’s the first thing that comes to mind. I wasn’t the one who pulled the trigger, but I still felt blasphemous just seeing it happen. Then there’s the fact that everyone I’ve ever known and loved who passed away prior to The Descent is stuck in the Abyss, slowly going insane. Oh, and you have a sister who will likely come to Earth and sleep with everyone… It’s a lot to take in.”

The Lady met Drew’s eyes, and he saw both deep kindness and sadness there. “If it makes you feel any better, I’ve sent several detachments from my Cadre into the void of the Abyss to search for lost souls. It will take a long time, but they should be able to find most of the souls from your planet,” The Lady said kindly.

Drew’s demeanor brightened. “Actually, yeah. That does make me feel a bit better. I didn’t know that was a possibility, but I couldn’t bear the thought of Nana, Papa, and Gram being stuck in that hell. Do you think they’ll be okay?”

“If they died within your lifetime, they should be okay, but I cannot promise anything. Individual souls are affected differently by their time spent there. I will do everything in my power to rescue as many as I can, but sadly, I’m sure some will be missed, or have already been driven insane. You should know that what that ‘God’ did is a big no-no and an absolute death sentence if and when I hear about it happening,” The Lady said grimly.

“As long as there’s a chance you’ll find them, that would help put me at ease,” Drew said, relaxing slightly. “I don’t understand exactly what God did. I was able to comprehend some of what you said, but a lot of it seemed to go over my head.”

“That’s not unexpected. Mortals are not typically privy to the workings of divine beings. You are a special case due to your position as my Champion. Let’s see, what would be the best way to word this…” The Lady pondered, steepling her hands.

“Please excuse me, Madam, I’ve brought your refreshments,” Jeeves said, approaching the table with two small glasses. He set both down and retreated from the room again.

Both Drew and The Lady picked up their respective refreshments. Drew looked down at the amber-colored liquid and put his nose to the glass.

“It smells… sweet. I know this smell, but I cannot place it,” Drew said, wafting the liquid to inhale its scent.

“Ah, it’s a gift from Hades that he brought me from his vacation on your planet. Amaretto, I believe he called it. I thought you might appreciate something from home,” The Lady said, taking a sip.

“That’s it! I haven’t had amaretto in ages.” Drew took a sip and sighed contently.

This is a nice treat. I wonder if it’s technically extinct now?

“Right, I’d appreciate it if you keep this information to yourself. Other divine beings can be… irritable about mortals knowing certain truths,” The Lady said as she took another sip.

“Sure, that’s fine. The only person I’d tell is my wife anyways.”

“To keep it simple, I am a Primordial, as you’re aware. That is more than a title – it is representative of my power in comparison to other divine beings. That’s well-known to mortals in the Multiverse. What isn’t well-known is that our power and status allow Primordials to create and enforce specific rules. This is done with our power alone, not via The System.”

“Right…” Drew said while taking a sip of the delicious beverage.

“The one rule I enforce is thus: divine beings cannot promise afterlives to mortals if the god in question cannot actually grant it, specifically on unintegrated worlds. This is different from a divine being tossing aside a mortal soul and not granting it an afterlife. As long as a planet is integrated, that soul will come here when their body perishes. As you’ve learned, souls from unintegrated planets are sent to the Abyss unless the divine being in question has the ability to grant them an afterlife.”

Drew cut in. “Sorry to interrupt, but I have a question. What happens if a weak soul perishes and the god doesn’t grant it an afterlife, even if it’s within their ability, in an unintegrated world?”

“The simple answer is, they don’t have a choice,” The Lady answered. “If the world is unintegrated, and the divine being processes the capability, that soul will be granted an afterlife, regardless of the god’s wishes. This is a calculated risk. If a world goes too long without being integrated and the souls remain weak, it is entirely possible that the god in question has their energy drained drastically to the point of losing their divinity.”

“Holy crap. If that’s true, why do they bother at all? It sounds like a major risk.”

“It is a major risk. But the payoff is considerable as well. The god has unfettered access to an entire world’s worth of souls, and when The System integrates that world, the divine being suddenly has many devout worshippers rapidly climbing in power. This translates into a major increase in their energy in a relatively fast time frame. But this is still normally only done by young, weaker gods who are looking for a shortcut. If they’re caught…”

Drew frowned in confusion. “Okay… but if they’re younger and weaker, like God was, doesn’t that mean they're not capable of granting an afterlife?”

The Lady shook her head. “Younger gods eventually grow in age and power, but very slowly. Most join pantheons and perform services or create contracts with other divine beings that will allow them to use their afterlives. That’s okay because the mortal souls then have a place to go. What’s not okay is what happened earlier.”

“So… God didn’t have permission to use someone else’s afterlife as his own, so he collected energy from billions of souls, who were sent to the Abyss instead, and that goes against your one rule?” Drew asked, the whole thing starting to come together.

“Basically, yes,” the Lady said, nodding and smiling.

“What a bastard,” Drew said angrily, polishing off the rest of his drink.

“Agreed. What’s more concerning was his statement before I killed him: that there were others who did similar things,” The Lady said grimly.

Drew had an uncomfortable flashback to Hades and his shifty responses to his impact on Earth’s culture. “Err… well, he wasn’t lying, per se,” he said, rubbing the back of his head.

The Lady’s attention fell on Drew’s shoulders like an anvil. “What do you mean? Explain, please.”

“Uh, well, religion was a big deal on our planet. I’m guessing it still is, technically… but over our recorded history, there have been a lot of gods that people worshipped… at least in our mythologies,” Drew answered carefully, hoping not to get anyone else killed – especially the man in the black toga.

“Define ‘a lot’,” The Baleful Lady glowered, leaning forward.

“Hey, uh… don’t shoot the messenger, okay?” Drew said, putting both hands up nervously.

The Lady faltered, her eyes taking in the shadows that had been growing in the room. She cursed, and the tension in the room deflated.

“Apologies, it is a… sensitive subject for me,” she said, leaning back in her seat and rubbing her temples.

“I’m not a scholar, so I don’t have an exact number for you. But over the course of recorded history? Maybe more than forty or so different pantheons?” Drew said, still somewhat nervous.

“Forty?!” The Lady leaned forward again, this time nearly knocking over her drink before snatching it up off the table.

“Again, I’m not sure of the exact number. But the vast majority haven’t been actively worshipped in… ages. Our planet had a staggering amount of ancient cultures, and each one had a mythological pantheon. Some pantheons were huge. But I’m not an expert on any of this. It’s been a very long time since I studied them in school, and we didn’t exactly dive in too deep,” Drew said, trying to wrap up the subject so he could escape the extremely irritated and very powerful woman in front of him.

“I see. Who would know more regarding these pantheons?” The Lady asked. Drew felt a slight chill in the air and could see frost starting to build up on her glass of amaretto.

“Teachers, professors, anthropologists, I guess? But… uh, you’ve got frost on your glass…” Drew said cautiously.

The Lady looked down at her glass, and her eyes widened. The pressure in the air suddenly cleared, and the frost on her glass receded.

“I apologize, Champion. Perhaps it would be best if I took some time to relax before continuing this conversation. I’ve let my emotions get the better of me, and I’ve already lost control of my aura too many times today.” She rubbed her forehead with one hand.

“Uh, yeah. Probably a good idea to de-stress,” Drew agreed with relief. “I don’t think I’d make a good popsicle. On a side note, what’s this ‘aura’ you’re talking about? Is that the pressure I keep feeling in the air?”

“Yes, it’s not something you need to worry about until you hit D Grade. I believe I’m going to take your advice and take some time to myself before something unfortunate happens. I’m truly sorry about your experience with me today. I’ll teleport you to your wife and friends.”

The Lady seemed distracted, her voice clipped. Clearly the whole ordeal was bothering her a great deal.

Drew smiled in a way he hoped was reassuring. “Okay, that works. Before you teleport me off, though, can you have Hades meet us in the outpost town?”

He needed to warn Hades – and quickly. The Baleful Lady may end up going on the warpath soon, and if she found someone who told her about the Greek pantheon, one of his favorite actors could end up in a heap of trouble.

Still, that might be the right outcome if Hades had been letting his followers fall into the Abyss. Drew needed to question the god and figure out his next move. If things turned out poorly, he’d do what needed to be done. He found that he shared The Lady’s sentiments on the issue rather strongly.

“I can certainly summon Hades. Why?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Oh, he said he wanted to get us some equipment or something,” Drew said, thinking on his feet.

The Lady accepted the fib without question. “That was very nice of him. I’d be happy to send him your way. I’m sending a newer member of my Cadre to join your dungeon team as well. Typically, five people is best for delves. Have fun!”
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Barrowcroft was the official name of the outpost town that had formed around the training dungeon within The Baleful Lady’s realm, although city would have been a far more appropriate label. Cobbled stone pathways had been meticulously placed, and with a lot of thought, allowing Barrowcroft’s citizens and many wagons of commercial goods to traverse the town easily.

The closer one walked toward the center, the taller the buildings became. What had started out as one or two-story buildings soon transitioned into structures four, five, or even six stories high. Even taller buildings did exist, but they were way off in the distance, far from where Drew had been teleported to, right next to Amber, Spock, and Freya.

Arched clay shingles adorned the rooftops, and many of the buildings were built in a way that reminded Drew of an almost modern Greek metropolis, but of course columns and archways were still prevalent in the architectural design of many, not that he was an expert on such things. While the Halls of Reflection proper were designed with more dour colors of gray and black, Barrowcroft had apparently decided to get a bit wild by adding in hints of brown…

It's almost like the people who built these places didn’t know blue, green, red, or yellow were even options. Not to mention purple or orange. It’s a bit like watching an old-timey movie with everything being black and white… Drew mused as he and his group walked around gawking at the various stores, occasionally passing merchants hawking their wares from small, portable stalls on wheels.

Then there were the people. Undead. Almost all of them were undead. Barrowcroft was home to the people who had chosen to join The Lady’s Cadre, and apparently there were no ‘alive’ members outside of the occasional Valkyrie that swooped down the streets on white or black wings.

“Are we the only living people here?” Drew asked in a low voice.

“I’m not sure,” Amber said before pausing to stare at a man with a purple, spiked mohawk who just so happened to be missing his lower jaw. The man’s longer-than-average tongue just kinda… hung there as he walked about as if nothing was amiss. “But I’m going to wager the answer is likely yes.”

A group of three beings walked past Drew’s group, and these ones actually looked human-ish. No patches of skin missing or maggots swimming through torn muscle, nor any obvious bones showing. It was actually a relief to see a few people who would have looked somewhat normal back on Earth.

That was until they stopped walking, turned their heads quickly, and focused intently on Drew before collectively letting out a loud hissssss. Long canines extending from their upper jaws became noticeable as they did so.

“They are notorious racists, Drew Wright,” Spock said quietly after the group had passed, never ceasing glaring at Drew, their heads even snapping and turning completely around to watch him from their backs.

“Vampires, I’m guessing?” Drew asked, trying to keep his head down.

“Indeed. They typically view most other races as lesser, but they have a particular distaste for Dhampirs such as yourself,” Spock nodded.

“How did they even know my race in the first place?”

“Smell,” Spock answered bluntly.

Drew, ever so cautiously and without drawing attention to himself, lifted his arms and took a courtesy whiff. Thankfully, nothing seemed amiss, but it was still disconcerting to know that other people could smell him.

“I kinda dig the spooky atmosphere though – it’s like a real-life haunted house,” Amber said, looking around with wide eyes. Freya didn’t seem to be enjoying herself, though; she held her ears back, and her tail gave pitiful little wags.

“I feel out of place. This isn’t a realm for the living, and we’re sticking out like a sore thumb,” Drew responded quietly.

“Well, we don’t have to go far. The Baleful Lady teleported us to the line for the dungeon. Did she say when this new team member would be coming?” Amber asked.

It was true. The entire time they had been walking, they had been trying to get to the beginning of the dungeon queue, which Drew could see they were quickly approaching. Barrowcroft was massive, similar to some of the larger cities in Texas, and that was just what the group had managed to see so far.

*POP!*

“Sorry we’re late,” Hades said, appearing in front of them.

A woman stood by Hades’s side. She wore oversized metal pauldrons and a metal breastplate, and a large axe was attached to her belt. She also had a black velvet skirt that went down past her shins, but it was cut in a way that would allow for easy movement in combat. Her eyes were blue flames, like many of the undead, and she had white shoulder-length hair with red ribbons.

A Soulflame, huh?

“Oh my god! Are you coming with us too?!” Amber jumped up and down with excitement upon seeing Hades.

“No, no. I’m here to deliver your new teammate and to speak with Drew about… some equipment?” Hades half-asked, his head tilted in question.

“Oh, poo,” Amber pouted.

“My thoughts exactly,” the undead woman agreed. Her words were clipped and formal, with an almost English-accented severity, yet her voice was hoarse and raspy. Like air passing through a punctured lung.

“Please excuse us for a minute,” Drew said, grabbing Hades by the elbow and pulling him away from the group.

“Eager to see me? I don’t think your wife would enjoy the competition.” Hades winked.

“Do something about the sound. I wish to talk privately, away from all ears,” Drew hissed.

Hades raised his eyebrows, then nodded and snapped his fingers. Suddenly, the hustle and bustle of the Barrowcroft ceased to be, and Drew could hear his own heartbeat racing.

“No one can hear us now. What is this about?” Hades said in a way that suggested he was finally taking things seriously.

“The Lady just turned God into a popsicle and sent him into a tiny black hole, that’s what’s going on!” Drew exclaimed.

“What…? Oh… Oh!” Hades said as understanding dawned.

“Yes, oh! Tell me right here, right now, did people who worshipped you get an afterlife?” Drew demanded, tapping the god’s chest with his pointer finger. “I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt here because I want to believe you are a good guy…”

Hades leaned back from the accusing finger. “Ah. I understand now. There was no equipment. You were worried about me.”

“Yes! So answer the question before I have to tell my wife why she won’t get to see one of her favorite actors again!” Drew replied, his heart still racing in his chest.

“Relax, kid. I had permission to be a god there. All the appropriate arrangements were made,” Hades said with a lopsided grin. Then the grin faded as Hades paused to cup his chin. “So the pretentious prick got the black hole treatment… I guess he didn’t have the backing he claimed to,” the god muttered, mostly to himself.

Drew exhaled a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “You did?! Then why were you so nervous about us talking to The Lady about the culture thing and incursions?”

“She, uh, doesn’t know how involved I was in movies. If she knew, she’d want to see them, and that would be super embarrassing,” Hades said, rubbing a hand through his hair awkwardly.

Drew snorted at the mundane explanation. He had worried over nothing. “Oh… well, bad news on that front. Earth’s TV shows and movies are all over the freaking cosmos now.”

“Yes, I know. But Raynalyr doesn’t watch a lot of TV. If she heard I was in a lot of movies, that would be a different story. But… thanks for coming to me first. Been a while since someone’s had that kind of faith in me being a… ‘good guy’,” Hades said, his feet shuffling back and forth.

“Uh… yeah. Don’t worry about it. My wife would have been sad if something had happened to you, that’s all.”

Once Drew and Hades rejoined the group waiting patiently for them, the god didn’t waste any time.

“Well, it’s been fun! Be careful in the dungeon. Just because it’s training doesn’t mean it’s safe.” Hades waved.

*POP!*

Drew looked around at his group and saw everyone was acting somewhat strangely. Most likely due to the undead woman standing nearby and glowering at them. Her expression suggested she was less than impressed by her new companions.

“Hey there, I’m Drew. This is my wife Amber, our dog Freya, and our friend Spock,” Drew said to the woman, holding out his hand in greeting. The woman looked down at his hand, then grabbed it, shaking it firmly but without warmth.

“Maud,” she said curtly.


Chapter Twelve



Real dungeons were both similar and dissimilar to those depicted in fiction back on Earth. Or at least that was what Drew was learning as he and the group cautiously made their way through the first floor.

“So this is the first of many floors?” Amber asked.

“Correct,” Maud, the temporary team member, replied without fanfare or emotion.

“You’ve been here before, Ms. Maud?” Spock asked.

“Yes,” the undead woman answered.

Man… trying to get her to talk or give us any information at all is like pulling teeth. What attempt is this anyways, fourteen? Drew grumbled to himself.

So far, the dungeon had been… easy. They had only run into a couple of oversized rats and one shin-tall spider. Creepy, but nothing alarming. So Drew, Spock, and Amber had used the time to try to get Maud to open up. It had not gone well.

“Alright, I’ll cut to the chase,” Drew said while holding up his hand and calling a stop. “Maud, we have never been here before, nor any dungeon for that matter. We come from a newly integrated planet, and The Baleful Lady sent us here to train and level up, so we’d really appreciate it if you could fill us in on what to expect,” he finished, trying to remain as polite as possible, but also having lost his patience.

“Okay,” Maud said before beginning to walk forward again, only for Drew to hold his arms out and stand in her way.

“Allow me to rephrase that. Tell us what to expect – now,” Drew said with his best smile, but his teeth were grinding back and forth. The undead woman’s blue eyes flickered slightly as she regarded him and then rolled her shoulders.

“The first few floors are, for lack of a better term, to wet your feet. To teach you about some of the mechanics within the dungeon. The danger is abysmally low, and only a complete moron would die her—” Maud’s monotone voice was cut off as a high-pitched, bloodcurdling scream came from up ahead, drawing Drew’s as well as everyone else’s attention toward it.

A moment later, Drew turned back to Maud with a single eyebrow raised as he crossed his arms and looked down at the slightly shorter woman. “You don’t say…”

“Ahem, yes. Moron.” She nodded to herself once before shrugging. “As I was saying, the dungeon contains traps in many forms, puzzles, monsters, and all kinds of varied scenarios. The first few floors are shared, so we will run into other people. After floor ten, we will cease interacting with other people and will only interact with dungeon denizens.”

“Denizens? What do you mean?” Amber asked.

Maud’s eyes flashed once more. “It’s as I said. Denizens,” she answered shortly.

Drew physically groaned before leaning toward the woman and gesturing with his hands for her to continue.

Maud eyed him cooly. “Any being we come across past floor ten is not real. They don’t exist outside of the dungeon. They are non-hostile or at least neutral actors that the dungeon uses to put us into its desired situations.”

Drew’s eyes narrowed. “And what kind of situations can we expect? What is our goal here? You are part of this party now, for better or worse, so surely it’s in your interests to share as much information as possible? You haven’t even asked us about our levels and abilities.”

Maud held Drew’s gaze, not a flicker of emotion on her desiccated visage. “Drew Wright. E grade. Baleful Warden at professional level thirty and Champion of the Baleful Lady. You are a Dhampir with race level twenty-eight and a Necromancer at class level twenty-nine. You favor necromantic crowd control spells such as Contagion and Agony while using the Death Toll spell and your blade as your primary modes of damage. You have experience raising and commanding basic undead minions as well as rudimentary Soulflames.”

She turned to Amber. “Amber Wright. E Grade Ranger Sun Elf specializing in ranged bow combat, tracking, and arrow enhancement spells.” Then to Spock. “Spock the System Guide. E Grade Human Bard specializing in AoE and crowd control spells. Somewhat reluctant to kill, which may be a liability. Chicken familiar.”

Finally, she glanced briefly at Freya. “Freya Wright. E Grade Animal Companion on the beast evolution track. Fairly pettable-looking… for a dog.”

Drew stood with his mouth slightly agape. “Okay, so I guess we don’t need introductions. Though you haven’t told us about your level or skill set.”

Maud’s expression remained impassive. “And I won’t. Unless I deem it necessary for our survival.”

Drew felt a headache coming on at the woman’s stubbornness. “Fine, and our goal?”

“Your group is all E grade. Thus, our goal should be to get you all to at least floor five hundred of the dungeon, which should get you all to at least somewhere in the mid-D-Grade range. Going further would be irresponsibly dangerous, at least until we have more experience together and you better understand the risks involved. Thus, saying any more on the matter right now is pointless,” she said with finality.

Drew stood silently for a few moments, just staring at the strange woman. “Fine. Thank you for your assistance, Maud,” he said before removing himself from her path.

“Do you not like people, Ms. Maud?” Spock inquired quietly.

Huh, maybe that’s it.

“I like people,” Maud answered as she grabbed a lit torch that was mounted on a nearby rock wall before handing it to Spock. “I prefer to keep to myself.”

“Casual indifference?” Amber asked, almost to herself as she cocked her head.

Maud paused for a moment, then nodded. “Hmm, yes, that portrays my thoughts well enough. But I do enjoy the company of my cat, Jenkins.”

Okay, so she’s a loner and won’t go into detail unless pressured. Let’s hope we don’t need to rely on her as our source of knowledge for too long.

Learning to trust the temporary team member would take time. Lots of time. But that was normal – it was difficult to trust your life to a stranger. Especially a cat person.
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Three days and several floors into their dungeon delve, Maud hadn’t opened up at all. She really didn’t do well with people, and it made Drew begin to question The Lady’s motives in assigning the undead woman, who definitely was not a Soulflame, to their group. Maud was a Lich, and while a Lich was similar enough to a Soulflame for the casual observer not to know the difference, there was a difference.

Liches stored their souls within a device known as a phylactery. When their physical form was destroyed, it eventually regrew near the phylactery. So, like a Soulflame, they could live past their body’s destruction. However, a Soulflame would never separate from the body, even if all that was left was dust. It was up to a Necromancer or someone similar to find said dust and repair the Soulflame.

Given that revelation, one might think that Liches were the superior option, but they weren’t. Soulflames had muted emotions and couldn’t taste food, but they always stayed at or grew in power as they leveled. Outside of that, they didn’t change. Liches, on the other hand, had next to no emotions at all; they understood fear, joy, and happiness on an intellectual level, but they didn’t experience them as actual feelings. Anger was the only exception to this rule.

Additionally, when their bodies were destroyed, it could take years for them to respawn, and when they did, their bodies were greatly weakened in power. To restore themselves to their former strength, they had to drain the strength from souls – or worse, eat them. Of course, they could do this with monsters that had artificial souls, ones that disappeared upon death, but the ability to eat actual souls gave Liches a somewhat well-deserved bad reputation.

All things considered, it wasn’t exactly the ideal conditions for teamwork. Yet here they were.

Drew and Maud advanced side by side with caution, keeping their eyes open for traps and ambushes. Freya was off to Drew’s side, as her superior hearing and sense of smell occasionally gave them a heads-up before anything bad happened. Spock and Amber followed, with Spock sticking closer to the middle of the formation while Amber kept an eye out for patrols and ambushes at their six.

They had been in the dungeon for a few days now, and it was much as Maud had said. Any moron could have done it. The threats had been nothing more than rudimentary spike traps and low-grade monsters. The kind of stuff Drew would have been able to handle at F Grade, let alone E Grade. Every floor got harder and they had all gained a level or two from the sheer number of rooms they had fought through on each floor, but it definitely felt more like a tutorial than anything else.

Floor seven was sucking, though. Big time. The layout was a damp, cramped cave section, much like the previous floors, but it was sticky on this floor, humid to the point where it felt like Drew was breathing water, and the little vegetation that had sprouted somehow exuded a rotting stench that messed with Freya’s nose.

The small, claustrophobic environment was also a huge detriment to Drew’s and Maud’s martial prowess, as it was very difficult to swing a large sword or a massive axe when the ceiling was barely above one’s head.

Freya let out a low, rumbling growl, and everyone paused.

Drew and Maud held their weapons to the front as makeshift barriers while they prepared for any possible enemy spells or ambushes. Amber had an arrow nocked in no time, and Spock clasped his hands together as he began to focus his magical powers.

“She says there’s Goblins up ahead,” Amber whispered after listening to Freya’s growl.

“Of course there are, we’re in a Goblin den,” Maud said, her volume unchanging, which only caused Drew to grit his teeth and Amber to roll her eyes.

“I don’t see anything, boo bear,” Drew whispered as his eyes darted back and forth. The Goblins on this floor were E Grade and a lot tougher than those they had fought back on Earth. Still manageable, but not the sort of thing you wanted to be caught off-guard by.

“Either a false wall or a hidey-hole,” Maud replied. Apparently she was feeling uncharacteristically helpful today. Drew wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth.

“Hidey-hole? What’s that?” Drew asked.

“A small space that intersects our tunnel’s pathway that we cannot see from here. It will likely feed into this tunnel, and they’ll hit us from behind.” This time, Maud did lower her voice, not that it would help now due to her previous loudness.

“How do we counter it, then?” Amber asked.

“We need to rearrange our formation. I’ll cover our backs while your husband takes the front. Everyone else remains as is. They’ll likely swarm us from behind, so be prepared,” Maud replied as she squeezed past Drew and headed to the back of the group.

Drew led the group forward, keeping his eyes peeled for any indications of a new tunnel, moving slowly for several minutes until…

“REEEEE!”

Several shrieks pierced the silence, high-pitched and shrill like the calls of giant rats. Seeing nothing in front of him, Drew turned and found their backline being swarmed by tiny green midgets.

Fucking Goblins, Drew cursed internally.

The quarters were so tight that he couldn’t risk sending out a [Death Toll]. The screaming skull was too big and would hit his teammates as it passed. Instead, he sent out several casts of [Corrupting Contagion] and [Agony].

The Goblins’ screams of excitement turned into screams of pain as Drew’s [Agony] began to take effect. The spell was less damaging than his corruption spell, but it caused the targets immense physical pain, which broke the concentration of weaker-willed creatures and caused them to attempt to flee.

Wielding his sword, Drew felt the tight corridor catching his elbows with every swing. While he had some sword-based skills, he could tell they weren’t enough to compensate for how large his weapon was and how tight the caves were. He had to resort to shallow slashes or braining the little buggers with his pommel.

Maud, on the other hand, simply used her axe like a hammer, bringing it down in short, sharp swings that were a lot more effective due to its weight.

“Show-off,” Drew muttered as the Lich reduced her fourth Goblin to little more than green paste.

Spock lifted his glowing magical orb and sent out twisting rays of purple light into the wildly charging Goblin ranks. Several Goblins fell to the ground clutching their stomachs as they came under the effects of Spock’s [Revolting Laughter] spell. The fallen Goblins’ screeching laughter – and the pain it caused their stomachs – took them out of the fight temporarily.

A translucent, ghost-like chicken sat on Spock’s shoulder. It turned toward Drew and bent over so its rear was facing the Goblins. An egg the size of a basketball flew out of the chicken familiar’s backside and into the assembled enemies. It flew in a shallow arc so it could fly over Amber and Maud and land among the monsters.

“Ocular Organs!” Spock shouted in haste.

Drew squeezed his eyes closed, knowing what was coming. Light exploded from behind his eyelids.

Goblins hissed and screamed in frustration and anger. Their cries were so shrill they hurt Drew’s ears.

“Good!” Spock yelled over the panicking voices of the greenskins.

Drew reopened his eyes. The monsters were running into each other, flailing their makeshift weapons into their neighbors in an attempt to defend themselves. Some ran into walls or over their comrades still rolling on the ground with laughter. Spock’s familiar had launched an [Egg of Blindness], a crowd control ability that blinded every creature nearby that didn’t close their eyes in time.

The rampaging swarm of Goblins were all blinded, rotting away, or writhing in pain. Or all of the above. No longer an immediate threat. Freya bolted forward and began to rip the throats out of nearby incapacitated creatures as Amber sniped the others from afar with arrows. The rest was just cleanup.

“I didn’t even see them, and I was watching the walls we passed closely,” Drew said, thrusting his sword down to pierce a still-laughing Goblin’s chest.

“That’s why they’re called hidey-holes, not findy-holes,” Maud replied, smashing her axe into an unfortunate Goblin’s head.

“Yes, thank you, Maud. Clearly, I thought it was the latter rather than the former. Can you show me where this hole is, please?” Drew asked, his voice heavy with sarcasm.

“Certainly,” the undead woman said as if all was right in the world, leading the group to a three-and-a-half-foot-wide hole that stood no taller than four feet tall.

“Those sneaky little shits,” Amber muttered as she peered down into the darkness of the hidey-hole. “That’s kinda on me. As the Ranger, I should be better at scouting out threats for us. I’ll look into taking some additional tracking skills on my next level-up. Pretty sure I saw a [Beast Sense] skill on the list…”

Spock was the first to crouch down and enter the hole, and everyone else followed soon after.

“There is a wooden chest near the back wall,” Spock said with excitement as he began to wander forward.

“Hold,” Maude hissed, her arm shooting out to prevent Spock from advancing any further. The man turned to eye her in curiosity.

“Watch,” Maud said. She leaned down and picked up a small rock, then tossed it near the chest. The lid snapped wide open, and a giant set of yellow teeth protruded from the opening like a pair of upper and lower jaws. A long, spiked tongue swooped forward and quickly latched onto the rock before bringing it within the chest’s maw.

“The hell is that thing?” Drew muttered with wide eyes.

“Mimic,” Maud answered. “Never trust things that seem out of place. Actually, never trust anything in a dungeon at all.”

She stretched out her arm, and a bright blue light flashed forward from her hand and into the Mimic. A shard of ice impacted the monster, and as it did so, the chest began to rock back and forth on its bottom corners as the creature cried out in pain. Frost soon spread out from the point of impact, freezing the black blood-like goop that flowed from the wound, and despite all the Mimic’s struggles, it soon froze over completely.

The Lich woman casually walked over to the frozen monster and brought her axe down upon it, splitting it in half. It didn’t shatter, but hot, steaming globs of entrails spilled out from either side of its corpse. The smell was… atrocious.

“God, that’s awful,” Drew grimaced as his nose tried to recede within itself.

Maud, seemingly unaffected by the stench, waded through the gory mess as if she were harvesting flowers. She picked up a half-digested skeleton of some kind, meat just barely holding the bones together, and then tossed it unceremoniously to the side.

Drew would normally take a moment to raise a skeleton, but in the cramped quarters of the cave, skeletons would be of little help. He’d save getting some minions for the tougher floors.

“Perfect,” the Lich said, pulling out a string of orange beads.

“What is that, Ms. Maud?” Spock asked.

“Mimics are like clams, and these are the pearls,” the undead woman said, lifting up the beads to show Spock.

“Are these pearls powerful or practically useful?” Spock asked, clearly curious and eager for new knowledge.

“Oh my, yes. They look beautiful when sewn into a spring skirt. The amber color contrasts well with a deep forest green fabric that I’ve been saving for a rainy day,” the woman said, showing something akin to excitement.

“...and what is their power when sewn into this skirt?” Spock asked, his head tilted in confusion.

“Why, to look fabulous, of course! These mimic pearls don’t just grow on trees,” Maud said, quickly stashing the beads into her spatial inventory.

Drew and Amber looked at each other, eyebrows raised. It looked like the Lich was passionate about something after all.

“I see,” Spock said, quickly looking to Drew to see if this was normal behavior. Drew shook his head.

“Maud, do you like making skirts and other stuff?” Drew asked.

“That’s a dumb question. Of course I do. Everything I’m wearing I made myself, except the armor,” the Lich said, gesturing to show off her outfit.

Finally! We have an ‘in’! Drew waggled his eyebrows at Amber.

His wife was quick to capitalize on the new information. “It’s so pretty!” she exclaimed. “I was wondering where you got it from, but you made it yourself! You’re so talented!”

She was laying it on a bit thick, Drew thought. Either that or she was genuinely impressed.

“I know, right?” Maud’s voice finally had some warmth. “I made it just for this dungeon. The little fairy skulls in my skirt are my favorite. Damn buggers were terrible to catch, but the finished product speaks for itself. Forty days in a Fae realm was a small price to pay for these beauties.” Maud gestured at the morbid skulls the size of acorns embedded within her clothing.

“Drew Wright, I have no idea what’s going on or why everyone suddenly seems so interested in the dead woman’s clothing,” Spock whispered to Drew as the ladies connected.

Drew sat back and watched his wife crack open the undead woman’s metaphorical shell and drag her out into the world of pleasant small talk. He wondered if Freya would be jealous of all the attention not going her way. But Freya… Freya was licking her ass.

She’s as smart as a human now and still does that…

Drew sighed internally and looked back at the two women.

‘Our New Party Member is a Hermit Spinster, Crazy Cat Lady Lich.’ Worst book title ever.


Chapter Thirteen



Drew tightly gripped his massive sword as he and the group descended the final flight of stairs. The staircases were the only ‘safe zones’ within the dungeon as they led from one floor to the next. They tried to make camps and grab what rest they could in such places because even if the group had managed to find a somewhat safe area on a floor, there was no guarantee it would stay that way for long.

As their trek wore on, they had graduated from dusty, tomb-like corridors and humid, swamp-like tunnels to more open plan floors that had their own flora, fauna, and biomes. The stairs and entrances to each floor never changed, though. Smooth, black granite steps leading to a large platform just large enough to pitch a few tents. The cave-like entrances to the floors were simple and unadorned yet imposing. There was a feeling of weight that grew with each new floor.

Shining ivory numbers stood above each entrance. The latest one had read ‘23’. Drew hadn’t been able to suppress a shiver when he saw it. Each entrance was a portal to the unknown, the only guarantee being that it would be harder to overcome than the last.

“What do you think it will be this time, dear?” Amber asked from the back of the group.

“I’m not sure, but I’m really hoping it isn’t another swamp full of basketball-sized mosquitos,” Drew grimaced as he subconsciously moved to scratch his forearm, only to flinch when he realized his armor was still on. Those giant bugs had not been fun to deal with. A single bite made chickenpox feel like a heat rash, and when the mosquitos swarmed them… well, Spock was still looking pale from the experience.

“I believe I understand why your civilization originally created nuclear armaments, Drew Wright,” Spock interjected. “It was so we could deliver fiery extinction to those insects.”

“Ya know, bud, you might be onto something there. It’s a shame we don’t have any because The System made everything crap out. I would have happily torched that floor,” Drew nodded solemnly.

“They did not bother me,” Maud added off-handedly.

“You’re a Lich. You have no blood,” Amber said sourly. Besides Spock, she’d had it the worst with the mosquitos. Apparently, her blood was like honey to them.

“That’s correct, and those bugs only reaffirmed my decision to become one.”

The stairs finally leveled out, and the group found themselves in a familiar small cave that ended in a giant opening to the ‘outside’ world. This was par for the course, as every dungeon layer since floor ten had opened in much the same way. Gone were the cramped spaces – now, each floor was like its own slice of countryside, swamp, forest, or desert.

The group moved cautiously forward, tightly gripping their weapons while Freya smelled the air and Spock gathered his magical energy together in his palms, readying a spell at standby, just in case.

Just as Drew began to take the first step into the forested level before them, Freya let out a low whine, which caused Drew to pause mid-step, his right foot hovering several inches above the ground.

“Thanks, Freya,” Drew nodded toward the dog, appreciating the reminder, before backing away ever so slightly and lightly pressing the very tip of his foot down on the ground.

There was a pregnant pause as everyone held their breath, most of all Drew. He continually added more and more weight to his right foot on the ground until his heel finally made contact with the earth.

“Looks good,” Drew shrugged, and he smiled back to the group as he took a few more tentative steps outside the cave, allowing enough room for the others to follow him.

“I believe we have entered a woodland biome,” Spock said.

“Better than a swamp,” Amber added.

“Agreed,” Drew nodded.

Tall, California Redwood-like trees surrounded the exit of the cave, and although there was very little underbrush compared to where Drew lived, fallen tree limbs and roots that grew out of the ground and back into the ground nearby appeared to be commonplace. Birdsong could be heard off in the distance, and a single dirt-packed pathway led through the tree line nearby.

“It seems… peaceful?” Amber said with a tiny bit of hope in her voice.

Drew began to walk around but stuck close to the group as he attempted to search for anything that appeared out of place. Pathway not included. Floor twenty-three was not the group’s first rodeo, and they had learned early on to have heightened caution at all times. Spock stuck close to Amber as she and Freya also began looking around, using their superior senses of smell, hearing, and eyesight to search for anything Drew might have missed.

They had all gained more than a few levels at this point, and Amber had put a lot of focus on acquiring new tracking skills. She could now use [Beast Sense] to help alert her to the presence of certain types of beasts and could often guess at the number and grade of monsters simply based on the tracks they left behind, thanks to her [Enhanced Tracking] ability.

Drew, on the other hand, had been focusing his level-ups on improving his stealth and movement abilities. As the only one in full armor, he had accidentally called unwanted attention to their party a number of times. He had taken a ‘Light-footed’ perk to allow him to move a bit more silently, but his armor still creaked when he moved. He had also boosted his agility to allow him to move more easily through narrow corridors and floors of forest or swamp that would otherwise be difficult due to his bulky armor and muscular frame.

After a solid twenty minutes had passed and nothing big and stompy had come rushing out to club them to death, Drew began to lower his guard ever so slightly. The pressure had been getting to him – to all of them, if he was being fair. Other than Maud, who was the epitome of indifference. The Lich had been right, though; the first ten floors were essentially just training wheels with little to moderate danger.

All that had changed quickly after floor ten, which had been home to a Goblin king and a Shaman sidekick of some kind. While that fight had been more challenging than the previous ones, it was hardly worth a footnote in the group’s journey so far. The E-Grade hog fight that Drew had had prior to rescuing the runaway survivors of River’s Bend had been a much harder-fought victory.

Floor eleven onward had begun showing different biomes with various monsters they had never encountered before. Sometimes, the new monsters had attacked while the group slept, which had required them to sleep in shifts; other times, one of the group had been caught with their pants down, as poor Spock could attest to when he’d been kidnapped by a spider the size of a cow and dragged away screaming while being cocooned.

The end result was that every group member had become tense and on edge at nearly all times, and even in the safe spots of the stairways, they barely let their guards down, which only contributed to the mental and physical taxation they felt.

This is the price of the power we need. That was the mantra Drew repeated to himself when things got tough. They had to keep pushing forward or the incursions would roll over Sanctuary the second the Valkyries left. We need to be stronger. I need to be stronger.

And they were becoming stronger. Drew was level thirty-five now for his race and class, which was impressive in such a short time. Though his profession was lagging behind a little at thirty-two.

Despite needing to keep watch, they all needed less sleep and were slightly hardier than they had once been. The dungeon was teaching them necessary skills too. Amber had gained a skill that let her remove poison or acid glands from enemies to coat her arrows for additional damage.

Drew, being the tank and taking most of the hits, had learned a lot about the medicinal herbs that grew in various biomes and was now able to use them to treat wounds and cure ailments. He’d even gained a skill that gave them enhanced effects. Something he imagined would come in handy back home.

Spock had taken to learning as many support skills as he could. While he was not as confident during combat as the others, he had begun to learn sewing from Maud and now sported a rather hideous pair of spider-hide boots that helped him keep his footing over difficult terrain. He had also taken a cooking skill and was able to make a mean ‘Monster Stew’ that increased their health regen rate and tasted faintly of jambalaya.

“I believe everything is clear,” Amber shouted softly, bringing Drew out of his reflection. Freya strode next to her, fully in work mode.

Something still didn’t feel right to Drew. Everything was too calm. He tried reaching out with his mana sense, but the dungeon was so saturated with mana that it was hard to make anything out. His [Enhanced Darkvision], gained in the many dank corridors of the lower levels, revealed nothing untoward.

With all evidence pointing to safety, despite his discomfort, he could do little more than shrug his shoulders and let out a sigh of relief.

“So, the path, then?” Drew asked the group.

“BOOF!” Freya answered for them with a wag of her tail.

“Alright, but keep your eyes peeled. Something feels off,” Drew said as the group reformed and he took the lead in his full plate armor, his sword held in his right hand in a semi-relaxed state, ready to bring it up at a moment’s notice. Spock fell in immediately behind him, with Freya by his left side and Maud on his right as Amber brought up the rear, her nocked bow never leaving her hands.

Maybe the pressure is getting to me…

Between knowing that humans were likely starving and killing each other over scraps of food and water back home, the Incursions on Earth’s doorstep, and the constant fighting and heightened tension, Drew and crew really needed a solid break. Instead, they were here in this dungeon, which only got harder with every passing day.

One foot after another, the group slowly made its way to the pathway, but as soon as Drew stepped onto the packed earth…

…it immediately gave out from under him with an echoing crash, and he felt himself plummeting before landing in a pool of some kind.

“OH COME ON!” Drew screamed as his body began to sink due to the weight of his armor.

“Boof! Boof!”

“He knows, now shush,” Amber whispered, but her voice still echoed off the stone walls of the twelve-foot-deep pit he found himself in.

Uh… owww…

Drew looked around and found himself slowly getting sucked into a thick, Jello-like substance. Jello-like in both its consistency and its green color. His nerve-endings kicked into overdrive as he felt his skin begin to burn furiously as the strange substance found its way in between the openings within his segmented armor pieces.

“Guys, I think I’m in trouble!” Drew called out in panic as his head turned from right to left, looking for a handhold of some kind on the stone walls.

Of course the walls are as smooth as a baby’s ass. This dungeon hates me.

“Drew Wright, we’re letting down a rope – please grab ahold of it,” Spock’s voice called down into the darkness.

Owww, ow ow ow…. Shit, that hurts!

By the time the rope made it down, he was up to his neck in the goop. He barely managed to grab ahold of it with his left hand, and as he continued to slowly sink, his body felt like it was on fire. After several long moments of Drew gripping onto the rope for dear life, there was a slurrrrpp as his body was finally pulled free.

Drew was screaming bloody murder by the time his group managed to hoist him back up and out of the hole. He was no longer capable of gritting his teeth and bearing the pain.

“Get his armor off him.”

Drew barely heard the calm voice call out over his own screaming. He had once had an ingrown toenail, and while it had been decidedly painful, the surgery required to remove the nail from his deeply infected toe had been one of the worst feelings in his life. The doctors had jabbed numbing needles into three points around his toe as the doctor and several nurses held him down, and each time he had been stabbed with one, it felt like the needle had come out the other side.

That had been a summer vacation compared to what he was feeling now, and he was silently hoping one of his friends would knock him over the head so he could be unconscious rather than experiencing what he currently was.

Eventually, the pain, or at least ninety percent of it, suddenly vanished, and Drew was left feeling raw, as if he had the world’s worst sunburn. Sadly, that wasn’t far from the truth. As Drew slowly and oh so painfully turned his head to the side, he found his skin was gone. At least from his chest down.

This pain now, though, this pain was manageable. Horrible in the worst sense of the word, but manageable in that he was no longer screaming.

Thank you Dhampir mental fortitude.

Drew blinked away the tears running from his eyes and down his face.

“Here, sweetie, you need to drink this,” Amber said, and Drew barely had enough focus to look at her before, with a supreme effort of will, he nodded once.

A warm liquid that tasted like mint and bubblegum entered his mouth, and he drank it down without question. This wasn’t his first time drinking a health potion within the dungeon, nor would it likely be the last. Finally, thankfully, he passed out from all the shock and pain.

His last thought was: This is the price.
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“It was a giant Acid Slime, and in a pit trap of all things,” Amber said as Drew shoveled the scrambled eggs and cooked meat down his gullet. The party had scavenged for and found supplies while he’d been passed out.

The meal was a rare delicacy. They occasionally encountered traveling merchants who were willing to barter for food and basic supplies, but most of their sustenance came from foraging and edible beasts. Amber’s class came with basic inbuilt skills for finding food out in nature, while Spock had picked one up from trial and error while searching for cooking ingredients. He claimed the frequent bouts of vomiting and diarrhea had been worth it.

Drew grumbled under his breath as he continued to eat.

“Drew Wright, that is the fifth pit trap you’ve fallen into. I’m beginning to believe that you enjoy them,” Spock said with some seriousness.

“That’s because I’m always in the front, Spock. If you’d like to go first and lead the group, you’ll have no complaints from me.”

Drew said the last bit rather bitterly. He was pissed. He’d known something didn’t feel right and had still let his guard down. It also didn’t help that this was the fifth time it had happened, although, to be fair, the last four times had been simple wooden spikes that had failed to penetrate his armor, and the most that he’d suffered was a twisted ankle.

“Never trust anything in a dungeon,” Maud said calmly as she sat upon a wooden chair, hard at work creating a new pair of boxers for Drew’s otherwise nude body that was now very much chafing against his armor. “Really, you should be utilizing your class more.”

“And how would being a Necromancer have helped me not fall into the pit of burning death?” Drew asked somewhat pettily.

“If you sent minions ahead of you, they would have fallen in rather than you, thus preventing your injuries and the destruction of your unmentionables,” Maud answered in her normal, raspy monotone.

Drew’s brows furrowed together, and for a brief moment, he felt more than a little temptation to lash out at the Lich woman and her lack of sympathy. Drew quickly squashed that emotion though, pushing it aside. Maud was right, and it wasn’t kosher of him to get angry at her very reasonable suggestion. Even if it would have felt really good.

“I haven’t summoned any minions yet because we honestly haven’t needed them, not really. I get more experience dealing with threats directly, so it made sense. We’ve been able to push past everything without too many issues,” Drew said as he bit into a piece of meat and closed his eyes. “The dungeon has us fighting in enclosed spaces more often than not. Most of these fights, I’m on the front lines. My minions are always a grade lower than me, and commanding them takes my attention off the fight. If I raise more than a handful, I’ll be decreasing my own effectiveness – which seems counterintuitive, given I’m the strongest one here.”

Drew decided to ignore Maud’s derisive snort. “Also, I’m worried that if I start raising minions here, the ones back home will start collapsing. I’ve only gotten a handful of levels so far, and my willpower hasn’t gone up too much.”

“Drew Wright, are the Valkyries not sufficient to protect Sanctuary?” Spock asked with innocent curiosity.

“No, I’m sure they are… it’s just, I was kinda hoping some other people would pick up the Necromancer class so they could take over some of my minions to help them out on patrols.”

“But, dear, that hasn’t happened yet, has it?” Amber asked.

Drew shook his head. “As far as I know, no. I’m pretty sure I’d get some kind of System notification if someone requested the use of my minions. I can’t connect with my existing undead, and The Lady hasn’t said anything one way or the other, so…”

“Then there’s nothing you can do about it.” Amber leaned over and put her hand on his shoulder, which was still a bit tender, even under the armor. “Sindra and the others will take care of things. You can’t force people to jump at the idea of using your spooky bone boys. Remember how cautious you were when you first summoned them? Besides, you said you wouldn’t have even taken the spell if the other ones weren’t so bad.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Drew half nodded.

“Mrs. Wright is correct; it is in our best interests for you to utilize your class while we are here,” Spock said.

He had made a poor choice, it seemed. Again.

Mistake after mistake was piling up. He was endangering everyone’s lives in the dungeon because he hadn’t been using minions. So far, it had only ended with him being injured, but it could have easily been far worse.

Come to think of it, minions could have helped fight off those mosquitos. The insects would have ignored them like they did with Maud… Drew sighed deeply. I can’t protect Sanctuary if I don’t protect us here first. Mark, I hope you guys are doing okay…

“Alright… I’ll look for something to raise next time we encounter something nasty,” Drew agreed.
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“Junior’s store is stocked with everything that Drew asked him to carry, but now he’s asked about luxury goods that are beyond basic survival necessities,” Sindra explained as she walked next to Mark.

“Uh huh – that’s good, I guess,” Mark nodded uncertainly.

“It is, and that’s why I’m here. What would your people prefer to have access to?”

Mark stopped walking and glanced at the Valkyrie. “I… don’t know. Are you sure Drew really put me in charge of all this crap?”

“I am certain.”

Mark sighed and slumped his shoulders. “Look, I have no idea what I’m doing here. I don’t know why he put me in charge, and how am I supposed to even know what type of products a freaking Garden Gnome has access to in the first place?”

“The Champion has you acting in his stead because he trusts you, and in all fairness, he would likely not be aware of the products available either. If I were to hazard a guess, he probably believes you to have a similar ideological and moral compass as he does.” Sindra spoke firmly, yet not without kindness.

The fact that Mark was even dealing with a super-powerful Valkyrie was stressful enough, but now the strongest person in the settlement was coming to him for advice on how to do things. Him. The former IT guy.

Sindra had visited him several times now, and despite the growing number of occurrences, Mark was anything but adapting. He could feel her when she was close. Like a light weight placed on his shoulders every time she appeared, almost as if the gravity of the planet went haywire when the winged woman was nearby.

And she’s coming to me for orders. Damnit, Drew, couldn’t you have picked someone else? I’m not cut out for this crap.

The first visit with the Valkyrie had included discussions about the placement of new buildings, which Mark knew nothing about. He wasn’t a city planner, nor did he know anything about logistics or labor efficiency, so how the hell was he supposed to know if a magic crystal mine’s entrance should be facing north or west?

“Well, he probably would have known more than I do. What kind of options are there?” Mark asked finally.

The winged woman cocked her head slightly before answering. “Art, fashion, hobby goods, intoxicating and mind-altering drugs, new foods, music, weapons and explosives…”

Sindra went on and on, well past the point where Mark’s eyes glazed over. He tried to remain focused, he really did, but as the minutes passed and he shifted uncomfortably from one foot to another, he eventually zoned out, the rest of the information zooming over his head the way an airplane would have only months ago.

“…slaves of all kinds, pornographic materials, novelty toys and nicknacks, books, games…”

“Okay, okay.” Mark held up his hand before plopping down on the hard ground and sprawling out with his arms out to the sides. “I get it. Everything under the sun and more.”

“Essentially, yes,” Sindra nodded.

Mark grumbled to himself as he stared at the white clouds passing overhead. Sindra was still standing at his side stoically despite his horizontal position on the ground.

“I guess… some card or board games would be okay. Books too, especially if they’re relatable to us as humans. We’ll pass on the drugs, though I’m pretty sure Drew’s mom has convinced some of the people here to start growing weed already. At least that stuff isn’t dangerous. I shudder to think what some alien pixie dust drug might do to people…

“Just… keep it low volume and cheap. The people here won’t have much in the way of contribution points, and I doubt any of us can afford expensive shit. They probably want stuff to do in their leisure time to take their minds off all this”—Mark gestured wildly at his surroundings with one arm—“crap. No slaves, nothing addictive, maybe some clothes like dress clothes or something nice that people can reasonably work toward, but again, nothing expensive.”

Sindra nodded. “I understand. What of other vices, such as collectible cards or sexual needs?”

Mark burst out laughing. “I don’t know how you can lump trading cards and porn into the same sentence with a straight face.”

“They’re both vices that can be abstained from,” Sindra explained simply, as if she was talking to a child.

“Trading cards and games like that are fine. Porn and sex toys or whatnot… Ughh, it’s gross to imagine what everyone does in their spare time regarding that, but… I guess some basic stuff is fine. Just… make sure it’s compatible with human anatomy. We don’t have an ER anymore, and I doubt my wife wants to deal with someone who got an alien space gerbil stuck up their ass.” Mark almost gagged as he pushed the joke from his mind.

“No Thechnarri rectal rodents, understood.” Sindra nodded sagely as if she completely understood what Mark had just thought up randomly. “I believe that’s enough of the more modest goods to satisfy Junior.”

Wait… that’s a thing? I was just joking. Please don’t let that be a thing…


Chapter Fourteen



“We’re being watched,” Amber said in a low tone.

“How many, and what are they?” Drew asked from the corner of his mouth as he maintained his casual outward demeanor. The pit trap full of Acid Slime had been bad enough – he wasn’t going to be caught unaware again, and this time, he’d end up having some bodies to raise, even if they were just monsters or animals.

“Seventeen, all human,” Maud replied, interrupting what Amber was about to say.

“Anddd… how do you know that?” Drew asked with a raised brow.

“Smell, mostly,” Maud answered with a shrug.

“So, you can smell things,” Amber said, a faint smile pulling at her lips.

“Sometimes, but humans have a very distinctive scent.”

“What do we smell like, Ms. Maud?” Spock asked inquisitively.

“Mostly body odor and shame.”

Drew had to hold back a small chuckle at the comment. “Why are there humans here, and what do you think they want?”

“They are dungeon denizens, and they could want any manner of things. Given that we’re on a dirt road walking through the forest, however, I’d make the assumption that they’re bandits.”

“Bandits?” Amber asked, and Freya cocked her head to one side.

Sure enough, a moment later, several figures stepped out of the woods on either side of the road slightly ahead of Drew’s group. They were armed with decent-looking hand axes, short swords that had seen better days, and a couple of bows. There were not, however, seventeen present. Just nine stood ahead of them, which meant that either the Lich’s nose was off or there were more hiding.

“Halt!” A scruffy-looking man in mismatched tanned leathers stepped forward, one hand raised and another very clearly holding his sword.

Drew and crew did come to a stop, and he could practically feel his wife’s eyebrow raise in question. Outside of River’s Bend, they hadn’t come across other truly aggressive human beings before, and Drew was sure his wife was curious as to how they could solve this predicament without violence.

I really don’t want to add more murders to my résumé…

“You will hand over all your valuables, orrrr…” The man lifted his sword, and the men following him did the same with devious smiles on their faces.

“Sorry, man, we don’t have any valuables on us,” Drew called back as he shrugged his shoulders.

It was true. They didn’t really have any money on them, and the only stuff each of them had was survivalist gear, camping supplies, and several potions they had found as loot within the dungeon.

“Oh my, yes you do!” The man laughed loudly, and the rest of his men did the same. “You’ll be handing over your armor – and your women!”

You want to take my wife? Please, she’d eat you alive.

The bandit leader seemed to think that was the funniest joke of all time, and he held his belly as he laughed. Much to Drew’s personal satisfaction, the man soon dropped to the ground with an arrow deep within his eye socket. Amber, it seemed, had not found the humor in the man’s joke.

The other bandits seemed to be at a loss for words as they stared in shock at their downed leader. The corpse’s muscles spasmed in the last throes of death before it voided its bowels with a wet squeakkk. Drew, in the meantime, turned to his wife to see her lips pressed firmly together and her face a mask of rage.

Well, I suppose rage-induced murder is back on the table.

Drew sighed deeply. The bandit had done it to himself, and Drew truly felt no sympathy.

I guess the tension and stress is getting to all of us…

“Ms. Maud did mention that denizens are not real beings, Drew Wright,” Spock whispered loudly, leaning close to Drew’s ears.

Oh… right. They’re basically just NPCs or something.

Drew grinned evilly as he sent out [Corrupting Contagion] at several of the bandits, afflicting them with the insidious spell while they remained none the wiser… for now.

The bandits didn’t take long to recover from their shock before the group charged Drew and crew. Several of them, in their infinite wisdom, had bunched up, and Drew happily sent [Death Toll] to greet them. This screaming skull must have gotten its inspiration from a chihuahua as it bit into the lead man’s ankle, tearing it off and then slamming head-first into the person behind him.

Yippy little things.

Drew chuckled lightly as he readied his sword and waited for the men to get closer. The secondary explosion of his screaming skull tore three of the bandits apart and pelted their friends with intestines, limbs, and even a lucky eyeball. One of the poor bastards also died while under the effects of Drew’s corruption, so the plague-green gas spread to the others. Not that there were many left of the original group.

The other bandits began poking their heads out of the forested area, only to be immediately put down by either an arrow or two or Spock’s laughter spell. Maud and Freya never had to lift a finger or a paw. Between Amber’s righteous anger and Drew’s spells, the men comprising the bandit group were little more than corpses before they even made it to Drew, while the original group, all consisting of corrupted targets, simply melted before they got close enough for him to cut them down.

As they gathered the bodies, Drew went to work raising the corpses as undead minions. Sure enough, when Drew focused, he noticed that none of the bodies had souls of any kind.

It’s like they were programs or something… how strange.

Amber walked up from behind Drew and placed a hand on his shoulder, and as she did so, he felt a terrible chill creep up his spine.

“Uh… yes, boo bear?”

“I noticed that you didn’t stand up for my honor, Drew,” Amber said with an icy voice.

“You didn’t need me to do that. I knew that man was dead long before your arrow hit him.”

Oh boy… this really is a case of damned if I do and damned if I don’t, isn’t it?

“Yes, Drew, I realize that I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself. It would have been nice, though, if my husband had said something romantic or sweet. A lady likes to be reassured.” Amber’s grip tightened before she left him.

Drew sighed and shook his head. He’d been married long enough to know that there were some battles he would never win. He gazed out into the dark wood around them, pondering his life choices.

Which likely saved his life.

Just when Drew was beginning to wonder why the encounter had been so easy, his [Enhanced Darkvision] picked up a figure moving through a lightless cluster of trees in the distance. Its movements were slow and deliberate, and Drew wouldn’t have picked them out if the dungeon hadn’t beaten a healthy paranoia into him over the last few floors. The points he had put into perception after the last pit trap helped too.

Drew was just about to call out a warning when two golden eyes in the darkness locked onto him. A chill spread through his body, and he found himself unable to speak. He frantically checked his status screen but couldn’t see any specific debuff afflicting him. No stun effect, no silence, no fear. And yet he felt like a pressure was weighing his body down, like gravity had been turned up to eleven. The feeling was familiar in a way he couldn’t place.

The glowing eyes put on a burst of speed, and within seconds, a body the size of a sedan was barreling toward him. It had the head of a lion, complete with a shaggy yellow mane, and a thick muscular body to match. Leathery bat wings spread from its torso, explaining its burst of speed as it left the tree line, and rising from its back was the chitinous, segmented tail of a scorpion.

It’s a fucking Manticore!

Drew’s throat burned as he tried to warn his allies. This whole encounter had lasted less than a handful of seconds, and Amber appeared to still be walking away from him in slow motion as his mind tried to process what was happening. Something was holding him back, some force that The System seemed to refuse to acknowledge in his combat logs as a debuff or attack.

Straining against the suffocating pressure, Drew tried to draw on his mana, but it was like trying to do a press-up with someone standing on your back. The oppressive force was smothering his very being, his soul.

With their backs turned, and the speed of this thing, and this weird ability it has, the rest of them are sitting ducks…

With his blood pumping in his temples, Drew began to push. Since he couldn’t move, it wasn’t a physical sensation. He strained his mind, gripped his mana, and tried to use his Mana Manipulation to push with that too. When nothing worked, he reached deep inside himself and pushed with every fiber of his being.

As he did so, he felt something. An untapped resource that responded to his call. It bolstered him, allowing him to finally gain some traction. In the millisecond before fangs and stingers met his body, Drew gritted his teeth and pushed with soul.

Crack.

The pressure vanished, and Drew dropped to the floor, the Manticore sailing over him. It tumbled to the floor, clearly shocked that its prey had broken free of its hold. Drew used that moment of confusion to activate [Baleful Strike] and slice through the monster’s bug-like tail.

Green ichor spurted from the wound, and the creature roared in rage. Two fiery arrows slammed into its torso a second later as Drew heard his wife shriek, “What the hell?”

Maud was there a moment later, her axe burying itself in the Manticore’s shoulder. Then a soft clucking filled the air, and Drew’s blade took on a golden sheen as Spock cast one of his damage-enhancing buffs.

Drew didn’t want to give the thing a moment to breathe lest it employ whatever ability it had frozen him with again. He was too close to rely on his spells or properly angle his sword, so he brought the pommel down on one of its hind legs with a resounding crack.

Kinda wish I had something heavier, given how often I use this thing as a club…

More arrows began to pepper the beast, and it was bleeding now from multiple wounds. It opened its mouth, and a dark energy began to coalesce.

“It’s cast—” Drew began to shout before Maud’s axe sliced through the gathering spell and into the monster’s jaws. The momentum and weight of the weapon crushed flesh and bone with ease.

Black blood gushed to the ground and Drew spun to the side, freeing his sword for an overhand blow. With one more [Baleful Strike], he cleaved the thing’s head from its shoulders.

You have slain [Young Manticore (Grade – E)] – lvl 45

Experience earned

“Holy shit,” Drew gasped, falling to his knees.

“Holy shit indeed,” Maud commented. “I have never heard of Manticores spawning in this dungeon. They specialize in soul-based combat, which is exceedingly rare for non-sapient races.”

Drew thought the surprises were finally over when he heard the Lady’s voice echo through his mind.

“I see that you successfully used your soul’s aura to resist the Manticore’s attack. I was hoping something like this would happen soon. Now we can begin your training…”
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“It’s a town,” Amber said as the group looked down the grassy hill and into the valley below.

“I believe it is a city, Mrs. Wright,” Spock countered in an educational tone. “It appears to have tall stone walls and fortifications, and the buildings closest to the walls appear shorter in height while the ones closer to the center appear to be taller, allowing archers to always have the high ground during invasion or siege events.”

“Uh, dude… how do you know that?” Drew asked.

“I read, Drew Wright.” Spock looked at Drew almost accusingly as he lifted a single eyebrow.

“Ah, right. All the historical books we bought you.”

“Indeed,” Spock nodded happily.

“Boys, please, this is serious,” Amber said. “Why is there a town, or city, in the middle of a dungeon?”

“It’s an event,” Maud answered simply, back to her vague way of giving explanations.

“Maud… come on…” Drew rolled his eyes beneath his helmet, and he knew the Lich felt him do it. It was times like this that Drew was beginning to think she did it to purposely annoy them.

“We will begin running into events within the dungeon, this is but one of them. The dungeon is putting us through a pre-scripted situation of some kind, and it’s up to us to take advantage of it. The better we solve the problem, the better the eventual rewards.”

“Anddd… what type of events could we be looking at in this case?” Drew asked, gesturing for her to continue.

“There could be a devil-worshipping cult that we’re supposed to eradicate or a quest to save someone important, like an heir to a local king. Sometimes it’s something simple, like clearing the sewer system of vermin, and other times it’s something of a larger scale.”

“So, we don’t know?” Amber asked.

“No, and we won’t know until we enter the area.”

“What happens if we fail the quest in question, Ms. Maud?” Spock questioned.

The Lich turned toward Spock and looked at him as if he was stupid. “Then we will not receive the rewards.”

“There’s no chance of us dying or anything due to failing?” Drew asked cautiously.

“Certainly, there’s always the risk of death within a dungeon, but if you’re asking if The System or the dungeon will purposely punish us, then no,” Maud answered. “However, the gear, rare materials, or even titles used to reward us would never be earned. The most we could hope to benefit from is experience and possible levels.”

Wonderful. Fail and you get nothing, with a possible side dish of death. Save the princess and get a fat stack of awesome loot. What could possibly go wrong?


Chapter Fifteen



Drew would have loved to take in the sights and sounds of the artificial city the dungeon had built. He would have enjoyed seeing the various dungeon denizens go about their lives, hawking wares and food from vendors’ carts, and more than anything else, Drew would have been tickled pink to watch the random street performers putting on magic shows for spare change.

None of that happened. Drew and his crew never even had the chance. The moment the group was next in line to enter said town, the guards immediately approached them.

“Adventurers! Adventurers!” one of the guards exclaimed almost happily as he came running over, his blue and white tabard fluttering as he did so.

“Greattt…” Maud sighed.

“What is it?” Amber whispered, keeping her voice low.

“It’s going to be one of those events,” Maud practically groaned, her normal monotone abandoned.

Drew was too caught up in listening to his party members and watching the approaching guard to even have time to question what was happening, and when he did have a chance to ask, it was swiftly taken away by the overly excited guard.

“Adventurers, it is so good you have arrived in time! Quick, come with me,” the man said, gesturing happily.

Drew looked back at the rest of his group so they could form some sort of consensus on whether to follow the suspiciously happy guard, but he only received a shrug from Amber. Maud had her head tilted toward to sky as if she was asking why the gods had damned her. Freya had nothing at all to say, of course, and just stood attentive with a big smile on her face while she wagged her tail and looked between everyone. And Spock? Well, he just gave Drew the slightest raise of his eyebrow.

Wonderful… fat load of help y’all are.

The group was ushered through the city, and instead of Drew and his party being able to take in all the unique and interesting happenings, they barely got to glance at them before being pressured to follow the guard more quickly.

It’s a good thing I had my new minions stay near the tree line; I don’t know how this many people would react to seeing a bunch of undead walking around… if we had even been let in.

“Maud… what exactly are we looking at here?” Drew asked cautiously.

The whole situation was strange. The logical part of his brain knew the dungeon had built everything he was seeing and that the hundreds, if not thousands, of people they were passing were soulless NPCs of some kind, but knowing it and seeing people who very much appeared to be alive and real were two very different things.

Then there was the fact that it seemed as if his group had been expected. Again, logically, it made sense, at least given Maud’s previous explanation of denizens and events, but facing it for the first time in person felt like red flags were being thrown out left and right.

“We’re either expected to be the ‘heroes’ of this event,” she paused before continuing, “or the cannon fodder.”

Well, neither of those options sounds good for us, especially the fodder part… What exactly have we walked into here?

“Ms. Maud, what do you mean when you say ‘cannon fodder’?” Spock asked.

“You know how one would use a wooden shield to protect themselves, and once it becomes broken beyond repair, it is then scrapped?” Maud asked.

“In theory, yes, but I am not well practiced with shields,” Spock answered. “I believe I would have a debuff for their use, given my current class⁠—

Maud cut him off. “We are the shields.”

“Oh. I see. That is most concerning.” Spock furrowed his brows slightly. “Drew Wright, I do not wish to become a living shield.”

“Neither do I, dude, neither do I,” Drew sighed.

The guard, for his part, fully ignored the party’s conversation as if it hadn’t even happened. The smiling man with his wide-brimmed helmet just kept gesturing toward them to move forward as if he were in charge of some kind of bastardized reverse escort quest.

In a dungeon, NPCs escort you… Drew inwardly chuckled.

Eventually, the party was led to some type of marshaling yard where hundreds of people sat around talking. Unlike the guard, the people present did look like adventurers, or at least the stereotypical image of them.

Men and women of many races, all of whom seemed to be a bit rough around the edges, stood around talking quietly. Tall elves with bows and earth-colored leather armor, dwarves either covered from head to toe in full plate armor or bare-chested with glowing tattoos etched across their bodies, and humans of all types littered the area.

“I take it that this is not the hero event?” Amber asked Maud while Spock and Drew looked around at the gathering of people.

“No,” Maud answered coldly.

“Lovely,” Amber groaned.

“How do you know it’s going to be a cannon fodder event?” Drew turned to ask the Lich.

“Are you aware of the idea that nothing truly original exists, and everything is either recycled or a combination of other pre-existing ideas?” Maud asked.

“Uh… no? I’ve never heard of anything like that,” Drew shook his head.

“It’s not fully accurate, but a trend exists when given enough data.”

“Can you dumb it down for me? I was more of a B- student in school.”

Maud glared at him for a moment. “I’ve been in enough dungeons to make an educated guess about events. While dungeons are quite creative, some events follow certain patterns.”

“Uh huh…” Drew said while he pulled off his helmet and scratched at the stubble on his chin.

“She’s more experienced than us, dear. This isn’t her first rodeo, and she’s guessing shit is about to hit the fan.”

“Ahhh… fair enough,” Drew nodded. “So how do we counter it?”

“That would depend on the—” Maud began, but she was cut off as everyone nearby quickly quieted down and a large man wearing fancy purple clothes floated up and above the crowd, looking down at them.

“Adventurers, I am Lord Maximillion Tuttles,” the man began. His voice was deep and had an authoritative tone.

Tuttles? That’s a terrible last name, Drew chuckled.

“I had you gathered here because the situation is dire. The Kingdom of Esolo is marching here as I speak and will soon be at our gates,” the man said, at which conversations began to break out among the gathered people. “By my official decree, I am drafting you all to help in the defense of our fair city of Resanturg, but fear not, you will be richly rewarded for your services.”

Then the man smiled, and many things happened at once.

Several groups of adventurers took off running, heading to gods knew where, and from Lord Tuttles’ face, it was clear he was not pleased. With effortless grace, the lord’s right arm swung up, and before Drew knew what was going on, there was a blinding light followed by a loud boom that hit him in both his gut and his ears. When his vision cleared, there were only smoking craters in the cobblestoned road where the deserters had been. Well, that and shoes.

Whelp… the shoes came off – they’re officially dead. I guess rejecting the draft isn’t an option.

“As I was saying,” Lord Tuttles said, “you will be richly rewarded. When, and this is the important bit, when, not if, you successfully repel the invading savages and their siege equipment, each of you will have the opportunity to choose a reward from my personal vault or armory as compensation.”

Between the lightning strike of power and the promised reward, almost everyone had been pacified into behaving. Almost everyone, that was.

“What if what we wish for is not material in nature?” a voice called out from the crowd. All heads turned to the source and found…

Is that a walking tree? Huh… I guess everything can be a sapient race these days, Drew thought before quickly realizing something. Oh boy, I really hope he doesn’t know what I’ve done to his mesquite cousins…

“Then you have my word that I will do my utmost to accommodate your desired reward,” the lord said with a charming smile.

Right… and if we don’t play ball, we get zapped into oblivion. The carrot and the stick.

While there were still some disgruntled murmurs, the overall mood of the crowd was one of passive acceptance. Everyone in Drew’s group, the only ‘real’ people present, had an entirely different outlook, however.

“We can’t get out of this, can we?” Amber asked.

“No, not with this kind of event,” Maud answered. “While you all have reached peak E Grade, you will be no match for Tuttles. There’s always an overwhelmingly powerful figure that will force you to participate. At least up to a point.”

“Drew Wright, I do not wish to kill sapient beings,” Spock said. “Denizens they might be, but I feel I was not so different from them once. Beings created to fulfill a task. Thus, I find the idea to be⁠—”

“Don’t worry, buddy. You just sit back and throw your crowd control and support spells out and let the rest of us deal with it.”

“Thank you, Drew Wright.”

Even after everything, it appeared that Spock still had a distaste for personally killing other beings. Drew understood it, boy did he understand it, but reality wasn’t offering very many enjoyable choices these days, and Drew couldn’t afford any experience the dungeon was offering to go to waste, not when the lives of his family and friends were on the line. Not to mention all the people of his planet.

Too many people are depending on me. I have to get stronger. Even if Sindra and her sisters are protecting Sanctuary, the world around us might burn to the ground in the meantime. That is unacceptable. I will not let all those people die when there’s a chance that I can help them.

Cannon fodder event, here we come…
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“…which is why we need to import some of this Nevehooke wood, as it’s the closest thing to oak that we can get our hands on,” the white-haired man said, finishing his hour-long appeal. His two equally old companions nodded their heads in agreement.

Mark stared at the men blankly for several moments before turning his head to the right where Sindra stood. The winged woman noticed his gaze and shrugged slightly.

“So let me get this straight,” Mark said, putting his right hand to his forehead and massaging his temples. “You went to Sindra, the strongest person in all of Sanctuary, to arrange a proper meeting and then spent the last hour of my time explaining why we need to buy some overly expensive wood because you want to properly age whiskey from the corn you’re wanting to distill?”

The three old men nodded their heads eagerly. Mark, on the other hand, felt his left eyebrow twitch uncontrollably a few times. He sighed as he let his hand drop to the desk. The beasts and monster attacks had been more frequent recently, and while Sindra and her sisters had dealt with all the threats, it had put the locals on edge. The attacks seemed more frantic than they had in the past, verging on desperate.

Scouts had begun noticing something else worrying too. Strange areas of desolation that appeared seemingly out of the blue. Forests felled, lakes drained, fields of abandoned crops picked clean. At first, they had thought it to be the work of high-grade monsters, but Sindra and her team had not sensed anything above D Grade nearby.

Still, something was happening out there, and it had been difficult for Mark to tell what. He had been sending out scouting teams to search nearby towns, but most survivors were found hiding in old fallout shelters or well-stocked basements. Very few had any idea what was happening in the wider world. In most above-ground communities, all they found was destruction.

So far, Mark hadn’t been able to risk bringing anyone back, as those they had found had mostly been hiding since The Descent, not fighting. They weren’t in good physical condition and didn’t have the levels to make the trip. Not to mention the attention they might draw with their lack of stealth. A group of Earth Golems had decimated a fresh scouting team trying to escort a family they had found only last week. So instead of conducting immediate rescues, they noted the locations and delivered what supplies and assistance they could.

These rising tensions meant that people at Sanctuary needed reassurance. They needed a leader. Mark had to pretend to be just that – hence his arranging to hear requests from the citizens. And after all that, they still wasted his time with bullshit like this.

“Idiots…” Mark shook his head. “We’re up to our eyeballs in monsters, folks are busy just trying to level, and now we’ve been getting weird reports of metal men walking around the area, and you three thought now was a great chance to waste what little time I have when I could be working on real problems.”

The metal men were the latest boogie monster. So far, it was only a few sightings, but they seemed connected to the waves of devastation and had also been spotted near recently-leveled houses and other infrastructure. The creatures took everything, organic and inorganic. They even removed large tracts of earth wherever it was arable, leaving it arid and barren. They were meticulous and seemed to leave little of even the slightest value behind. Including bodies.

While none of it was close enough to Sanctuary to be considered a danger, if the destruction continued, Mark worried that large swathes of the countryside would be unlivable for years to come. Not to mention whatever fate the humans these beings encountered befell.

It was chilling to say the least.

Rather than dealing with that mystery, though, he was here, talking with old men about their wood. Mark wasn’t angry, he wasn’t enraged, he was just… done. Done with people, done with dealing with their incessant desires and needs. This wasn’t his job. He hadn’t applied for it, he hadn’t signed up for it. Drew had tossed it to him like a discarded tissue before jumping ship to go play in some goddess’s mystic dungeon to power level. He was irritated, sure, but mostly he was just exhausted.

“This is important…” the leader began to protest.

“The request to import overpriced luxury wood for barrels is denied,” Mark interrupted sharply. “However, you have permission to distill some of the corn harvest. Sanctuary will fund the production of the distillation equipment, you three are to provide the labor during your off-hours, and the settlement itself will take thirty percent of any and all profits made.”

The men began to mutter and grumble in classic elderly outrage.

“Thirty percent?!” The leader spat on the ground.

“But without the proper wood…” Another of the three, a doughy man with a liver-spotted head, wrang his hands in grief.

“Ridiculous…” the third man muttered, but Mark felt he had just wanted to join in.

Mark eyed them. “Correct. Thirty percent. Sanctuary needs a return on investment, especially if other people here have similar dreams of becoming entrepreneurs without any startup capital. As for the wood, you can use what we have locally or import anything of normal or E Grade. If you do so, Sanctuary will take forty percent instead. This is the only offer you’ll receive from the settlement. If you three want to explore other options, I recommend you visit the Garden Gnome’s shop and inquire about loans there.”

Another chorus of complaints followed.

“That little bastard wanted sixty percent!” … more spitting.

“I thought you used to be human…” … more hand wringing.

“So much for a leader…” … and more bandwagon joining.

Just perfect.

Mark looked over at Sindra and gestured with his hand at the door. Of course, when Sindra started to drag them out of the building kicking and screaming, the three changed their tune.

“Okay, okay, we’ll do thirty percent!” the leader yelled out, and Sindra stopped mid-step as she was about to toss all three men out of the building like the world’s most attractive bouncer.

“Now it’s forty percent. For wasting my damn time and being pains in my ass,” Mark said coldly. He was a fan of whiskey as much as the next person, but those three men had run his non-existent patience into the ground.

“But that wasn’t the deal!” the hand-wringer screamed, his voice somewhat muffled from being held tightly under Sindra’s arm.

Mark grinned despite himself. “I am altering the deal. Pray I don’t alter it any further.”

The old codgers eventually relented and accepted Mark’s offer, but not without further grumbling. When Sindra made it back to her original place by his side, she smiled at him.

“What?” Mark asked.

“I got that reference! It was such a cool line,” she answered with mirth in her voice.

“Yeah, it was,” Mark laughed lightly. “On a more serious note, do you have any idea when Drew will be coming back? I honestly don’t know how much more of this crap I can take.”

“Did the Champion not offer to take you with him?”

“Sure, but I wanted to stay here and spend time with my wife, not play SimCity manager with a bunch of ungrateful old farts that have nothing better to do than complain. I haven’t even seen Miranda in the last two days,” Mark groaned.

“I am certain you’re having an easier time here than he is. That dungeon is filled with peril, and you tend to lose all track of time the longer you stay there. It is… not pleasant.”

I really wish you’d get back here, dude. I’m not cut out for this shit.


Chapter Sixteen



Screams rang across the battlefield as the last wave of deserters fell in a bloody explosion of fire and viscera. They had attempted to escape past the massing enemies’ flank and been brutally cut down by magic and siege weapons alike. Seeing a man fried from the inside out by lightning and then skewered by a ballista bolt twice the size of his body was not something Drew had had on his dungeon bingo card going in, but here they were.

This place gets more vicious by the day…

“Drew Wright, I feel as though I’ve been transported back in time to Earth’s medieval era,” Spock said as he gazed over the battlements. “And not in a pleasant way…”

“Yeahhh… me too, buddy,” Drew nodded as he nervously watched an army organize itself outside the city, preparing to lay siege.

Freya had put her front paws over the wall so she could look out as well and had been whining for a solid minute.

“There’s so many of them… how are we supposed to win?” Amber asked.

Drew’s group were the sacrificial lambs here, forced into an impossible battle. Drew assumed it was one of many real-life scenarios the dungeon was attempting to train them for. But he feared such lessons might soon prove fatal.

Perhaps sooner rather than later…

Countless soldiers filled the field ahead of them. Shifting and undulating like some massive organism of death. Unlike the movies from Earth, most of the opposing army did not have matching armor of any kind, and each warrior seemed to have grabbed whatever they could off the shelf before preparing for battle.

Yet every warrior’s sword was sharp, and every mage’s staff glowed with burning intensity. These denizens were not here to mess around. There was something about the realism of it, the lack of fancy uniforms and shiny knights on horseback, that made it all the more terrifying.

Comparatively, the gathered defenders did not exactly inspire confidence. The castle walls were crowded, and Drew’s group had very little room to themselves. The Denizen adventurers who had been similarly conscripted into this mess were a bunch of ordinary low-level people. Blacksmiths with dented warhammers, farmers’ sons with their family swords, weapons they could barely hold, and shifty-eyed ruffians who looked like they would run at the first opportunity.

Not that Drew blamed them.

Each member of the opposing army was peak E Grade or, in some cases, well into D Grade already. After spending a bit of time in the dungeon, one hundred and three floors to be precise, Drew was confident he could take out a sizable number of enemies himself, but he was also certain his group would be overrun in quick order. He had simply never faced a force of this size or power. The focus would be on survival. Which was likely the point.

“This is why delvers typically hate cannon fodder events.” Maud gestured at the army below, who, from the looks of it, were finishing setting up their siege equipment. “They are very difficult to win, and survival is often the best one can hope for.”

“So, we shouldn’t even bother trying to win?” Drew asked. He had to admit he’d been harboring a small hope of winning against the impossible odds and claiming some sort of legendary dungeon loot.

“No.” Maud shook her head. “While I might be immortal, you four are not. The risks we would need to take are not worth whatever the rewards might be, especially on an early floor.”

“How many floors are there, Ms. Maud?” Spock asked.

“In this dungeon, I’m uncertain, but I believe the number is greater than one thousand.”

Drew gritted his teeth. If we’re facing something like this already, how bad is this going to get after a few hundred levels?

Drew stared at the forces arrayed against the castle, the countless thousands of them, and swallowed hard.

Yeah, survival sounds good.

“I say, why are you all looking so glum?” someone to Drew’s side asked, and he turned away from the view before him and noticed the being speaking to them.

It was the talking tree, and the damn thing stood out like a sore thumb on the wall. Its face looked as though it was made from tree knots, and while it had arms, its legs were made from overly thick roots. The strangest thing about it was the complete and total lack of leaves of any kind.

Maybe it’s out of season?

“Things aren’t looking that great, Mr., uh…” Drew began.

“Tree. Bald Tree.” The being motioned with one of its wooden limbs. “Fret not! Either we will perish, or we will be victorious and claim our just rewards!”

“Bald Tree… righttt,” Drew said with uncertainty and skepticism as he eyed the being. “Speaking of which, we overheard your conversation with Toodles. What did you want for a reward?”

“Lord Tuttles? Hmmm, yes, material rewards are worthless to one such as I, for I am already wealthy beyond belief and have everything I could wish for. No, what I want is something much more important than mere trinkets.” The tree shook itself as one might shake their head.

“What do you wish for, Mr. Bald Tree?” Spock asked, cutting into the conversation.

“Why, to spread my wonderful voice across the entire world! I wish to become an actorrr.” The tree rolled the r’s far too long. “Everyone will come to know and love my voice, and I shall bring entertainment and joy to all!”

Oh boy… Drew groaned inwardly.

“That does sound like a noble goal, Mr. Bald Tree,” Spock nodded eagerly.

I mean… his voice is… okay? Maybe he’s actually really good at acting.

“It is, is it not?” Bald Tree flourished its arms dramatically as its wooden lips peeled back into a smile, showing its light-colored ‘teeth’ behind them. “I shall dominate the market, people from all over will come to bear witness to my great skill, and all other actors will wilt in my presence!”

Bald Tree beamed and threw its hands to the sky as if God lights were coming down from invisible rafters and hitting him on stage.

“Well… we wish you the best of luck, Bald Tre—” Drew began to say, but he was cut off as a jagged white boulder crashed into Bald Tree, catapulting his cracked and splintered body down to the ground behind the battlements.

A thunderous roar filled the air as thousands of voices joined in a single war cry. The battle had begun.

“Ready yourselves, men!” a nearby guard commanded as he withdrew his sword from its scabbard.

“Poor Mr. Bald Tree…” Spock whispered as tears rolled down his cheeks

“I’m sure he’s fine, Spock,” Drew said as he craned his neck and leaned backward to look at the ground. A giant rock with jagged edges had cratered itself and the tree man into the ground. The tree didn’t so much as twitch, its face having been hit by the projectile head-on. There was even a pair of leather shoes nearby.

That doesn’t make sense. Trees don’t wear shoes…

“Sweetie,” Amber leaned in and whispered, “I think the nice tree man is a goner. Look, even his shoes were blown off.”

Oh for fuck’s sake… Drew groaned.

“Fine, but don’t tell Spock – he’ll have a mental breakdown or something,” Drew cautioned his wife.

Then Drew blinked in sudden realization. The tree man had been standing right next to Spock. A few inches to the left and Spock would have been paste. He squeezed Amber’s hand as a terrible certainty fell over him.

We can’t lose focus in here, not for a second.

Drew and Amber turned back to the battlements to find Spock standing atop the tallest section, his ethereal chicken familiar glowing gold on his shoulder and a conjured purple spell in one hand as he turned his head toward the defenders.

“FOR BALD TREEEEE!!” Spock’s cry cut through the ongoing chaos of the battle as he released his spell toward the attacking army.

“For Bald Tree!” someone echoed before launching several arrows from his bow. Several more voices joined in soon after, and the next thing Drew knew, everyone on the ramparts was screaming righteous rallying cries for the martyr Bald Tree.

He wasn’t that great, Drew grumbled as he half-heartedly raised his sword before casting [Death Toll] over the wall.
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Drew cursed as another of his [Death Tolls] ended up exploding too close to an ally. He managed to take out his target, but the churning melee below was so chaotic that half of his spells ended up clipping friendlies due to the blast radius.

It didn’t help that he was also trying to control a few dozen minions. He had called forth the ones waiting in the tree line and even managed to find a moment to summon a few dozen more once the carnage began. There was no shortage of dead bodies, so eventually he was able to summon enough minions to hit his cap.

Unfortunately, large-scale combat like this was quite different to the battles he had been in before. His minions shared a basic intelligence, so they were able to follow standing orders like attacking nearby enemies or standing guard. However, concepts like going after ‘squishy types’, like healers and rogues, or interrupting any caster they saw beginning to craft a spell required micromanagement by Drew himself.

After the first few minutes, Drew had developed a splitting headache that had nearly seen him topple off the ramparts. Luckily, Freya had caught his arm at the last minute and pulled him back to safety. After that, Drew had given up on trying to instill tactics into his minions, instead allowing them to roam freely and take out who they could while he slung his spells.

The results were… uninspiring. His minions charged after cavalry and were easily mowed down by the height and momentum advantage, or they flung themselves against the shields of tanks manning the enemy’s frontlines. Occasionally, they found a hole in the ranks and managed to take down a few archers or mages, but without Drew’s constant guidance, they were a dull instrument.

More than once, Drew watched in frustration as a number of his minions fell to the ground covered in flames or ice because they had failed to avoid the AoE range of one of the defenders’ spells. The offending casters apologized profusely, but that didn’t save the prone minions from being quickly cut down.

As the fight wore on, Drew didn’t have the time or mana to spare to replace any lost minions and instead had to rely on the strength of his sword as enemies began to swarm the walls. Thankfully, this was something Drew had become quite experienced at.

For over a hundred floors, Drew had been the party’s tank and a primary damage dealer. He had invested heavily in his physical stats and taken an [Advanced Swordplay] skill as well as a [Close Combat Specialist] passive. His weapon now did enhanced damage to foes within a melee weapon’s reach, and his agility received a ten percent boost while he was engaged in melee combat. He had also gained knowledge of a number of sword maneuvers that helped overcome awkward angles and cramped spaces.

The skills had been crucial in the tunnels and corridors they had frequently encountered but also in the heavily forested and swamp-clogged biomes. Now they were showing their worth again in pitched combat.

I love my minions, but sometimes you just need to be able to hit a fucker really, really hard.

Drew twisted at the hip, reversing his sword under his armpit and jabbing it backward to skewer a green man with tusks who had been about to bring an axe down on his head. Unfortunately, this barely slowed his assailant, whose mouth was foaming and whose eyes were glowing red.

He was pulling his blade back and trying to spin around fully when Maud’s axe cleaved the Orc-looking guy in two. With the weight removed from his blade faster than expected, Drew stumbled backward. The gore underfoot caused him to topple into Amber, who cursed as a shot from her bow went wide of its mark.

“Give me a heads-up next time, Maud,” Drew hissed in frustration.

“Kill the enemy with your first strike next time, Drew,” Maud shot back before racing along the wall in search of another target.

“Wasted a bunch of mana on that arrow for it to end up taking out a berry bush,” Amber grumbled next to Drew. “That’s the third shot I’ve missed because you bozos bumped me.”

“Sorry, boo bear, but if you haven’t noticed, there’s a lot going on up here,” Drew said through gritted teeth. With the small space around them cleared of enemies, Drew began summoning another [Death Toll] to send over the walls.

He saw a group of mages in the distance who had been summoning beach ball-sized boulders to hurl at the walls and leveled his spell in their direction. But just as it was leaving his fingers, a wiry man in leathers popped over the walls.

Time slowed as Drew realized the spell was going to detonate only a foot away from where he and Amber stood. He wanted to turn his body to shield Amber, but there was no time. His mind was racing, but his body was stuck in real-time.

Drew watched as he saw the flaming skull begin to shatter on the rogue’s chest. He could see the weaves of magic with his magic sense. Somehow, he knew that some weaves controlled the shape and momentum of the spell while others governed the impact and explosion magic.

In a frantic attempt to protect his wife, Drew reached out with [Mana Manipulation] and grabbed those last threads, tearing them free of the spell’s weave.

Pain ripped through him… but it wasn’t from an explosion.

Warning: Failed ad-hoc spell manipulation attempt. 200 arcane damage taken. Mana cost tripled.

The rogue stood frozen with wide eyes, daggers raised as the skull shattered on his chest but seemed to cause no damage, the spell weave fraying and dissipating. He gave a yelp as Drew brought an armored boot to his chest and Sparta kicked him over the walls.

Ad-hoc spell manipulation? That’s new… and where did that guy come from? Also, ouch… seriously, that was not a gentle pain that just shot through me.

Before he could process those thoughts, Drew spotted two pieces of wood peeking over the wall in front of him, metal clasps locking it into place on the wall.

Siege ladder!

Rushing forward, Drew activated [Baleful Strike] and decapitated a helmeted woman who was just finishing scaling one of the siege ladders now ringing the walls. He leaned forward and cast a few bursts of [Agony] at the other climbers, the pain causing the weaker ones to lose their grip and fall, before Drew cut off the clasping mechanisms holding the ladder in place with his sword.

That’s got to be over a hundred kills now… yet there’s no end in sight. I wonder how many…

You have slain [Esolo footsoldier (Grade – D)] – lvl 39

You have slain [Esolo footsoldier (Grade – D)] – lvl 31

You have slain [Esolo footsoldier (Grade – D)] – lvl 34

You have slain [Esolo footsoldier (Grade – D)] – lvl 31

…

Drew waved away his combat log as it tried to summon itself at his thought. Amber was still muttering by his side and fiddling with her arrows when Drew heard Spock’s voice. He hadn’t been paying attention, so he only caught the end of his cry.

“—rgans!”

‘Rgans’? What the hell are ‘rgans’?

Ocular O-rgans… Oh fuc⁠—

Suddenly, Drew and Amber’s world went white as the magical flashbang caught them both by surprise.

I fucking hate dungeon events…
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Drew’s group did not win the battle.

There were no last-minute heroes who arrived on giant eagles to save the day. There was no fanfare, no rolled-out red carpets or rewards. It was a mess of blood, screaming, and the ring of metal on metal. Minutes bled into hours as their mana pools ran dry, soon followed by their stamina and nearly their life force itself.

Wave after wave fell against the castle walls, and Drew singlehandedly killed hundreds of combatants from his position on the walls. But soon the walls fell and every moment became a churning mire of chaos. Drew slipped on the innards of dying allies, wiped blood from his eyes while having no idea if it was his or someone else’s, and only forced himself to continue in the knowledge that if he did not, then the people of Earth were likely doomed.

As Drew’s group ran away, mostly hobbled, from the broken walls and through the city, he could only curse the dungeon.

How the hell were we supposed to beat that?! We were barely able to escape with our lives!

Looking at Amber’s and Spock’s wounds, he cursed himself for not being strong enough to help turn the tide of battle and wondered if they could really keep this up for hundreds more levels. Was it worth saving the world if he lost Amber or Spock in the process? Perhaps leaving while they had the chance was the better option…

The enemy army eventually breached the inner castle, and it turned into a rout, with people running for their lives even as Lord Tuttles blasted the deserters with lightning. Drew’s group only managed to escape by using Drew’s few remaining minions as human shields. The minions were reduced to dust, but the group had thankfully spent most of the floors since level ten investing at least some points into agility to help speed their progress. Thus, they were able to haul ass while the lord was distracted, and once they were out of his visual range, he began focusing his ire on other, closer foes.

They escaped with their lives, having to kill several guards at the southern gate before forcing it open and running for the hills. It was not a dignified exit by any means, and the guards had been less than understanding, but Drew wasn’t going to throw the lives of everyone away protecting a fantasy make-believe town when they had no chance of winning – loot be damned. Besides, he was here to level, and they had certainly done that.

The cost, however, had been high. They had to fight off not only the guards trying to keep them inside the walls but also the enemy outside and any other defenders attempting to flee who decided that slowing down Drew and co. improved their own chances of survival. The escape was both ignoble and bloody.

Drew limped along with one broken leg dragging behind him and one arm strapped to his chest with a belt pulled from a dead soldier. His head was ringing from multiple blows to the skull, and a concussion likely explained the nausea and bile that hit the back of his throat with every hobbled step.

When he finally fell, unable to continue, and Maud princess-carried him away, Drew felt his pride and dignity drain away at a speed he’d never felt before.

While Drew had done his best to protect his party, the others weren’t much better off.

Amber’s clothes were in absolute tatters. She was covered in blood, most of it from denizens, but some of it was hers, and she had a broken shaft of a spear still lodged in her thigh.

Spock looked like a pincushion. Drew counted at least twelve arrows lodged into the man, and although he was going to survive, Maud assured them, he was not in great shape. Nor was he happy. Especially with the arrow stuck in his left ass cheek.

Freya was doing the best, but even she had been cut and slashed repeatedly. Her beautiful black coat was matted with blood, gravel, and dirt. She was also missing several teeth, and her tail was broken and hung limply to the right.

“That was awful,” Amber said hollowly as her chest heaved from exhaustion and injuries. “And it’s only the beginning, we have years left in here…”

“BOOF!”

“Yeah, but at least we’re all alive…” Drew replied, almost gagging from the nausea.

If they ask to turn back, we will. But until then, we have to push forward. For Sanctuary, and for Robert's dream of saving as many as we can.

“I have an arrow through my throat,” Maud said, gesturing to the wooden projectile as she jogged, still carrying Drew.

“You’re still talking, aren’t you?” Drew asked, slightly peeved at the comparison.

“I’m a Lich, of course I’m still talking.”

“Then you’re fine,” Drew waved Maud off.

Maud was actually fine. Being undead had its perks, apparently, especially a powerful undead like her. The skin on her body would eventually regrow as she absorbed snippets of each Denizen’s or monster’s soul once she killed them. But that wasn’t to say that she wasn’t irritated, at least as much as a nearly emotionless Lich could be.

For the first time, Drew realized why The Lady had paired them with her. She was a safety net of sorts, near impossible to kill and even harder to intimidate or overwhelm. As long as they had her around, they had a chance of making it out of even the worst situations alive. Maybe…

And if we live, we level.

“Now what do we do?” Amber asked as she wiped some of the blood off her chest.

Normally, Drew would be happy to ogle his wife, but he was barely hanging onto consciousness through sheer force of will. If he passed out now with a concussion, it could spell serious danger for him. Especially without a healer in their party.

Maud sighed. “We try to find the floor exit and hope there’s only a mini-boss to kill since we failed the event.”

Sure enough, Drew pulled up his notifications and immediately flicked through his kills and onto the important stuff.

Dungeon Event Failed

No rewards earned

No titles earned

Experience earned and allocated

Levels gained

Drew pulled up the results and reviewed his stats. If the dungeon had taught him anything, it was to take every new stat point he could get as soon as possible.

His race level was now 48, his class was at 47, and his profession was at 46. He dumped the spare points into vitality, endurance, toughness, and agility equally. Simply because that would make him harder to kill. None of these gains would matter if they didn’t make it out of the dungeon in the first place.

Status

Name: Drew Wright

Race: Dhampir (Grade – E) – lvl 48

Class: [Necromancer] – lvl 47

Profession: [Baleful Warden (Unique Grade – E)] – lvl 46

Health Points (HP): 1203/5830

Mana Points (MP): 167/6960

Stamina: 1574/7080

Stats (Attributes)

Strength: 583

Vitality: 766

Endurance: 708

Toughness: 766

Agility: 412

Perception: 130

Intelligence: 696

Wisdom: 534

Willpower: 574

His stats looked good, and he was glad he’d been able to combine his gear buffs and base stats on the display as he found it easier just looking at a single number for each stat.

His [Raise Dead] skill had also been upgraded, likely due to its frequent use in the battle.

Class skill: Raise Dead (Grade – Uncommon) -> Raise Dead (Grade – Rare)

Raise Dead (Grade – Rare)

At Rare Grade, any Soulflames summoned retain the class and levels they had in life, provided the target’s level does not exceed the caster’s class level. Additional mana may be added to give constructed minions basic classes and skills appropriate for their summoned level. Base mana cost and cast time are reduced.

He also had some new skills to choose from, but those would have to wait until they reached a safe place to rest and could review them properly. Right now, he very much liked the look of [Skin to Bone], which would give his skin a passive buff that made it as tough to damage as his bones.

I can see why not everyone would want to use these dungeons to level. The attrition rate must be ludicrous. We aren’t exactly weak. I’m a bloody Baleful Warden, we have Maud, and this low-level event still nearly broke us. Plus… there’s Spock.

“His fans will never hear his wonderful voice,” Spock said sadly, arrows still adorning him like a fashion statement.

“Spock, dear,” Amber said as she put a hand on Spock’s shoulder. “It’s better this way.”
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“They are Forgeborn,” Sindra said as she dropped a massive body of crumpled metal at Mark’s feet.

“These are the ‘metal locusts’ everyone has been whispering about?” Mark asked as he eyed the corpse.

The metal was dented in so many places that it looked like a car left out during a major hailstorm, and the almost leather-like material that held the pieces together was in tatters, stuck to the metal by mere threads.

Sindra shook her head. “I’m afraid these are not mere monsters. These are a prevalent sapient race within the cosmos.”

Mark rolled his eyes. “So are Goblins, apparently – what’s your point?”

“This one attempted to breach the walls of Sanctuary,” she said as she slammed the butt of her spear onto the corpse with a clang. “They’ve come from an Incursion.”

Mark groaned. “Of course they have.”

“This is no simple matter,” Sindra said in a low voice. “My sisters and I are bound to Sanctuary and can stray no further. But these creatures… they have a reputation in the Multiverse. They are racial supremacists, believing their unique form of life to be the only type of any true value. They devour occupied worlds, turning every exploitable resource into fuel for the creation of more of their race, more of their civilization.

“If left unchecked, the Forgeborn will consume the land for miles in all directions. Nothing will survive. They are able to mine resources at a molecular level. Forests they fell will never grow again, and fields they reap will be infertile for generations. They will pull water from the ground so completely that centuries of rain will be needed to replace Earth’s underground reservoirs.”

Mark was speechless. Visions of Sanctuary sat at the center of a blasted, desert hellscape ran through his mind. “And the people? What will they do with any human survivors they find?”

Sindra scowled. “The lucky ones will fight back and die. Forgeborn deal with any opposition violently. However, any who surrender will likely be put to work as slave labor until their bodies give out and their husks are used as yet another source of fuel for the Forgeborn’s machines.”

Mark was sweating now. In front of him was a map with more than a dozen smaller survivor encampments they had found and were working their way toward evacuating. Those people were sitting ducks.

“Can they be reasoned with? Your boss has a lot of sway out in the cosmos, right? We could perhaps name-drop her to scare them into playing nice?”

Sindra shook her head sadly. “They would never listen to an inferior being long enough for you to make your arguments, let alone believe them. They listen only when they are forced to, and their dealings are historically of an… unsavory nature even when they do consider diplomacy.”

Mark didn’t want to ask. But he did. “What do you mean, ‘unsavory’?”

Sindra sighed. Her face was pained. “The Forgeborn have a use for nearly every natural resource, biological or otherwise. However, they are not a particularly mystical race, so they have little use for more esoteric resources… like souls.”

Mark swallowed hard. “You don’t mean…?”

Sindra nodded gravely. “Yes, they have been known to trade with the darker races who can utilize or feed off the souls of captured or defeated foes, trading what is useless scrap to them for more mundane items.”

“They are going to trade human souls for bits and pieces to build more robots?” Mark wanted to throw up.

“It is a possibility, yes. In fact, their presence worries me. It may suggest other races they are known to have dealings with are also present on Earth. There are far worse things in the cosmos than Forgeborn.”

Mark stared at the broken metal body on the floor. Its brutal edges and dull gleam now seemed more sinister than before. “Inform the scouts that we need to move up the small-town evacuation plans. Let’s just pray we get to them before whatever else is out there does.”


Chapter Seventeen



“You interrupted my Hallmark movie, you piece of shit!” Drew’s mom yelled as she cast a barrage of hexes and curses at the towering metal being before them.

“It was a good one too,” Beefcake growled as he heaved his heavy two-handed sword into the same target.

It had been four weeks since Drew’s party had left and Mark had found himself the de facto leader of Sanctuary. Four weeks of pure hell, all in a position he had never wanted. All the while, not a peep had been heard from Drew, Amber, and Freya. The only thing he knew for certain was that they weren’t dead, as he had very specifically asked Sindra that question as time wore on.

Mark slipped out from the shadows and appeared behind the metallic invader, shoving his short swords into the joints of the enemy. He quickly pulled them out and thrust them back in with even more force, going hilt deep into the weak points.

The Forgeborn had first appeared two weeks after Drew and his wife had left, and although they were lacking in numbers, each one was an absolute bear to take down. They looked like a cross between a medieval knight, a golem, and a science fiction robot. The suit of armor they appeared to be wearing was their actual body, with nothing organic underneath, and the small gaps in the joints were the only weak spots that could be exploited by someone like Mark. Instead of flesh and blood, the invaders were made of metal and leather-like fibers that made up their ligaments and muscles.

The first time Mark had sliced off one of their hands, the wire-like fibers inside had writhed like living things. Worms of leather and metal squirming and grasping. Except there was no blood, and the Forgeborn itself made no sound. The helmeted head was smooth and featureless, the only sign of life a dull red glow from within. That light going out was the only way to be sure the things were dead.

Mark groaned as the Forgeborn backhanded him into the nearest mesquite, splintering it and causing the timber to crack as the tree fell to the leaf-covered ground. He checked his hit points and grabbed a health potion as his cracked ribs made themselves known. There was no point in Miranda wasting mana on a healing spell yet. Mark quickly downed the bottle and bolted off to re-engage the threat, gritting his teeth as the potion went to work reknitting his ribs.

I specifically chose the rogue archetype so I wouldn’t get hit, and what do they do? Always smack me around like an enraged toddler with a Barbie doll.

The tin cans, as Mark preferred to call them, had been consistently sending scouting units, and this was the third one they’d battled this week. Mark would have simply let them be, as any that tried to attack Sanctuary were terminated with extreme prejudice.

However, with the evacuation efforts of small local towns in full swing, Mark and the others had to intercept any scouts as soon as possible. Both to protect the evacuation crews and to ensure word of their existence did not reach the Forgeborn. Apparently, the tin cans prioritized hunting living sapient beings, once discovered, over pure resource stripping. This was because they could be exploited multiple times, first as labor, then as fuel, and finally as a tradable resource. Mark shuddered as he recalled Sindra’s mention of the soul slave trading.

Mark twisted his body mid-leap and slammed both swords into the tin can’s neck fibers, hoping to sever something important. Beefcake held its immediate attention by being the biggest brick shithouse in existence. The Demon slammed his oversized sword into the creature, leaving major dents and cracks in its outer shell, while Drew’s mom used her spells to weaken, slow, blind, and otherwise debuff it. Miranda hid toward the back of the party, ready to render aid whenever there was an opening.

Bright rays of light shot out from the Forgeborn, each a flat plane like a glowing sheet of paper, holding the being in place mid-swing. Mark used the opportunity that his wife had given them to wreak havoc on the tin can’s neck, stabbing and slicing repeatedly until the head was finally detached. Once the synthetic being’s central processing unit, or whatever synth-brain it had, was gone, Beefcake slammed his sword into its side and sent the body spiraling away.

“Little… late… buddy,” Mark breathed heavily, gasping for air as he tried to exert control over his lungs.

“You got lucky, that’s all.” The tall Demon grinned under his helm, rolling his shoulders.

“It was a Christmas in July movie too…” Drew’s mom grumbled, clearly still upset over the scout’s interruption of her show.

“There, there, Mrs. Wright. I’m sure it’ll be on again in the future,” Miranda said, patting Drew’s mom’s shoulder.

“I’m seventy-one years old, dear. By the time it airs again, I could be dead. I’ll never find out what happens with Kristy and her love interest.”

“She gives up working so hard on her career, refocuses on her family and her roots, and they fall in love and get a house together. The end. It’s the same story for literally every Hallmark movie,” Mark sighed while massaging one of his ribs that was still tender from the recent battle.

“Young man, I did not criticize you or my son for playing the same stupid, violent video games year after year. Killing the zombies and doing quests for maidens over and over. I’d appreciate it if you gave me the same courtesy,” she said to Mark in that scary tone only mothers could achieve.

“Yes, ma’am,” Mark gulped, wishing he’d never garnered the woman’s ire.

The elderly lady was scary as hell when she got like that. Growing up, all of Drew’s friends had thought she was scary, and Mark was certainly included in those ranks. The only difference now was that she could curse him, and she had done so more than once for running his dumb mouth.

Go back to your show, you scary-ass woman, Mark grumbled to himself.

Mark surveyed the tin can’s corpse and mentally reviewed what they knew so far. The Forgeborn were coming from an incursion to the southwest of Sanctuary, heading across the Red River and into the northern part of Texas. Sanctuary had expanded its scouting and defensive perimeter since the Valkyries already had the town defended.

There was likely nothing on the planet that even had a chance of seriously wounding Sindra. But the winged warriors had their rules, and they couldn’t offer anything more than a defense of the settlement and its people. When it came to actively searching for threats and rescuing survivors, that was on the people of Sanctuary.

Still, knowing the town was secure and the civilians housed there were safe was a load off Mark’s shoulders. It allowed the martial and magical classes to head out, level up, and know they were coming home to a safe place.

Which was becoming more and more crucial as they encountered more Forgeborn. The metal men were tough bastards to kill, and not every group could be accompanied by Mark, Beefcake, or the other pre-Descent veterans. They needed stronger forces, but every time they ventured out meant a chance that group never came home.

Also, progress with leveling had slowed down as more people hit E Grade. It wasn’t drastically slower, but it was a noticeable change that meant people had to work even harder to achieve results. More excursions meant more risks too.

And things would be going smoother if these stupid tin cans would stop showing up. We’ve already lost a lot of good people. God, I hate this job.

Beefcake was already working wonders by whipping the people into shape on the training field, but the sudden increase in physical abilities required some serious getting used to. For people who had lived their whole lives without The System, there was a justifiable adjustment period to suddenly having the physique of an Olympic athlete.

The simple fact was that Mark and his team were currently waiting on the rest of Sanctuary to catch up or get close to their level. Once the others were near him, or at least past level twenty-five, they’d be able to reach out and begin expeditions to other nearby large towns and cities instead of the ramshackle rural villages they had been focusing on until now. There, they might find actual fighters and allies instead of scared farmers and survivalists hiding in bunkers and barely getting by.

Something needed to be done about the Forgeborn Incursion. Clearly, a peaceful solution was off the table. The tin cans wanted to strip Earth bare and leave the people to rot. But even Mark didn’t feel confident about facing the main incursion yet. The Forgeborn were just too naturally strong, and he needed more levels to feel comfortable taking on more than one or two at a time.

Sanctuary needed people; they needed more defenders, more farmers, more crafters, more everything. Even with magic, creating a self-sustaining settlement that produced everything they needed would require more people than they had access to at the moment.

Heck, even if they could recruit more workers for the crystal mine, it would be a huge boon. With some income, they’d be able to afford better equipment, better materials, better… well, better everything. If they couldn’t produce everything, they needed to remain competitive in war and magic. Then they could trade for it to make up the difference.

Not that it’s made a huge difference. Three towns in the middle of the boonies and barely a hundred survivors… If only we’d gotten to them sooner.

Sanctuary needed more people. It could survive without them, but that was only due to the Valkyries. Without the winged warriors that Drew’s goddess had sent, the settlement and all its people would be screwed. Sanctuary needed to take the time to train people, level them up, and get them to the point where they’d be useful – and fast. Especially if the other incursions were anything like the Forgeborn.
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“We’re getting pushed back,” Drew yelled as an oversized mace crashed into the ground next to him. He barely managed to avoid it by rolling out of the way at the last second; unfortunately, it and its owner were waiting for him the moment he got to his feet.

The air was saturated with what Drew had come to recognize as the pressure of a powerful aura. Supposedly, dungeon creatures shouldn’t be able to wield auras, but The Lady had chosen this dungeon for his training specifically because it could produce such creatures if needed. Also, the monsters with those abilities appeared to solely target him.

The pressure of a strong aura made every moment a feat of will, like swimming through tar. Drew dug deep within himself to flare his own aura, but like many times before, it sputtered and failed. So far, he had not been able to reliably replicate his feat against the Manticore. The Lady said his aura was linked to his soul, his sense of self, and his emotions – but Drew had always had trouble controlling such things.

With the knight’s aura weighing him down and no way to combat it, Drew saw the mace coming but could only bend backward slightly before the blunt weapon made contact with him. A thunderous boom of clanging metal echoed through his ears as excruciating pain sprang into existence on his left side. His body was lifted up off the ground by the mace and then thrown like a ragdoll to his right by over fifty yards, sending him tumbling and crashing about on the open prairie.

“Valiant attempt, my Champion, but you will need to be able to summon your aura at will before we can begin training in earnest,” The Lady said briefly before retreating from his mind.

“Are you okay, Drew Wright?” he heard Spock shout out, but when Drew tried to reply, he vomited up his own blood as a foamy mess.

Drew struggled as he tried to push himself off the ground while coughing up more of his own liquid life, but it was all for naught. He toppled over the moment he managed to prop himself up with his right arm, too weak to keep himself aloft or brace himself.

“Freya, go grab Daddy,” Amber shouted, most likely for Drew’s benefit. He barely heard her, however, as he was still struggling to breathe. He was simply too weak, in too much pain, and too focused on fidgeting with his hand to open up his inventory to grab a potion.

The ground shook as the massive knight, easily bigger than Beefcake, made its way toward him. Drew also felt the moment that Freya locked her jaw onto his right pauldron and took off running with him hanging limply from her maw like an oversized chew toy.

Gotta grab a health p⁠—

And then all he knew was blackness.
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As the day went on, Mark and his party continued to scout, manage evacuations, take on enemies, and basically grind their way up in levels. The Forgeborn scout had been spotted by a returning team, and that was what had made Susan Wright miss her movie in the first place. After it went down, and given they were already some distance from home, they decided that they might as well continue leveling and removing local threats.

More Kobolds were found, as well as Elementals, and Mark’s team handled them. Then they found a panther-like beast with tentacles sprouting from its back; its abilities tricked the senses into thinking the creature was somewhere it wasn’t. Some kind of illusion magic, perhaps. Then there were the Jackalopes, or rabbits that had deer antlers. They had been totally fake before The Descent, something a taxidermist did to make money and take advantage of gullible people, but now they were a real beast.

Those little bundles of joy were nearly as fast as Mark, and they charged forward with their antlers like a rhino. The massive burst of speed would send them slamming into someone’s armor, and it was a pain in the ass to remove them after that, not to mention painful.

Chupacabras were also apparently real, as one poor cow and a rancher found out. The cow and man were drained of their blood, left as shriveled sacks that looked like raisins. The man had somehow managed to live, likely from his stat points alone, but was still in recovery a week later despite constant healing. The cow wasn’t as lucky.

The Valkyries had come down hard on the monster. They maintained constant vigilance over Sanctuary, but somehow, one Chupacabra managed to sneak in, and the damage was done. People had been on guard ever since that day, and one of the Valkyries had been seen running laps around the settlement for ten days… straight. Without rest. Mark felt bad for the woman. Everyone made mistakes. God knew he had.

The fact that his family was somewhere out there gnawed at him every day. He’d always wonder if there was more he could have done, more he could have said. But short of physically dragging his family over to Drew’s… maybe that was what he should have done. Now, though, the die had been cast, and traveling that kind of distance would be a death sentence. At least until they got more powerful.

With threats like the Forgeborn and whoever they might be trading with, Mark had to hope that the larger cities had held out better than the towns near River’s Bend. So far, most of the settlements without some sort of highly defensible structure or effective place to hide were ghost towns. Or worse, piles of rubble. But surely the larger cities had banded together and managed to survive… right?

Hold tight, I will come for you when I can. He refused to think about the alternative. They are alive… somehow.

It was likely near nine at night when Mark and his team made it back to the settlement and finally sat down to eat dinner at the central cafeteria that had been set up. Tonight’s menu included steak – sorry, Mr. Raisin Cow – cooked well-done due to the lack of blood in the corpse, corn, and fresh french fries from the recent harvest. Dessert was a small sample of distilled corn whiskey, about a shot’s worth at most. Someone had gotten it in their head that people needed access to alcohol to help them relax and forget the horrors of the world.

Mark wasn’t going to complain. While there were therapists to help deal with the dark shit going on, he was just happy to have a drink to relax after a hard day’s work.

“You have new neighbors,” Sindra said, walking up to Mark while he downed the shot that sent a shiver running up his spine.

“Sindra, good to see you. We just got in. We ran into one of those ‘neighbors’ today, another Forgeborn scout,” Mark said, leaning back in the chair and letting the fire of the liquor warm his stomach.

“Other new neighbors,” Sindra clarified.

“Fuck me, is this really what Drew deals with all the time?” Mark complained, rubbing his temples, his blissful relaxation well and truly interrupted.

Sindra eyed Mark. “People have put their trust in you in Drew’s absence. They look to you and your team for leadership while he’s gone. You should feel honored.”

“That’s all well and good, but I’m not community management material. I was an IT worker before this. I liked IT because I didn’t have to deal with people.” He half groaned, half sighed. “Okay, hit me with it, what are we dealing with this time? Religious zealots? Rampaging Dragons? British football hooligans?”

Mark wondered which trope, likely descendant from the great Records, the Multiverse had thrown their way this time.

“Dark Elves and Goblins,” Sindra said, almost spitting the last word.

“Goblins? I thought they were monsters, not sapient beings. We already killed a ton of them, and they weren’t very talkative,” Mark leaned back in the chair with one hand on his head.

“They are. A while ago, some evolved and became functional members of the Multiverse… in a way,” Sindra said tactfully. “You can consider the ‘awakened’ Goblins a separate species from their feral cousins. Like humans and monkeys.”

“Wonderful. So what happened, and who was killed this time?” Mark asked, preparing to go tell the others and his wife about whatever shitshow had just shown up on their doorstep.

“No one has died. Both races appeared today outside the gates of Sanctuary as part of peace delegations representing their races,” Sindra replied as if notifying him of an Amazon package he’d missed.

“They showed up and they want peace? Where did they go?” Mark asked, leaning forward, interested in hearing some good news for once.

“They’re still here. We are unable to leave the settlement, as you know, and thus I was unable to fetch you when they appeared.”

In Drew’s absence, much of the immediate decision-making had fallen on Mark and Miranda, much to his utter frustration. He wasn’t meant to deal with cosmic shit that involved all of humanity. Mark just wanted to spend time with his wife and stab bad things on occasion.

Is that really so much to ask for in this post-apocalyptic world?

“Okay, so where are they now?” Mark asked, bottling up the frustration that bubbled in his mind.

“Outside the front gates. I didn’t wish to make any decisions in your stead as you’re the acting leader right now.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but diplomatically speaking, isn’t leaving a peace delegation at the front gates for an extended period of time considered to be extremely rude?” Mark asked, feeling his stomach turn, along with the corn whiskey, steak, and fries.

“Incredibly rude, yes,” Sindra confirmed with a nod.

“Greattt,” Mark groaned as a headache sprang forth and his stomach decided it was now on a rollercoaster. “Well, go let them in, I guess. Apologize, explain the situation, and get them settled. It’s pretty late, so I guess we’ll talk with them when they’ve rested or something.”

“Both races are relatively nocturnal, and I believe they came here during the day as a courtesy to your people. Perhaps you can turn the situation around by meeting with them during the night as a sign of courtesy to their people,” Sindra suggested.

“Fine, that’ll work. Thank you for the suggestion, Sindra. I’ll go find my wife and let her know.” Mark stood up and took a long look back at the chair he was leaving behind, wishing he had relaxed longer.

Drew, you better get your ass back here soon. This job freaking sucks, dude.
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Drew leaned back against the large rock he was sitting near, cracking his back slightly as he turned his head skyward. Maybe he could finally get a couple hours of rest before more monsters showed up and ambushed them again.

“Champion, are you ready for your training?” The Baleful Lady’s voice echoed through his head.

Drew sighed internally.

So much for getting any rest…

“Sure, I just sat down, so I should have some time,” he replied.

“Good. Now, enter your mindscape, find your core, and focus on finding the soul permeating your body.”

Drew’s eyes closed, and he did as instructed. He had no doubt that many people would kill to receive personal training directly from The Lady, and he was increasingly grateful for her assistance, as there was no way he would have progressed as fast as he had without her guidance. Maybe there were people on Earth who could do this naturally and without guidance, but he wasn’t one of them. Souls were one thing, he got that, but this training was a completely different horse.

He’d been receiving this special treatment for a very long time now. He didn’t dare ask The Lady how long they’d been working on it, as he didn’t wish to insult her by making it seem like he was ungrateful. Instead, he just powered through it the best he could, and despite him feeling like he’d hit a wall in his progress and advancement with this specific training, The Lady had reassured him that wasn’t the case. She’d even said that he was extremely talented.

Could have fooled me…

“Now remember, reaching resonance with your soul is extremely important. You must feel the weight of your decisions, the scale of your interactions, the depth of your true emotions. There are no wrong answers when it comes to your soul, it simply is. Whether it’s protection and guidance, fury, or even justice. Seek those feelings closest to your true being, and let them flow through you.”

He tried, oh how he tried. It was one thing to theoretically think of metaphysical concepts and reflect on them, but it was completely different when it came to basically vibing with his own inner self. If some dudes had a hard time getting in touch with their feelings, this was on a different plane of existence entirely.

Drew focused inwardly, trying to connect to the vague feelings of concepts that floated and vibrated throughout his soul. He brushed against each emotional and metaphysical concept while trying to remain relaxed.

This wasn’t something he could force, no matter how hard he tried. That was a lesson he was all too aware of at this point. This wasn’t even the first batch of training he’d gotten from the Primordial. In fact, according to her, this was the last step he needed to take before serious results would show.

What did his soul truly feel? What spoke to him at his deepest level? More concepts flowed past him within his mental landscape, fluttering by like butterflies collecting pollen in a field. Their wings and the minute breezes of air they created would lightly brush against his skin. He was so close yet so far from understanding what they meant.
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Drew was jolted awake as a hand lightly shook his shoulder. His eyes flew open as Amber whispered to him.

“Come on, it’s time to go,” Amber said quietly. She knew he was deep in meditation and didn’t wish to pull him out of it more abruptly than needed.

“We’ll try again on the next floor, Champion. You must focus next time. You cannot let your mind wander heedlessly,” The Lady gently scolded him.

“I understand. Thank you,” Drew replied.

“Alright, let’s get this shitshow on the road then,” Drew sighed as he stood up. His whole body cracked repeatedly as he stretched. Amber just nodded, smiled, and leaned in to give him a light kiss on the cheek.

This aura training really sucks.
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“Ugh,” Drew groaned as he awoke. The last thing he remembered, he’d been fighting a Troll with a club the size of a redwood.

I went down again. Is that the fourth time this month?

Ever since he had unlocked the ability, Drew had been facing aura-wielding opponents in nearly every battle. Once he learned to summon his aura consistently, The Lady had begun guiding him on how to manipulate it. It was similar to his [Mana Manipulation], in a way, and her lessons had improved his aptitude for both.

Seems I still have a long way to go though… he thought as he fully came to consciousness and realized every part of him was afire with pain.

“Welcome back to this unending existence,” the raspy voice of Maud greeted him as he blinked open his eyes.

“Wha… where are we?” Drew asked as he tried to get up, only for the Lich to gently push him back down with her cold touch.

“Best that you not open anything up and bleed out. You wouldn’t believe how much thread I needed to sew you back together. Though I must congratulate you – it seems you are now somewhat competent at manipulating your aura. Your training with The Lady is bearing fruit.”

Drew lay back down, but not without internal protesting. He trusted the undead woman, and if he was in bad enough shape that she needed to waste her precious crafting material to sew him together, he knew better than to argue with her.

“Yeah, hooray for me. It hasn’t stopped the aura wielders here from using me like a chew toy. But at least I can fight fairly normally rather than being pinned to the ground by their pressure. How’s everyone else?” Drew asked as he watched a dark cloud pass overhead in the bright moonlight.

“Alive. See for yourself. Tilt your head carefully, they’re to your sides.”

Drew did as instructed and felt his stomach drop. Amber was to his right, covered and wrapped in leaves that smelled most foul, and he almost panicked until he saw her body rise and fall with her breathing. Drew was about to demand to know what had happened when Maud interrupted his intended action.

“We were forced to flee into the wooded area. We were losing ground, and when you were taken out of the fight, our line collapsed,” Her eyes flared in a bright glow. “She was grievously wounded as a living vine snapped her off her feet and coiled and constricted around her, its thorns puncturing and infecting her with a particularly nasty batch of oil it secreted. The infections are under control now, and her fever broke about an hour ago, but she’s going to need at least a week to recuperate. Even with health potions.”

Thank goodness she’s alive… I don’t know what I’d…

“The mutt is awake but is incapable of locomotion,” Maud continued, and Drew quickly tilted his head forward slightly to find Freya between himself and Amber. She stood as still as a statue, and all four legs were in full casts, as was her tail, which stuck out horizontally directly behind her.

As Drew took in the poor animal’s injuries, he heard a muffled and very pitiful whine escape from the bandaged wrappings around her muzzle. The poor thing couldn’t even wag her tail properly anymore, and she looked at him with big, sad eyes.

“It’s okay, Freya. I’m going to be okay, and so is Amber,” Drew said, trying to reassure the highly intelligent dog.

“She rescued your mate, but her appendages were crushed by the vine during the escape. With your mate held within her jaws, she rolled away, likely causing her immense pain. Mr. Spock and I dragged the three of you back here.”

“Spock? Where is he?”

“To your left.”

Drew shifted slightly and found Spock in a full body cast, with tiny holes cut out for his mouth, nose, and eyes. His legs and arms were suspended above the rest of his body, which lay horizontally on a cot, by ropes that had been thrown over a nearby tree.

“What the hell happened to him?!” Drew managed to yell, although he ended up coughing toward the end of his question.

“It seems,” Maud said in her typically monotonous, raspy voice, “that this forested area is home to a large pride of pumas. Mr. Spock was standing guard while I tended to you three but soon came under a vicious assault by the large felines. He held many of them off, but I was forced to lend him aid when he fell to their numbers and ferociousness. The only area they left unmarred from their attacks were his eyes.”

“Fekkin’ Pumas,” Drew cursed.

“Yes.” Maud nodded once as Drew returned his attention to her. “We never thought to do a Puma check before entering. I feel rather guilty because I should have known better, but escaping those knights and then tending to you three distracted me. I will not be making that mistake again. We must always do a Puma check.”

Drew risked another glance at Spock and his full body cast and then sighed. “Agreed. We will Puma check every wooded area now.”

“As for you, well, your armor held up somehow, but the entire left side of your body had been turned into a material similar to mashed tubers. At least, its consistency had been. I needed to use several superior health potions to restore it, and then… well, it should go without saying, but I will require that we soon restock on magical thread. I needed two full spools just to hold your body together.”

“Understood. Thank you for saving us, Maud,” Drew said as he managed to nod once without too much pain.

“That’s what party members are for. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I believe I’ll be skinning those Pumas. Cloaks and warm winter clothes would look absolutely dapper if I were to use their pelts.”

And those fekkin’ things deserve nothing better.
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“We can’t continue like this,” Drew observed as he looked over the party. It had been two days, and Spock could still barely speak. Amber was at least able to sit up, and Drew could at best limp around the edge of their campsite before his muscles gave out.

So far, the loot they had gained was limited. They had used the handful of basic healing potions they had obtained from the previous floors’ encounters and the limited trade they had been able to do with the denizens. Still, without a healer in the party, they might be recuperating for a lot longer than two weeks. It seemed Maud’s estimates had been ambitious, given her lack of recent experience with possessing a living human body.

And this is only level three hundred. If this keeps happening, we’ll spend more time recuperating than we will fighting. We’ve been here for a couple of years already; we can’t slow down!

Drew clenched a fist. Time was hard to process here – it did something to his mind. It was difficult to understand that only weeks had passed back home. But still, the Lady had told him of the Forgeborn, of the destruction and death they were bringing with them. He didn’t have time to waste licking his wounds.

He forced himself to his feet, only to feel a muscle in his leg spasm immediately and send him back to the dirt.

“Do not overexert yourself, my Champion. There is a better way,” the Lady whispered softly in his mind.

“Another way?” Drew replied. “Do you know a place nearby where we can get more potions?”

The Lady chuckled. “Better than that. Did you think I had been training you in aura and mana manipulation for no reason?”

Drew frowned. “I figured it was so I didn’t get turned to paste by people with auras. And so I don’t blow myself up when I try to tweak my spells in combat.”

“Those are reasons, yes, but there are many more. One of which is that combining the two will give you access to far more powerful skills. I believe you are ready to attempt summoning more advanced minions.”

Drew had no idea what that meant, but he liked the sound of it. He had been using his new [Raise Dead] ability on and off since the cannon fodder event. In particular, he had found the rogue class useful for scouting ahead and had even been able to summon specialized archers and basic casters. Gaining access to even more advanced minions sounded promising, but he held his mental tongue and let the lady continue.

“You have the ability to add artificial souls to your minions, and you wisely abstained from doing so as it is a complex and somewhat dangerous process. However, I believe your current need and stage in your training warrant some hands-on experience.”

Drew winced. “Right, artificial souls. Since that cannon fodder event, I have been focusing more on my personal combat skills. Honestly, I struggle with minion control, and the new classes I have access to just make things more complicated. My focus right now is on survival, not experimentation. I figured you would tell me when it was time to mess with that stuff.”

The Lady sent a mental nod. “Had I thought the use of artificial souls would benefit your dungeon progress, I would have suggested them before now, but in this particular instance, it is warranted as minions with artificial souls have access to more powerful class templates.”

Drew’s heart leaped. Could it be that easy? He pulled up his [Raise Dead] skill and began to look over the options for class templates. He mentally focused on his [Undying Horde] ability and saw a handful of new options open up. His hopes faded as he scrolled through the new classes.

“There are minion types here that can fix undead now, but I don’t see a general ‘healer’ option that could heal our party… I had assumed that was the ‘better way’ you mentioned…” he said, a little crestfallen.

“Indeed it is. By combining your mana manipulation with the influence of your soul aura, you should now be able to tweak the spells’ templates, even create new ones. Using an artificial soul, a healer of the living should be a viable addition. This will be your next lesson. It will take quite a bit of time, but with perseverance, you will have a viable alternative to healing potions.”

Drew sighed. “I’ve already tried messing around with my spells. Last time, it backfired and fried me, not to mention drained a ton of my mana.”

The Lady seemed to smile across their telepathic link. “I saw, but you have come a long way since then, and you have access to your aura now. I suggest you try. I don’t believe you have anything better to do right now?”

Drew looked over at his invalid companions. It was fair to say that Maud was the healthiest-looking of the bunch, which was rather terrifying. The Lady was right – they weren’t going anywhere anytime soon.

Okay… so I need a summoned minion who can heal living beings. Now, how do I actually do that?

Drew activated both the spell and his skill. He felt the mana flow and form weaves throughout the spell as [Mana Manipulation] kicked in. He could feel hundreds if not thousands of shifting and moving threads of mana, each with its own set of instructions, like some kind of magical DNA. If he focused on one strand, he could make out the instructions that were imprinted. He understood a tenth of it at best.

What am I doing? It would take years to understand enough to make even minute changes.

The Lady whispered in his mind. “Trust your aura. It is the conduit to your soul, your affinities, your desires. Let it guide your mana skill. Where others use study, you must use instinct.”

Drew thought of what he needed. A healer. First, he pulled up the Bone Cleric – the class that could heal undead minions. That was a good template, but he needed one that could repair living flesh on living beings. Something that could ease pain and mend wounds quickly, like a battlefield medic mixed with a magical surgeon. As the image solidified in his mind, Drew forced the image to overlay on the spell itself, tweaking the template in front of him to create a new option.

He felt his [Mana Manipulation] skill kick into overdrive as the spell’s mana froze and then gradually shifted in so many ways that it hurt his eyes, and Drew had to shift his focus back to the image in his head. He couldn’t understand what was happening; he just needed to force it to happen.

There was resistance. But Drew could feel the goal just beyond his grasp. It wasn’t a major tweak. The System had templates for living healer classes and templates for Bone Clerics – he could somehow feel the concepts both existing, but the spell was not intended to combine the two. Necromancers were supposed to deal death and heal their undead minions – not tend to living things. However, the possibility was there, two sets of rules – like lines of code. Drew simply had to nudge the spell, and The System, to combine them for him.

The System, it turned out, did not like being nudged.

Drew’s nose began to bleed as he asserted his will onto the spell. He could feel the magical energies of the spell starting to surge, drawing on more and more of his mana to effect the change. Part of him knew that if he lost concentration in that moment, the results would be catastrophic.

As his skull began to pound with the intensity of the mana he was controlling, Drew gritted his teeth and pushed. Not with his magic, but with his soul. Finally, he felt the spell begin to take form, the weaves falling into the image held in his mind.

But just when he thought he’d done it, the whole thing began to shudder and shake with a vibration like claws on a chalkboard. His focus slipped, and the energy he’d been pushing rebounded back on him.

Warning: Failed medium spell manipulation attempt. 1000 arcane damage taken. Mana depleted.

Exhaustion hit Drew like a truck, his mana vanishing like water down a drain. As darkness began to creep into the corners of his vision, the Lady spoke.

“A valiant first attempt, my Champion. Be wary, though. Simple mana-based spell manipulation has more limited effects but may also have more limited repercussions. Using your aura and instincts as a shortcut increases the spell’s capabilities but also the damage from failed attempts. Try again in a day or two, if you are awake by then…”

Drew tried to form a reply, but the words fell apart in his mind. He settled for a grunt as he fell forward onto his face in the dirt.
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For the better part of a month, while the others healed, Drew attempted to create a new minion template. Each failed attempt meant fresh injuries and a complete wipe of his mana. He had to recover for days between each attempt.

Slowly, though, he began to get the hang of the process. He began to become familiar with the weaves of the spell, the way they moved, the intention behind them. In turn, he began to see how to match that intention to what he needed.

At first, he had thought this ability would be like a skeleton key, a shortcut to allowing him to make his spells do whatever he wanted. But over time, he realized that every spell needed its own specialized key. The more complex the spell, the more complex the key.

Thus, Drew had to study the spell, understand it, know it inside and out. Usually, this might have taken years for each new spell he attempted to change, but his aura sped up the process, allowing him to extend a part of himself outward and understand aspects of the weave.

It wasn’t complete knowledge, for it would not allow him to change the spell in any way he wanted as decades of study would have, but it did help him fashion a key to this specific circumstance. Luckily, what he desired only required a few small tweaks, and while his aura was still growing in power, it helped immensely.

Drew also continued his nighttime training with The Lady each night, focusing on building his connection to his own soul and thus strengthening his aura. The Lady also had him hone his mana-based spell manipulation, working on spells he was intimately familiar with, like [Contagion] or [Death Toll], to tweak them in minor ways.

He learned that every change had a cost – and a limit. If he wanted to increase a spell’s power, it would likely vastly increase its mana cost and cast time – often at inefficient levels – though The Lady said that would improve with time and skill. If he tried to make a spell faster to cast, it often came with vastly reduced damage. He could also only tweak a spell within the limits of its grade. An E-Grade spell could not be given D-Grade damage, no matter the mana cost.

For every change, The System added a counterbalance, and the better Drew understood those nuances, the better the spell weaves responded to his intent.

After what seemed like an endless sequence of failures, Drew finally had a breakthrough. With sweat on his brow and iron on his tongue, he pushed his aura to intertwine with the strands of mana pulling at the weaves of the spell. He could feel where each needed to be. He couldn’t write the sheet music, but he knew the song. He pushed one more time.

All at once, his aura snapped, like a dry stick in the forest being stepped on, and suddenly, it exploded into the spell. The pressure of his aura imposed his unwavering image upon the magic itself. The mana threads vibrated with a deep resonance, and everything just clicked into place.

Back in the real world, he watched as the spell pulled mana from his body, far more than a normal minion would have taken to raise, nearly completely draining him. A new template was formed.

It looked like a Lich with its gray skin pulled taut over its bones, yet wrinkles remained in places on its face and hands. It wore a black cloth robe with a white trim along the cuffs of its sleeves, around the neck, and the hem at the bottom. This new template hovered in his mind – ready for summoning.

A Flesh Stitcher Cleric, Drew knew innately.

Oh hell yes… Drew thought with a fist pump. Finally, things in the dungeon were starting to look up.

Medium spell manipulation attempt successful. New template available at 500% base cost. Mana depleted.

“Oh for fuc—" was all he managed before he passed out yet again.


Chapter Eighteen



Two fake moons hung in the air. From an outside perspective, it would have looked like Drew was walking around a countryside of rolling hills, with ruins of ancient buildings dotting the landscape. But he was still in the dungeon, and he knew the ‘sky’ he saw was actually just a very tall magical ceiling. He sighed; this place was getting to him.

Drew missed the sun and fresh air of his home. He missed his mom, kinda, and he longed for the ability to sit on his back porch and enjoy nature. Or what was left of it. It didn’t matter, he still missed it. After the first few months in the dungeon, he’d lost all sense of time, and only the occasional updates The Baleful Lady had sent him had kept him appraised of Sanctuary’s situation.

The Lady was his only source of news from the outside world, and he found himself looking forward to her short messages that updated him on the events happening on Earth, even if most of those updates brought stress along with them. It was reassuring knowing that his mom, Mark, and Miranda were at least safe and still alive.

Drew stood up and stretched his back and neck, cracking several vertebrae and sending endorphins flooding into his body’s system. It was his turn on watch while the others slept. Well, other than Maud, who was currently sewing new undergarments for him – again. His realization of Earth’s situation, and how dire the outlook was, had spurred him to begin taking more risks in the dungeon so he could advance faster.

The people in Sanctuary were essentially trapped, a nearby Incursion had scouts crawling around the perimeter of his land, and more than a few people had already lost their lives. Too low-level to fight back and level properly and put against an enemy that was resistant to slashing and piercing attacks, things weren’t going well for the folks back home.

Progress is stymied back home. They can’t properly scout for or rescue survivors with the Forgeborn in their way. We have to get stronger, and we need to do it faster, or there won’t be anyone left outside of Sanctuary to save. I need to be better, really use this opportunity to grow.

The Acid Slime-filled pitfall traps had only been the first in a long lineup of horrors that he and his group had been forced to contend with, and if Drew was being honest, his own failures were beginning to pile up. Sometimes, it wasn’t truly a choice that led to his failure but rather his own inability to measure up to the challenges being thrown at him. The weakness of his body, his skills. Thankfully, that he could remedy, but it still stung.

The cannon fodder event was one thing, as there was no way they could have beaten it. He knew that, deep down. But Drew also lamented the fact that if he and his team had been stronger, like they were now, that stupid event would have been far more manageable. They’d have been less injured and drained as a result.

All the times they’d been beaten to a pulp, forced to rest for several days to heal and recuperate… each of those injuries amounted to wasted time. Time that they needed to progress, become stronger, and then get back to Earth. Every single week wasted meant countless thousands, if not millions, of people back home suffering and dying.

He was here to train his abilities, to gain the power to save people. But the more floors they cleared, the more he felt like he knew nothing about being a necromancer. The vastness and difficulty of the dungeon showed him just how much further he had to go.

It feels like no matter what I do, it’s the wrong call. Either I have too many minions, too few minions, or I have them out of position. I was too slow with those suicide bombing flying beetles a few floors back. If I had been faster at giving my minions commands, or better, I wouldn’t have lost them all. Those few extra moments spent explaining what they should do could have ended us. All because I can’t fight and control my minions at the same time. Not to mention Amber taking that nasty gash to her leg as a result. A few inches down, and it would have hit an artery…

Drew shuddered.

When those freaking Yetis boxed us in with walls of snow during that blizzard, I didn’t even notice because I still can’t split my senses well between my minions and myself.

And it wasn’t just his minion abilities. The Lady had been teaching him to use his [Mana Manipulation] skill for more than just opening beer cans or accidentally trapping souls. Using his aura as a shortcut was dangerous, but there was a lot he could do with it using mana alone.

After months of training, he was now able to use the ability to curve his [Death Toll] ability around corners, though he had to expend triple the spell’s usual mana cost to do so. In the tight confines of the dungeon, it was a game-changing ability. However, when he’d tried to increase the power of the skill’s explosive detonation, he’d lost control of the spell and collapsed part of the ceiling on Maud. She’d been fine, mostly, but Drew still felt like he was taking too long to master his important abilities.

He had only tried making a new minion template once since the Flesh Stitcher, and it had been a disaster. He had tried to create a caster with an expanded spell list for greater flexibility in battle. The weave had fallen apart immediately, blasting half his HP along with his entire mana pool. He had been unconscious for two days. After that, he’d decided not to mess with templates unless absolutely necessary – or he’d had a lot more training.

Still, he had been making good use of his Flesh Stitchers. They might be fragile and costly to summon, but they saved the group a lot of downtime. He had tried summoning a few other artificially ensouled minions, like casters and tanks, but found they still required a distracting amount of micromanagement. The Lady had said that more minion templates would become available to him as he leveled. Still, he felt like his minions were holding him back.

The worst had been the too-convenient modern bathroom they had found in the middle of a random floor a few weeks ago. The sinks had been connected to fresh water, and the soap had smelled great. Drew had sent a minion in to investigate before giving the all-clear. Something he strongly regretted, as the dumb minion only did a cursory check. Poor Spock had happily entered the bathroom and then sprinted out moments later, screaming with his pants around his ankles as a Toilet Mimic chased him hungrily.

While some might have found the situation humorous, Spock had lost a lot of blood and had been left in a weakened state for days. It had been touch and go as to whether the system guide would even make it. Drew blamed himself. He had missed the telltale signs of a mimic. The overly suspicious bathroom in an area that was far too convenient. If Drew could create smarter minions, or if he had at least looked through the dumb one’s eyes, he would have figured it out easily. The failure was his.

What type of devious mind thought up Toilet Mimics?

Spock was traumatized, and now one of the group had to poke and prod the designated area for a bit just so he felt safe enough to crap in peace.

And that first time afterward… it was so awkward holding his hand while he did his business. Drew grimaced as the memory raced to the forefront of his mind.

Shaking his head, Drew came back to the present. Shaking off the dour thoughts. He watched as a glowbug floated too close to the nearby ‘pond’, and the water itself shifted and swallowed the bug in an instant.

A Water Elemental.

Nothing could be trusted in this environment; nothing was as it seemed. They were on floor four hundred and thirty-one. This floor wasn’t a cramped cave like some early ones had been. No, this one was the size of a small country or a state from the US.

A winged shadow glided high overhead in the inky blackness, but Drew’s [Enhanced Darkvision] picked it up clearly.

Another Petra… I better take care of it before it decides it wants a ground-based snack.

Drew threw out a [Focused Contagion] and watched as the enhanced, single target spell ate away at the monster’s body. Its skin and muscle sloughed off the skeleton before it even hit the ground.

Petras were dangerous monsters. Their outward appearance looked a lot like the flying dinosaurs of Earth, but that was where the similarities ended. Curses and debuffs were the best way to kill them because anything that punched a hole through them, took off a limb, or even made them bleed… Well, it wasn’t an experience he wished to go through again. When any of those things happened, the worm-like parasites that called a Petra home would flood out.

Like a broken fire hydrant, a pressured stream of the four-foot-long worms would come crashing into existence, screeching and searching for a new host. It sucked having them removed from his body. Basic healing wouldn’t cut it; the body needed to be sliced open, and the worms had to be pulled out like stubborn in-grown hair. All the while, they were busy trying to feast on your insides to make a nice cozy summer cottage to live in.

No, it’s best to just rot them from the inside out and skip having to deal with those bastard worms.

Drew was very thankful for his [Focused Contagion] spell, especially when dealing with horrors like the Petras. The spell was something he’d picked up in his necromancer class. It replaced his previous [Corrupting Contagion] spell, but he wasn’t complaining. It was a flat upgrade over its predecessor. The overall effect was the same, but it happened at double the speed. He would have liked something flashier, but in this never-ending dungeon, every second counted.

In fact, Drew had doubled down on effectiveness over utility for his current build. More and more, he was finding that his minions were letting him down, and it was his own power that was often the deciding factor against dungeon bosses and other powerful foes. Hence, he had chosen a more combat-focused evolution when he reached D Grade. He was now a Death Weaver.

The class focused on devastating melee-style combat and made his minions tougher and harder to kill. It allowed him to dish out immense amounts of damage while using his minions to watch his back and handle crowd control. Something that required far less micromanagement from him.

Drew looked over his status sheet. He had come a long way since low E Grade.

Status

Name: Drew Wright

Race: Dhampir (Grade – D) – lvl 85

Class: [Death Weaver] – lvl 85

Profession: [Baleful Warden (Unique Grade – D)] – lvl 85

Health Points (HP): 8860/8860

Mana Points (MP): 8160/8160

Stamina: 8080/8080

Stats (Attributes)

Strength: 763

Vitality: 886

Endurance: 808

Toughness: 886

Agility: 607

Perception: 492

Intelligence: 816

Wisdom: 634

Willpower: 754

Drew wanted to get back to Earth, he wanted to be there to help out against the invaders. Desperately so. But he also knew that his time in the dungeon had a greater purpose, and it was a gift that he couldn’t turn away from. If the Forgeborn scouts had given his friends so many issues and were still around level twenty-five to thirty, then to stand any chance against the leaders of the invasion force, Drew needed to become much stronger.

He needed that power, and he needed it now. Otherwise, Earth and its people were fucked. Even if Sanctuary remained safe with the Valkyries guarding it, that wouldn’t mean dick to the rest of humanity. He’d prefer not to be the last man on Earth.

Drew walked over to Maud, leaning over her shoulder and watching her work on his new clothing. It was almost time.

“Yes?” Maud asked in a whisper so as not to disturb the sleeping party members.

“Your turn to watch, I need some sleep,” Drew whispered back, fighting off a yawn that tried to sneak its way in.

“All right. Sleep well,” Maud nodded, putting down her crafting supplies and getting in the mindset of watch duty.

Drew slid into the tent that held Amber and lay down, throwing a light blanket over himself. Armor and all. It was too dangerous not to sleep in armor, though thankfully, after so many levels and stat boosts, he no longer woke up with a sore back as a result. Perhaps because he only needed three hours of sleep these days.

The rubber-like padding Maud had installed in his armor kept it from creaking or making too much other noise as he shuffled to find a semblance of comfort next to his beautiful, red-haired wife. He fought back another yawn, knowing sleep would find him soon.

Even so far away from home, Drew couldn’t help but think about the people there, the settlement they had built, and what they were fighting for. Survival. His people were safe for the time being, but with so few people living there, they would never have everything they needed. Not when facing the threat of the Forgeborn and whatever else was out there. There was no way they could become self-sufficient without more folks to help out.

It really is a safe haven with Sindra and her sisters watching over it. But there were millions, if not billions, of humans still around. They needed a safe haven too, and his settlement needed those people to grow and provide everyone with what they’d need to destroy the incursions.

I won’t lose anyone else.

Drew’s thoughts slowly faded as he lapsed into a dreamless sleep.
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Drew dodge-rolled forward underneath the swing of a phantasmal blade that arched overhead, his own sword swinging out in a wide slash with [Baleful Strike], the ethereal blade slicing through the enemy’s legs. Back on his feet, he jumped backward in a low arc almost parallel to the ground, narrowly avoiding the Traveler’s retaliatory strike as it hissed through the spot where he’d just been crouched.

The follow-up was lightning fast, and this time, Drew wasn’t fast enough to pull his weary body out of the way. Days, weeks, months of constant fighting took their toll over time. Nights spent on constant alert, never fully resting. Claws of magical energy dug deep into his cheek, and Drew screamed in pain as he half-stepped, half-tumbled backward so the next claw wouldn’t find his throat.

The injury burned like hot coals, making fireworks burst in front of his watering eyes. The sensation drilled directly into Drew’s mind as if running razorblades over his very nerves. He shook his head and forced himself to focus on the fight at hand.

Drew quickly regained control of his momentum and flashed forward, plunging his sword, enchanted with another [Baleful Strike], into the being’s head. Pink energy siphoned off into the void as it died and left behind its runic-letter-covered wrappings.

Face afire with pain, Drew quickly scanned the battlefield, finding Maud in melee and holding the line against two more of the creatures. One arm hung limply at her side as wicked glowing claws went in for the kill.

The Travelers were energy-based lifeforms, their bodies consisting of various colored energies held in place by enchanted magical wraps of cloth. Drew wasn’t sure what effect dying to these types of creatures would have on a Lich, and he didn’t intend to find out.

Drew flashed forward, flanking one of Maud’s attackers and slicing through its neck with another [Baleful Strike]. He watched the head topple to the ground and began to step toward the next enemy when two arrows, covered in flames, struck the last target where its eye sockets would have been.

Magic, or attacks on the soul, was the most effective counter to Travelers. The bandage-like wraps held and anchored the energy of the Travelers’ true forms. Those wraps could be destroyed easily enough, but doing so meant the being remained alive and would find more of its kind to provide new anchoring bandages.

The Travelers were a new threat to Drew and his party, one that made it difficult to heal wounds, as Spock was finding out firsthand. He took a brutal slash along his right side as the final Traveler fell under Maud’s blade. The resulting injury looked minor, but Spock still fell to his knees as he screamed in pain. It was only thanks to Drew’s Dhamphir heritage that he was still standing after his own injury.

Amber lowered her bow and rushed to Spock’s side. Her conjured flame arrow winked out of existence as she reached into her inventory and pulled out [Soulmending Cream]. She tossed some to Drew, then sat down next to Spock and applied the magical healing item to his arm, collarbone, and right cheek.

Travelers’ phantasmal claws left soul wounds. The damage they caused was extremely painful and very difficult to heal. Take too deep a cut, and death would be instantaneous. Thankfully, the party had landed a good haul of loot from three floors back, and one of those items was the cream. Items drops for loot weren’t rare in the dungeon, but having the correct item to treat each type of affliction was a difficulty in itself. Occasionally, they would find good items for sale in denizen towns too.

Spock hissed and grimaced as Amber rubbed the soul ointment onto his body. “Drew Wright, I do not like those beings, I do not like them at all,” Spock said, his face scrunched up in pain as Amber finished rubbing the lotion on his skin.

Drew grimaced as he applied his own cream. “I know, buddy, I know. You’ll feel better in an hour or so,” he said, wanting to walk over and pat Spock on the shoulder but thinking better of it at the last minute.

“Every few floors, this place thinks up new ways to maim and kill us. It’s been getting harder and harder…” Amber began, reflecting on the challenges they’d faced as a party recently. Her eyes had deep black bags under them, and Drew’s heart broke to see the many cuts and half-healed wounds littering her skin.

“That’s what she said…” Drew mumbled to himself with a weak chuckle.

He knew he didn’t look much better. He was still walking with a slight limp after a Zombie Bear had mauled him three floors ago, and his eyes were still bloodshot from a nasty poison trap he had triggered a floor later due to his reduced mobility.

“Mature,” Maud said, shaking her head as she joined the rest of the party. She didn’t seem to understand that humor was simply how Drew and his beleaguered friends stayed sane in this hellhole.

“Boof!” Freya yipped, looking at Drew accusingly.

“Don’t you give me lip, Freya,” Drew shot back at the dog. “You’re just siding with your mom because you think it’ll get you a treat.”

Freya whined but looked over at Amber with hopeful eyes.

“Fresh out. Sorry, girl,” Amber said, standing back up and patting her pockets. Her breathing was ragged, but some life returned to her eyes.

Freya yipped in disappointment, then began to sniff the air. Soon, she was snuffling along the ground like a truffle pig.

“What in the world?” Amber laughed, eyeing the dog.

“I believe she is searching for remains of our foes,” Spock chimed in. He was by far the worst off with his recent injuries, though Drew and Amber did their best to shield the poor sorcerer from harm.

“Fat chance of that when our ‘foes’ were made of pure energy and magic cloth,” Drew chuckled.

Freya did not think any of this was funny. Her ears were flat against her head, and she huffed, finding a nice spot several feet away from everyone else to plop, pout, and glare at the other party members. Her fur was matted with blood and her panting had a bit of wet wheeze to it, but she recovered faster than any of them.

Maud went and sat down next to Freya, giving the dog several nice scratches to nullify her sensitive emotions. Freya huffed again, seemingly having had enough of everyone's shit, and put her head on Maud’s lap.

Drew sat down heavily, using a nearby rock to support his back. He was searching his pockets for travel rations when he heard a distinct gnawing sound. He looked over to find Freya chewing on what appeared to be a femur of some creature that was at least twice the size of a human’s.

“Where in the world did she get that?” Drew asked. He swore the dungeon somehow manifested bones for the dog to find – either that or she had multi-classed into a Necromancer. He shook his head. He was too tired to care.

“Are you going to switch over and try out your new weapon?” Maud asked Drew, trying to change the subject and spare Freya’s feelings. Her ruined arm was already knitting itself back together thanks to her innate Lich-ness and absorbing small bits of the Travelers’ souls. The souls themselves would be fine when they ended up where they went, but they’d likely have some gaps in their memory.

“Hmm? Oh, the axe, you mean?” Drew asked, thinking about the loot he’d received from the Clotharian boss from the last floor. The axe was a very good drop, and while it wasn’t nearly as powerful as his sword in raw stats, reaching D Grade had unlocked a new ability that made the axe useful. His Baleful Greatsword was now able to absorb one other form. This form, if he so chose.

“I believe giving your weapon an axe form will fit your combat style more than its current sword form,” Maud said, nodding in response to Drew’s question.

“What makes you say that? I’ve been using the blade in its original sword form for… well, I don’t know how long, but a long freaking time.”

His sword could only absorb one other form, and Drew was still hesitant to devote that single slot to an axe form. After all, what if he wanted a long reach from a spear or the crushing damage of a mace?

“You have used it since I met you, but your physical combat style is highly aggressive. While the sword does benefit from that, you’re unable to take full advantage of its versatility with the way you’re fighting. Believe me, I’ve met many swordsmen. You’re good, but your attacks don’t flow the way they should,” Maud replied, carefully laying out her thoughts.

“Okay, I agree with some of what you’re saying, but what makes you think I’d do better with an axe? Or is it just personal bias since you use one?”

“Personal bias is true, but it’s also why I believe you would do well with it. I know my weapon intimately. It’s fast, it’s savage, and it’s highly effective. It requires less skill to use effectively than other weapons, and like you, it does well with strong yet simple slashes, bashes, and cuts. I believe it will feel better to you, like an extension of yourself rather than just a weapon,” Maud replied, tapping one fingernail on her own axe as she continued to scratch Freya behind the ear.

“Hmm… something to think about, I suppose.”

“I think you should do it, dear,” Amber said, joining the conversation.

“You do?” Drew raised his eyebrows.

“Maud has yet to be wrong about anything we’ve experienced in this… place”—Amber gritted her teeth as she said the word; the dungeon was slowly wearing on everyone’s patience—“and she is clearly well-versed in many subjects that we are lacking in.”

Drew nodded. “Yeah, it’s not that I don’t trust her advice, I just hate the idea of locking my extremely rare and powerful weapon’s extra form to an axe when I might need something else for battle.”

“An axe is effectively a bladed mace,” Maud said. “Most of its damage comes from its weight and the strength behind its swing. It is an excellent weapon against tough armor, and only a true mace would fare better. A sword, even one as big as yours, requires artful finesse, which you lack. You may become very proficient in its use, but you will never be a true swordsman.”

“Wonderful vote of confidence there, Maud,” Drew sighed.

Screw it. I do need something to deal with armor, especially as everything here keeps getting tougher and harder to kill.

Drew made his decision and removed his axe from his spatial inventory before laying it upon his sword.

Notice

Champion’s Regalia Baleful Greatsword to absorb the form of a Greataxe

Do you wish to continue?

Yes/No

Yes, go ahead. Drew acknowledged the prompt and watched the axe rapidly melt away into his sword before disappearing altogether.

Baleful Greataxe form now available

Drew glanced at the sword in his hand and willed it to change forms. Within seconds, he was holding an axe that was bigger than his sword; the head alone looked bigger than some small anvils. He hefted the gray wooden shaft of the weapon to his shoulder and began walking to where the rest of his group were packing up.
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Freya let out a low whine and slumped over by Amber’s side as the campfire crackled. After nearly five hundred floors, the party could set up camp in their sleep. Tripwires were set, all food was stored in spatial storage lest it attract visitors, and Drew released his aura ever so slightly to ward off weaker foes. Such things were second nature now.

Nearby, a Flesh Stitcher Cleric sat ready to tend their wounds, and Drew had four rogues hiding themselves in each of the cardinal directions about a hundred yards off as an early warning measure. While he could summon literal hordes of minions now, they preferred to travel with only what they needed. Drawing too much attention in the dungeon meant death. Hordes were not known for their stealth.

Drew had been experimenting more and more with artificial-souled minions and the advanced classes that came with them. They were helpful in a number of ways, but when the shit hit the fan, he found his sword and spells to be the most reliable. Micromanaging minions, even slightly more intelligent ones, was exhausting.

The dungeon’s fake stars lit up the night as the group camped ‘outside’. The nearest Denizen town had shut its gates at sunset, and Drew’s group had gotten there too late to get in without scaling the wooden palisade, which would have been a really bad idea as they desperately needed to restock on supplies come morning.

“She’s asking if anyone else has noticed how difficult the bad guys have been recently,” Amber said as she rotated the spit that the dead boar was cooking on. The fats and juices within the meat popped and sizzled as the new side was greeted by the fire. The sweet aroma of meat filled the air and made Drew’s mouth water.

Drew wiped a bit of drool from the corner of his mouth. “That’s what she asked?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Well, no,” Amber shook her head. “She said, ‘New bad guys hard. Hit hard, make many ouchies. Why they so hard when we so much stronger?’ Or something along those lines.”

“Ah,” Drew chuckled, and even Spock smiled wanly despite his right arm being in a sling and his left foot being in a cast while he sat on a downed log near the campfire. “She’s not wrong, though. It’s getting to the point where if we aren’t beaten within an inch of our lives and hobble away from a fight bleeding everywhere, I begin to become suspicious,” Drew said as he buried his head in his hands.

“It’s the natural progression of the dungeon,” Maud said quietly as she sat next to Spock, crocheting some article of clothing. “You have all reached D-Grade now. That progress comes at a price. I did warn you that fights and events would become ever more dangerous and challenging as we progressed.”

“Ms. Maud did say that, Drew Wright,” Spock nodded sagely.

“Thank you, Spock, I remember the conversation very clearly,” Drew said with a heavy eye roll.

“Drew has a point, however,” Amber said as she kicked off a boot and massaged her blistering foot, her wet sock hitting the grass like a piece of raw meat. “We’ve been having a lot of close calls, even though the enemies are within our grade and near our level. It doesn’t make sense why we’re fighting tooth and nail and barely making it out alive.”

“This is The Lady’s dungeon, and she is a Primordial. This is no mere dungeon but a training dungeon,” Maud sighed, as if her explanation instantly answered every question that everyone had.

“I’m afraid that I do not know the difference between the dungeon types, Ms. Maud,” Spock said. “The knowledge that The System granted me has long since ceased being relevant to the events we’ve been experiencing.”

Maud casually set her crocheting needle and emerald green piece of cloth on her lap. “A training dungeon is built to train beings. It’s designed in such a way to constantly challenge you. As you grow in levels and grade, the enemies and events don’t become easier but rather even more life-threatening. A normal D Grade back in the outside world would never cause as much damage nor have the same level of tactics as the ones we are facing in here.”

“You’re saying that it’s purposely hard to the point of being near impossible?” Drew asked with a raised eyebrow.

“That is a grossly overly simplified explanation, but yes.” As Maud crossed her hands over her lap, one hand began to inch closer to the needles. “This place exists to train and challenge promising members of her Cadre so that when they exit, if they exit, they have a much higher chance of reaching their potential as true powerhouses. Elites, if you will.”

“She threw us into a mythic hard-mode dungeon,” Amber said as she glanced at Drew. “I wonder how far people usually make it.”

“I’ve been this far but one time. From my understanding, most beings in The Lady’s Cadre would have left by this point. Each floor will only increase in danger. You must ask yourselves when you are willing to leave this place, for there is no shame in the accomplishments we’ve achieved up to this point.”

“Accomplishments? You mean getting our asses kicked over and over, bleeding all over the dungeon, and crawling away by our fingernails just to escape?” Drew asked with the utmost sarcasm.

“Correct,” Maud said as she finally picked her needles back up. “As long as you live, every experience offers the potential for growth.”

Drew mulled it over. Should we call it quits here? I know we’d all love to go back home, especially with all this… bullshit around us. We keep getting beaten to the point of death and barely manage to survive, and that’s despite having an immortal Lich to stitch us back together. Hell, my last Flesh Stitcher died of mana exhaustion.

Drew hefted his axe in one hand. It was so light now it might as well have been a toothpick. Muscles rippled across his forearm, and he flipped it end over end and caught it. It was a feat of strength and dexterity that would normally only be seen in superhero movies, but he did it absentmindedly now. They were strong and had gained dozens of levels, even evolved to D Grade, but they still faced death every day.

There’s no sense in bitching and complaining about our situation, but I cannot ignore how dangerous things have become. There’s no Goblin-filled tunnels anymore – now every fight can go horribly wrong very quickly.

“I believe we have room for further growth while we are here, although I do miss the Dickens rather dearly,” Spock said, breaking Drew out of his thoughts.

“I agree, Spock,” Amber nodded, which surprised Drew more than a little. “We’re powerful now, but we will need far more of this… ‘training’ to help the people of our planet. I believe it’s worth the risk.”

Drew felt a moment of pride in his companions. Even without his own racial resilience, they were made of tough stuff. They were still willing to pay the price to gain the strength they needed. He smiled softly before adding his own opinion.

“We’ll stay – for now…”
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“Quit your blabbering, you weaklings!” Beefcake barked.

Mark smiled to himself as the eighteen people in front of him quieted down. He stepped forward, bags under his eyes, shoulders hunched slightly, as multiple sets of eyes turned toward him.

“You lot are here for one reason and one reason alone,” Mark declared in his best attempt at mimicking the towering Demon’s voice. “Those tin cans keep knocking on our door, and people can no longer safely move in and out of our area to level up. All of you have expressed interest in becoming scouts, whether that’s as traditional rogues and rangers or more specialized types like assassins.

“You should know before going into this that this kind of work is dangerous. You’ll often find yourself beyond the safety that Sanctuary provides and without any easy form of backup. For all intents and purposes, you will be alone out there,” Mark continued, and as he did, he watched several people in the crowd begin to look more nervous.

“The compensation that Sanctuary offers you for this service is substantial. Outside of a select few, you will likely become some of the richest people here with many luxuries afforded to you, along with a reduction in the taxes you pay.”

Mark paused as he saw several people now smiling. Greed does have some benefits, I suppose. If it’s a good enough motivator for these people then I’ll call it a win. We need all the help we can get. Too many evacuation teams haven’t returned. We’re so boxed in that leveling has stalled out too. Replacing losses isn’t easy when leaving home often means death.

“This work will be filled with moments of extreme boredom and extreme excitement, and if you’re good, you won’t get caught. And on that note, one of our visitors has volunteered to assist in coaching you in all the basics. I expect each of you to treat her with the utmost respect and politeness. Rude behavior of any kind will see you sent to the hellhole.”

Several people in the audience shuddered involuntarily, having more than likely heard of the horror stories from people whose crimes had been light enough to be punished with a short visit to Beefcake’s personal outhouse.

A lithe Dark Elf appeared right by Mark’s side from out of nowhere. One moment, there was only empty air, and the next, the elf was simply standing next to him. Several people were startled, and a couple even jumped back and took defensive stances.

Despite himself, Mark smiled. He knew how the trick worked as he’d done it himself countless times by now, but watching people get spooked by it still gave him a tiny thrill.

It was nice of them to offer to help, even with negotiations still ongoing. On the one hand, I’m thankful that I don’t have to add training these people to my list of crap to do, but on the other… well, can we really trust them yet?


Chapter Nineteen



“We’ve got seventy-three more incoming from the cliffs!” Amber yelled as she launched three fiery arrows toward the incoming Harpies. Mid-way through their flight, the arrows split and then split again, going from three arrows to twenty-seven. “Make that forty-six!”

Drew threw the weight of his body and all his strength behind his strike, his oversized axe cutting deeply into the nude bird-woman hybrid and sending her corpse toward the rest of her flock. The mountain’s north face, where they were huddled, was already covered in blood and feathers from previous attacks. The cave this event had forced them to hole up in was so full of corpses that they had been forced out onto the ledge. Drew dared not look down as he knew the drop to the dungeon floor would likely be fatal.

In the air in front of them hovered nearly two hundred harpies that Drew had raised over the course of the battle. As the fighting progressed and more and more waves were thrown at them, Drew could no longer risk the time it took to summon new minions. Even with his allies covering his back.

The fight had been going on for hours now. His Flesh Stitchers were long gone, their mana expended or simply destroyed in the battle. Dungeon monsters had learned to target the healers in the group over a hundred floors previous. Drew had a handful of archers still firing arrows, along with a few casters who were using the bodies as cover, but their impact was minimal.

Thankfully, his template-based minions were a bit more intelligent, and so far, Drew had managed to split his attention between updating their orders and fighting. It was a delicate balance because if he left them unsupervised for too long, they would end up targeting the wrong enemies or moving into disadvantageous positions, but if he let his attention stay on managing his minions for too long, then he left himself exposed.

Already a headache throbbed between his temples, but he pushed through, sending a contingent of zombie harpies to engage the new enemy wave while leaving enough nearby to protect their flanks. Only a second after doing so, one of the current wave dived at him, claws outstretched. Drew barely brought his axe up in time to deflect the attack.

Focusing back on his own combat, he began to rapid-fire [Death Toll]. His training with the Lady had paid off, and, after a few months of trial and error, he had managed to create a version of the spell that sacrificed power for speed, allowing him to fire off shots like a machine gun. It was particularly effective crowd control against swarms, causing the murder birds to swerve and swoop away lest they be peppered with explosions – though he still used the original version when going for the kill.

“I need thirty more seconds, Drew Wright!” Spock called out.

“Alright, bud, I’ll try to buy you the time!” Drew called back over his shoulder in between frantic breaths. He risked a glimpse up toward the cliff, only to see a fresh batch of Harpies fly over the ledge. A fire arrow caught one of the Harpies via its screeching mouth and sank into its brain. Its limbs immediately started to spasm.

Perfect, now just group together a bit to check on the dead one…

A dozen or so of the Harpies dropped lower right as the dead one’s limbs went limp.

NOW!

[Corpse Explosion]

Anything is a weapon, if one is brave or creative enough. Target a fresh corpse to trigger a violent explosive effect that converts the husk of the dead into a vicious weapon. Bones, claws, talons, and other sharpened or hardened materials are further strengthened by the spell as they are launched in all directions.

The Harpy’s body turned into a dropping claymore as everything that was once insides became outsides and blew apart in a shockwave, pelting and spearing all the nearby Harpies with their former flockmate’s magically reinforced remains. A taloned leg shot up and punched its way through two enemies while ribs rocketed out in all directions, breaking bones, piercing bodies, and cracking necks.

That should help cut down their numbers a bit.

Drew grinned to himself as the sky rained corpses and body parts hit the ground like fleshy bits of hail. His minions were still swarming the previous batch of unharmed foes, so Drew had to divert his attention to ensure they harried the more injured birds.

His axe ricocheted off a rock as the split-second distraction to minion management caused him to miss a fatal strike against the Harpy he was engaged with. Drew swore as carrion-clogged claws raked across his chest piece and a razorblade-like wingtip sliced his cheek.

Starting to think there’s a reason most Necromancers stick to the back lines…

As Drew had gained more and more levels exploring the dungeon, he had tried to take Maud’s and The Lady’s advice, using his minions and maxing out his control cap whenever he got the chance. More and more, though, he was feeling like the trade-off in the loss of his own combat effectiveness wasn’t worth the price.

His minions had great utility in small numbers, but as they grew into a horde, it felt like Drew was juggling spinning plates, trying to keep each minion type focused on the right objectives as the battle ebbed and flowed. Chaos and change were inevitable, and strategizing while swinging an axe or casting a spell was far from easy.

Drew rolled to the side as a claw ripped past his head, then rolled again as a hail of dart-like feathers riddled the stones where his body had been. He was glad he had continued to upgrade his [Dodge] skill and that he had taken [Evasion] to help with AoE attacks. Axe in hand, he executed an eight-foot vertical leap, cleaving the feather thrower in two on his upswing and then slicing open the chest of the other attacker on his downswing.

Maud was right. Axes get the job done.

“Guysss… something big is coming!” Amber called out.

Of course it is. It couldn’t just wait a few more seconds, could it?

Drew spun and nailed a bird coming in behind Amber with an original recipe [Death Toll], all eleven herbs and spices included, blasting it to pieces. He spent a few precious seconds telling his remaining minions to stay close so they could act as a buffer between the party and whatever fresh hell awaited.

Fuck, when did my archers and casters go down?

Drew had no time to check as he leaped again, cutting down a shrieking Harpy before it could close on Spock’s position. He cursed as he realized that, in telling his minions to regroup, he had overridden his previous order to prioritize Spock’s protection. He reissued the order and nearly took a foot-claw to the throat as a result.

“Drew Wright, my spell is not ready yet. This takes much of my concentration,” Spock said. Sweat ran in rivulets down his face. The spell was a new, particularly dangerous AoE skill. The charge time made the sorcerer vulnerable as he couldn’t move or cancel the casting once it had begun.

“I know, bud, just keep thinking happy chicken thoughts, okay? We’ve got this,” Drew said.

“I do not have enough… energy to cast my long-range spells. I feel rather useless,” Maud yelled as she de-winged a Harpy that had gotten too close during its fly-by. She somehow retained her raspy monotone despite the situation. She stood in front of Spock, eyes narrowed.

“Just stand there and look extra undead and spooky,” Drew called back.

She nodded as if this were a perfectly valid course of action. “Understood.”

Alright, whatever is coming, we nee⁠—

“Drewww, it’s their queen bitch or something!” Amber yelled as an absolutely massive Harpy crested over the mountain and began flying rapidly toward the cliffs and in the group’s general direction.

Drew swore. “I see it!”

“It looks pissed, dear!”

“Thank you, I see that too!” Drew called back.

Its giant, birdlike legs, each of which was longer than Drew was tall, ended in talons the size of his forearms. The saggy chest folds on the thing could likely suffocate the whole group if they got caught near one, and its face… Amber was right, the thing was pissed. Rage contorted an already hideous thing into something out of a Ridley Scott movie.

And it’s moving fast because, screw us, right? Okay… what to do. Not enough time to raise more minions to hold it off, no corpses near it for another explosion, and I doubt a little screaming skull will do much. I could throw the DoTs on it and… ohhhh, yeah, that might work.

He mentally sent every harpy zombie he had to pick a fight with their momma, willing them to focus on her wings and anything else that might slow her approach. This, of course, freed up the still-living Harpies to descend on their position, so the twang of Amber’s bow moved into overdrive. She immediately compensated before Drew even needed to tell her what he was doing.

“The not-chickens are getting awfully close, Drew Wright! I still remain unable to move!” Spock called, but Drew had to trust that Maud and Freya had his back. They had already agreed that any party member whose skill set was not suited to a particular battle would default to protecting the squishy members. In fact, after hundreds of floors, they had agreed on maneuvers for nearly every circumstance imaginable.

Drew wished he could say the same for his minions. They had no understanding of anatomy and were currently attacking the Harpy Queen’s legs as much as her wings to satisfy his order to slow her down.

He swore and swiftly cast [Focused Contagion] and [Agony] on the giant Harpy Queen before he went to work on the next part of his plan. He felt his mana pull and twist as he activated the spell, and his hands went to work immediately, contorting themselves in a way that made it look like he was throwing out mystical gang signs, wispy white energy flowing off of his arms and hands as they weaved in and out.

The fallen corpses of the Harpies strewn about the rocky platform all began to twitch, then they spasmed. Things started to become messy after that as all the bones from every corpse in the area soon shot toward the same space, slamming into one another before melding into a solid piece.

“My arrows aren’t doing anything to it!” Amber cried out, and Drew chanced a glance up at the incoming momma bird to see her body littered with fiery arrows like some kind of flying pincushion but flying easily nonetheless. “Focusing fire on the little, er… littler ones!”

It was clearly a boss. Dungeon bosses were always significantly more powerful than the party themselves. But they had weaknesses. Harpies were weak to magic – hence the bright glow of power slowly surrounding Spock. The spell had a wicked cooldown, so they would only have one shot at this.

Without his minions running interference, the ‘little’ Harpies were swarming Spock. With every floor, the monsters became more intelligent, and they knew the intensely glowing bard was a significant threat. Those that managed to avoid Amber’s arrows swarmed like moths to a flame as they threw themselves at the system guide, only barely rebuffed by Maud’s axe and Freya’s teeth.

“I am beginning to feel unsafe, Drew Wright!”

“Working on it!” Drew replied, quickly refocusing as the shaft of bone lengthened and smoothed out, the front end twisting upon itself as if it was in the process of being rifled. Just as the Harpy Queen crested the cliffs, Drew’s spell clicked into place.

[Bone Spear]

All their bones belong to you. Control them, shape them, twist them into a morbid projectile that’s sure to ruin anyone’s day. In exchange for a long cast time and a large expenditure of mana, pull all the bones of designated nearby enemies together to construct an armor-piercing spear of magically strengthened bone.

The spear launched itself upward as it snapped free from Drew’s control like a bolt from a crossbow, hurtling toward the Harpy Queen at a ridiculous speed. The Queen, for her part, barely had time to react as her eyes widened above her rictus grin of rage. The spear impaled her below the sternum and pulled her with it as it crashed into a cliff edge further up the mountain.

The boss screeched and scrambled against the rock, tearing out chunks the size of small cars. After dozens of waves of Harpies, they were all low on mana. The blood underfoot was as much theirs as it was their enemies’. If the boss reached them, it would all be over; they would be cast from the cliff face with a few seconds to ponder their mortality before the ground rushed up to meet them.

“Almost ready, Drew Wright,” Spock yelled. The veins of his forehead stood out sharply against his bruised and lacerated face. The power gathered around him was now difficult to look at.

“Good, because I don’t think that will hold her for long,” Drew said as he watched the Harpy Queen claw desperately to get away and pull the spear from her body as black blood leaked out from her body. Drew’s DoT spells were starting to take effect as well, but the monster must have had a massive health pool because he needed to reapply them before any pustules even began to form.

It didn’t take long for the Harpy Queen to realize that she was well and truly stuck, and her only way off the spear and to her hated enemies was by pushing her body up the shaft. Drew could tell the monster was in immense pain as she struggled to force her body up the length of the spear, likely feeling her internal organs scraping and pulling along the shaft as she forced herself to continue.

“Ready, Drew Wright!” Spock shouted.

I hope it’s enough…

Drew dove down onto the rocky ledge. “Boo bear, get down!”

Amber dropped. Freya saw the move and leapt towards her to do the same.

Drew looked over to see Maud locked in combat with four Harpies that must have landed while he was focused on the boss. She has been forced out of position. Positions that Drew had carefully set, knowing the angle and breadth of Spock’s coming blast.

She doesn’t know.

The Harpy Queen finally freed herself and began to bear down on them. She must have used an ability because her form blurred and her speed doubled. Drew was running toward Maud, arms outstretched, ready to tackle her to the ground. With his passive [Leap] ability, he could clear the distance easily.

But the Queen was not about to give up that easily, and her barn door-sized wings began to glow and take on a metallic sheen. Drew recognized the AoE ability some of the smaller Harpies had used. The Queen was twenty times their size and peak D-Grade, so the attack could easily shred through Spock, given how injured he was. If that happened, they were all dead.

Drew frantically ordered his few dozen remaining harpy minions, who were still trying to fulfill their orders to slow the boss, to create a flesh shield with their bodies in front of the immobile Spock. As he did so, his vision blurred for a split second as his mind tried to execute a leap toward Maud and relay the order simultaneously.

In that moment, his trajectory changed ever so slightly, and Drew sailed past Maud, crashing to the ground just beyond Spock’s blast radius but failing to bring the Lich with him.

“Mau—” Drew screamed, but it was too late.

Spock’s ethereal chicken familiar hopped off his shoulder and rapidly grew in size. Like its very real cousin, the one they had all seen back on Earth, it clucked, and a massive blast of blue energy flew away from its beak.

Within the blink of an eye, the cliffs, the Harpy Queen, and everything else that lay beyond was gone. All gone. The mountain now had a tunnel-like hole cutting right through it, as if it were a piece of Swiss cheese.

No matter how long Drew frantically looked from side to side, Maud wasn’t there.

No. No, no, no…

Drew’s legs gave out, and he collapsed to his knees as he stared blankly out at the now barren battleground. His ears were ringing, his vision blurry. Moments passed.

He barely registered Amber coming to sit next to him, laying her head on his shoulder while she sobbed lightly. He then realized that his own face was wet too.

She’s gone…

“What have I done?” Spock asked in horror and disbelief as he wrapped himself up in his own arms.

After that, there was only shocked silence, occasionally interrupted by sobs, quickened breathing, and an atmosphere of astounded disbelief. Amber and Drew clung to each other as their tears flowed, while Freya frantically paced back and forth, her nose to the ground as if searching for a scent. Spock walked over to the last spot anyone had seen Maud standing on and looked down at the hard rock.

“I… I killed her…” Spock fell to the ground, his hands and nails desperately attempting to dig into the hard rock. “I have… killed a… person,” he said between sharp intakes of breath before he lay down, curling up into a ball on his side and wailing uncontrollably.
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“Champion, she’s not truly dead. There is no need to fret,” The Baleful Lady whispered kindly into his mind as Drew sat on the ground with his head on his knees, the smoking remains of the mountain occasionally shifting as landslides continued to happen in the distance.

“She still died because we weren’t strong enough. Because I wasn’t strong enough. I could have saved her if my fucking minions didn’t mess with my head at the last second. Hell, if I was strong enough, I wouldn’t have needed those minions. Sindra wouldn’t have let this happen. I failed…”

“Maud is a Lich; her soul will travel to her phylactery, where her body will be reformed in time.”

“I know that, I do, but she will lose a ton of her progress, her power, she’ll be weak again, and it’s our fault…” Drew brushed away the tears running down his face. “She won’t be here with us. She can’t collect more materials for her profession, which is one of the few things that brings her some semblance of joy in her otherwise emotionless existence.”

“Simply collect the materials for her then, Champion. When you see me next, I will ensure she receives them.”

“You don’t get it.” Drew shook his head, still buried in his hands and knees. “I am losing this battle. I am not growing fast enough to keep up. The dungeon is winning. This was supposed to be an opportunity, a way to save more lives. Instead, my friends keep getting injured, my wife keeps getting hurt, we got Maud killed…. Millions must be dying back on Earth. Starving, bleeding, being slaughtered by monsters and incursions, and I can’t do anything to help them. I’m stuck here, and I keep fucking up. I’m not sad, I’m fucking furious. At The System for putting me in this situation, at the Incursion races for increasing the threat, and at myself for not being able to keep up with it all… and now Spock is catatonic, and I⁠—”

“Failure isn’t the end, Champion, just as death isn’t. All beings fail. It’s part of life, and it’s part of death. I am not downplaying the difficulty you face; I am merely making you aware that these things do happen, and often. It is entirely possible to do everything correctly and still fail. True failure is giving up. When you no longer care to improve, to learn, and to move forward, that’s when you truly fail.”

Drew nodded, the words striking a chord. He couldn’t give up, wouldn’t give up. He would focus. He couldn’t rely on his minions to save him. He needed to be strong enough to end threats on his own. He would continue pushing. Train until his axe could split mountains, until his aura sent his enemies to their knees. He would make himself a force to be reckoned with. His minions were important, they were an asset. But if he couldn’t do what was needed without them, why even carry a sword?

Drew had gained multiple levels from the battle, finally pushing him over level one hundred in his race, class, and profession – into mid D-Grade – precisely where Maud had wanted to get them to. A bittersweet victory.

But it wasn’t enough. He needed to go further.

To reach C-Grade.

“We will skip today’s aura training; it would do your soul little good due to your emotional state. Take the day and mourn if you must, be with your friends and family. But never let your guard down in the dungeon.”

With that, The Lady cut the connection, leaving Drew with his thoughts. For a long while, he simply stared at the inky blackness inside his eyelids. Sadness, guilt, and rage swirled around him until he gritted his teeth. His thoughts drew into a condensed ball of determination.

Drew would not stop now. He would go further, push until he was strong enough to save them all.

No more mistakes. We are going to beat this fucking dungeon. For Maud.


Chapter Twenty



“It’ll be okay, sweetie, just take deep breaths. Think calm, relaxing thoughts. Drew will be back soon, and then no one will bother you anymore,” Miranda said, rubbing her husband’s shoulders and neck.

Mark had another meeting with the diplomatic envoys in thirty minutes, and he was not looking forward to it. Deep down, Mark was a hermit. A cave dweller. An introvert. In his old career, he had been a System Admin Manager at an IT firm in Dallas, a position he enjoyed due to the low threshold of bullshit per day that he needed to deal with. Comparatively speaking. Anyone in IT would tell you how straight-up stupid the average human being is, but Mark had been lucky enough to deal mostly with higher-ups within his company and the IT professionals below him.

He loved the magic. He loved being faster than some superheroes from the comics he grew up with. He did not love being in charge of hundreds of people’s lives. His choices affected more than just a company’s servers now; they affected whether people lived and died. Flourished or starved. Made peace or war. Exhaustion and anxiety didn’t begin to describe his emotional and mental health at the current moment.

“Can’t I just tell them to wait until Drew gets back? It would make things so much easier,” Mark groaned, dreading the upcoming meeting. He tried to relax as his wife rubbed his tense muscles, but his mind kept racing through worst-case scenarios.

“You know we can’t. We’ve put it off for weeks. If I was in their shoes, I’d be wanting to have finished this up by now.”

At the first meeting, Mark and Miranda had decided it was best to play for time. Drew had said he’d be gone for a few weeks, a couple of months at most, so they had told the delegates that they were currently engaged in urgent evacuations and scouring the area of Forgeborn scouts. They needed time to deal with that threat before hosting future meetings.

That had been weeks ago.

Since then, they had met multiple times, and on each occasion, Mark had stalled for time. He had pleaded complications such as monster attacks, supply runs, and an unfavorable cycle of the moon for a diplomatic meeting. The delegates had seemed to accept these white lies as par for the course on a primitive, newly integrated world.

Luckily, as members of the Multiverse, the delegates were likely E-Grade or higher and, as such, measured their lifetimes in centuries rather than decades. A few weeks was not as much of a delay as it might have been on Old Earth. At least according to Sindra. Still, Mark knew their patience was wearing thin. He was going to have to face them again, and this time, he was out of excuses.

Mark rubbed his temples and sighed, hunched over on the edge of their bed. Drew had been gone for over seven weeks now, and things felt like they were falling apart. Forgeborn were practically at Sanctuary’s doorstep. Scouts were showing up almost daily, and it was extremely dangerous for the average group to even attempt to attack them. Sure, the Valkyries would smite anything that got within the settlement’s official area of control, but that wasn’t the real issue.

The real problem was that Sanctuary was boxed in. Almost everyone was too under-leveled to deal with the Forgeborn; no one could even go out to hunt or gain actual levels so they could stand a chance against the damned tin cans. Could everyone just hole up in town and wait for Drew to get back? Sure, absolutely. But it would also prevent any and all expeditions to the local towns to rescue people or trade goods with those who refused to move, and most of the settlements that hadn’t consolidated and joined Sanctuary proper were already running out of food. Surplus food that Sanctuary had been either trading or donating to help the people stuck out there.

Those people, the ones not currently in Sanctuary, they were the ones who were starving and dying. And their fate would be far worse if the Forgeborn reached them. The damn metal men were a plague. Evil locusts without mercy or compassion. Even if Mark went out with the best fighters, there was now a good chance of their group being overwhelmed. They could no longer send anyone beyond the walls. The things were everywhere, all the time. They didn’t sleep, they didn’t eat, they didn’t take any kind of rest. They just scouted, destroyed, and pillaged.

God help all those that we couldn’t get to in time…

A light knock came on the door to their house, and Miranda got up to answer it. Mark didn’t need to be told. It was time. He needed to get to the meeting and hopefully make the best decisions possible for everyone. He just prayed his choices wouldn’t doom them all.

Mark and his wife made their way across Sanctuary until they stood outside the door to the meeting room. An impromptu building had been thrown together in haste when the delegations had originally appeared, only made possible by Sindra’s stone-shaping powers. The building itself was far from luxurious, but it was practical and functional, and it had served both as the meeting place and for housing the two separate delegations over the past few weeks.

Miranda smiled. “You’ve got this, honey. Believe in yourself, the way I believe in you, and always remember, I have your back.”

Mark grimaced, his lips turning thin as he pressed them together before nodding. He put his hand against the door and gave it a good shove, heading into the room. He found his seat at the stone rectangular conference table, quickly joined by his wife. The other parties were already present and seated and awaiting their hosts.

One of Sanctuary’s citizens, a Soulflame named Daniel, was also there. He had been assigned the role of ‘diplomatic liaison’. A fancy title that basically meant he was an errand boy catering to the delegates’ requests and seeing to their comfort. He was a young guy, but Drew trusted him, and he wasn’t lacking in strength, so Mark had put him to use. In truth, he was also a spy, collecting snippets of overheard information. Daniel quickly brought out refreshments of sweet tea, lemonade, and water.

“Heyyy, how’s it going, bub?” Raz’zat Shinkick, the delegate for the Goblins, asked, reaching forward and pouring himself a tall helping of lemonade. From a purely biological standpoint, the Goblin diplomat looked no different than his wild cousins that Mark had helped fight off on the first day of The Descent, but his clothes spoke of a completely different level than the loincloths the wild Goblins had worn.

If Mark was blunt, he would say that Raz’zat Shinkick looked like a stereotypical 1980s pimp. A purple top hat with zebra print fabric wrapped around it, a velvety purple coat lined in white fur, and an equally violet vest and tie. Gold was also a prominent fashion statement, as the Goblin man wore several gaudy rings on each hand and had two golden linked chains dangling from his neck.

Personality-wise, at least from what Mark could tell and from what Daniel had told them, Raz’zat was something of a cross between an overly friendly 1920s mobster and an actual decent fellow. The contradiction made Mark feel even more nervous when he spoke to the little green man.

“Greetings, Mr. and Mrs. Kobinah. You’re both looking well,” said Helimar Dusksorrow, the Dark Elf delegate, with a slight smile and a courteous nod.

The Dark Elf diplomat was very much the polar opposite of the Goblin. He was dressed in tight leather armor, as if ready for battle, with two wicked-looking swords sheathed on the small on his back. His personality was also far different, and despite his rather rough-looking outfit, the man held himself in a very polite and almost regal manner. If Mark was forced to choose a single word to describe the man, he would be hard-pressed to find one better than ‘tactful’.

“Delegates Raz’zat and Helimar, as representatives of both Sanctuary and humanity, we bid you welcome, and we look forward to this meeting.” Miranda smiled and opened her arms as if to embrace a child.

Mark nodded and tried to force a smile despite his nerves.

God bless my wife…

Miranda was able to take pressure and stress in her stride. She had spent many years in medical school, and even more in the chaos of actual hospitals. She was all too familiar with high-pressure environments, dealing with many different kinds of people, and the need to remain calm and collected regardless of the direness of a given situation. Mark knew he would be lost without her.

Both delegates smiled in return, with the Dark Elf practically glowing due to his wife’s polite welcome. The Goblin also smiled, less because of the politeness, Mark suspected, and more due to the ‘respect’ that had been consistently shown to him throughout his stay here. That ‘respect’ often took the form of free food and a close relationship with the community’s only alcohol producer.

Mark knew some minor details about the two races now, and the most likely reasons they were here. Mark had used some of his limited influence as temporary leader of Sanctuary to acquire basic information on both races from Junior Jr., the branch manager of the System store in Sanctuary.

Helimar sat up straighter. “As representative for the Dusksorrow clan, I need to make you aware of my clan leadership’s… reservations due to the length of our stay at your settlement. They were beginning to worry that your people were not interested in forming diplomatic ties.”

Each word was carefully manicured so it revealed exactly what was intended. There was frustration hidden behind the politeness. The Dark Elves, as a people, placed great emphasis on words and the meanings behind them.

“Yeah, the Chieftain of my tribe has similar concerns. What’s the holdup, bub?” Raz’zat asked, tilting his head.

Where the Dark Elves valued intelligence and polite gestures, the Goblins valued a more direct approach. Mark empathized with the Goblins’ values, as they were similar to his own. He took a deep breath and tried one final time to calm his nerves. It is time.

“We appreciate both of you letting us know of your concerns, and I personally apologize for the tardiness of our response. As you know, integration was thrust upon us, and the necessities of survival keep us quite busy. However, there was another facet to the delay…”

Miranda gave him a supportive nod as Mark continued. “To put it bluntly, my wife and I are temporary leaders here in Sanctuary, and I’d been holding back on our meetings in the hope that our leader would be returning shortly. Again, I apologize. It was not my intention to deceive either of you; I just didn’t wish to make any commitments without speaking with our leader first. However, he has not returned in the expected timeframe, so our gambit failed.”

Letting these people, technically invaders, know that the settlement was without its usual leadership was a risk. But the meetings could no longer be put off, and without Drew here, it fell on him and his wife to make the decisions. He had some educated guesses about the intentions of these two races in front of him, but at the end of the day, that was all they were. Educated guesses.

“I see. The Dusksorrow appreciate your candor, and I believe I understand your reluctance in relaying this information, given the current… unfortunate situation of your world,” Helimar stated. He didn’t smile, but he didn’t seem angry either.

“Ahh, you were worried we’d hear that ya chief was away and try to storm your digs, eh? Fat chance of that, bub. Most gobbos are scum, but Tribe Redtoof don’t do things that way, despite what my last name might lead ya to believe.” Raz’zat Shinkick laughed, waving his hand in dismissal.

Mark considered his response but decided to continue to play it straight. “No, I wasn’t worried about the safety of our people here; we have above-adequate protection in that regard. I simply didn’t want to make any commitments between our peoples without the guidance of our leader. Honestly, I didn’t feel qualified to make such large decisions on my own.”

“Two questions, if I may,” Helimar spoke up, his hand raised slightly. Miranda and Mark both nodded.

“First, I take it your leader has returned from wherever he went? Given you are now willing to speak? As for the second, you claim to have strong protections in place, strong enough that you do not fear incursions. May I ask you to briefly elaborate upon that?” Helimar asked.

Raz’zat raised a hairless eyebrow. “Yeah, bub, your people are still new with The System. What makes you so confident? Or have you not witnessed the might of a full-blown incursion yet?”

Mark poured himself a glass of sweet tea from the pitcher and took a gulp, both to wet his palette and to quench his growing thirst.

Sweet southern iced tea, there’s nothing like it. Mark internally sighed in contentment.

“Our leader, Drew, has not returned, unfortunately. We have decided that despite his continued absence, further delays would be both impolite… and lacking in respect.”

Mark saw both delegates nod in satisfaction, and he silently thanked Junior Senior for the intel he had provided on the races in front of him.

“On a very personal level, it is frustrating, but he is off doing something very important, something which ties into the answer to your second question. Drew is the Champion of The Baleful Lady, and as such, The Lady has granted Sanctuary her personal protection. Members of her Cadre, the Valkyries, much like Sindra, who you originally met at our gates, are here to ensure our safety.”

Politics were not Mark’s strong point, and they definitely weren’t something he enjoyed. But he knew when a show of strength was necessary.

Better to correct any illusions they have of our vulnerability now rather than wait to play that card.

Ultimately, Mark did want to have positive interactions with these potential allies. Their best chance had been Drew leading these discussions himself, given his title, but name-dropping the boss was the next best thing.

Helimar leaned back in his seat. His left eyebrow twitched ever so slightly, and had it not been for Mark’s extremely high perception stat, it would have been unnoticeable. Raz’zat, on the other hand, wasn’t nearly as subtle with his response.

“Whoa! A bigshot, huh?!” The Goblin leaned forward, both hands on the table, his face alight with an almost manic glee. “Usually, I need to buy someone dinner to get something this juicy. We’ve struck gold here, boyo.”

Raz’zat reached over and patted Helimar on the shoulder, clearly very happy about the situation. The Dark Elf sighed and delicately removed the Goblin’s hand from his shoulder with a silk handkerchief, as if picking up a dog turd with a tissue.

“Finding a Valkyrie here was curious, but the people of their race work many jobs throughout the Multiverse. I was surprised that my inspection ability didn’t function on her. What Grade is she? If I may be so bold as to ask,” Helimar said, trying and failing to keep Raz’zat from touching him in his excitement.

“Sindra?” Mark asked, looking over to his wife.

“She’s in B Grade, although we’re unsure whether that’s low, mid, or peak,” Miranda replied politely.

That reply had a bigger effect than Mark expected. Both of Helimar’s eyebrows shot to the top of his forehead, and his hand froze in its attempts to swat Raz’zat away. Seconds later, the Goblin also froze, having processed what Miranda had said.

“Wazzat? A B Grade, here… on this dirtball? By the Tinkerer Goddess’s sweet tits…” Raz’zat removed his grabby hands from Helimar completely and plopped back down in his seat, grabbing his glass of fruit juice and downing it in a single gulp before pouring himself another.

“Our preconceptions were clearly incorrect,” Helimar thought out loud, turning to Raz’zat.

“No shit, this changes things,” Raz’zat nodded.

“Excuse me, I believe I’m missing some crucial information here…” Mark interrupted, his confusion written on his face.

What preconceptions? What’s going on here? Were they really going to invade after all?

“Ah, excuse us, Mr. and Mrs. Kobinah. The information you’ve just provided was not expected. I believe it would be in our best interests to be more direct in our dealings. I’m unsure what you know of our two races, but—” Helimar began, his brows knitted together as he tried to craft the right words.

“Most people hate us,” Raz’zat interjected, but then he grunted as Helimar jabbed him in the ribs. “What? You said we should be direct, remember?” the Goblin protested.

“Yes, however there’s direct and then there’s verbal excrement. Please do not confuse the two,” Helimar hissed, with a slight grimace at his own vulgarity.

“Still kinda lost here, folks…” Mark confessed, looking to his wife for help.

“What exactly did you mean when you said, ‘Most people hate us’?” Miranda asked, stepping in for her husband.

Helimar sighed, his shoulders slumping slightly. He waved his hand at Raz’zat, looking defeated.

Raz’zat leaned back in his chair, unworried by the loss of decorum. “It’s like I said, most people hate us. It’s a race thing, capeesh? Goblins are loathed across the Multiverse, usually for good reason, as there’s hardly a fella you’ll meet that hasn’t had a bad run-in or two with our… less cultured cousins…”

He grinned, showing his needle-like teeth. “But most of the time, it’s your run-of-the-mill prejudice. We live relatively short lives, even once we’ve evolved, yeah? We make the most of it though, we party, we drink, some enjoy… recreational chemicals, others, well…” He winked at them. “We like music and fucking.”

Mark suppressed a shudder, but Raz’zat just barked a laugh at his discomfort. “Oh, and the things we invent sometimes blow up – as an accidental feature.” He was counting off with his fingers as if reading from a mental list.

“Sex, drugs, and rock n’ roll?” Mark asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Ohhh, now that’s nice, I like that! Is it an Earth saying?” Raz’zat asked excitedly.

Mark and Miranda both nodded.

“I think I’m going to like it here, Helimar.” The Goblin grinned, pointing at the co-delegate. The Dark Elf sighed more loudly this time before turning back to Mark and Miranda.

“As Raz’zat here has stated so eloquently, his people are loathed by many. Some of it is normal stereotypes taken to an extreme, especially regarding the Goblins’ lesser-evolved brethren, but there is much hatred toward both our races.”

“Helimar, would you mind if I asked why your people are disliked?” Miranda asked.

Raz’zat’s hand shot up. “Ah, I can answer that one! It’s their snobby cousins!” he said with glee. “They have their noses up in the air and do everything possible to piss on the Dark Elves. Ya know, the Sun Elves, High Elves, Wood Elves, etc. They’ve hunted down and unfairly persecuted their Dark Elf counterparts for ages now. Spread lots of propaganda to cover their asses too.”

Helimar sighed. “It’s as Raz’zat says. Our people are seen as sneaky, duplicitous, cave-dwelling barbarians. Most see us as thieves, backstabbers, or sometimes just evil. It can be a challenging existence.” The Dark Elf sat less straight and slightly more slumped as he explained, almost as if he’d given up. But there was also puzzlement on his face. “Have you two not shared similar experiences on this world?”

Both Mark and Miranda’s brows furrowed before something seemed to click into place for Mark. “Ah, you mean because of our Dark Elven descent?” Mark asked.

Helimar nodded lightly,

“Uh, no.” Mark shook his head and was planning on saying more when Miranda interrupted.

“And is there any truth to these claims?”

The Dark Elf grimaced in response, and the Goblin wiggled his hand as if to say, “Ehhh, some”.

Miranda nodded, understanding the gesture. “We’ve had racists here on Earth for many thousands of years before The Descent. But I’m happy to report that Sanctuary aims to be free of such prejudice, and, as such, we will not tolerate it. People are judged on an individual basis and upon their own merits, not stereotypes or rumors. However, I must now ask, what is your purpose on our planet, and why have you come here?” Her tone was polite but firm.

Mark and his wife knew all too well of the challenges of being judged based purely on your race. The hatred, the distrust and division. His own mother was Indian, from Delhi, and his father was a Caucasian American. Miranda’s family originally hailed from Ghana but moved to America before she was born.

Although they both grew up in America, they did so in the early nineties, when human rights were on the upswing… at least in comparison to the past. She’d grown up in New Jersey, and he’d grown up in Texas, and they’d both had their share of challenges throughout their childhoods, and even adult lives, due to the color of their skin.

Helimar nodded as if this were obvious. “I’d imagine so, with Dark Elf blood running through your veins. It’s not uncommon to find people of our shared ancestry on backwater worlds. As to your question, our peoples, both my own and Raz’zat’s, have seen the various media productions created on your planet. Books, movies, shows, and even games depicting our races in varied roles. Both as villains, but to our pleasant surprise, as heroes and valiant figures as well. Our people purchased our incursion spots in the hope of forming friendly diplomatic ties with your people due to the open-mindedness your culture clearly has for our races and before you are exposed to the propaganda and other races that might bias your opinion.”

Raz’zat nodded in agreement as the Dark Elf spoke.

“Oh.” Mark grimaced, looking at his wife, who also pulled her face slightly in an “oh, shit” look.

“Oh?” Helimar asked, confused and clearly wanting clarification. Raz’zat, for his part, also tilted his head.

“There were only humans here before integration,” Miranda explained. “Drew is a Progenitor, and we received our tokens from him, allowing us to change our races. Originally, we were all human.”

Mark looked at the two delegates, expecting to find disappointment on their faces, but found nothing of the sort. Instead, he found both diplomats exchanging looks before furrowing their brows in thought.

Helimar raised an eyebrow. “Unexpected. But allow me to ask for clarification. Both of you began your lives as humans, and, out of all the sapient races in the Multiverse, you both chose to become Dark Elves. Is that correct?”

“Well, I’m technically a half-elf,” Mark said, “with both Human and Dark Elf blood, but essentially, yes, I think?”

Helimar broke into a smile, stood up, and walked around the table. Daniel, who had been remaining quiet and keeping somewhat out of sight in the corner of the room, tensed up, reaching for the hilt of his longsword.

The Dark Elf reached Miranda and opened his arms wide, leaning down to hug her before doing the same to Mark. The husband and wife sat quietly, very confused about what was happening and the randomness of receiving a hug from a delegate who clearly didn’t enjoy physical contact.

“On behalf of the Dusksorrow clan, I, Helimar Dusksorrow, son of Matron Ciera Dusksorrow, propose a formal alliance, including a defensive pact and trade agreement between our clan and the settlement of Sanctuary, under the protection of The Baleful Lady, with The System, The Baleful Lady, and The Moon Goddess Elethane as my witnesses,” the Dark Elf proudly proclaimed. There were tears in his eyes.

Mark and Miranda looked at each other, still very much confused about what was happening and why. They both glanced at Helimar and then at Raz'zat, who was crying openly as he clapped his hands excitedly.

“I, Raz’zat Shinkick, son of Chieftain Redtoof Shinkick, also formally propose an alliance, including a defensive pact and trade agreement between Tribe Redtoof and the settlement of Sanctuary, under the protection of The Baleful Lady, with The Baleful Lady, The System, and The Sibling Divine Beings, Rathmar the Performer, Regena the Tinkerer, and Avae, Goddess of Fertility, as my witnesses.”

Columns of light struck the stone building, various colors colliding and condensing into an iridescent beam. A pressure unlike anything Mark had ever experienced fell upon his shoulders, as if he were standing underneath Niagara Falls, and he fell to his knees. It felt like gravity had been increased by ten or more times, and he struggled to turn his head and check on the others.

They were all in the same boat, even Daniel, who had face-planted into the stone floor as if taking a dirt nap. Raz’zat and Helimar were faring no better; neither had the strength to remain standing. Only Mark and his wife were capable of remaining on their knees and hands.

Mark was scared, confused, and slowly becoming exhausted as he tried desperately to fight off whatever was attacking them.

*PING!*

The Redtoof Tribe of Goblins and the Dusksorrow Clan of Dark Elves have both proposed a Formal Alliance, Defensive Pact, and Trade Agreement with the Settlement of Sanctuary. As Sanctuary’s temporary leader, you may formally accept, delay, or refuse this agreement.

An alliance is a System-granted formal declaration of friendship between two or more entities. A Defensive Pact only encompasses one world and settlement at a time – in this case, the Settlement of Sanctuary on the planet Earth and the Incursion camps of both the Dusksorrow Clan and the Redtoof Tribe on the planet Earth. A Trade Agreement is a formal acknowledgment of the intention to promote trade between two or more entities, whether physical goods and services or the sharing of religion and culture.

Please note: By accepting any of these agreements, the Incursion Gates controlled by the Redtoof Tribe and Dusksorrow Clan will be forcibly closed by The System within seven solar days. Future multiversal travel will require permanent gates to be constructed at great expense for your pending allies; however, all rewards for closing said incursions will be distributed to your settlement and its official leader.

Accept Clan Dusksorrow’s Proposal

Yes/No

Accept Tribe Redtoof’s Proposal

Yes/No

Fuckkk… Yes… I guess… just stop the pressu…

Agreements accepted. The System bears witness.

“I bear witness,” a cold yet kind feminine voice echoed throughout the room.

“I bear witness,” an elegant and loving voice swirled by like a cool night’s breeze.

“We bear witness,” several voices said in unison, one with warmth and two vibrating with excitement.

The pressure vanished from the room, and Mark dropped to his stomach, unable to remain kneeling. His body was covered in sweat yet shaking cold. He turned to Miranda. She was okay, just worn out from whatever that pressure was, the same as him.

He looked around at the other guests. Raz’zat was out cold, the pressure having cold-clocked him, Daniel was barely conscious and trying to crawl toward Mark and Miranda, while Helimar had one eye open, his face on the floor, staring at the husband and wife.

“Brother… sister… welcom…”

Helimar passed out before he could finish, his one open eye glazing cloudy before shutting. Soon, light snoring and the rasping of breath could be heard coming from his lips.

Oh, screw this. Drew, you better get your ass back here… Mark cursed before he, too, passed out.


Chapter Twenty-One



“…choo!” Drew sneezed, his meditation interrupted by some non-existent allergen.

Someone must have been thinking of me, Drew grinned, wiping his nose with the sleeve of his shirt like a savage. He stood up and stretched, taking in the peaceful environment of his surroundings. He was in a meditation chamber, one that he’d rented on the current floor of the training dungeon.

The ‘chamber’ was a stone gazebo that stood alone upon a grassy knoll, surrounded on all sides by what appeared to be a perfectly still lake of crystal-clear water. It was a rare pause in the endless shitstorm that was the dungeon.

Once, Drew had been excited to be here, excited to experience time dilation and become a real adventurer like those in so many stories he’d read or games he’d played. He’d expected quirky puzzles, challenging fights, and interesting loot. He’d known it would be hard but had expected to enjoy the process to a degree.

The reality had been far more brutal.

The days of endless fighting bled together into a blur of blood, death, and pain. He’d taken more injuries than he could count. Nearly died a dozen times. Worse, he’d nearly lost Amber and Spock a few times too. In fact, his many near-death encounters often involved him shielding one of the squishier members with his body. Without his armor and the stats he’d gained as a Baleful Warden, they would all be dead many times over.

But Drew refused to let Maud’s sacrifice be in vain. So they fought on, day after day, month after month, year after year. The dungeon wasn’t an adventure – it was the awful cost of gaining the strength he needed.

Better to face it in here than out there.

Soon, Drew would rejoin Amber, Spock, and Freya and push toward the end of the floor. The last floor of the dungeon. They’d spent gods only knew how much time in here, determined to push themselves to the absolute peak of what was possible.

It’s been many years, that much is certain.

Drew had stopped asking The Lady how much time was passing after Maud’s death. Something had broken in him then. After the many setbacks and failures. He’d decided to focus solely on becoming more powerful – and keeping their party alive. He no longer asked for updates on Sanctuary and no longer asked for updates on Mark and Miranda. His entire focus was on doing what he needed so he could return powerful enough to stop all this pointless death and destruction.

After Maud, they’d made the decision to push as far as possible, even if that meant hitting the time limit of twelve years of internal time within the dungeon. His time in the dungeon had taught Drew what it truly meant to face insurmountable foes. So, he knew that beating the incursion would require more of him than simply reaching D Grade. He needed to go further.

Despite his silence, The Baleful Lady remained in contact with him throughout their stay in the dungeon, and she’d finally finished her scans of the incursions on Earth. Throughout the world, the incursion leaders were all in D Grade, all but one. One was an absolute monster of a being and was pushing low C Grade.

Those revelations had been the nail in the coffin for Drew and crew; they’d made the decision to stay and gain as many levels and evolutions as possible. It had not been an easy decision; they knew that each day that passed in the outside world would mean more human deaths that could have been prevented. Ultimately, it had come down to their chances of physically eliminating the more violent incursions. With time dilation in effect, his party had chosen to stay longer, as it gave them a far greater chance of dealing with the major threats to Earth and its people.

Drew had seen so much death in this dungeon. Especially on the higher floors after Maud’s death. Sure, they had all been denizens, but he had seen D Grades lay waste to cities and C Grades destroy armies in the blink of an eye. He knew that the incursions represented a very real threat to all life on Earth, and he was likely the only one who really knew how serious that threat was. So they had pushed forward, determined to wring every drop of experience from this horrible place.

Yes, the monsters and beasts that the ‘training’ dungeon spawned were far more powerful than those they would find outside, at least according to what Maud had said previously, but at this point, the whole group felt it was better to out-level any potential future threat. Or, at a minimum, have the ability to deal with said threat as a group.

Drew exited the portal and left the adobe building that served as the business front for the meditation chamber company that he’d been utilizing often while they visited the safe zone. It was conveniently set on a small field behind the tavern. Today was a rare day of peace and safety in the never-ending slog that was the dungeon, and he intended to make the most of it.

Moving back into the tavern proper, he approached his party. Amber was busy shoveling the local equivalents of shrimp and chicken into her mouth as if the food items were going out of style. Spock sat with his head leaned back, eyes closed, and a clear food baby protruding from the midsection of his leather armor. Freya was sprawled on the floor, an empty platter by her feet and a large bone in her mouth that she was chomping down on with vigor.

Amber smiled and waved excitedly as Drew approached the booth, chunks of food going in every direction as she choked. She quickly grabbed her tankard and downed its contents to relieve her condition.

God, she’s so sexy.

Drew laughed. Their relationship remained as strong as ever, and he was thankful for it. Spock remained comatose and ignored Drew’s approach, and Freya barely greeted him with eye contact before quickly returning to her calcium-based prize.

“Feel better, dear?” Amber asked, somehow managing words between the violence happening near her mouth.

“Yeah, much better. I’ve consolidated my gains. I’m good to go whenever everyone is ready,” Drew nodded, feeling relaxed after his time spent in the meditation chamber. He sat down in the booth, giving Spock a light shove to make room.

“Er?! Oh, hello, Drew Wright.” Spock jolted awake abruptly from Drew’s little push.

“Don’t worry, dude, nothing’s going on yet. Go back to your nap,” Drew smiled, waving his hand toward the man.

Spock had grown immensely over the years. Mentally and emotionally, the man was in a better place than he’d been prior to the dungeon. He was still a bit awkward and eccentric, but he was no longer the little lost duckling that Drew had to constantly keep his eye on. All the time they’d spent together had made him a true member of the family, and Drew considered the man to be a brother.

Spock wasn’t the only one to show massive growth – Freya had also made a lot of progress. The German Shepherd no longer had the mind of a child but had matured into the mentality of an adult human. Her personality remained similar to how she was previously; the major difference was her intelligence and wisdom, and not just in the stats.

Soon enough, they were on the road again, leaving the imaginary dungeon city in the dirt and heading toward the area they knew held the final encounter of the floor.

It’s the last floor. The last boss. We’ve changed so much…

It was true. They’d all entered as low E Grade and were so much more now. Drew had spent a massive amount of time training with The Lady. First, it had been aura training, which had been incredibly challenging for him. Then, after Drew had finally gotten to the point that he no longer felt like a bumbling idiot, the goddess had moved him onto mana manipulation.

He’d had the [Mana Manipulation] skill since his race change prior to The Descent, but it had sat in his ability menu collecting dust for so long that he’d forgotten about it. It turned out to be an incredibly important tool for advancement and progression. With it, he could create his own spells and abilities, even new minions, given enough time and practice.

And practice I did. Drew grimaced, remembering the early days of his training.

The dungeon had been one learning experience after another, but as The Lady had mentioned several times by this point, each failure was a learning opportunity. Drew had many, many failures under his belt. The personal training from the Primordial of Death had brought about a whole new set of failures as well.

Aura training was so esoteric and so mystical in nature that even when The Baleful Lady had deemed Drew to be ‘competent’, he still only understood half of it. What he did know now was that an aura was an extension of one’s soul; it was both a weapon and a shield. He had learned the basics, ways to use his aura to negate another’s aura’s effect on him, and how to use it to guide his hand when messing with his spells or minions.

Still, that was only the tip of the iceberg, and while the goddess wasn’t expecting him to utilize any more than he currently knew for a long time yet, she had taken him under her wing in the same way parents threw their genius children into prep schools from an early age.

Then there was all the other training…

I am so thankful for those denizen-run taverns having real cold beer, otherwise I would have lost my mind ages ago. Although, come to think of it, it’s probably pretty unhealthy to drink away my constant stress, frustrations, and failures.

Drew chanced a curious glance down just to make sure he wasn’t developing a beer gut.

I’m just ready for this shit to be over with. Knowing Mark, he’s probably gone bald from the stress of running Sanctuary by now.
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“How do you think he’ll do?” Hades asked, carefully watching The Lady’s Champion on the big hovering screen in her office.

“Drew will do fine. The man is stubborn at times, but he’s nothing if not adaptive,” The Lady replied nonplussed.

“I know he’s your Champion, but do you truly believe it was wise to grant him such an education?” Hades asked in curiosity. “He’s still a child by multiversal standards.” He meant no disrespect but was honestly interested in his boss’s answer.

“He has… potential. If he’d been born anywhere else in the Multiverse, I wouldn’t have bothered. He would have eventually found his way, even with the odds against him. But he was born on Earth. You know what newly integrated worlds are like.” The Lady reached down to pick up her cup of hot cocoa.

Hades furrowed his brows and grunted. “Limited opportunities for education, next to no resources built up, and less general knowledge of The System than children. Yes, I understand that. Don’t get me wrong, I like the guy – hell, I like him better than ninety-five percent of our peers – but what I meant was, why him? He has raw talent, there’s no questioning that, but…” Hades trailed off, turning his head to look at The Baleful Lady.

The Primordial blew on her drink, using her abilities to quickly cool it to the perfect temperature before taking a sip. She paused for a moment, savoring the flavor, before setting the mug back down and turning to Hades.

“You know why,” The Lady reminded Hades. “His affinities match my own very closely, and he has more raw talent and strength in them than I did when I first got started. Can you imagine what he will be able to accomplish someday?”

“Counting your chickens before they hatch, huh?” Hades mumbled as he scratched at his chin. “You know there’s a good chance of him dying before⁠—”

“And you know better than anyone that death is never final,” she countered.

“You would go that far to… who am I kidding, of course you would.” Hades shook his head. “I can’t even blame you. If I was in your position, I would probably do the same.”

“Yes, nothing is more important right now.” The Lady paused before smiling coyly. “And on the note of my Champion, do you have any idea how his planet’s culture is affecting the Multiverse?”

“Hmm, yes, I might have heard something along those lines recently,” Hades said cautiously.

“Yes, his culture is most interesting. Apparently, their planet’s movies and shows have been making a big splash across the cosmos…”

Time seemed to freeze as the pit of Hades’ stomach lurched, his forehead suddenly covered in dense perspiration.

“Even that sister of mine, Ezereille, has become a fan. She called me to recommend a movie. Its name is Hercules, isn’t that fascinating? The Records must have bled through somehow.” The Lady laughed lightly to herself about the coincidence.

Hades let out a sound that was definitely not a squeak of surprise and alarm before quickly composing himself.

“Ahem, did you say Hercules? I believe there were several Earth films made with that title. Which… which one was it that she recommended?” Hades tried and failed to remain in tight control of his voice and aura, hoping against hope that The Lady was distracted enough not to have caught the minor fluctuations.

“Oh, I don’t know. I think it was some animated movie. You know the kind of thing my sister likes, probably a sappy romantic comedy, nothing too serious.” The Lady laughed, clearly thinking of her sister’s questionable entertainment preferences.

Hades felt a chill on his spine that had nothing to do with the temperature of The Lady’s realm. “Oh, I see. That’s a shame. That production is quite terrible. Really, it’s the worst of the bunch. Truly, Lady Ezereille has reproachable taste.”

Hades tried damn hard to sound as convincing and knowledgeable as possible. Please… Please just read a book or something.

“It’s that bad?” The Lady asked, raising an eyebrow and tilting her head.

“Oh yes, it’s very bad,” Hades replied.

Nailed it! I think…?

“In that case, let’s both share a laugh at my sister’s expense. Drew won’t reach the boss for another few hours anyways. Come, join me on the couch. Now… where did I put that remote?” The Lady began checking in between the couch cushions.

DAMNIT!!! Why have the fates cursed me so?

“Ah! There it is,” The Lady said in triumph, pulling the remote from its hiding spot. “Come on now, don’t be shy. I don’t bite,” The Lady laughed, patting the seat cushion next to her in invitation.

The great Hades, God of Undeath and ruler of the infernal realm of Sokar, shuffled over to the couch and sat down to face his greatest challenge.

I’m just… going to find a hole… to crawl into… and then die.
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Purple beams of light cut through the sky as Spock tried to land a hit on the boss. Like tracer ammunition from Old Earth, the spells shot forward, leaving burning bright tails behind them, but the boss was too agile with its wings. Beam after beam followed, aimed ahead of the creature’s trajectory. Spock was doing everything correctly, but the boss merely danced around his best efforts.

Drew swore. The boss fight was taking place on a mountainside littered with rocks and dirt. A few scraggly trees dotted the landscape, but little other life was present. Drew had thought they were ready, but so far, he was being proved wrong. They were being thoroughly outclassed.

A few years ago, that thought would have chilled him to the bone. He would have been beset with flashbacks to Maud’s sacrifice. Being outmatched in this dungeon often meant death. But they had faced overwhelming odds so many times now that this was simply another day. Another challenge.

“We’ve got to land a hit on that thing!” Drew yelled, using his [Death Coil] ability as rapidly as he could. Screaming skulls joined Spock’s beams, and the occasional fire arrow completed the trio as Amber added her own skills to theirs.

[Death Coil]

This is a direct upgrade of the precursor ability, Death Toll. The conjured projectile now has moderate armor penetration and will cause more direct damage with its initial attack before the secondary effect takes place in the form of a moderate-sized area of effect explosion. 2% of all damage caused by this spell will be converted to health for the caster. If the caster’s health is at maximum capacity, it will instead convert 1% of damage caused into mana points for the caster. Visually, the ability stands apart from the original in the form of a new red-colored hue.

The boss was a Wulf Dragon, and its air superiority was without question. It wasn’t a true dragon, but the massive flying lizard was close enough. Its serpentine body was the size of four school buses, and the wings added another three and a half school buses on top of that. Glossy black scales covered it from head to toe, leaving only its slightly softer underside vulnerable.

All of Drew’s carefully raised minions now amounted to nothing more than piles of bones, the boss having destroyed every one of them with its opening salvo of attacks. The undead dungeon mobs had protected them from a brutal assault that Drew felt the boss was unlikely to be able to replicate for a while, but it still stung to lose a key asset too early.

“I am indeed trying to ‘land a hit’, Drew Wright!” Spock yelled back. His chicken familiar didn’t have the range to add anything meaningful to the fight so instead sat on Spock’s left shoulder, waiting.

The Wulf Dragon banked and began a sweeping run toward their party’s location. The boss’s throat bulged, swelling in size, and the nearby scales began to glow an unearthly green.

“BREATH!” Amber shouted.

The clumped party split like the Red Sea, creating as much space as possible between each other. The boss expelled its breath, and both gas and liquid spewed forth onto the earth below it. Acid and poison.

The acid hit the ground first, as its liquid form was heavier. Where it met the ground, it sank deeply into the rocks and compacted dirt of the mountainous region, and steam rose as the acid ate away at everything below it. The gaseous poison soon followed in the form of an angry, low-hanging cloud. A stray rodent took the opportunity after the acid hit the ground to make a dash for safety, but the billowing cloud quickly overtook the small creature.

Spock cast his right arm toward the incoming cloud in a sweeping motion, and a large breeze manifested and pushed the rolling cloud in a safer direction. With the ground clear of the deadly cloud, the rodent could once again be seen, now belly-up, with one lower leg twitching as foam ran from its mouth.

This whole level had been full of acid and poison. Drew’s lungs still burned from something he’d inhaled from a nasty trap before entering the boss room. Such poisons would have killed him instantly a couple of years ago, but now he was made of stronger stuff.

“Clear!” Drew yelled to his team. The beams, skulls, and arrows returned in short order, again chasing the Wulf Dragon through the sky as it danced along.

Freya howled, a sound that would put the most fearsome wolves to shame. Drew felt his furry friend’s ability take hold, buffing and boosting all his attributes and regeneration effects. Freya moved with a very slight limp, still recovering from a broken hind leg incurred against the Crystal Giants of the prior floor.

This is it. No more of my family getting injured, no more near misses. We’re nearly there!

A bright light hit Drew’s right eye as he raised his axe to the Wulf Dragon, shooting another [Death Coil] toward it, the red screaming skull shooting forth with promised violence. Momentarily blinded, Drew’s spell missed. It would have missed anyway, but he wanted to blame it on the sudden light. His right eye cleared, and he looked from his axe and then to the sky. The sun was nowhere near that side of the horizon.

Where did that glare come from?

Drew quickly recast his damage over time spells on the Wulf Dragon, and he felt the instant failure of two of them. [Focused Contagion] managed to stick, but the others never hit. The boss, much to his ire, had been resistant to several of his more powerful spells. It was most likely a Dragon thing, as them possessing magic resistance was common in fiction, but it still peeved him. His corruption spell wasn’t doing much to the flying creature either.

My contagion spell isn’t doing dick to that thing. Maybe I should try modifying it…? It couldn’t hurt, right? Well, it most definitely could, but I’m running out of options, and besides, what was the point of all that mana manipulation training otherwise?

Drew focused his attention inward and latched onto The System’s template for [Focused Contagion], grabbing ahold of it with his mental willpower.

The modified spell would need to be powerful, more powerful than the standard version, but Drew had to be careful when mucking about with spell templates. Despite many years of training, Drew had yet to manage an ad hoc spell manipulation. Usually, it took him months of dedicated focus to tweak a spell outside of combat, and he’d still only succeeded a handful of times.

Even then, the end result wasn’t always useful. He never knew what counterbalances the System would employ, like an HP cost per cast or a long cooldown period that left the caster incapacitated and vulnerable. Neither outcome was something he wanted to risk here.

Using his aura allowed him to force a better result, but then the System pushed back even harder. So far, using his aura to shortcut a manipulation attempt knocked him out for at least twenty-four hours. And that was if it was successful. Unless he was in a safe place with weeks to recover, using his aura was far too risky.

Mana-only it is, then…

He focused on his image of the spell having the power to pierce through the Wulf Dragon’s innate magical resistance and delicately pushed his mana manipulation until things started to respond.

Magical gears within the spell whirled as they accelerated, but just as Drew felt himself reaching the peak of the image he was looking for, something happened. Something bad. He hit a wall. Everything sputtered before grinding to a halt, and the mental image of the magical gears snapped as an imaginary metal rod lodged itself between the gears, like some asshole shoving a stick between the spokes of a moving bicycle wheel.

Drew immediately faced a magical backlash as a splitting migraine formed behind his eyes and temples, and his mana pool drained to half its maximum capacity. He felt his consciousness slipping but forced himself to hold on through sheer force of will.

Damnit! Drew internally cursed as he gritted his teeth. He’d screwed something up, and now he was paying the price for it. Apparently, The System was not a fan of buffing spells to bypass other mechanics that existed specifically for that reason. Perhaps it felt contagion would be too powerful if it could ignore a creature’s resistances?

Either way, it had cock-blocked him rather painfully.

“Drew Wright!”

Spock’s voice broke Drew out of his self-inflicted head-pounding pain, and Drew looked up just in time to see the Wulf Dragon coming down through the air for an attack. His legs acted before his mind even registered that he had jumped with all his strength to his left. The breath attack came moments later, and the droplets from the acid spray barely missed him as they hit the rocky ground and left a hissing sound in their wake.

Scrambling to his feet to escape the incoming poison cloud’s downdraft, Drew surveyed his surroundings, trying to find the source of the glare that had previously blinded him. Now was not the time to mess around with his mana manipulation and aura to modify spells; he could do that once he was safely back home. Drew couldn’t afford any more costly mistakes that sucked out half his mana pool.

Oh? What do we have here? Drew thought as he noticed a cave entrance, well hidden within the walls of the mountains nearby. Large rocks and boulders lay scattered, with tall trees similar to redwoods clumped together like a miniature grove. Several of the trees were dead, specifically the ones closest to the entrance.

“I think I found something; I want to check it out. Can y’all cover for me?” Drew shouted to his team.

While this boss was a singular threat like none they had faced before, Drew now knew that most dungeon boss fights were a marathon, not a sprint. Understanding the battlefield, the boss’s abilities, and the flow of the fight was often more important than dealing damage upfront. The rest of the party knew this, so they shouted their replies in the affirmative as Drew bolted toward the cave.

The Wulf Dragon, still dodging all of Amber’s and Spock’s attacks, had not yet entered its ‘fully-aggroed’ phase. They would survive without him for a while, as long as they were careful. Years of fighting at each other’s sides had forged them into a well-oiled monster-killing machine. There was no one else Drew trusted more to hold down the fort, even in this final conflict.

Drew cautiously entered the cave, leery of traps or other nasty surprises. Red herrings were common in boss fights, and Drew had nearly lost a leg to a magical explosive mine in a hidden alcove during one of their early encounters. After a brief inspection, he came upon something metallic and shiny sticking out from the compact dirt surface near the entrance. He reached down to pick it up.

Jackpot, it’s a den.

He raced inward – there wouldn’t be traps here, this was the Wulf Dragon’s home. As fully fledged denizens, dungeon bosses often had weaknesses in their lairs that adventurers could exploit. Likely to mimic real life. Spock had defeated a powerful demon on level eighty by searching a hidden library in the boss’s tower and finding the creature’s true name.

Drew pocketed the metallic piece of eggshell and raced further inside. He reached the end of the shallow cave and found more broken shells, and in the corner, huddled together in fear and for warmth, sat the key to his party’s victory.

Six of them. That’s four too many for our purposes. Can’t leave them here – might be a boss mechanic involved.

Drew bolted toward his prey, his axe falling and beginning his grisly work. The baby Wulf Dragons hissed and screeched as Drew cut four of them down in cold blood. It was not uncommon for seemingly innocuous adds to grow more powerful when the boss reached a certain phase. Drew doubted that mechanic was in play here, but he’d made enough mistakes to know better than to leave anything alive in a boss fight unless absolutely necessary.

With two remaining, he locked his axe to the backplate of his armor, grabbed the dragonlings by the neck, and once again began to pick up speed, hauling the babies out to see their mother.

Drew was a colder, more pragmatic person these days. Several years of near-constant combat had hardened him. He still held warmth in his heart, but he’d learned to make harsh calls to keep his party safe. He would do what needed to be done to protect his people. There was no room for error. Not after Maud.

His party had been screwed over so many times on the early levels because they had been trusting and naïve. Hell, three separate ‘weary traveler’ denizens they had allowed to join their campsite had attacked them in the night. One had actually sold them into slavery, resulting in an escape where Spock had nearly died. Now Drew trusted no one but himself and his family. There was a breaking point for every person, even Spock.

Drew reappeared outside the cave moments later, screeching dragonlings held in check by his tight grip. He found his way back to his party less than a minute later, his agility stat once again proving its worth.

“Alright, folks, next time Big Momma does a breath run, I need her to see us,” Drew said loudly, waiting for his party to acknowledge the order. With their verbal affirmation, he held the two shrieking Wulf Dragon hatchlings by their scrawny necks, careful not to choke them to the point they couldn’t make any noise.

“Breath!” Amber called out.

It’d taken a minute, but the boss was making another run. Like before, the party split, getting out of the way of the attack. Drew hoisted the dragonlings into the air and squeezed hard. They screeched in fear and pain. Drew felt the boss’s attention the moment it locked eyes with him. His high perception allowed him to see the exact second the mother noticed her captive children.

The breath attack swerved abruptly to the left, cutting into the trees next to the mountains before the attack halted. The Wulf Dragon dove straight toward Drew, its claws extended in the hopes of gutting him and saving her children. In her single-mindedness, she flew in a straight and predictable line, and soon, the purple beams of Spock’s spells and several of Amber’s flaming arrows hit her vulnerable underside. Magic had little effect on the bus-sized tyrant, though; even Drew’s contagion spell only rotted off minor amounts of scales rather than reducing her to bones.

Moments before the boss’s claws could shred and maul him, Drew threw his captives to Freya, who pushed off with all her strength and dodged to the left after grabbing both their necks in her massive fanged mouth. Instead of dodging himself, Drew used his immense strength and leaped up, grabbing hold of the boss’s front left ankle. Clinging to the scales was difficult, so he used his axe like a climbing pick, bringing it down into the meat of the Wulf Dragon’s leg. He used every ounce of his ridiculous stat points as he slammed his weapon down, grabbed more scales, and hauled himself up.

The Dragon screeched. It was definitely a lizard’s screech, but with that much bass, it came out as a roar that he felt hit his diaphragm. Drew was moving quickly, but the boss wasn’t having any of it; she flew near treetops, hoping to scrape him off like she’d stepped in a dog turd. Mid-flight, air pressure blowing around him, and weighed down by his armor, he was slightly slowed, but not enough to make a difference in the result.

In anger, the Wulf Dragon dived. At first, Drew thought she meant to slam into the rocky mountainside to remove him. But at the last minute, he realized the beast’s true intention.

“Look out!” he roared as the creature’s talons raked across the earth before they slammed into Amber and sent her spinning away. Spock also went down as a boulder the size of a side table crashed into his chest. Only Freya remained unscathed by the attack.

Drew cursed as the dragon passed over the party and began to ascend, curving around for another pass. Both Amber and Spock were down and bleeding, having expended the bulk of their mana riddling the creature’s underside with spells.

They will survive. They have to. But another attack like that… Drew began to climb. It was up to him now. He would not fail.

The Wulf Dragon tried and failed to use its right legs to remove Drew, but every time it did, its own flightpath changed, and it needed to quickly revert its plans to allow for more control in the air as it circled for the final fatal swoop. That, and Drew was just too damn fast. Within moments, he was between the front and back legs, and as he turned his head to the left, he found his prize. The joints and skin for the boss’s left wing.

Within melee striking distance of the boss, Drew brought down his axe in a brutal swing, activating [Baleful Strike].

Resistant to magic, fine, but you won’t be resistant to soul attacks, you scaly bitch.

His weapon cut through the thin skin of the wing like a hot knife through butter before finally hitting the scaled and bony joint of the appendage.

The Wulf Dragon screamed in pain. No longer was it a screech of anger and menace – now it was pure and unadulterated agony. Drew swung again and again and, on the fourth swing, finally managed to cut through the bone, the wing dropping like a giant, scaly sack of potatoes.

The boss fell into a spinning dive, unable to remain aloft. Drew still had time, not a lot of time, but enough. He worked his axe like a climbing pick again and covered the distance to the other wing.

I’m not giving you a snowball’s chance in hell of flying again, he thought as he brought his weapon down three times on the right wing, fully separating it from its original attachment point.

Just before the Wulf Dragon crashed, Drew pushed off from her back, using his strength to propel him away from the boss and its incredible speed as it slammed into the ground like a meteor. However, the Wulf Dragon was still a Dungeon Boss. Even in its agony, it managed to strike out with a powerful hind leg and catch Drew in mid-air.

The hit shattered his hip and sent him tumbling head over heels toward the unforgiving earth. He barely managed to right himself before he slammed into the ground feet-first, saving him from breaking his neck. Drew’s hip burst aflame with further agony, and his legs gave out from under him, likely broken.

It hurt like hell, but at least he was in far better shape than the boss. Drew pulled out a superior healing potion from his inventory and downed it. It was a powerful potion he’d gotten from a special event. He’d been saving it, hoping to bring it back to Sanctuary. But survival was more important, and the boss was far from finished.

Healing his injuries as he took in the twisted form of the boss in the crater nearby, his legs became functional again and he hobbled forward, finally breaking into a run as the superior potion took effect. The boss was twitching, and clearly in a lot of pain, but still very much dazed from its impact.

Drew fell upon the downed boss, axe held high, savagely striking down into the Wulf Dragon’s neck with [Baleful Strike]. Its body thrashed in automatic and unconscious response as Drew brutalized its neck, hitting multiple nerve bundles.

As the third overhead swing crashed into the neck, the boss’s eyes snapped open with an audible pop. Drew was flung backward as the boss used its powerful tail to dislodge him. He crashed through the nearest tree, splitting it and causing it to fall to the ground before cratering into a second tree behind it, breaking several ribs in the process.

The impact forced blood from his mouth, splattering the inside of his helm as the air was literally beaten out of him. Drew felt panic set in as his diaphragm refused to function, his lungs frozen and unable to bring air into them. He slammed down with his will, focusing his mind and grabbing his last superior health potion from his inventory, downing it as quickly as possible.

One more attack like that and I’m not getting back up.

His eyes locked with the boss, and he saw its throat engorge as it prepared a breath attack directly at him and at close range.

As the Wulf Dragon arched its neck back to fire the blast, a series of fifteen flaming arrows pierced its right eye. The boss’s head jolted straight up in pain as the arrows exploded, searing flames erupting inside the dragon’s eye socket. It tried to roar in agony, but its throat was full of a breath attack, which it then released directly above itself. As the fats of the boss’s eye popped and sizzled away and the smell of crispy bacon wafted through the air, the Wulf Dragon’s own acid landed on its body.

Amber was holding her bow, blood flowing from a gash in her forehead, one eye swollen shut. She waved once, grinning, then fell to her knees.

Huh, guess they… aren’t immune… oww, my fucking rib…

Drew tried to finish his thought as the broken ribs pushed themselves back into place, melding together and healing. Soon, his lungs were functioning normally, but the healing process was agonizing, especially with the audible pops he both felt and heard from his own body.

The acid ate away at the dragon, leaving large sections of missing muscle and fat, its own ribs and vertebrae visible in some parts. Then its poisonous glass cloud dropped. Drew saw Spock crawl into view next to Amber, his ability blowing the cloud directly down onto the dragon, one arm hanging limply at his side, his spectral chicken pecking at it sadly.

Drew pulled himself out of the armor-shaped crater within the tree. Minutes later, his party all caught up, and nearby, Spock blew the remainder of the poison toward the mountains. The Wulf Dragon was left foaming at the mouth, its body thrashing, clearly in its death throes. Freya, having already ripped both hatchlings to shreds, bolted forward and began to rip off the rest of the boss’s head, chomping down, ripping and tearing, until it finally came free.

The body, now twitching, was left behind as Freya grabbed her prize, a dragon horn in her mouth, and towed the Toyota Corolla-sized head like an oversized stick to her parents. With her tail wagging and her black coat covered in blood, she dropped the head at the feet of Drew and Amber, sitting down and looking up as if to ask, “I did good, right?!”

Drew reached out and gave her some good scratchies before turning to his wife and smiling.

*PING!*

Dungeon Complete

Floors: 1647/1647 Cleared

Final Boss: Defeated

Total Kills: 13,471,852

Elapsed Time: 9 Years, 47 Days, 6 Hours, 29 Minutes, 14 Seconds

Completion Grade: Calculating…

Completion Grade: A-

Distributing Rewards

Titles Granted: [Heart of the Mountain], [Tis But a Scratch], [Dungeoneer], [Mmm, Bacon], [Delver], [A Hero’s Return]

Mount Granted: Error – Wulf Dragonlings Terminated… Calculating…

Title Granted: [Monster]

Oh. Oops…

Assessing titles gained… Applying new reward…

You have gained the skill [Empowered Raise Dead (Epic)]

You have gained one [Superior Healing Potion (B-Grade)]

[Death Weaver] class ready for evolution

[Baleful Warden (Unique)] profession ready for evolution

[Dhampir (Grade – D)] race ready for evolution

Then he passed out.


Chapter Twenty-Two



“Welcome back, Champion,” The Lady called warmly to Drew as he and his party walked into a formal greeting area.

Upon exiting the dungeon and reappearing in the dungeon city, they had been briskly teleported back to the goddess. She now greeted them in a more formal manner than normal. Most of his interactions with her had been held in her study or sitting room, so this current room was new to him.

The room itself was a smaller-scale version of where The Lady worked with souls. She sat on a throne-like chair that seemed to have grown from a blackened and twisted tree. The walkway was made of onyx-colored stone with gold and blue flecks. Romanesque columns ran parallel to the walkway, and the hall was empty other than for the Primordial and her butler, Jeeves.

Being out of the dungeon after so long felt strange, but that feeling of the passage of time was quickly fading. It was as if Drew’s mind was being forcibly readjusted to rejoining the normal timestream. His experiences in the dungeon suddenly felt compressed, like he’d only been in there a few months. If he concentrated, he could feel the weight of the years that had passed, but if he didn’t, they retreated into the back of his mind.

Drew hadn’t been raised to know the proper etiquette for greeting royals, so he didn’t attempt anything like a bow, knowing he would just end up butchering it. Instead, he and his party stopped a respectful distance from the throne, and he gave the goddess a respectful nod.

“I’ve watched your party’s progress closely over these past two and a half months. You’ve all progressed exceptionally well, especially given your lack of experience as a newly integrated culture,” she said with a smile. “I am impressed, both with the party’s combat prowess and the growth in maturity and intelligence I’ve seen in each of you. Before you return to home, I wanted to congratulate you in person.”

Aww, well that’s nice of her. It is a bit weird seeing her after all this time though, especially with our near-daily training sessions for God knows how long. Although I do feel less cautious of her than I used to, come to think of it…

“Champion, before you leave, I have two matters to discuss. The first is the crafting materials your party collected for Maud in her absence.”

Drew nodded and walked forward until Jeeves met him on the steps that led directly to the throne. He opened up his spatial inventory and began pulling materials out of it en masse, which he began to hand to Jeeves. Yards of colorfully laced clothes, leathers that he and his team had had denizens skin and tan from the monsters they had killed, and so much more.

Jeeves stood stoically even as he ran out of armroom and Drew started to pile the materials all around the Shade, turning the area into a coffin of crafting materials. By the time Drew was finished, nothing could be seen of the Shade, and Drew smirked to himself despite the light cough he heard from The Lady.

“I believe Maud will be pleased,” The Lady said dryly as she eyed her helpless butler’s burial location. “How are you finding your weapon’s new form?” The Lady asked, curious to hear Drew’s thoughts now that he’d spent ample time with the axe.

“Hmm, I like it. It’s an excellent tool, built for a specific job,” Drew replied, deep in thought and reflecting on his time spent with the weapon.

“But…?” The Lady asked, her left eyebrow raised.

“It’s not always the best tool for the job. Both the sword and the axe excel in different situations. I’m comfortable with both, but the axe is especially useful against oversized and tough monsters. I don’t believe there’s a perfect weapon for every situation. I need different options for different opponents.”

“Well put, and you are correct. Different jobs require different tools. You yourself are the weapon; everything else is but an extension of your will. Your tools will continue to grow as you do.”

Drew nodded in appreciation.

The Lady’s eyes turned to Amber. “I see that you too did not find the rewards of the dungeon wanting. I smell the scent of one of my brethren upon you.” She cocked her head in curiosity.

Amber nodded, flushing slightly. “My reward for completing the dungeon was a single-use item blessed by the Primordial of Creation. The description says it’s powerful, but the mana it takes to activate it will likely knock me out, so I will have to be careful using it.”

The Lady nodded, a slight frown on her lips. “Not only that, but it will draw my sister’s gaze upon you. This is something no mortal should take lightly. The Primordial of Creation can be… unyielding and rather particular….”

Amber shivered involuntarily. They had agreed to save the item for only the most dire circumstances, but now Drew wondered if they should use it at all…

The Lady shook her head, making it clear the choice was theirs before changing the subject. “Lastly, I have someone here who would like to see you. I believe you know each other well.”

The Lady motioned, and a large set of doors opened off to the right. An armored figure strode through the doorway, walking straight-backed with their head held tall, each step perfectly timed. They put one step in front of the other with purpose, and the light echoes brought weight to each footfall.

The figure wouldn’t have looked out of place in a parade march from the US Army or US Marine Corp. Honor, dignity, purpose – that was what Drew felt when watching. The figure stopped in front of the goddess and kneeled, waiting to be acknowledged at her leisure.

The Baleful Lady smiled at Drew before turning to the person kneeling. Their armor was a dark gray, or light black, very similar to his own previous set of Baleful Armor, but where Drew’s armor was cringy and skulls littered its surface… well, the armor the figure wore was plain in comparison. That wasn’t to say it lacked quality; it just wasn’t flamboyantly overdone. One pauldron was a skull, as were the tops of the greaves; everything else remained relatively uniform.

So they can do decent-looking armor. Why did I get stuck with a cringelord set? Drew thought.

“Rise, Warden, and greet your friends,” The Lady said sternly, yet with a playful smile on her lips. The person about-faced and strode to Drew and crew before removing their unadorned helm.

Long, shoulder-length brown hair fell from the helmet, a well-trimmed ducktail beard covered a masculine jawline, and strong yet high cheekbones finished out his face. Drew knew who it was, but he didn’t want to believe his eyes. He was younger, far younger, and more handsome than Drew remembered.

“Hello, Drew,” Robert said with a small smile on his youthful face.

“Robert, you look… well, I can’t call you an old man anymore.” Drew chuckled.

The last time he’d seen Robert, the man had been a ghost. Drew remembered the choice Robert had made, but to see the once old man in front of him looking in his early forties was mind-blowing. Not to mention the distinct look he’d chosen for himself.

Robert barked out a laugh that started at the pit of his stomach. It was a joyous laugh, but also an abrupt and unexpected one.

“I do look young, don’t I? I barely recognize myself when I look in the mirror. Things have a funny way of working out, don’t they?” The man smiled, his eyes glazed over slightly, clearly remembering something before snapping back to Drew.

The Lady cleared her throat. “As you know, Robert has chosen to become a Warden. Reborn from death, he will serve under you for the betterment of your people and the people of Earth. While more limited in scope and power than a Baleful Warden, he has been thoroughly trained in combat, tactics, city management, settlement development, and diplomacy.

“While you were in the dungeon, Robert was being trained in a similarly accelerated setting, with a time dilation set so high that despite being reborn as a child, he appears as he does now.” She was clearly happy with herself.

Drew hadn’t known the specifics, just that Robert would be a Warden someday. Everything the goddess had just said was news to him and left Drew with more questions than answers. Had Robert been reincarnated with his memories intact, or had the Primordial of Death simply granted the man a new life somehow? Drew didn’t know; he had expected Robert to be a ghost of some kind like the Soulsmith back at Sanctuary.

“How long were you trained, man? You look like you’re in your late thirties or early forties,” Drew asked, wondering how much had happened to the man standing before him. Robert shrugged, either not knowing the answer or not caring.

“He’s spent the equivalent of one hundred and twelve Earth years within time dilation,” The Lady answered, her hands steepled as she spoke. “Robert retained his memories upon reincarnation and will be working as your direct subordinate on Earth.”

“And your faith?” Drew asked, turning back to Robert, who was still standing at attention. It was a question Drew really wanted answered. He didn’t doubt The Lady’s intentions, but when he’d last seen Robert, he had been going through some pretty rough spiritual turmoil. This version of Robert appeared beyond all of that.

“God is dead – my faith is not,” Robert said with a fiery passion. “I’ve changed, and I’ve relived each mistake of my past life tens of thousands of times, but my belief that human beings remain capable of benevolence and enlightenment has not. Divine beings are a part of the new reality we find ourselves a part of. It would be arrogant to ignore their existence, but I will not force anyone to worship or pray to any being. My faith grants me strength because it’s my choice.”

It sounded like personal conviction, not zealotry. Drew was happy to hear the man hadn’t been broken by seeing his God die in front of him. He’d truly been worried about his friend during the years he’d spent in the dungeon.

“One hundred and twelve, though, you’re twice your original age now… not even retired anymore either…”

Drew smiled and walked forward with open arms, grasping Robert in a big bear hug. “Welcome back, you old fuck,” Drew whispered, slapping Robert’s back as he chuckled. The big man laughed and smiled back, returning Drew’s hug.

“Damned whipper-snappers these days, no respect for their elders,” Robert said with a shit-eater’s grin. Amber joined in on the laughter, and Spock had a warm smile on his face. Freya… Freya was chewing on a bone.

Where does she keep getting those damn things?!

“Boof!” Freya added, looking up from her bone and wagging her tail.

The party, newly reunited with Robert, prepared to travel back to Earth. They all said their goodbyes and thanks to the goddess, and just as they walked through the Gate, Drew turned back.

“Send our regards to Hades!” Drew said, waving as he stepped through the portal.

“I will, once he’s done sulking…” The Lady replied, shaking her head and chuckling.
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Drew found himself with nothing to do while in transit back to Earth. Gate travel was not instantaneous, and when crossing extremely long distances, it would take hours to get to your location. The Gate between Sanctuary and The Halls of Reflection was specialized, upgraded, and currently being paid for by The Baleful Lady. Despite all those boons, he was still going to be in transit for a while.

With limited options to occupy his time, Drew pulled up his status sheet. He’d recently evolved, and other than selecting his class and profession, he hadn’t spent much time with it. The novelty of watching minor stat changes at every level had finally worn off, and now he only checked it after major changes or when bored out of his mind.

After receiving yet another upgrade to his [Raise Dead] skill after defeating the Wulf Dragon, Drew had taken that as a sign that he couldn’t lose focus on his minions summoning abilities. Thus, he’d chosen to take an upgraded version of his previous Necromancer class. Other options had been available, but Drew was comfortable with his fighting style now; he didn’t need to further specialize there. He had the advantages of both a dedicated melee fighter and a spellcaster now. If he’d min-maxed one way or another, he was certain he’d be stronger in the specified field, but his new class allowed him flexibility. Sure, he could fight on the front lines, but his minions would also be a force to be reckoned with. Despite his difficulties with minion control, it felt like the right option. It granted him versatility, and being adaptive on the battlefield was its own advantage.

Plus, given the rarity of his profession, race, and class, he’d still end up pretty damn close to a specialized counterpart. He had a lot of health, he was difficult to injure, and his magical abilities offered control, damage over time, life leech, soul damage, and some direct damage.

Status

Name: Drew Wright

Race: Dhampir (Grade – C) – lvl 151

Class: [Necro Lord] – lvl 151

Profession: [Baleful Warden (Unique Grade – C)] – lvl 151

Health Points (HP): 21,130/21,130

Mana Points (MP): 20,250/20,250

Stamina: 18,480/18,480

Stats (Attributes) – Modifier: Armor +10% Stats, Titles +15% Stats

Strength: 2441

Vitality: 2113

Endurance: 1848

Toughness: 2113

Agility: 1926

Perception: 1290

Intelligence: 2025

Wisdom: 1630

Willpower: 2435

Drew finished reviewing his status screen and began to meditate, waiting to arrive back home.


Chapter Twenty-Three



Helimar Dusksorrow listened to the ongoing war council with the utmost focus, which was expected of him as the official liaison between Sanctuary and the Dusksorrow Clan. He took a sip of the ice-cold sweet tea provided by his new allies and set it back down on the table, using the coaster provided to prevent condensation damage to the wooden table. Despite being a newly integrated world, Earth had managed to maintain a fair degree of its culture and native sustenance.

Earth wasn’t the first newly integrated world he’d been sent to, and many of his previous experiences had seen the natives revert to almost Stone Age societies, where barbarism and basic survival took center stage. Helimar was pleased to find that his clan’s new allies were in a far better position. He was certain that the protection provided to the settlement by the Primordial of Death had a major role in its success, but he was also pleased to learn that the native leadership was both competent and friendly. It boded well for the long-term relationship between their peoples.

“Our defenses have been hit twice this week. Both attacks were easily repelled due to the Valkyries, but we’re not sure why they’d risk pissing off Drew’s boss,” Mark said, looking over his notes as he gave Helimar and Raz’zat updated information.

“Probing attacks,” Helimar replied, noting Mark’s nod of agreement.

“That’s our thoughts as well. But the question is why? Why risk pissing off an all-powerful being?” Mark shook his head.

“Forgeborn don’t think like us, bub,” Raz’zat said seriously. “The Redtoof Tribe has dealt with these ‘tin cans’, as you fellas call them, many times. They do stuff that don’t make sense. Dangers that should make ‘em scarper they instead poke with a stick, yet minor inconveniences they will avoid like a plague. Fighting them means you either get stuck in, or they’ll stick you. Trying to figure out why these rust buckets do what they do is a waste of time, capeesh?”

Out of all the Dark Elves’ allies, the Goblins had fought against the warriors of the Forgeborn the most, at least according to the Matriarch of Helimar’s clan.

Mark sighed and nodded. “Additionally, we’ve lost two scouting parties this week. These might be planned ambushes or, more likely, the tin cans have such a great number of their people nearby they can’t help but run into our scouts. If it’s the latter, we don’t know if they’re just extracting the surrounding resources or planning a siege. We’re unable to gather any intelligence due to the danger.” There was a fair amount of anger leaking through the human’s characteristically shaky emotional control.

The humans have truly been tested by this Incursion event from The System, being bottled up inside their own walls and unable to leave in order to level… It doesn’t help that most of Sanctuary’s warriors are martial in nature, and their race’s forte is certainly not overwhelming strength. Perhaps if they had more spellcasters, they would have an easier time dealing with the Forgeborn.

“How many presumed casualties has Sanctuary taken from the loss of the two scouting parties, and what were their levels?” Helimar asked, hoping to get an idea of what they were facing. Sanctuary had entered a defensive pact with both his own Dusksorrow Clan and the Redtoof Tribe. As much as his Matron was loath to lose clan warriors to fighting, the Dusksorrow were people of their word, and they would take up arms against their mutual enemies if needed.

“Only one person, thankfully. After some early losses, we have become more careful with who we send out. Both parties set out at the same time, and other than the single necromancer, the rest were all undead minions.” Mark flipped through his notepad, looking for details. “The necromancer was level thirty-one, but the minions were all in their high thirties or low forties,” Mark finished, closing the book and looking at Helimar.

“I see. The levels are concerning, as I don’t believe one or two Forgeborn scouts would have had the power to wipe them out unless the necromancer in question was extremely unlucky,” Helimar said, looking to Raz’zat for his expertise.

“Elf boy is right, bub. Your woods are likely infested with the buggers.”

The door to the war council’s chambers opened as Raz’zat finished his statement, and a giant of a man strode in like he owned the place. All heads turned to eye the intruder. Refreshments had already been served, and Helimar hadn’t been expecting anyone else to join the meeting.

The man was covered in darkened armor that looked fit for a king. The detail work on the armor alone was breathtaking and wouldn’t have been out of place in the personal armory of a B Grade. The man had silver-gray hair and a chiseled jawline lightly covered in stubble, and his heterochromatic eyes of piercing blue and raging red seemed to pierce through Helimar’s very soul.

“Drew! Thank God you’re back!” Mark jumped up out of his chair and hugged the man.

So, this is the Lady’s Champion… I wonder why he has such strange facial tattoos…?

The armored man hugged Mark back. “It’s damn good to see you, man – it’s been far too long,” the Champion said, grinning and patting Mark’s back. The pressure that had been exerting itself on Helimar suddenly vanished, and he could hear Raz’zat let out a shaky breath of relief on his side.

“You’re telling me, it’s been ten weeks! Did you lose track of time or what?” Mark exclaimed in what Helimar believed was good-natured fun. Clearly, the two men had a close personal bond. Hopefully, the relationship the Dusksorrow Clan and Redtoof Tribe had fostered with Mark would earn political dividends now that the leader was back.

“Sorry about that, man. The Lady threw us into a hyperbolic time chamber of a dungeon, and it was really hard to tell how much time was passing,” the Champion said in apology. “We made a hard choice and decided to train as much as we could. I hope it was the right one.”

Helimar had an eye for detail, and he didn’t miss the shadow that passed across the man’s eyes as he spoke of the dungeon. Helimar had never had the privilege of delving in one, let alone one controlled by a Primordial. He could only image the hardships this man had faced to claim his power.

“No shit? DBZ style and all?” Mark asked, taken aback. Helimar simply smiled at their quaint local terminology.

“Yeah, man, we were in there for over nine years apparently, though the longer I’m out, the shorter it feels. Trust me, it’s good to be back,” Drew said.

Nine years? What is he talking about? Helimar thought, his brows furrowed. The power of the Primordials was the stuff of legend, and this man spoke of fabled dungeons and deep magics as if they were mere curiosities. Either he was truly naïve of the immense powers and privileges he was being granted… no, it couldn’t be that. More likely this was a man of deep knowledge and power. A being to be respected and feared.

“Nine years?! You don’t look a day older than when you left. What the hell?” Mark practically yelled.

“Beats the hell out of me, man. I think we age way slower when we evolve. Plus, race stuff. Remember we’re not human anymore,” the armored man shrugged.

He’s not human? He looks human… how curious. I wonder which race he chose…

“Anyways, Sindra said there was a diplomatic war council or something going on, and I figured I’d better join in now that I’m back,” Drew added, quickly changing the subject. “The Baleful Lady has kept me up to date with the Forgeborn stuff, but maybe it’ll be better if you give me a run-down of recent events.”

“Of course, please take my seat," Mark said. “I have another in my inventory. The Dark Elf here is Helimar Dusksorrow, and the Goblin is Raz’zat Shinkick. They’re our new allies.” He motioned toward Helimar and his Goblin peer.

“Pleasure to meet you both. My name is Drew Wright, and I’m the leader of Sanctuary as well as the Champion of The Baleful Lady.”

He extended his hand to each of the delegates. Though Helimar was still getting used to Earth’s fondness for physical contact, he appreciated the polite gesture.

Now the true diplomacy can begin…
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Over the next hour, the leader was filled in with all the details of Sanctuary’s progress, including the income generation of the crystal mine, the food situation, and the general status of Sanctuary’s citizens.

That crystal mine is going to push Sanctuary to become an economic hub on this planet. Forming an alliance and trade agreement this early should pay dividends in the future. Provided this ‘Drew’ shares the… accepting nature of his compatriots.

Then the conversation moved on to the Forgeborn, their attacks, their weaknesses, and all the most recent information the allies had. They spoke of the evacuations and the devastation of the local environment.

The Champion’s face hardened at the news of the destruction wrought by the metal men. Local forests reduced to blasted dirt, fields rendered barren, lakes and rivers sucked dry. It hardened even further when the Forgeborn’s tendency to use forced labor and trade in souls was mentioned. The man’s grip left finger-shaped indents in the table as though its polished wood were as soft as cave dirt.

“That brings us to the… casualties,” Mark continued.

Helimar could tell the man had been avoiding this topic. Mark Kobinah appeared ashamed, which was curious. He had little reason to be as the losses seemed minimal to Helimar, given they were natives of a recently integrated planet facing incursions.

“While we weathered many attacks here, the enemies were always quickly dispatched by the Valkyries. No civilians or defenders staying inside Sanctuary have been lost. We have tried to do what we could to help local survivors and scout enemy movements; however, those efforts have been more… costly. Just this week, we lost two scouting parties made up of mostly level thirty and forty minions, along with their necromancer controller. That brought our total losses since the Forgeborn began raiding up to twenty-six.

“Those causalities were either scouts trying to find holes in the Forgeborn’s net around us or outbound adventuring parties attempting to rescue survivors stuck in local small towns. A number of survivors were either too weak or too afraid to travel. Unfortunately, none of them made it. We… no, I couldn’t protect them. The Forgeborn…” Mark’s face was haggard as he spoke those last words. “I’m sorry, Drew. We did the best we could.”

There was a splintering crack as a chunk of wood was broken off the table. A massive pressure hit Helimar, forcing his face to the table. His heart was beating uncontrollably, and he saw Raz’zat struggling as well. Across from him, Mark was crumpled on the floor. Helimar’s brow and chest were quickly drenched in sweat, and his soul screamed at him to get away as fast as possible.

Try as he might, Helimar was unable to move anything other than his eyes. He felt like the planet’s gravity had suddenly increased more than a hundredfold, and as he focused his will, he was barely able to flex the end of his fingertips.

Then, just as quickly as the pressure had come, it relented, leaving Helimar in a puddle of his own perspiration. Finally able to breathe again, he gasped for air, trying to fill his lungs and calm his heart.

“Ah, sorry about that y’all.” Drew’s face went from thunderous to embarrassed in a moment. “The dungeon, well, it wasn’t easy, and one of the things that kept us going was knowing the people here needed us. To hear there have been such losses, well…”

His face darkened, and he suddenly seemed far older, far colder. “I had hoped we would make it through my absence without any casualties. Those losses are on us for not returning sooner… Damn it.” He ran a hand through his hair, and his grief seemed genuine. “Anyway, I just… lost control briefly,” Drew said apologetically. “Won’t happen again.”

What in the world…?

It took several minutes before normalcy returned, but Helimar was still shaken to his core. It made no sense. Even the Matron’s aura isn’t that…

“What’s the big idea, bub?! Why did you hit us all with an aura attack? We’re supposed to be allies here!” Raz’zat demanded.

“Attack?” Drew asked, his head tilted to the side. “I didn’t attack anyone. I just lost control of my aura, and a bit flowed out. Again, I apologize. I’m still learning to keep it under tight control, and I slipped up when I learned about the deaths that occurred here without us to protect them.”

Drew bowed his head slightly in apology. His jaw was tight, and Helimar could tell the Champion placed the blame for these deaths squarely on his own shoulders.

‘A bit.’ If he calls that ‘a bit,’ then we have made significant allies on this planet.

“It… wasn’t an… attack?” Raz’zat asked, mouth agape at the absurdity of the man’s statement. Drew shook his head in the negative.

“Can you not do that again, man? It felt like I was being kicked in the balls while being held down against the floor by a whale,” Mark chided the leader.

“Yeah, sorry… Anyways, I think I know everything I need to know.” Drew clenched a fist, and Helimar watched sawdust trickle out of it. “It's clear to me that these Forgeborn cannot be negotiated with. They have killed, destroyed, and salted the earth behind them. On top of that, they trade in souls, which goes against my duty and beliefs as Baleful Warden. They have killed my people, but worst of all, they have killed non-combatants. People just trying to survive. There can be no peace between our peoples. The Forgeborn must be removed, roots and all,” Drew said with certainty.

“I will let my Chieftain know, and we will prepare our army for war,” Raz’zat said.

“As will—” Helimar began.

Drew held up his hand. “The Lady mentioned these Forgeborn don’t have many fighters higher than D Grade, right, Mark?”

Mark nodded. “Yeah, but those incursion Gates can technically be used to summon reinforcements, though at a significant cost, according to Sindra.”

The Champion nodded as if this were a minor concern. “What are the chances that they have summoned a B Grade since our last scan?”

Raz’zat snorted. “Listen, bub, while me and my pal here see Earth as one of the up n’ comers, it’s still a recently integrated backwater planet. This whole planet likely isn’t worth them bothering one of their B Grades, let alone the bits they have access to during an incursion. B Grades are on a whole other level.”

Drew nodded. “Then there’s no need to endanger your people in this fight. I will take care of it. I will not have any more lives wasted on my watch.”

“I mean no disrespect, but I do not believe the people of Sanctuary are sufficient to ward off the Forgeborn incursion in totality,” Helimar said with concern. “It would be in everyone’s best interest to combine our forces to eliminate the threat together. I’m afraid that if you were to rely on your people alone, the casualties would be very high, and victory would be far from assured.” He had dealt with prideful leaders before and hoped the Champion would see reason. The humans had nothing to prove here.

The Champion shook his head. “You misunderstand, Helimar. I will be personally taking care of the Forgeborn. I’d prefer it if our Goblin and Dark Elf allies instead focused on creating search and rescue teams. We’re in a rural area, and traveling to nearby towns will take a while for most people. Sanctuary needs more citizens, and the people out there are in far more danger. So, I would appreciate it if you focused your aid on helping anyone who has managed to survive the Forgeborn onslaught. I’m only one person, and I can only be in so many places at once.”

He thinks he can take out an entire incursion himself?! Impossible. His aura is monstrous, but it could be a skill of some kind mimicking the effect as a show of strength. There’s no way a native would be so powerful so quickly. Even if he did manage to train for nine years somehow. The man’s pride will be his downfall.

“The Goblins of the Redtoof Tribe will be happy to assist in providing aid to your people,” Raz’zat said diplomatically, though Helimar saw the same disbelief in his compatriot’s eyes.

A shrewd choice. Worst case scenario, the Champion gets himself killed, and then we’re left to deal with Mark, who is at least competent and sane.

“Clan Dusksorrow will also provide aid. We’ll begin organizing scouting and rescue parties; however, we will require knowledge of the local geography and where native towns and cities may be located,” Helimar added.

If the man wanted to get himself injured or killed by taking on the Forgeborn himself, that was his choice. His clan would make backup plans to come to his aid when needed. Still, rescuing the native humans would buy much goodwill with Sanctuary and boost the settlement’s economic prospects.

Helimar nodded to himself. This was the right diplomatic route, though he would be sad to see Mark lose what appeared to be a close friend. The human was one of the kinder and more honest beings Helimar had met.

“Good, thank you both for your people’s assistance.” Drew smiled, then turned to his friend. “Mark, hold down the fort. I’ll be back soon.”

“But you just got… anddd he’s gone,” Mark finished with a sigh. Drew had left the building in a flash of movement that Helimar was barely able to comprehend.


Chapter Twenty-Four



Drew left the war council meeting in a flash, quickly finding and reestablishing control of the murder of undead crows he’d left in Sanctuary. With a thought, he sent the flying rats out to survey the surrounding areas. Drew was fast now, disgustingly fast, but he was only one person and couldn’t be everywhere at once, so he sent the crows to scour the areas he would be blind to while he plowed straight in a single direction.

The last nine years of his life had been spent with Amber, Spock, Freya, and Maud. Every waking moment not spent in aura training or mana manipulation had been spent with them. He loved them all dearly, but he was dying to have some time to himself. Unfortunately, given the state of the planet, he doubted that he would be able to take a vacation any time soon, so instead, he set out to take care of the Forgeborn. Alone.

Caution was unnecessary; Drew was confident in his abilities as a low C Grade powerhouse. He wasn’t arrogant; he just knew his own strength in comparison to the local forces. After years in the dungeon, Drew was able to quickly size up most battles. He had a much more intricate understanding of the differences in the different tiers of each Grade. Before, he’d had a vague idea about what constituted low, mid, and peak tier for a specific Grade. In general, fighting above one’s tier was challenging at the best of times and near-impossible in the worst of matchups. Except for Elites like himself.

Due to the synergetic powers and attributes of his Baleful Warden profession, his Champion’s Regalia, and his Primordial-trained aura and mana manipulation abilities, Drew was confident facing up to mid-C-Grade foes. Anything below that wouldn’t even be a threat. Drew had faced literal hordes of D Grades in the dungeon, entire armies, and come out on top. Unless an incursion leader was an elite like himself, Drew wasn’t worried.

What in the hell…?

Drew slowed as he took in the surrounding countryside for the first time. Within a mile or so of Sanctuary, little had changed, but beyond that? Where trees and brush had once dotted the landscape like tufts of hair, now there was only dust and dirt. The river that gave River’s Bend its name lay cracked and dry. No trace remained of the town itself. Not a single piece of timber, shard of glass, or forgotten screw. It was as if it had never existed.

The destruction radiated for miles. The patterns were easy to see from a bird’s eye view, which made the epicenters of each blooming flower of devastation easy to ascertain. Drew clenched his jaw as his legs pumped beneath him. He ground his teeth so hard he tasted blood.

Within minutes, Drew had found a forward operating base of Forgeborn. He dashed in and cut down every Forgeborn in the camp within thirty seconds. There wasn’t even a fight. The metal men were going about their business one moment, and the next, their bodies were dropping to the ground like puppets whose strings had been snipped. But Drew was far from satisfied.

He sent his crows in every direction until they began to find other forward operating bases. He wasn’t going to leave a single one of these bastards alive. The death of any citizen was already one too many. So many of his people had been lost.

And the survivors… out here alone… if I’d just been faster… Drew’s knuckles tightened on the halt of his axe.

He became death. His axe sliced through steel and left metal tendrils writhing in the dirt. It was easy.

Drew quickly fell into the energy-conserving battle-trance state he’d entered so many times previously when wave after wave of dungeon mobs had swarmed their party. His limbs moved automatically, his eyes able to pick out and rank each visible threat in seconds. These opponents were not ready for him. Unlike the monsters and denizens from the dungeon, who were extremely powerful for their grade, each presenting a constant and very real threat of death, these Forgeborn were little more than flimsy imitations of what Drew had been fighting for the last nine years.

Drew hadn’t fought E Grades in years. The ever-increasing difficulty of the dungeon had almost made him forget that lower-level opponents existed. It was like he’d always been fighting with weights on his arms and legs, and now, suddenly, those fetters had been removed. There were no traps, no repeatedly spawning waves of mobs, no events returning his foes to life to be fought again. The Forgeborn simply paled in comparison to the constant and ever-changing horrors he had faced for years on end in the dungeon. This was different, child’s play even, and Drew found a grim satisfaction in cutting them down.

Killing in the dungeon had meant little. The creatures there were spawned by the dungeon. But every death here had purpose – it was what all the training had been for. Drew finally had the strength to save lives. All he needed was his axe and his mana pool and he could stop the carnage these metal men had brought to his planet. He didn’t even need minions, that was how far he’d come.

Shit!

Drew flinched and dove to the side automatically as he noticed a large shadow pass over him. He looked up, expecting to be vaporized by some airborne metal ship, but only found a pick-up-sized eagle flying high overhead. There was an awkward moment as the cold sweat that drenched his face dripped down onto his breastplate.

It was just a big bird…

A beast, for sure, but nothing as menacing as the Wulf Dragon. Years in the dungeon had taught Drew to expect death around every corner. Any unknown was potentially deadly. But here, back on his home planet, not everything wanted to kill him. Here, he was the predator.

Hysterical laughter broke through the deforested area near the last Forgeborn base Drew had wiped out. Internally, he was happy to still be alive, but at the same time, he was deeply concerned that he’d let his guard down enough to miss the giant and relatively harmless vehicle-sized E-Grade bird that had passed by.

No, I can’t just play around here. I need to be doing something productive besides eliminating this incursion.

A memory from the last fight in the dungeon played over in his mind, and something clicked into place. Spell modification. Drew was in the safest spot other than dungeon stairwells for the first time in a decade. It was the perfect time to experiment at least a little.

If he faced another mana backlash from ad-hoc manipulation, at least it wouldn’t be as detrimental to his personal safety now. Still, he would keep his guard up. That bird beast was fresh on his mind, after all.

Drew thought deeply about his spells and what he wanted to experiment with as he searched for another Forgeborn base, and by the time he found his target, a solid image had formed in his mind. He stood on top of a rocky outcropping overlooking a barren wasteland below, a wasteland where Forgeborn were hauling logs and boulders into buildings for processing. It was another industrial base, one where the tin cans took every scrap of natural material and broke it down for refinement.

I think I tried to go too big, too fast with the contagion spell that I wanted to modify. This time, I’m going to be more conservative. At least until I can get the hang of this a bit better. I need a spell I know well. Let’s go back to basics.

Despite many attempts, Drew had only been able to tweak his [Contagion], [Agony], and other more complex spells once or twice, and the results had not been worth it. [Death Coil], on the other hand… Drew had actually created a handful of viable templates for the spell. He had his low-damage, high-speed machine gun, his curving shot, and the ability to convert the spell to concussive force only with no explosion for tight spaces.

[Death Coil] was one of Drew’s staple spells, one which he was intimately familiar with, especially its effects on enemies. Thus, he kept returning to it for his manipulation attempts. As he did now. His goal in modifying it was simple: he wanted the secondary explosion to be bigger. Not necessarily more powerful, but rather to maintain the same power over a greater diameter.

With the Forgeborn unaware of his presence overlooking their base, Drew took his time fine-tuning every aspect of the spell, including adding more mana to it. Everything had to have a cost, after all. If The System wasn’t happy with the spell’s cost, it would add its own.

Alright, let’s give this a shot.

As had happened before, everything accelerated rapidly within his inner world, and he felt things begin to snap into place. He felt his mana drain heavily, fully ten times the usual cost of the spell. But he’d planned for that. What he hadn’t planned for was the spell taking a full thirty seconds to cast. Just as he was thinking the spell had fizzled, his arm and finger instinctively shot outward, and a red flame-wreathed skull streaked toward the center of the busy base.

Everything went white, and Drew shielded his eyes with his left arm from the flash. He felt heat rush past him, followed by a shockwave of dust and sound. The earth rumbled angrily, and he felt it shake at his feet, yet he remained upright, unmoved by the tremendous blast.

Successful ad-hoc spell manipulation attempt

When he blinked his eyes open, Drew’s jaw practically fell to the ground. A solid third of the invaders’ base was now a deep crater, easily two stories deep into the earth. The buildings that once existed there were now but rubble that continued to drop from the sky, even into the outskirts of the base. He dodged out of the way as a three-foot-thick chunk of stone came crashing down where he had just been standing.

Holy shit… Drew thought as he glanced around, seeing the limbs of dozens of torn-apart Forgeborn splattered into the walls of still-standing buildings outside the crater. Where the torsos had gone, Drew didn’t know, but dirt, smoke, and death hung sickly in the air.

Okay, new rule… don’t dump more than three percent of my mana into a single blast spell. Better yet, maybe I shouldn’t be doing blasts at all. I could probably wipe out a small town if I wanted to… and I do not want to Frieza my own planet.

Still, that was cool as hell.

[image: ]


Six hours into the genocidal purge, Drew stood outside the main Forgeborn incursion base. A deep red-colored pillar of light in the sky highlighted it from miles away, and Drew watched the invaders with rapt attention. While the outposts had been little more than sets of temporary buildings and wooden palisades, the main base had clearly had larger investments in funds and labor. Solid stone walls that were forty feet high encircled the base, and defensive magic arrays were inlaid both within the walls and outside them.

Drew could have approached the destruction of the incursion camp in many different ways. The dungeon had taught him many new uses for his undead, and he had focused on using them more in support and utility roles. He could use undead minions as sappers to dig under and weaken walls. He could use them as mobile siege platforms by interlocking their bodies, or he could simply sneak in himself and cause untold mayhem. Using minions as a distraction while he snuck in was optional.

Each was a tactic tried and tested in the dungeon against far better-prepared foes.

Unwilling to waste the necessary time and energy to lay a proper siege, Drew decided to take the most direct route to solving the incursion. He walked through the front door. Yes, the giant forty-foot door was locked, yes, there was security guarding the gate, but the gate also had a small side door allowing access to the fort, a door that would likely be sealed and the hallways collapsed in the event of a proper attack. Drew just walked through it, admittedly at extremely high speed, but walked in nonetheless.

One thing Drew had learned in the dungeon was to assess new foes quickly. His earlier battles with the Forgeborn had shown them to be relatively blunt instruments. They used their size, strength, and durability to overwhelm their foes. If that didn’t work, they fell back on their untiring endurance, attempting to wear their opponents down. Something that had worked a number of times against Sanctuary fighters, according to Mark’s reports.

As a result of this fighting style, the Forgeborn foot soldiers were not particularly observant. Their dimly glowing expressionless faces seemed to have some sort of rudimentary radar to scan for threats and resources to pillage, but they had trouble tracking fast-moving objects or distinguishing between finer details. Drew had seen them mistake a thrown projectile for a spell and vice versa.

With this in mind, he was confident that he could easily avoid detection when moving at his top speed, as long as he had the element of surprise. So he sprinted right in.

Well well, I hope y’all don’t mind if I let myself in and make myself at home…

Within forty-five minutes, every guard on the walls of the mall-sized base was dead. The reserves, the ones that were hibernating or sleeping in the nearby barracks, all of them. Dead as doorknobs. They didn’t stay dead for long, though, no no. Drew raised them all and sent them right back to work ‘guarding’ the walls.

No alarms. No shouts. Nothing.

Drew had perfected his fighting style after Maud’s death. He had focused on turning himself into a weapon. Every new skill, perk, and stat had been applied to this end. Sure, he had made sure he still had minion-summoning capabilities – he knew they would be needed to help reclaim Earth. But his build had shifted toward dealing the bulk of his damage himself.

He was fast, his strikes were powerful, and his axe skills were honed to the point where he could slice a Forgeborn’s head from its shoulders with surgical precision. They never had a chance to make as much as a peep.

He thought he hit a snag when he encountered some larger doorways bathed in soft blue light. Some quick reconnaissance with his new undead minions revealed that Forgeborn would walk through them and be scanned by the blue light, at which point the light would glow green. Drew heard muffled whimpers from inside.

Scanners to allow Forgeborn to come and go but keep prisoners inside?

With lives at risk, Drew decided stealth was an even greater priority. With a grimace of disgust, he took one of the larger guards and hollowed out its internal structures with [Focused Contagion]. The metal rusted slightly, but all the muscle-like fibers that made up its body rotted away into nothingness. Drew then donned the remaining metal exoskeleton and wore it like a second set of armor, walking around amongst the fully alive invaders like he belonged there.

Would the ‘disguise’ hold up to scrutiny? Probably not, the fibers in the joints weren’t visible, but that was why he had magic. Drew used his mana manipulation to tie all the parts together and drove it like a puppet. When he walked through the scanner, it glowed a pleasant green. Drew grinned.

Thank you, sci-fi movies…

His grin faded as soon as he entered the structure. Inside lay dozens of bodies. The building stank of sweat, blood, and death. Each of the bodies was horribly thin, bones pressing against the skin. Their hands and feet were cracked and bleeding, their lips caked in red foamy froth and their eyes glassy. The bodies were stacked high at the front of the room, while at the back, Drew saw giant wheels, almost like what hamsters used for exercise, and metal pillars with bars jutting from the center.

A handful of beleaguered figures were running within the wheels, and others manned the pillars, pushing the bars to turn them in an endless circle. Their hair matted and their bodies caked in dirt and filth, they stumbled forward in silence, their eyes blank except for a dull red glow that seemed to come from within their skulls.

Drew felt his heart seize in his chest at the horror before him. Only a few feet away, a Forgeborn stood by the carefully stacked pile of bodies, slowly feeding them into a hole in the wall. Inside, flames licked and roiled. A forge of some sort, fueled by the bodies of the Forgeborn’s victims. Next to the forge, a giant set of bellows rose and fell rhythmically in time with the turning of the wheels and pillars.

Drew dashed forward, his vision red, cleaving the first Forgeborn in two. Rage pumped through his veins as he swung the axe again and again. He didn’t use a single spell or ability, just raw anger and sharp steel. Within seconds, he tore every Forgeborn in the room to pieces. The last was seemingly fused to the wall itself and wore a larger-than-usual red-glowing helmet.

As he crushed the head of the final Forgeborn, a soft beep cut through the air like a machine powering down. These things were a plague, a sickness preying on the weak, turning them into fuel. Drew didn’t feel guilty. Not at all. As the beep sounded, all of the humans fell limply to the ground.

Drew was at their sides a second later, but every one of them was dead. After a moment conferring with their souls, and with tears in his eyes, he let each of them pass on. They had seen too much to have any desire to stay.

Only when the room was totally quiet did he notice the screams.

In the corner of the room, next to the bodies for the forge, were a small handful of red crystals. Somehow, the voices Drew heard were coming from them. As he approached, he could feel the voices. Not voices… souls. Drew thought he would throw up then and there, but his time in the dungeon had hardened him, so he simply reached forward and shattered each and every crystal.

One by one.

“Be free,” he whispered before grabbing his axe and heading for the door. There was work to do.
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Over the next several hours, Drew cleaned house. All the houses, actually. Along with every artisan workshop, defensive area, warehouse, and logistics area. He methodically walked into each and every building, slaughtering everything that moved. If it twitched, it wasn’t dead enough yet. These creatures were locusts, horrible metal monsters that needed to be exterminated.

It was with a grim satisfaction that Drew fell into the mindless labor of death.

Soon, there were only two areas left untouched by Drew’s purge. He’d raised every Forgeborn he’d come across. The streets were now empty, his undead minions staying put in their old houses and workplaces. By the time Drew made it to the second to last place in the fort, physical cries of alarm finally rang out. One of the surviving Forgeborn must have left the command area and seen the streets empty.

Drew shrugged. He didn’t care. He was already at his next destination. The incursion Gate stood far taller and more imposing than the teleportation Gate in Sanctuary. A giant doorway with a black abyss looked back at him. With a thought, he brought his hand to the floating red command crystal on the pedestal before the gate.

*Notice*

Native sapient lifeform detected

Options:

1. Destroy Incursion

2. Force the invaders’ peaceful surrender so they may retreat through Incursion Gate; Incursion will then close permanently

3. Claim Ownership

Choose…

Yeah, I’m not interested in claiming an incursion on my own homeworld, thanks. As for a peaceful surrender, that’s no longer an option after what I’ve seen…

Destroy Incursion.

A rhythmic beeping filled the air now, long and short bursts like some sort of code. Amongst them were voices too, and Drew could hear them coming closer. With his perception, he heard the thundering of heavy steps running in formation. The Forgeborn’s leaders must have been notified the moment he touched the command crystal. Good to know…

Drew expected an explosion or some kind of fireworks show after he decided to destroy the incursion, but nothing so grand happened. Instead, the black abyss disappeared with a pop, and the red light from the heavens that signified the incursion base winked out of existence after flickering twice. The giant stone gate collapsed and crumbled to dust.

Huh… so that’s it? I kinda expected there to be… well, something. Hell, at this point, I’d take Bob Barker walking out from around a building to award me with a couple of new appliances before reminding me to spay and neuter my pets.

With the running soldiers coming closer, Drew turned his back to the non-existent Gate in preparation to greet his incoming ‘friends’. Two hundred warriors were moving down the street in his direction, running in formation, just as Drew had thought, in twenty rows of ten. Each member was clearly in low to mid-D Grade and, overall, not a threat to him. Behind the two hundred, the commander led from the back, watching his little tin soldiers make haste to the dust-filled space that once held their Gate.

The leader had gold inlaid armor, while the others wore plain steel and leather. Rather than a featureless mask, his helmet was adorned with carefully sculpted facial features that were already drawing into a scowl. He barked orders at the faceless soldiers in front of him, and they beeped rhythmically in response. Drew wasn’t sure the basic ones could even form words.

The Forgeborn commander was low C Grade, though barely. Drew was likely the same level, if not a tad lower than the commander. Maybe the leader could be a challenge to him after all.

“Halt! Drone 465, why are you out of your designated duty area? Have you located the native intruder?” the commander called out to Drew. He looked down at his arms and realized he was still wearing a dead Forgeborn like a skinsuit.

Oh yeah, haha. Drew chuckled to himself.

The commander tilted its head, likely at the lack of beeping. “Drone 465, respond! Are you experiencing malfunction? Were you damaged by the native?”

Drew raised his arm, palm to the sky, as if holding a basketball in one hand. In one quick motion, he jabbed his arm upward and made a grasping motion with his digits. He had learned a thing or two in the years between Maud’s death and fighting the Wulf Dragon. This ability was one of them.

Two things happened in quick succession. The first was when the former Forgeborn he’d been wearing exploded off him and flew toward the encroaching enemies like shrapnel. The second and far more serious situation occurred seconds later…

[Field of Despair]

A frightening small to medium scale area of effect spell where the caster summons skeletal hands and arms from deep within the earth. Any designated enemy within the field will be slowed or stopped, depending on their strength. The longer an enemy stays within the field, the more life is leeched from their bodies, further prolonging the spell’s effect. The scale of the effect is dependent on the initial mana investment from the caster.

Thousands of skeletal arms broke through the cobbled payment the Forgeborn formation ran upon, each hand reaching out in desperation at any living being nearby. The calcified fingers wrapped around warriors' ankles, calves, and anything else they could grab, pulling their prey down and slowly dragging them into the earth through the stone.

Where physical contact was made, the warriors’ lifeforce was quickly leached from them, their muscular fibers shrinking and shriveling like raisins until nothing but hollowed-out metal exoskeletons lay upon the battlefield. The sound of empty metal clattering on the ground filled the air.

Soon, silence took dominion over the battlefield. Eleven lucky drone warriors out of two hundred had been spared, either by dumb luck or insanely high agility or strength for their grade. The eleven Forgeborn warriors stood still, their heads barely turning to take stock of their situation. The corpses of their friends and fellow fighters littered the broken road around them, just empty shells of what had once been life. The commander soon joined them, looking from the battlefield to the remains of his fighting force.

It was at that moment Drew sent the mental command: doors burst open as undead Forgeborn flooded the streets, weapons pointed at their former comrades. The undead on the walls all turned and aimed their repeating crossbows and rudimentary, almost clockwork firearms at the commander and the remaining eleven. All two thousand one hundred and twenty-seven undead Forgeborn waited patiently for their new master’s command.

“Halt, native! The situation is no longer one of net gain. This one wishes to negotiate on behalf of the citizens of the Mother Engine,” the commander shouted to Drew, reattaching his two-handed mace to his back as he held both his arms up.

Drew had the upper hand, and the commander knew it. The larger Forgeborn had been able to process that the native had somehow taken control of his entire garrison and obliterated the remaining resistance within seconds. Drew nodded and showed his empty hands to the metallic being.

The commander and Drew soon stood fifteen yards away from each other. Drew was patient as the Forgeborn either considered his words or attempted to figure out a way to defeat Drew. Either way, it didn’t bother Drew; he’d done what he needed to, and the rest was just clean-up duty. Little did the Forgeborn commander know that Drew had no intention of letting them live.

They had invaded Earth, seeking to claim all its resources and enslave its people. Drew’s people. They had mercilessly attacked members of Sanctuary and killed dozens of human survivors that Drew knew of and likely many more that he wasn’t aware of. Worse still were the horrors he had witnessed in these very headquarters. No, mercy had left the table long ago.

“Say your piece,” Drew announced.

After several moments, the commander finally spoke. “We of the Mother Engine underestimated you, native. You are perhaps one of the few here worthy of being more than fuel for the Expansion. What are your demands? What must we offer to allow my drones here to continue the Harvest?” the commander asked, motioning to his warriors and the undead surrounding him.

Interesting. He isn’t aware that they’re already dead, then… Their radar really does need an upgrade.

“You misunderstand. Your drones are already dead. All your outposts and forward operating bases have been destroyed. Your scouts have been eliminated, and the only people that remain alive are you, your eleven warriors, and myself,” Drew answered, bereft of emotion. This was a job, and it was to protect Sanctuary and humanity. He would do what needed to be done, as he had done for the last nine years.

The commander glanced around, taking a harder look at the remains of his forces. His head turned as he looked at the undead on the walls, the craftsmen, the porters, the security forces. Finally, he looked back at Drew.

“Their sparks have returned to the Mother Engine as you say…” the tin man said as his voice dropped. “Foul necromancy.”

“Yes,” Drew replied bluntly.

“How?”

“How what?” Drew asked in confusion.

“How did a mere organic do all… this?” The robot-like man motioned to his surroundings. “How is a native this strong so soon after integration? There is no logic to it…”

“Does the answer really matter?” Drew shrugged.

“No. More words would be wasted fuel, as you say.” The Forgeborn shook his head in the negative. “Will you at least allow me the honor of a duel? A native of your strength… You may not be a Citizen, but you may yet have some worth in the eyes of the Expansion. The Mother Engine would allow my fuel to be expended for such a death.”

“Honor? Your people are a plague of locusts, stripping other people’s planets bare and damning countless lives, yet you request an honorable death? … So be it, I’ll accept your request,” Drew said, almost sneering at the thought of what the man was insinuating.

The commander unlatched his mace, and Drew pulled his weapon, currently in sword form, from his inventory. Then Drew nodded, indicating he was ready.

The metal man readied himself as he began to nod. “Begin!” the commander shouted.

Drew was already gone. The commander looked behind him, thinking Drew would be there, about to attack, but the Forgeborn was surprised when Drew wasn’t. Two seconds later, as the commander began to take a cautious step forward, likely expecting a surprise attack, Drew reappeared in the exact location he’d disappeared from.

The sound of metal hitting stone pushed aside the silence as the commander’s blue orbs went wide in surprise. He looked around – only to find that all eleven warriors were dead, fallen to the ground. His head snapped back toward Drew, and anger filtered in a scowl as he began to scream, taking a single step forward.

The scream of anger had barely left the commander’s metal lips when he let out a gasp of surprise. He began to fall backward, unbalanced, unsure of what had caused him to trip. He hit the broken pavement just in time to watch his lower half continue another step forward before collapsing as well. Unable to process what had happened, he looked down, finding that somehow, unbeknownst to him, he’d been bisected.

Not a challenge after all. Disappointing.

Drew was above his foe in a heartbeat, and the last thing the Forgeborn commander saw was the descending sword of a man armored in depictions of death.


Chapter Twenty-Five



The undead forms of the Forgeborn were not what Drew would call adaptive. Forgeborn were good for one thing and one thing only: smashing shit and taking a beating. Their poor vision made for lackluster scouts and meant they caused more harm than good when engaged in any kind of menial labor.

Drew also found them more difficult to control than his usual minions, finding that they often failed to understand simple commands, and he had to take direct control more often. While Drew did decide to keep several of the undead as minions, especially the ones with repeating crossbows and clockwork guns, he did so only due to the necessity of needing more protectors for Sanctuary’s citizens.

The tech that the tin cans used was not meant to be used by anything other than their own race; it appeared hardcoded to Forgeborn physiology. Sadly, this meant the Forgeborn undead would be of extremely limited help, especially with the Valkyries already protecting Sanctuary proper.

I can’t keep all these things; they’d be awful for anything other than cannon fodder, which I don’t need as badly at my current strength level… Still, I should keep a few at least. They have ranged weapons, which we’re lacking in, and maybe I could have them patrol further away from the settlement to prevent anything like their incursion from trapping my people inside again.

Drew released his control of most of the undead Forgeborn by manually severing their mental connections and watched as ninety percent of them dropped to the ground bonelessly. He’d keep the remaining ten percent and send them back, hoping they would contribute something an…

Hmm, a bird is buzzing me? Did I not get all the bases?

Drew reached out to the undead bird’s primitive mind and forced himself to look through its eyes. A small town, smaller even than River’s Bend, had been flattened to the ground. Red and pink smears coated small indentions in the earth, with only strips and fragments of cloth left to tell Drew what had happened. The tiny town, barely worthy of its designation as such, had been wiped from existence, and in its wake, a group of ten Forgeborn were heading directly toward the location of the incursion Drew had just destroyed.

The town had been fine on his way in. Drew had noted the presence of human survivors holed up in an abandoned mine and had been planning to return after dealing with the Forgeborn. In his confidence, he hadn’t considered a few rogue soldiers to be of any threat. It would take years for E-Grade fighters to put a dent in him…

…but only moments to destroy a town of F-Grade survivors.

No…

Drew grimaced as dark thoughts circled his head like hungry vultures spotting a wounded rabbit in the brush. Drew had missed a group of Forgeborn, and from the looks of it, he had missed out on saving these people by no more than an hour or two at most.

So few people remained in his home state, and the few Mark mentioned had been hiding like cockroaches in holes and basements. But they had been human, and they had been scared. And now they were dead.

He immediately connected to the rest of his airborne scouts and sent them further south, specifically toward the locations of small local towns. He’d been a fool. He’d been playing by dungeon rules, focusing on the mission alone. These were not NPCs; they were – had been – real people, and he had failed them.

He made best speed in the direction of the living Forgeborn he had found, and boy were they surprised to see a mere ‘native’ walking up to them. Drew had no sympathy for these things, none. They had just slaughtered a town’s worth of innocent people without batting a single metal eyelid. They had just been in the way.

The aura he released was not restrained in any way. It blew out from him like a tidal wave approaching an unsuspecting shore. The extension of his soul slammed into the tin cans, causing them to collapse to the ground. Each struggled, helplessly, but struggled nonetheless to claw their way out of the craters their bodies, and Drew’s aura, had created.

Walking forward with purpose and no kindness left in his heart, Drew approached the first tin can, pulled back his fist, and brought it down upon the creature’s back with his full, unregulated strength. A shockwave blew out of the crater, and Drew didn’t even pause to look back at the layer of metallic chips and dust left as he moved to the next Forgeborn.

It didn’t take long for Drew to dish out the well-deserved vengeance. Barely minutes later, he made it to town and searched for any possible survivors hiding among the rubble. His mood darkened further. His birds had buzzed him several more times, and each time he looked through their eyes, there was another small, tiny grouping of houses, mobile homes, and RVs that had been left in states Drew could barely recognize. Death hung in the air.

I could have stopped this. I could have easily killed them and prevented all these deaths… After nine years, I still can’t manage to save them…

Why? Aren’t I strong enough now? Wasn’t that what it was all for…?

“WHY?!” Drew screamed at the sky with unbridled rage. He had his axe in hand as he brought it down upon the ground, over and over, reaving the ground apart and leaving five-foot wide canyons littering the space around him as he focused all his anger, guilt, and sadness on the only outlet he had. Violence.

Drew did recover, at least to the point where he wasn’t a walking timebomb any longer, and began the long trek back to Sanctuary. He didn’t run, he didn’t jog. He walked, with his head held low and his eyes turned toward the ground as tears rolled down his face beneath the helm he wore.

All those people… they died… because of me. But what could I have done differently? Truly? I destroyed every outpost I came across, I dismantled the entire Incursion. I… no, I can’t keep treating this like it’s the dungeon. I didn’t need to do it alone. The Goblin and Dark Elf incursion leaders both offered their help, but I turned them down. They could have been here watching for stragglers…

Next time, I’ll do better.

Drew clenched his fist. With all this power, why is saving people still so hard?
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Drew eventually returned home. He had to make a stop to see Mark and let him know that the tin cans had been taken out for recycling and that Sanctuary should be expecting a small influx of new minions in short order. He didn’t mention the newly destroyed towns. He couldn’t. Mark’s scouts would find out eventually.

With the necessities out of the way, Drew did what he’d been looking forward to for many, many years… he slept in his own bed.

His body didn’t need more than two hours of rest now, and he could easily push himself for almost ten days without taking the time to sleep, but it was a luxury that he’d missed dearly, and even after waking up, he decided to just sit in bed and do absolutely nothing for the first time in recent memory.

There would always be things he needed to do, chores and errands that required his presence, but Drew took a full eight hours to just sleep and relax in his room, unbothered by the outside world. It was a short and simple vacation from responsibility, and he cherished every moment.

He had needed it – badly. Between the horrors and constant battle of the dungeons, the total absence of safety of any kind in the later floors, and his own personal string of failures, Drew needed time to himself. To think.

Sanctuary had Robert back, and the reborn man was officially taking over most of Drew’s domestic duties. As a Warden, Robert would be able to perform the Rites of Passage, and he’d received a comprehensive education in running settlements and cities, so Drew was more than happy to shrug off all those worries as he relaxed.

Drew eventually pried himself from his comfortable room, took a bath, and grabbed some food. Several harvests from the farms had come in during Drew’s time away, and he was overjoyed to find freshly baked bread, BBQ beans, and even some mediocre chilled beer available. Sanctuary now had a few cyromancers, or mages that specialized in ice magic, and it looked like they were being put to use in keeping food fresh and beer cold. It was a small development that brought a big smile to his face.

While heading to find Mark, Drew saw his wife lounging in a new hammock under a small grouping of trees.

Good, she’s relaxing as well. She deserves it after being stuck with me for nine years straight.

Drew spotted Spock as he neared Mark’s house. The eccentric man was in the nearby pasture, riding a Dicken around like a cowboy would a horse. As the giant bird trotted around in an almost prancing manner, Spock had a giant smile on his face. It was a day of rest for everyone.

Mark was home, and Drew invited him out. His friend was happy to learn that the nature of Drew’s visit wasn’t work-related but rather because he wanted to catch up and relax for a bit. The world was being invaded, and people needed saving, but for Drew’s own mental and emotional well-being, taking a day to himself for once, the first in nine years, wouldn’t mean much in the long run.

“I can’t remember the last time we just hung out. Honestly, I’m not sure what we can do. It’s not like movie theaters, bars, or gaming stores are still around,” Drew chuckled as the two men walked around the settlement.

“They exist again, man – you’ve just gotta know the right people.” Mark smiled deviously and pulled Drew in o a new direction.

Drew soon found himself in what appeared to be a house near the center of the settlement, yet it was anything but the normal post-apocalyptic style. The building had been sectioned off into several small rooms, each the size of a small bedroom, and inside each was a large flat-screen TV with two little horns poking out the top, a couch, and several chairs.

“What is this?” Drew asked, looking around one of the TV rooms.

“Your movie theater, my lord,” Mark laughed.

“You’re shitting me… how?”

“While you were gone, everyone in town began looking to me to solve their problems. Eventually, The System recognized me as the temporary leader of Sanctuary and gave me some minor control over the settlement. One of the first things I did was use some of our excess income from the crystal mine to purchase these,” Mark said, motioning to the TV with his hand.

“Demonic TVs? Where did you get them?”

“Junior. That little Garden Gnome has helped us out a ton. He found us some good deals on older models, and I picked up enough to make this little theater. Folks need something other than work; they need some semblance of their old lives back, if only for a couple hours at a time. I set this up so people could come watch their favorites when they had time to relax, and it really boosted morale.” Mark shrugged, smiling at his friend’s shocked expression.

“Wow. That’s awesome, man. I’m honestly at a loss for words,” Drew said, still shocked to see real TVs that would work.

“Let’s watch something! I haven’t had a day off in forever – it’ll be cool to kick it with ya,” Mark added, still smiling.

The two friends spent the late morning and early afternoon watching some favorite classics. Demonic TV had over a hundred dedicated channels to Earth’s productions, so whether it was old stuff like I Love Lucy or modern superhero movies, it was easy to find something to watch. They eventually left the building and went to the new tavern that had sprouted up in Drew’s absence.

They found a booth in a corner and sat down to order some food and drinks. As they did, Drew finally felt some of the pressure fall off his shoulders. It had been messy, and he hadn’t managed to save everyone, but the Forgeborn threat was gone, and he was finally able to use his hard-won skills to protect those he cared about.

It’s good to be home.
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The two friends spent the remainder of the afternoon relaxing in a newly built swimming pool. Or rather, the hot tub attached to the main pool. Just like with the TVs, Mark had purchased a running water upgrade for a small section of the settlement. It wasn’t in homes yet, as the crystal mine’s income was mostly being used to pay off the loan used to build it. But running water was available in the center of town, which included the tavern, pool, and a couple of places that were either public services, medical buildings, food outlets, or professional workshops.

Purchasing so many luxuries would slow down the rate at which the loan to The System for the mine was paid off, but Drew agreed with Mark. Some small luxuries were needed, if not just for morale, then to make people’s jobs easier and faster so they could focus on leveling up. Plus, having constructive ways to relax was far better than the alternative. The last thing Drew wanted was to deal with homebred criminals or substance abuse issues.

The pool was built to be enjoyed by both adults and kids, and as summer was coming to a close and it was easily over a hundred degrees, the place was packed. The guys alternated between the hot tub and the pool itself but kept to themselves, often just shooting the shit and catching up.

Drew shared stories from his years in the dungeon, and Mark filled him in on all the crap that happened in Sanctuary and all the stress he had gone through. Drew’s friend was incredibly happy to hear that Robert was back and taking charge of everything.

Eventually, Mark and Drew parted ways, giving each other a hug and a solid pat on the back. Drew was happy to be back home, and he was glad he had enjoyed a full day to kick back and relax because now it was time to get serious and go back to work. He had people to save and recruit and incursions to shut down.
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“I’ve reallocated your labor force,” Robert said, sorting through paperwork as he spoke. “The people who were working in the mines are now free to pursue other goals as I’ve put minions to work down there. You had an extreme excess of minions, especially given that you’ve taken care of the Forgeborn. Rather than relying on the living, I’ve swapped them out with the dead. It’s menial labor for the most part, and the mine will be operating at full capacity now.”

Drew had spent the rest of the day and night with Amber, having a long-awaited romantic date night without the possibility of being attacked by dungeon critters. The following morning, he’d gone straight back to work by visiting Robert. They were now going over reports and changes.

“I’ve put your new undead Forgeborn to work scouting nearby areas. They are working in conjunction with our new Goblin and Dark Elf allies to find human towns and cities and assess their conditions. We do have a number of Soulflames sitting on standby for the moment. Once the income from the mines starts coming in, I’ll be ordering the construction of several buildings via the [Pillar of Civilization] to exploit local resources and open proper workshops for new professions,” Robert reported, going off the notes in his hands.

“Will we have enough money for all that? With the loan…” Drew started.

“The loan for the mine will be paid off very soon. Again, the mine is now fully staffed by minions. They don’t sleep, eat, or need constant micromanagement due to your increased skills and abilities. It’s important that we get these professions up and running quickly. With our scouts looking for survivors, we should expect a major influx of new citizens shortly once they learn that we offer safety and that we will have modern features, like running water, throughout the homes soon. We need our professions to be up and running by the time that influx happens, or we’ll be overrun by the increased demand for necessities.”

“I see. As long as you don’t think we’ll default on the loan, then it should be fine. With the mine maxed out with minions, how does our militia look? I’m assuming it’s lacking numbers now?” Drew asked.

“No, the numbers look good overall. Their strength is another question, however. They’d deal with human threats well enough, but they’d take serious losses against D-Grade enemies. Our other issue is the lack of necromancers to control them when you’re not issuing them orders directly. Right now, Sanctuary has five necromancers besides yourself, but they don’t have the same willpower stat you do, so they can only handle a handful of minions at a time. I do believe using some of the Soulflames as necromancers would be wise, at least until we receive a new influx of citizens. Overall, I have a few concerns regarding our security.”

Drew leaned back in his chair, pondering the Soulflames briefly. Robert patiently waited for Drew to work things out in his mind.

“They were originally human – let them make their own decisions with class and professions,” Drew said after some thought. “You can promote the necromancer class if you want, but we need to offer people something to encourage more folks to go in that direction. Also, why are you not more concerned with the loan? My understanding was that it would still take many months to pay off even fully staffed.”

“I agree. I was hoping to ask The Lady to loan us some necromancer instructors. If we have an education system in place, more people will gain access to the class and have better results if they’re given an education in the class itself. As much as we’re no longer affected by them, most people don’t want to work with the undead. People find it creepy, or they think regular minions still have souls. With a proper foundation, the stigma may be reduced.” Robert paused. “As for the loan situation, you’re aware of the deal your mother made with the Barons of the Demonic Plane, yes?”

“Uhh… a bit, I guess. I don’t know the fine details, but…”

“She’s a wealthy woman, Drew. Although you’d never know it with how she keeps herself cooped up in her room with her TV. I made her aware that due to her incessant desire to spend her time with her TV rather than contributing anything helpful, the settlement would require a small monthly monetary contribution instead.”

“No shit? How the hell did you manage to convince her to hand anything over? She’s not unkind, but she’s not exactly prone to gestures of charity either.”

“Why, by appealing to her own self-interest, of course,” Robert chuckled. “She’s almost run out of that Devil’s Lettuce she consumes in appalling quantities, and it turns out older women really enjoy the idea of warm showers and baths, none of which were possible without supplementing the settlement’s income.”

“I mean, I’m sure we could have planted some cannabis seeds out on one of the farm plots. The stuff would need to be dried, cured, and trimmed, but—” Drew began.

“But she didn’t know that, and I doubt the farmers would be very happy about growing a personal stash for someone who sits on their butt all day while they didn’t get anything.”

Drew mock-gasped. “You lied?”

Robert barked out a laugh. “No, of course not.” He shook his head. “I just didn’t mention specifics.”

“You have changed,” Drew said as he leaned back in his chair and absorbed the information.

Robert’s eyes went distant. “More than you know, Drew, more than you know.”

“Have you gotten any reports back on the nearby towns and cities?” Drew asked.

“Yes, and here’s what I’ve found out…” Robert said, leaning forward as he steepled his hands.


Chapter Twenty-Six



With Robert coordinating scouting efforts with Sanctuary’s new allies, an accurate picture of the surrounding areas was slowly being put together, piece by piece. The results thus far were less than Drew had hoped for but better than he’d feared.

Most of the smaller towns, with populations under several thousand people, were simply gone. Wiped off the map by Forgeborn or hordes of beasts and monsters. Signs of struggle and violence were evident in each town, and very few survivors had been found, most of whom were now in critical care from malnourishment, trauma, and physical injuries.

That was the bleak part of the news. The good part was that a few of the largest towns and cities seemed to still have a sizable human presence. Likewise, many far-flung rural areas had managed fairly well. The small, tight-knit communities of farmers and ranchers had come together and set up compounds and makeshift defenses, relying solely on antique firearms and farming equipment as weapons.

Drew sighed in relief, a weight dropping from his shoulders. It was heartening knowing that there were still people alive after all this time and the ravages of the Forgeborn. Surviving so many weeks without perishable food would have been challenging for many people, even if the monsters had left them alone. The stress that had been building while he was stuck in the dungeon slowly lessened but didn’t fully melt away.

At least we’re not the last of humanity…

“This is the most up-to-date map we have,” Robert said, passing the parchment over to Drew.

Many smaller towns had red ‘x’ marks indicating that they’d been wiped out and searched for survivors. Several towns and cities had large blue circles drawn around them, showing that human life had been spotted there. Drew continued to examine the map closely.

“Has contact been made with any of the blue circles?” Drew asked.

“No. I didn’t think it wise for our allies to be the ones to make first contact. I suggest we send teams of human scouts out, backed up by undead minions when available and allies in other situations. They would act as extra security and pull them back if they’re attacked but remain hidden otherwise. Dark Elves, Undead, and Goblins will be too much for most people to accept at face value without resorting to violence in fear, but we also don’t have enough human teams to go contact all of these locations…” Robert frowned as he always had when chewing on a problem. Drew was glad to have the old man back.

“I’ll take one city, and you should send Amber and Freya out to another,” Drew said, thinking over the options.

“What about Spock?” Robert asked, his eyebrows raised at the man’s omission.

“I trust him completely. He’s strong enough too. But he wasn’t born here, and he’s still lacking some bits of common sense. I think if we put him out there, there’s a chance of miscommunication. Plus, I’d personally feel better knowing a C Grade I trust is here in Sanctuary. The Valkyries can only protect the settlement itself. If our people run into serious trouble, Spock should be sufficient to get them out of shit,” Drew replied.

“Understood. You should take a couple of those crows with you. Having a bird’s eye view in a city will be helpful, and you and I can communicate through them if needs be.”

Drew also thought about bringing Scolder, but the coyote would only slow him down. Drew would be faster on his own, especially if the crows perched on his shoulders while running.

Drew pondered which city to check out first. If he was going himself, it should be somewhere significant. “I think I’ll check out Wichita Falls. There was a big medical community there due to the college, and there’s also Sheppard Air Force Base. The military guys have more training than an average civilian, and there’s a good chance people would flock there for safety.”

“I wouldn’t be so hopeful. Remember, the Air Force focused strongly on technology; they aren’t grunts on the front lines used to digging trenches and reinforcing barriers,” Robert cautioned, writing several notes on a pad of paper in front of him.

“True, but they’re still the US military,” Drew reasoned. “We spend more than eight hundred billion dollars a year on our military alone, which is more than the next ten highest countries combined. Hell, I think that’s almost thirteen percent of our total spending as a country. That money had to go somewhere, and I’m hoping it gave our servicemen and women a fighting chance.”

“That’s fair, I’m just partial to the Army.” Robert smiled, likely thinking of his own time in the military.

Drew finished up his conversation with Robert, grabbed three of his flying minions, and prepared to set off toward Wichita Falls. He stopped on the way to tell Amber to check in with Robert before taking a similar trip and instructing Spock to hold down the fort. He tried to get his mom to lead a contact party, but apparently there was a marathon on that she couldn’t miss. Mark and Miranda Drew left alone – they had earned a bit of a rest.

By the time he left, the sun was bright in the sky, and while there were a few clouds, it was a lovely day for a jog. He stuck to the highways, quickly navigating across the remains of the bridge that went across the Red River. There were many routes he could have chosen, but for ease of travel and to avoid the swathes of Forgeborn destruction, he decided that using the US highway system would be far quicker than running through nature, even if there were several broken-down vehicles in his way.

The Descent had hit at night, or rather early morning, and not many people were on the roads at that time, so Drew was hoping the way would be relatively clear of man-made obstacles. He was C Grade now, nearing the peak of what a mortal could become. The beings in B Grade and above evolved into something ‘more’, from his understanding. It was a crazy thought to him, given he was already racing down the highway far faster than a sports motorcycle.

This is horrible. Everything looks like it’s been ripped out of a Mad Max or zombie movie. All the dead cars on the road, doors ripped open, dried bloodstains on the asphalt… and this all happened at night. I can’t imagine the hell that would have followed a Descent that happened during traffic hour.

There was no way to truly measure his speed, but if Drew had to guess, he’d say he was as fast as the slower and smaller commercial airplanes. Which was ridiculous on its own, and he was doubly thankful that his class and profession required him to invest so heavily in vitality and toughness, especially after a deer jumped in front of him while he was going full speed. The animal’s midsection was torn apart as the deer split in half from the impact, with both halves flying off into the distance until Drew couldn’t even see them on the horizon anymore.

Blasting off again! Drew chuckled as he continued racing down the highway. All those fancy Italian supercars costing as much as the mid-six figures, and I’m faster than them all.

Twenty-five minutes was all it took for Drew to reach the very outskirts of Wichita Falls.

People would kill for this short of a commute… Drew thought, shaking his head before he stopped on an overpass to ensure he had a slightly elevated view of the city.

Even from the outskirts, Drew could tell something bad had happened here. Through his birds, he saw that whole blocks of suburbia had been leveled, and smoke was rising from deeper into town. Debris littered the streets, and the scent of old, dried blood and iron wafted through the air. It wasn’t a hellscape, but it looked like the entire city had been hit by several powerful tornadoes all at the same time.

Drew continued for a short while before taking a slight detour and exiting the highway. He slowed down and approached a massive building, taking in the damage to it. The roof was gone, like gone gone. No rubble, no debris, it just… no longer existed. Even so, the ‘Harley Davidson' sign still hung on the side of the building, and, surprisingly, there were still a few bikes on the showroom floor and in the backlot.

I guess folks haven’t figured out that old shit still runs.

Old engines without electronics still ran, at least most of them did, and Harley was known for never really changing much. Drew wouldn’t have been surprised if some of the bikes still ran. He was much faster than a bike now, especially old hogs like those, but maybe his scouts could get some good use out of them.

Food for thought, I’ll come back later.

Drew headed to the Air Force base, running every stop sign along the way.

What are they going to do? Give me a ticket? Can’t catch me, suckers! Drew thought, laughing like a child. Then he remembered most of the police force were likely dead, and that grim thought rained on his fun-making parade.
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Parts of the chain-link fence surrounding the military base still stood, but several spots were bent inward as if something heavy had climbed them, and other parts were missing entirely. Luckily, humans did seem to be present here, which was a big relief. People were walking and running throughout the base, drill sergeants chasing what looked to be new recruits and screaming at them.

There were a few archers firing what appeared to be antique crossbows, a handful of longbows, and even a few casters hurling spells at beleaguered-looking dummies. It was a ragtag bunch to be sure, but it seemed at least a few of them had reached E Grade and had a handful of stats and skills at their disposal.

Two guards were posted at the entrance, with large plastic barrier fences closing the road off.

Likely to funnel bad things somewhere where they are easier to deal with…

Drew approached the guard station casually, without weapons in hand. Of course, he kept his armor on, though. He was certain he could take whatever these people could throw at him, but the dungeon had taught him never to truly let his guard down while out in the field, regardless of his expectations.

“Halt! State your business!” an airman yelled, holding an old as fuck rifle pointed directly at Drew.

I guess they’ve seen some action recently to be this tense…

Seconds later, five more airmen popped up from behind the barrier, all aiming antique rifles in his direction. Drew slowly held his hands out to his sides to show that they were free of any weapons.

“I came from across the border in Oklahoma to check on the people here,” Drew yelled back. “We have a secure settlement there with defenses. Many of the small towns nearby have been demolished. I’d like to speak with a commanding officer to determine the situation here and see if I can help out at all.”

One of the airmen conferred with another in a hushed whisper before the latter went running off. The one who seemed to be in charge, looking to be in his early fifties with a graying crew cut, turned back to Drew.

“Great story, kid. Definitely haven’t heard that one three times this week. I know you probably think you have ‘valuable items’ or ‘important information’, but we’re not taking any more refugees at this time. If you leave us your name and location, we will try to contact you when more space opens up,” the airman yelled. “Make sure you stay within ten miles of the base so you are covered by the patrols; there are plenty of empty residences. We do supply drops outside the main gate every Wednesday. But don’t get any ideas – we guard ’em well.”

Drew cocked his head. “Uhhh… I’m not a refugee. I don’t want to live here or anything, and I don’t need supplies. I only came to check up on people and see if they needed help. Ya know, monsters that need killing, people that need rescuing, folks who need food and shelter, that sort of thing,” Drew answered, scratching the back of his head.

The man squinted at Drew. “You’re a fighter? I figured you were another one of them ‘cosplayer’ kids. Want to sign up as a new recruit, then? Try-outs are held every Sunday, but you gotta be at least mid-F Grade to make the cut. No room for deadweight. Gotta warn ya that 3D-printed shit has already gotten three recruits killed. Monsters don’t give a shit how fancy you look.”

Oh boy… seems like times must be hard if these are our cream of the crop…

“No. Look. Can you please just get your commanding officer?” Drew asked, exasperated.

The man bristled. “No, you look. This facility is restricted access. We don’t let every hobo and mental patient wander in here and talk to the top brass. You think we’re stupid? Hell, there might be shapechangers out there by now, for all we know. Already got living shadows running amuck. If you’re not here to join, you should go play knight somewhere else!”

Several of his buddies snickered under their breath while trying to maintain some semblance of professionalism. They failed miserably.

Drew sighed and took a step forward, completely disappearing from the airmen’s sight. He opened up his inventory and removed a collapsible chair that he carefully unfolded and set on the ground before plopping into it.

“What the…”

“Where’d he go?!”

The airmen were frantically looking back and forth – and even above them – for Drew, but he was already well behind the men, a good fifteen feet away, legs kicked up and casually hanging out in a red chair from Texas’ favorite gas station.

“Yooo-hooo! Over here, boys…” Drew called out playfully while twiddling his fingers in greeting. The men turned around to find the man they had been searching for had easily moved behind their security line and sat down.

“Intruder!” the lead airman yelled, pointing his gun at Drew. “We have an intruder breach at the southern gate!” He crushed a rune-covered stone in his hand that disappeared in a puff of red light. Drew figured it was some kind of alarm. “Hands where I can see ’em!”

“Nah, I already asked you nicely. I want to see your commanding officer. Also, I’d suggest putting that tinker toy down before you end up getting hurt,” Drew said, pointing his finger at the man’s antique rifle.

Drew could hear the veins popping in the man’s face, practically bursting to the surface as he turned a bright red. “Last warning! We have orders. We will shoot!” the man yelled back, anger clear in his voice this time.

“You pull that trigger, son, and you’re going to have a very bad day,” Drew said casually. “Though perhaps that’s exactly what I need to prove to you that I’m the kind of visitor your ‘brass’ will want to meet.”

Several bangs rang out, and bullets shredded the chair. Before the airmen could process Drew not being in the chair anymore, he had collected all five antique rifles and stored them in his spatial storage.

No use wasting good weapons, even if they are near-worthless against anything past F Grade.

Three bodies hit the ground shortly after, those airmen carefully knocked out with a rather gentle two-fingered tap to the back of the head. The two airmen still standing looked to their hands, only to find them empty. The lead airman pulled a knife strapped to the side of his thigh, but before he had a chance to do anything with it, Drew had the weapon in his hand.

“Look, if I’m that fast, and you’re not dead yet, what do you think is a logical course of action? You guys have training, right? I’ve proven I’m strong enough to be an asset or a threat. Surely that warrants a meeting with the higher-ups? Are you going to go get your commanding officer for me? Or should I go poking around the base until I find him myself?”

Drew was already back at his now shredded chair, throwing it to the side as he popped out another one from his inventory. He summoned a tall glass of cold lemonade, complete with a blue bendy straw, and took a sip through his helmet.

The two airmen shared a glance before sprinting off into the distance – whether out of duty or fear, Drew wasn’t sure. Still, he felt like he’d made his point, and waiting for the powers that be to come to him was likely faster than hunting them down. There were quite a few buildings, after all.

Drew took a long and very noisy sip of his drink, clattering the ice cubes and glass together.

And now we wait.


Chapter Twenty-Seven



Drew reclined in the collapsible red and black fabric chair, his feet kicked up on the optional attachment, covered from the brutal late-summer sun by a fun umbrella with a smiling beaver mascot. His sweet tea was in the cup holder as he pulled out a peanut butter sandwich from his inventory.

No crust, just the way it should be, Drew thought before taking a large bite.

He’d made the decision to remain just twenty feet inside the Air Force base, near the gatehouse. The base commander should be coming to visit shortly, and Drew saw no point in disturbing the rest of the base with his presence. They likely had tons of things to do with the end of the world around them, and disturbing them from their duties could cost civilian lives.

Half an hour later, with his belly full and relaxation kicked into full gear, Drew had begun to doze off, only to be interrupted by a nearby commotion. He blinked his eyes open and scratched the stubble on his chin as he turned his head leisurely to investigate the new noise.

The commander had arrived and brought friends. None of them looked happy to see him.

Ah, so they decided I’m more of a threat than a potential ally? Pity… either that or their brass is distinctly lacking in the brains department.

Learning from his previous lesson, he quickly stowed the precious chair setup in his inventory and walked toward the marching formation of over two dozen Air Force personnel.

I’ll give them one thing, they look damn good marching like that. Very professional.

Drew chuckled, despite knowing what was coming. A yell rang out from the formation, and the frontline dropped to their knees as the next line behind the first brought their old musket-style rifles to bear. The frontline then raised their rifles as well. The message was clear: they weren’t here for a friendly chat.

Hmm, looks like they went back to a Civil or Revolutionary War style of fighting. I wonder where they found so many antiques…

“Raise your hands above your head!” one of them called out. “This area is currently under martial law, and as such, we are authorized to use lethal force against any and all intruders!”

“I’m here to speak with your commanding officer about the state of the city and to offer aid to both military folks and civilians, should it be required,” Drew called back, trying to maintain an appearance of maturity and professionalism.

“You are an unknown threat in a highly restricted area! You want a tour? Let us cuff you and show you to a cell. Then the brass will decide where things go from there. In a few days…” He mumbled the last bit, likely understanding by now that Drew was not the most patient man. At least not when he was out of sandwiches.

“Look, buddy, the apocalypse has hit, and the world has gone to shit. Most of y’all look to be barely in E Grade. I’m C Grade. That means I’m a fuck-ton stronger than any of you. I thought I proved that already. Now, are we going to sit down and chat like civil human beings?” Drew yelled back, interrupting their bullshit.

Gunshots were his answer, but Drew was already gone, shaking his head in frustration as he quickly and delicately disarmed and dispatched an entire detachment of gunners. Against barely evolved E Grades, Drew was like a ninja, moving too fast to be seen as line after line of their formation fell unconscious to the ground.

A loud roar sounded, and Drew turned his head, only to feel a massive impact hit his abdomen. He wasn’t pushed back, but the amount of force he’d been hit with still shocked him. Looking down, he saw a large, deformed lead ball falling from his armor before hitting the ground with a thud. His armor was perfectly fine, of course.

Drew found the source of his irritation: three people standing a few dozen feet away from him with a freaking cannon, its barrel still smoking as evidence.

They fired a fucking cannon at me? Seriously?

The airmen stood by the cannon, their jaws practically on the ground in shock. One of them was clearly the commander. He looked to be in his late sixties, if not early seventies, and even with his mouth agape, Drew could see disbelieving arrogance on his face.

Drew simply waved. “You tried the big guns, huh? So, seeing as they didn’t work and you’re all still alive, do I finally get my damn chat?”

As much as he tried not to, his aura slipped free of his grasp just a smidge. The commander and his cannoneers promptly fainted.

Huh, I thought a commander would be more resistant. I guess he didn’t lead from the front. I would have thought that officers underwent at least some form of training in the air and could handle the equivalent of a couple of Gs dropped on them, buttt…

Drew swore, looking around before spotting a young man cowering off to the side of the fray and collared him. “So, apparently, asking politely doesn’t work around here. You’re going to lead me to the second in charge of this base,” Drew said seriously, holding a solid grip on the airman.

“…Second?” the man croaked.

“Yeah, I’m assuming that guy was numero uno, right?” Drew asked, hitching his thumb behind him to where the man in question was now passed out in a pool of his own drool. The airman followed Drew’s gesture, and his eyes widened.

“G… General?” the man gaped.

“I guess? So, who’s second in charge around here? And I’d prefer someone with a level head.”

Drew wasn’t going to wait for any more cannon surprises, so he carried the man princess-style as the airman gave him directions to the next person down in the chain of command. Soon, they were standing outside an office, and Drew gave the man a shove. The man held up a hand, hesitating slightly before knocking on the door.

“Enter,” a feminine voice called out from behind the door.

The man looked back at Drew, as if to ask him if he was sure he wanted to do this. The two entered the room.

“Senior Airman Gonzales reporting, ma’am!” the man announced.

A middle-aged woman sat at a spartan desk, looking over paperwork before raising her head to address the airman. She paused when she noticed Drew standing next to him. Her eyebrow raised slightly before she let out an audible sigh.

“Airman, I take it the response company led by General Harington has failed?” the woman asked, already knowing the answer. She wore Air Force fatigues, her brown hair was tied up in a bun, and the dark bags under her eyes and wrinkles on her face said she hadn’t slept well in a very long time.

“…Yes, ma’am,” the man answered, the pause and hesitation saying everything that needed to be said.

She nodded. “You’re dismissed, Airman. Close the door on your way out.”

“But ma’am⁠—”

“I said, you’re dismissed,” she said far more sternly. The man gulped and nodded quickly, saluting and quickly retreating from the room before closing the door.

The woman looked Drew up and down before waving her hand, motioning for him to sit in one of the chairs across from her. Drew sat down casually before removing his helmet and placing it on the chair next to him.

“Are they dead?” the woman asked, her voice firm, but Drew noticed the pitch changed slightly between words.

“No. Although their pride probably is,” Drew answered.

“And the General?” she asked with thinned lips.

“Collapsed in a pile of his own drool, like the rest of my welcoming committee. They’ll be okay, though. Might be a bit sore and have a nasty migraine.”

The woman nodded and sighed before the corner of her lip turned upward for the briefest of moments. “Thank you for sparing them. The General has not… adapted well to the world we find ourselves in. Let’s cut to the chase. Are you here for our weapons or supplies?” Her tone was flat, but the last sentence had a hint of underlying danger.

“No, nothing like that,” Drew answered. The woman’s shoulders visibly relaxed at his words. “I live over the border in Oklahoma. I’m here to gather intelligence on the state of the city and its surroundings and offer aid to both the military and civilians, should it be required.”

“You still wish to offer aid, even after we attacked you?”

“Knowing what’s out there, folks probably need help either way. The people of our settlement are strong – very strong, in fact – and we can help out. We have reliable defenses set up, so everything is safe on the home front.”

“So, you’re reconnaissance for your… settlement?” the woman asked, her eyebrow again raised in question.

“I guess, yeah. Although I’m technically the leader of the settlement as well.”

The woman leaned forward. “Then I propose a trade. Information for information. What do you say?”

“Sure, that’s fine with me.”

The next couple of hours were spent answering the woman’s questions and talking about Sanctuary, about the invaders, monsters, and beasts. She asked many questions about The System, as well as about classes and professions. Drew left a lot out, specifically anything dealing too deeply with the gods and their bullshit. He knew she was gathering all the information possible while also trying to determine how big of a threat Sanctuary was and what their intentions were.

The one positive thing about the training dungeon had been all the scenarios thrown at Drew and his party. During events, he’d engaged in conversations with rulers, military commanders, kings, and queens. Even though that experience had been with denizens, it still allowed him to better understand the meaning behind the questions the woman asked.

Finally, the woman leaned back in her chair, her arms folded and her brows furrowed. “What level are you?” she asked after some time.

“I’m C-Grade. I believe that’s more than enough information to go off of,” Drew answered firmly. He’d given her the benefit of the doubt and a ton of information – now it was her turn. Knowing his specific level wouldn’t matter to her anyway; C-Grade should be enough to answer the question.

“C-Grade? I see, that certainly explains a lot,” she answered, nodding.

“The state of the city and civilians?” Drew reminded her.

“Ah, yes. Apologies. That was a lot to take in. Honestly, we’re at a loss here. Our lines of communication are cut, none of our technology works… it’s a fucking mess. Our planes are grounded, our drones won’t function, and most of our rifles won’t fire. We’ve had to dig around our armories for old antique firearms, parade guns, etc. just to have a fighting chance out there,” the woman began, Drew nodding as she listed things.

“Monsters are everywhere, and we’re too few in number. The weapons that do work take so long to reload that we lose good men and women nearly every day. House cats turned into mountain lions, mythical creatures walking the streets slaughtering civilians… We’re at the end of our rope trying to get things under control. To top things off, our base has been assaulted three times by the living shadows…”

The woman sighed, leaning back in her chair as she rubbed her temples.

“Living shadows?” Drew asked, curious. He wondered if this was the same creature the airmen had mentioned.

“We don’t have a lot of intel on them, but our guns barely do any damage. Some of our airmen have driven them off with their parade swords or their backup knives. They attack, killing dozens and kidnapping more, and then retreat.

“They melt into shadows, flowing between our ranks. We've tried tracking them, but our scouts never come back. People in town go missing frequently too – there have been reports of… screams in the night. Whatever the creatures do with those they capture, it is… not pleasant.”

The woman’s wrinkles and dark bags under her eyes now made a lot of sense. Drew pondered for a few moments, but he couldn’t remember encountering creatures like that before.

“I don’t have any information on them either, but if they’re kidnapping people, that shows some form of intelligence,” Drew replied. “They may be from a local incursion nearby. As for your people, you should seriously consider moving away from firearms. Your people will have better luck with more medieval or fantasy-style weapons or magic. Swords, spears, axes, maces, bows, crossbows, that sort of stuff.”

“I considered that, but Wichita Falls doesn’t have an old-fashioned blacksmith or anything, and all the CNC and machine shops don’t function either.”

“Trade, then. We have a working blacksmith – probably two or three by now, actually – and a System Shop. If you need weapons and armor, you can trade with Sanctuary for them. Also, before you get the bright idea to try taking the settlement for yourself, you should know that there are at least five other C Grades there, along with a B Grade. And just to set the record straight, I’m almost certain the B Grade would survive being nuked. So, no funny business, okay?” Drew finished, watching the woman closely. Her right eyelid twitched ever so slightly.

“What would your settlement want for the weapons and armor?” She asked cautiously.

“That, I don’t know. You’d have to ask Robert, who manages the economics of everything. I do know that any memorabilia from Old Earth is highly popular, as are books,” Drew said after some thought.

“Memorabilia?” the woman asked, leaning forward.

“Yeah, you know… like posters for music, movies, and games. Collectible shit like action figures. Hell, even kids’ toys and stuff.”

“Why would you need that?” the woman asked, confusion written all over her face.

“Apparently, Earth stuff is super popular and in high demand in the Multiverse. Our old movies and TV shows are being broadcast on their TV networks. Remember when the last big cartoon movie came out and everyone everywhere had that stupid song stuck in their heads? It’s like that but across the cosmos. You want your people properly defended, that’s probably the easiest way to do it,” Drew said seriously. “I know a Garden Gnome who can help.”

“I can’t tell if you’re yanking my chain…”

“I’m serious. We’ve got Goblins running through the streets and in the forests, right? Is it so hard to believe that magic people from outer space like our movies and shit?”

“I guess not… What do you intend to do with the information I gave you?”

“About the civilians, monsters, and shadows?” Drew asked. The woman nodded.

“I’ll send a report back about the civilians and get our people mobilized for rescue operations. Sanctuary will take anyone that your base can’t. We’ll wipe out any monsters we come across, and I’ll look into the shadows. If there’s an incursion around here, it needs to be shut down. One way or another.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight



Drew left the base and began searching nearby homes and businesses for signs of life. He likely wouldn’t find anything so close to the base, but it was worth double-checking regardless. In the meantime, he took direct control of one of his crows that he’d left with Robert. C Grade offered massive advantages to Drew as a necromancer – the range of his control was far, far higher than what it had been when he was in E Grade.

Robert had been waiting for his report and was already mobilizing their Goblin and Dark Elf allies, as well as Sanctuary’s minions, Soulflames, and citizens, for search and rescue and monster elimination efforts. It would be at least a day, most likely a day and a half, until everyone arrived. Most of them were limited by still being in E Grade. Robert would likely arrive much quicker, as would Amber and Freya if they were available. Spock would likely remain behind for defense.

Drew decided to search the northern parts of Wichita Falls first, as it was the area closest to the Air Force base and also the most rural. He left the base heading west and began looking for monsters and survivors, hoping for the latter.

Being so close to the base, many of the homes were empty, as anyone who’d managed to survive would have likely fled on foot to the base, but it didn’t hurt to double-check. The rural homes were empty, their pantries raided and left bare, and most of the useful things like tools, ammo, linens, and toiletries were also gone. Drew cut down several scavenging beasts in the area, most of which likely used to be house cats or coyotes. A couple of feral Goblins were found and slaughtered as well. Drew wasn’t looking forward to dealing with a nest.

Feral Goblins bred fast, very fast, and they had little interest in anything other than food, violence, and sex. Their nests could house thousands, if not tens of thousands, and dealing with them was time-consuming. He wasn’t in any real danger from them; he just detested the idea of cleaning out the nests.

And people thought feral cats were a problem. Drew shook his head while continuing his search.

Soon, he came to the nearby prison. Apparently, the military either hadn’t checked that far or hadn’t bothered. Everyone inside was long dead, and they hadn’t been attacked either. It looked like the guards had simply left and locked up when technology stopped working, shutting the whole place down. Hundreds of bloated corpses in jumpsuits all lay dead, likely starved from the lack of food for so many weeks left alone.

Drew needed some help searching the city, and he wasn’t going to turn down free minions, especially humanoid ones, as he’d found those to be far more useful than monsters during his time in the dungeon. Not needing to worry about the state of the corpses, given his upgraded ability, Drew cast [Empowered Raise Dead]. It was the new spell he had received from completing the dungeon, so he hadn’t messed around with the new bits yet. Against the Forgeborn, speed had been of the essence, so he’d only used skills he was intimately familiar with already.

[Empowered Raise Dead (Epic)]

Uses biological matter to create undead minions at one grade below the caster’s. Corpses are no longer required as long as sufficient appropriate organic material exists locally. Soulflames may be bound if lingering souls can be found locally. Minions can be given commands mentally and verbally, although each minion is capable of making their own decisions should the need arise. Additional mana may be added to give constructed minions basic classes and skills appropriate for their summoned level. Artificial souls may be added, at additional mana cost, to give specialized classes, armor, and weapons upon summoning.

Needless to say, Drew was looking forward to the results. As he began, he noticed several new options available to him in his mind. After a few seconds of thought, he chose thirty ‘scout’ class minions equipped with medium armor, bows, and a single short sword. He had used minions as scouts fairly often in the dungeon, but their limited intelligence often made them somewhat of a liability.

He’d previously experimented with adding different class types, like rogues, and they had offered a lot more utility. However, complex communication had remained difficult. With this new skill, he was hoping for better results. While he’d not used artificial souls much in the dungeon, he had found them to be a step up in terms of intelligence. That, combined with his new skill mentioning decision-making capabilities, was exciting.

Too bad my previous ones never lived very long. Something always smashed them or blew them to bits in relatively short order. Hopefully these last a bit longer.

Drew watched as bones, leftover corrupted meat, and other bits and bobs from nearby corpses flew together in a windstorm of magic. Each body actually provided enough ‘biological matter’ for two skeletons, which was great. Even those bodies reduced to puddles and floating chunks of flesh were viable targets. Thirty skeletons soon formed, gray muscle and pale skin growing over their bones. Next came the armor and weapons, mana pulled from his body as basic equipment formed on his new minions.

As one, their eyes snapped open, blue fire bursting to life before simmering down to embers within their eye sockets. Their right legs lifted in unison, stomping down on the ground as their right arm bumped their chest.

Some kind of salute?

Drew walked around his new minions, inspecting their bodies and armor. In a way, they looked like Maud had. Almost Lich-like. Ashen-colored wrinkled and sunken skin, bright blue eyes. Some had hair, others didn’t, or he couldn’t tell from their hide helmets.

A cross between a Zombie and a Lich, maybe?

One of the minions stepped forward. “Your command, Master?” Its voice echoed like a frigid wind blowing through a mountain canyon. It was hollow and cold, lifeless yet somehow attentive.

That’s new, Drew thought. In the past, only his Soulflames had spoken to him. Occasionally, minions he’d managed to keep for a few layers had displayed elements of enhanced intelligence, but outright verbal communication was a first.

“Uh… Stand by for now. I need to raise more minions, then we’re going to perform a search and rescue operation for human civilians and monster elimination should it be required or as we run into them,” Drew said, scratching his head.

“Yes, Master!” They all stomped and saluted again, the outspoken one returning to formation.

It’s like they’re alive… but undead.

With his [Soul Sense] skill from his Baleful Warden profession, Drew could see the artificial souls burning in their chests.

They look strange. Almost plastic or low-resolution compared to human souls. But still somehow more real than they looked in the dungeon? Less… restrained?

Drew swept his thoughts aside; he had more minions to raise. This time, he chose to raise fifty minions, heavy skirmishers equipped with chainmail and two-handed axes. The process was the same as before, and the new minions joined the first batch. Next, he added fifty light skirmishers in leathers and equipped with spears. Then he decided to change things up and add some protection to the ranks. Sixty heavy warriors, equipped in heavy plate armor like his own, with swords and shields.

To round out his frontlines, he added ten paladins. They were equipped with large one-handed maces and shields, plus plate armor. They’d stand side by side with the warriors on the frontlines, healing their nearby allies. Finally, Drew added thirty mages, fifteen dedicated Bone Clerics, and a handful of Flesh Stitcher Clerics to heal any injured survivors, each dressed in armored robes and equipped with staffs topped with a casting focus.

Most of the prisoners’ bodies were gone by that point, so Drew nodded to himself, knowing it was time to move on. With his C-Grade willpower, he could summon far more, but more than a couple of hundred minions meant splitting his focus too much. The dungeon had taught him the dangers of that. Also, he didn’t want to create too large of a force and risk drawing the attention of some high-level beast or nearby hostile incursion.

This is a rescue mission, first and foremost. Once the survivors are secured, then I can start looking into those ‘shadows’ that the Air Force woman mentioned.

Commanding forces wasn’t anything new to Drew. Plenty of events in the dungeon had forced him to lead an array of undead minions or dungeon denizens. He’d learned to make decisions as to the best composition of weapons and classes for different missions and types of combat. He was by no means an expert, but he understood the different roles and was confident in his choices.

“Form up in groups. Scouts, party up in twos: you’re to search for human civilians to rescue and monsters to kill. Priority being humans to save. Fair warning, you’re undead, so they will likely be afraid of you. Do not attack them, even if you’re attacked first. Retreat if you need to. Everyone else, form up into parties and search.

“Scouts, when you find something, one of your party will break off and notify the closest teams so I don’t have to run communications. If you find a large group of living humans, contact me immediately. If you see anything that looks like moving or living shadows, follow them discreetly and contact me. Avoid the military base directly west of here. Questions?”

Silence greeted his question.

Did they understand my commands? Drew was aware this was a new minion type and was unsure if their cognitive abilities were on par with the Soulflames or denizens he was used to leading.

“Understood?” Drew asked for clarification.

“Yes, Master!” They all stomped and saluted, the floor and walls shaking slightly from over two hundred D-Grade minions.

“Move out!” Drew commanded. The minions quickly organized themselves into parties, made like a tree, and got the fuck out. Drew left the prison, watching his minions begin a search pattern in various areas in the near distance.

Good, they don’t seem stupid at least. The last thing I’d want is for them to accidentally harm someone they’re meant to save, he thought, prompting a rather uncomfortable flashback to the toilet mimic incident. The smarter these new guys are, the better…

Drew made his way down to highway two eighty-seven, turning east to cover the areas he hadn’t gotten to yet. His mood was a little low at this point, as he hadn’t found any survivors. He tried to stay positive, as he was still in the more rural north area of the city and hadn’t gotten to the suburbs yet. He eventually made it across the street from the Harley dealership he’d spotted on the way in, where a high school was located.

The doors were locked, but several windows had been broken in. He jumped through one of the windows and began knocking on locked classroom doors before kicking them in. He thought some people may have taken shelter at the school, and he was quickly rewarded when he found a ragged-looking group of adults sitting in the cafeteria. They weren’t on high alert and barely noticed when Drew walked in. Their far-off stares and darkened bags under their eyes told their story.

“Howdy folks, y’all doing alright here?” Drew called out. His voice caught them off guard, and they scattered to the farthest wall where some supplies were piled. They equipped themselves with baseball bats, golf clubs, and one sad fuck even had a tennis racket.

“We ain’t got nothing for ya! Be on yer way!” a middle-aged man called out.

“I don’t want your stuff – I’m just checking for survivors, seeing if folks are doing okay or if they need help,” Drew called out, showing his hands were empty. The group turned to each other and mumbled. Drew could hear everything they were saying but remained quiet out of respect.

Eventually, the man turned back to him. The group’s blunt makeshift weapons were no longer held high, but they remained on alert.

“What kinda help you offerin’?”

Drew scratched his chin. “Whatever y’all need, I suppose. I live over the border in Oklahoma – I came here to check on folks and offer assistance. Fight off monsters nearby, point them in the direction of our settlement if they need a safe haven with defenses… I have some spare food I can part with as well. Nothing fancy, but we’ve got some farms up and running, and I can spare some if y’all are happy here.”

The group went back to talking amongst themselves, many members taking what they likely thought were covert glances at Drew in his armor. Like the survivors in the town near his house, they were in little more than rags or thrown-together outfits. They weren’t as skinny or malnourished as he’d worried they’d be, so Drew guessed the school still had some canned food left and likely some gas stoves to cook with.

As they talked to one another, Drew noticed movement in the corner of the room. He was about to draw his axe when he saw a mop of dirty blonde hair unfurl from a dirty camping chair he’d thought held rags and odds and ends. It was a woman. Her face was turned toward Drew, but she didn’t make eye contact. Instead, her pupils constantly darted between every corner of the room.

“I seen ’em,” she hissed, half to herself and perhaps to Drew too. “You gotta watch the corners, the nooks n’ crannies.” She scratched at her head and peered intently at Drew’s feet.

“Um, okay…?” Drew offered. “Do you need a healer, maybe?” It was hard to tell if the woman was unhealthy or just awfully dirty.

“Bah, I ain’t injured. Sleep during the day, you see. The night is when they get ya,” the woman whispered, tapping at her skull, eyes wide. “Gotta be ready…”

Then she turned away and began muttering to herself. Suddenly, a knife appeared in her hand, and she hurled it into one of the shadowed corners of the room. She watched the blade quivering in the wood for a few seconds before nodding to herself as if satisfied.

Drew blinked as one of the other survivors shouted, “Geraldine, how many times have I told ya, keep them knives to yourself unless you see a threat! Sorry, newcomer, Geraldine here isn’t… adapting well to… everything.” He shrugged in half-apology, half-indifference.

Drew was going to question the lady more, but it seemed the de facto leader had finished conferring with the others.

“What’s yer settlement like, an’ how far away is it?” he asked.

“We’ve got houses built, and more are being constructed. We also have tall fences and walls with towers, kinda like a miniature castle. People can do whatever they like as long as they contribute somehow, whether that’s a profession, farming, combat, or security. Pretty much whatever is fine, as long as you’re not a freeloader.”

“How many people do you have?” a woman asked loudly.

“Eh, I think about three hundred or so at this point. It’s growing every day. Children are welcome as well; we have some teachers there helping out. We’ll have running water shortly, likely in a week or so, and we offer combat training if people want it,” Drew responded.

The group were holding their makeshift weapons much lower now, but a couple remained defensive.

“An’ what’s in it for you? It sounds too good to be true, an’ that usually means it is,” the man called back.

“Nothing, really. We could use more people to help out, get our economy running, start making more weapons and magic shit. We all just contribute to the betterment of the whole.”

“That there sounds like socialism, an’ that shit don’t work. We ain’t no commies here, boy,” the man called back, his golf club held a bit higher.

“It’s your choice, I’m not forcing anyone. You’re free to stay here and do whatever you want. If you decide to stay, let me know if you need some extra food or blankets. I can probably spare a spear or two as well.”

Drew shook his head. He knew some people would choose to live how they wanted or wouldn’t want to join Sanctuary for one reason or another. Although he didn’t view it as socialism since everyone had contribution points and had to buy what they needed.

The group clustered together again, talking for several minutes while Drew looked around the cafeteria. Sleeping areas were set up with fabric privacy walls, and several collapsable chairs were around, along with dishware. It was honestly better than he’d expected. Several minutes later, the voice called back.

“A few of us will follow ya, some will stay here. You have those blankets and spears?” the man asked.

Drew nodded and went to the center of the room, where he pulled out five heavy blankets made from tanned hides, three spears, and a crate of food that contained various fruits and vegetables, along with several loaves of bread. He backed away slowly as people came to inspect the goods he offered.

Out of the thirty or so people there, twenty decided to join Sanctuary, and ten decided to remain. Two spears went to the group staying, as well as four blankets and the crate of food. Drew’s spirits were lifted after having found some survivors, and as they exited the school, a group of minions were waiting for him.

All the people screamed and either tried to run back to the school or fight them off, and it took several minutes to calm them down. Eventually, Drew convinced the refugees that the minions were there to protect them and lead them to a safe space. They’d be taken to a central area on some rural land in northern Wichita Falls, a meeting spot where Robert and his crew would find them and get people back home.

Overall, it was turning out to be a pretty decent day.


Chapter Twenty-Nine



Wichita Falls had been considered a small city before The Descent, and yet it was one of the largest densely populated areas closest to Drew’s home in Oklahoma. Its overall size was a bit over seventy square miles, which truly wasn’t much as far as cities in Texas went, but it was a massive amount of ground to cover for Drew and his two-hundred-plus minions. When looking for human survivors, every rock needed to be upturned. So, he kept his minions close by, just in case.

The undead engaged in small-scale combat with groups of roaming monsters, but for the most part, they kept their pace in the northern section of the city. Another small group of human survivors had been found by the time Drew made it to a community hall that looked to have been abandoned even before The Descent. All the windows and doors were boarded up, and cobwebs and shadows clung to every nook and cranny.

What is that noise?

Drew cocked his head, trying to listen closely and determine the source of the strange chorus of high-pitched whining he’d heard. It was coming from the hall, of that he was certain. It almost sounded like voices, but it was so high-pitched as to be right on the edge of hearing.

Almost sounds like… screaming.

Drew tensed, activating [Soul Sense]. The inside of the hall lit up, dozens upon dozens of souls writhing and swirling inside. It was like nothing he had seen before.

What in the hells can move like that? It’s like some awful lava lamp in there…

Stepping closer to the community hall, Drew pulled his axe from his inventory and let it revert to its sword for the first time in a while. While still long to the point of being a two-handed weapon, he was more comfortable using it in tight areas than the axe, and if he needed to investigate the community hall, it would be his best bet.

I really need to have a short sword made for shit like this.

Suddenly, the noise he’d been hearing at the very edge of his perception ceased, and for several seconds, only silence hung in the air. As Drew watched, a number of the souls seemed to disappear, being absorbed into the more fluid, swirling ones. From the depths of the shadows, Drew saw something shoot out across the ground.

At first, Drew looked up, thinking something in the air was causing the strange shifting darkness to flit across the pavement. But there was nothing there, just the… shadow. And, according to Drew’s [Soul Sense], within the shadow were at least a dozen souls in addition to the creature’s own. Human souls.

What in the hell? I guess I found one of the shadow kidnappers that military lady warned me about. The screams from inside the building…

It was then that Drew caught the scent of blood.

Oh God.

Just as Drew was about to dart after it, the community hall exploded.

Shadows flew from every corner of the building, black blood leaking through gaps in the old boards. They bubbled up from holes in the concrete and spilled through cracks in the windows. A dozen – no, two dozen, maybe more. Drew braced for an attack before he realized not a single shadow was heading his way.

They’re running. Taking the souls they have stolen to whatever awful hole they crawled from.

Drew squinted his eyes, inspecting one of the fleeing creatures.

[Slosth Soul Harvester – lvl 67]

Slosth? What ar— fuck it, it doesn’t matter. They’re not getting away with those souls, not on my watch. I don’t know what these things are or what they’re doing, but it stops now.

The black tide was still flowing. From barely seen holes and gutters they came, from smashed-open windows. Bricks that made up the community hall’s walls fell to the ground as more and more dark creatures pushed their way out into the open. The tide of inky shadow made it look as if a cloud had appeared overhead despite the blue sky above.

The Slosth were fast; he needed to slow them down, or the souls would be lost. Casting [Field of Despair], it broke through the ground, and Drew dumped his mana into it, increasing the spell’s size. A football’s field worth of calcified arms and hands sprouted to the surface in all directions like some morbid corruption of springtime flowers in bloom. The hands grasped at the fleeing shadows, and though some gained purchase as a few of the creatures bubbled and took form, most missed their mark as the liquid shadow flowed through their grasp.

Drew was starting to panic. He released multiple bursts of [Agony], which seemed to stun the Slosth, then slashed down with his sword, only to watch the shadows flow around the blade. He fired off his rapid-fire [Death Coil], and the light and fire seemed to faze the creatures. But they survived the barrage, the reduced damage not enough to kill any outright.

Activating [Baleful Strike], Drew managed to rend two of the shadows in half, releasing the souls held within. But he couldn’t reach them all, nor use his [Baleful Strike] on every foe. In only a few seconds, they would be out of his reach. His attacks had managed to delay and confuse the creatures for a few precious moments, but Drew could sense they were about to flee in earnest.

Drew sent out [Focused Contagion] in various directions but was unsure if it would work fast enough or even have any effect on the strange creatures.

I’m out of options. I need to use my trump card.

He hated using such a powerful ability on a random encounter, but he couldn’t let this many souls be subjected to whatever fate awaited them in the hands of these dark creatures. Drew summoned one of his new powerful AoE spells.

[Call of the Grave]

Summon forth a very minor incarnation of the aspect of Death in exchange for a very large amount of mana. The specter will reap the through any living enemy like a scythe slicing through grain. Call of the Grave inflicts soul damage. Be aware, this powerful spell has a thirty-day cooldown and thus cannot be used frequently. Higher-grade foes may partially resist this ability.

The earth shook in a proper localized quake, the walls of the community hall doing little to support the weight of its ceiling, and stone broke through the ground outside of the [Field of Despair]. Dirt and refuse were pushed to the side as a graywacke quadrate pushed through the ground, at which point the shaking stopped.

Crack.

The lid fell forward, a fog rolling forward and falling and quickly spreading, revealing a black-robed specter that floated forward as time seemed to freeze. It was the harbinger of death, known far and wide even before The Descent.

It stretched out an arm, and mist from the fog below flowed into his skeletal palm as its weapon of choice materialized from the mist itself. The scythe. An unspeakable chill filled the air, and Drew’s breath came out as a small cloud. The miniscule amount of perspiration that had formed on his brow from combat froze near-instantly, the now solid droplets cracking.

The specter swung its grim tool thrice, separating the wheat from the chaff. Ethereal waves shot forward from the blade, flung into the frenzied tide of shadow. Whatever abilities they had that protected them from damage thankfully did not extend to their souls.

It was over in seconds. As the ethereal shockwaves hit the Slosth, the strings of life that bound them to this life were cut instantly, the bodies dissolving yet not making a sound. An eerie noise at the very edge of Drew’s perception came from the specter as it retreated to its stone coffin. He felt a slight tugging upon his body, but he brushed it away with his willpower.

Motes of light like ghostly fireflies erupted from the dead beasts’ bodies, quickly flowing toward the specter that now lay within its home. The motes coalesced, and the fog that had spread was pulled back to its source.

The fallen lid snapped up abruptly, sealing the ghostly robed figure and its new harvest, before the coffin sank slowly back down into the earth whence it came. A switch flipped, and Drew saw color flooding back into reality. He hadn’t even noticed the world had changed to shades of gray, white, and black.

With the absence of all else, Drew heard and felt his heart throbbing in his ears. The battlefield had gone still, and if anything was left alive, it refused to stir lest it tempt another reaping.

Man, that spell is straight-up nightmare fuel to the extreme.


Chapter Thirty



“I’m tellin’ ya, bub, this here is the life,” Raz’zat Shinkick, delegate of the Redtoof Tribe, said. His arms were behind his head, and his body was floating. Across from him sat Mark, the former representative for the citizens of Sanctuary.

“It is, I’ve missed this,” Mark sighed, joining the Goblin in contentment.

“Earth had hot tubs?” Raz’zat asked, lifting his head slightly.

“Oh yeah. There were retail stores that specialized in pools and hot tubs. Some eastern cultures even took it a step further,” Mark replied, his feet kicking at the bubbles massaging his feet.

“A step further? Bub, this is about as luxurious as things get,” the Goblin replied, almost casually insulted.

“Yeah, so get this, right? Some eastern cultures, even in modern times, had these giant bathhouses. They were public, so customers would go in, pay a fee, and use the baths. But the crazy part of it was the variety they had,” Mark said earnestly. “Some baths were hot, others were cool, and they’d mix natural aromas in with the steam that promoted relaxation or general health. Some baths contained salt in the water and the air as well. I’m not doing a good job explaining it, but it was a massive part of several cultures.”

“Salts and aromas, huh? If Sanctuary makes one, let me know. My tribe would love to try something new,” Raz’zat replied.

“That’s not a bad idea. Drew is over in Wichita Falls right now – maybe he’ll find some survivors with knowledge about this stuff. A spa owner would be a great addition,” Mark said, staring up at the night sky.

Mark had been officially released from his duties now, Robert having taken over all of his previous responsibilities.

No more bullshit for me! Mark thought. He was happy to hand over the reins; now, he was just another member of Sanctuary, and he didn’t have to worry about making decisions that impacted so many people’s lives. Instead, he was relaxing, having been invited to the Redtoof Tribe’s settlement.

The tribe’s settlement was, much to Mark’s disappointment, rather mundane-looking. He hadn’t known what to expect when visiting another race’s temporary home, but buildings and architecture that were largely similar to the ramshackle wood and stone that Sanctuary used had not been at the top of the list. But, as they were built for Goblins, everything was much shorter, including doorways. Mark had found himself having to duck far more frequently than he’d expected to get anywhere, and for once in his life, he was the tallest person around.

The buildings and actions did have a theme, however. They all seemed to have a weird mashup of ritualistic elements thrown together with a mad-scientist aesthetic. Candles and torches held skulls as their bases, and altars of various kinds were sprinkled liberally throughout the settlement. Offerings in the form of food, woven art, and other strange objects were often found at the altars that Mark had seen.

As for the mad-scientist elements? That had less to do with the buildings and far more to do with the people. Many Goblins cackled madly and talked to themselves while mixing various liquids in glass bottles, and other little green people were hunched over workshop tables with magnifying glasses while they worked on the minute details of whatever device they were creating. Lastly, and perhaps most startlingly, there was more than one case of a Goblin that had caught on fire and was running around with arms in the wind as they screamed for help.

Goblin society, or at least the Redtoof Tribe’s, could be easily described in a very simple and short statement. Barely constrained chaos.

Mark had formed a friendship with both Raz’zat and his counterpart Helimar. He wouldn’t say they were best friends or anything, but he did enjoy their company. His wife had suggested he spend more time socializing and making friends. She said it was good for him to relax, and he wasn’t going to disagree. Especially when it involved hot tubs.

“Spa?” Raz’zat asked. Many aspects of Earth still eluded Mark’s new friends, not that he could blame them as they hadn’t grown up there.

“Yeah, a place where you pay people to take care of you, basically. They cut and trim your finger and toenails, even adding color or polish to them. You can get eyebrow waxing and other waxing done – and massages, of course. Miranda loved going to them before The System came crashing down,” Mark explained, reaching over and grabbing his tankard of ale near the edge of the hot tub.

“Oh ho! Now that sounds nice, what a novel idea! It’s such a hassle to keep my nails sharpened the way I like them,” the Goblin said excitedly, holding a hand above his head and observing his nails.

Mark chuckled.

Suddenly, a heavy boom rent the air, interrupting the night of relaxation. An explosion could be seen off in the distance as Mark turned his head and saw a fireball light up the night sky.

He was about to jump out of the tub and investigate when Raz’zat held up a hand. “It’s probably our engineers or alchemists, nothing to worry about,” he explained without concern.

“Are you sure? That explosion looks huge,” Mark said, watching the fireball turn into a miniature mushroom cloud.

“Oh sure, happens all the time,” the Goblin said, waving him off.

“Righttt…” Mark replied, uncertain, as the night darkened again.

“We’re Goblins, our people are curious, and we’re always tinkering with things. Sometimes that means explosions or fire raining down on our heads, other times it means hot tubs,” Raz’zat pointed out happily.

“What do explosions and hot tubs have in common?”

“The bombs, of course!” Raz’zat answered as if it was common knowledge.

“Bombs? What bombs?” Mark asked, a sinking feeling in his chest.

“How do ya think the water is hot and the bubbles and pressure happen? Small, controlled explosions!” Raz’zat chuckled, explaining it like a father would to his child.

“There are… bombs attached… Why not electricity… or mana?!” Mark almost screamed the last part, standing up from the tub and quickly finding his towel to dry off.

“Pshh, where’s the fun in that? What do we look like, Elves?” Seeing Mark’s expression, Raz’zat laughed.

Bombs… actual bombs in the fucking hot tub?! Mark thought while drying off in a hurry and getting the hell away from the explosive-laced hot tub. Looking at it more closely, he now noticed what looked like two tailpipes spewing black smoke at irregular intervals.

Fucking Goblins…
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Amber leaped from the tree branch, landed on another twenty feet away, and released the held charge. The fire arrow created a red line as it flew through the trees before sinking deep into the skull of a Slenderman. The unnatural monster shrieked as the inferno raced from the arrow and spread throughout its body before it burst open, a torrent of flame spiraling upward.

“Sad. Nothing left to eat now.”

Amber felt the thought as she jumped back down to the forest floor, her companion already sitting near where she landed. Freya looked up at Amber with her big, sad, brown eyes, her ears held back. Amber looked at the dog as she pouted.

“I just fed you; you don’t need any more food.”

“But I’m hungry.”

“No, you’re not. You’ve never been hungry, not even once. You get two large meals a day. It’s not even physically possible for you to be hungry right now as I just fed you twenty minutes ago.”

“Not enough food.” The German Shepherd whimpered slightly.

“You can’t eat all the time, otherwise you’ll get fat.”

“I want to get fat though…”

“You’re a dignified German Shepherd dog, not an orange tabby cat in a comic strip. Besides, you’d end up eating so much that you’d throw up and feel really sick.”

“But…”

“No, you’re not getting fat. If you’re good ,you might get a treat later. Maybe. Now come on, we need to continue.”

Amber launched herself into the air, landing on another branch before speeding forward. Freya ran behind her on the ground below.

They were hunting, clearing out the monsters near the forested areas of Wichita Falls. It was a large job, but they would get it done. Others were looking for survivors or raising defenses for the rescued people, but Amber and Freya’s job was to clear out the bad shit before it had a chance to get to them in the first place.

“Bird!” Freya called out before jumping and catching a five-foot-long owl mid-flight. Her jaws tore it apart before she even hit the ground again.

“Good job,” Amber sent back.

“Phew, gross.” The dog spat out a chunk of the oversized beast and dropped it on the ground before bolting forward to catch up to Amber.

“Were you trying to sneak food?” Amber asked.

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“Maybe.”

“I’ve told you before that owls don’t taste like chicken. Come on, we have a job to do,” Amber scolded as they continued on.

“Dad would have given me more food…” the dog pouted as she ran through the heavy brush.

“That’s because your dad is a sucker and spoils you shamelessly. I know how to say no. Now, focus,” Amber said, looking back toward the German Shepherd.

She really is just like a child, even after all this time. It’s a good thing Drew can’t hear her constantly begging for food, or we’d need a dolly to take her anywhere, Amber chuckled.

The duo continued on for several hours, killing monsters and beasts that stalked the nearby wilds. There was a good chance Drew and the allies wouldn’t find everyone still alive, so they were clearing out the area. Part of the job was to help those defending the refugees, and the other was to make the area somewhat safer for the people they couldn’t find or who chose to remain.

Why anyone would choose to remain was beyond her. Sanctuary was safe, much safer than anywhere else she knew of. Drew wouldn’t force people, though. He was adamant about that, even if it would be for their own good. Her husband believed in allowing other people to make their own choices, even if those choices were idiotic and held dire consequences. Amber shook her head, brushing away such thoughts.

“Thing!” Freya called, alerting Amber.

“Thing? What thing?” Amber asked as she stopped jumping between trees. She looked around, trying to sense any movement in the dark.

“There! Smells weird. It moves,” Freya said, using her body to point toward a small grouping of trees.

Amber looked from the dog to where Freya was pointing but couldn’t see anything out of place. Her [Enhanced Darkvision] gave her extremely high visibility, even in the pitch black of a moonless night. She had put a ton of points into perception as well but still didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary.

The three trees were small, barely fourteen feet high, and thin. Nothing moved within the branches, and nothing was near the ground. The bark looked normal as well. Amber closed her eyes, focusing on her other senses. She couldn’t hear anything coming from the grouping of trees, not even insects.

Wait… why are there no insects by those trees? Grasshoppers or June bugs should be out, at least.

She focused on her hearing further but still couldn’t pick anything up. She trusted Freya’s senses, especially her smell. The dog had saved her from injuries and ambushes many times.

“I’m not seeing or hearing anything. You said it smells?” Amber asked, trying to listen closer.

“Yes. Smells weird. Sour, gross. No sound either. No crunchies nearby,” Freya replied. ‘Crunchies’ being Freya’s term for bugs from the distinct sound they made as the dog ate them.

Activating her [Beast Sense], Amber felt nothing untoward, though the skill only revealed certain creature types. Yet her [Empowered Tracking] skill was giving her a slight ping, suggesting a solitary creature had passed this way, but not a creature she had encountered before – the skill would have revealed it.

There!

Amber noticed a very, very light smell as a small breeze blew past her. If she hadn’t been focusing so hard on her senses, she’d never have picked up on it.

What is that? It’s almost like that faint waft as you pass an open sewer…

Then, as quickly as the scent had come, it was gone as the breeze stopped.

“You smell too?” Freya asked.

“Yeah. Don’t move, let me try something,” Amber sent back before pulling out a small piece of raw meat from her inventory.

“Treat!” Freya said excitedly.

“No. Not a treat. Just stay put and watch for anything weird,” Amber replied before throwing the tiny chunk of meat toward the trees. The morsel of meat bounced off the nearest tree, and before it hit the ground, it was just… gone. Nothing had moved, and there had been no sound other than the meat rebounding off the tree…

Where did it go?

“Treat gone?”

“It wasn’t a treat, and yes, it’s gone. Something weird is going on. I’m going to send out a [Flare].”

“Waste of a treat…” the German Shepherd grumbled mentally.

Amber sent out a [Flare], an ability that lit up a fifteen-foot area and revealed any hidden or stealthed enemies. Normally, it was an unnecessary ability given her high perception and Freya’s even greater senses, and it wasn’t a skill that had seen a lot of recent use. Still, it had been a fantastic spell early on in the training dungeon.

The magical light launched from Amber’s bow, slowly arcing in the air before tumbling to the ground near the trees.

Bingo! What the hell… are you? Amber thought as she inspected it.

[Young Slosth Scout – lvl 76]

The shadows of the trees went wild as the [Flare] lit up the area. There was no hidden creature, otherwise the skill would have illuminated it. The shadow formed points or spikes, but it remained two-dimensional, stuck to the ground as the spiky protrusions rotated slightly. Amber pulled back on her bowstring, a fire arrow already sparking into existence.

She shot above the movement, thinking there was an invisible creature despite her skill, and as the arrow pierced the tree and flames burst through the bark, the shadow went crazy. Whatever it is, it doesn’t like bright lights, Amber thought before shooting another projectile, this time directly at the shadow.

An audible thump sounded as the arrow sank into the shadow, and the two-dimensional black mass erupted into three. A dark blob that looked a bit like a sea urchin popped out, the spikes rotating wildly as its shape reformed. A strange set of jaws formed, like the claw of a crab or lobster, and long, thin limbs came soon after, each ending with four sharp digits.

The fire arrow burned the creature’s insides, cracks of light pushing against its skin. Amber released another arrow now that she had a clear target, and it sank into the shadow’s head. The clawed hands spasmed, and the jaw opened wide in a soundless cry. The pressure of the flames was too much, and like a balloon, the creature popped, flames escaping outward as the monster was vanquished.

The hell was that thing?

“Gone now,” Freya said, sniffing the air around her.

“Good. We need to meet up and tell Robert. I don’t remember seeing or hearing of anything like that before.”

“Yes. Tell friends.”

“That thing was way too stealthy and strange,” Amber added, almost as a second thought. “Most survivors would have been dead before they even noticed it was nearby. Perhaps there is a reason there were fewer survivors in this region than we expected…”

“Felt wrong,” the German Shepherd said.

“Wrong?” Amber asked, wondering why it felt like that to Freya.

“Yes. Wrong,” the dog said, looking at Amber as if her words explained everything.


Chapter Thirty-One



Amber was nearing the refugee encampment, her speed and dexterity allowing her to keep ahead of the shadows hot on her trail. Black needles shot past her as she and Freya twisted, dodged, and leaped out of the projectiles’ trajectory.

She continued running at full speed, the monsters refusing to let up despite the increasingly large gap between them. Amber twisted, running sideways like a high-speed crab as she launched an [Enhanced Multishot] toward the shadows.

Thirty-five fire arrows manifested at the end of her bow, shooting toward the incoming creatures. Two sunk into a Slosth Squawler, and the monster’s needles launched toward her as her arrows did their job, inflating the monster into a balloon before it exploded outward in a torrent of flame. The encampment was coming up fast, so Amber launched a [Flare] high into the air, hoping the nearby defenders would take notice of the rocket-like effect lighting up the night sky.

Freya joined Amber’s efforts in alerting the defenders by howling like a wolf at the moon. The effect hit the walls of the encampment before the sound did. Amber felt the buffs from the dog activate.

“They hear?” Freya asked while running alongside Amber.

“Unless they’re deaf, then yeah, I’m sure they did. The better question is whether they will understand what it means.”

“They dumb?”

“No, not dumb. Inexperienced. Hopefully, with Robert there, they’ll get the gist of it quickly,” Amber said, hoping the defenders were busy preparing themselves.

“Yes, they dumb,” Freya replied, sending a mental image of a German Shepherd nodding its head.

“You chased your tail until you were three years old – you don’t get to call them dumb,” Amber scolded while twisting again to launch another [Enhanced Multishot] toward the shadows.

Freya leaped, her powerful hindlegs pushing her forward with incredible force. The dog hit the encampment wall and ran up it parallel as her claws cut into the stone. Amber joined her, jumping and then forming an invisible step out of mana as she jumped again in mid-air before finally landing atop the stone next to three startled guards. Robert was there in an instant, his body blurring as his speed matched Amber’s.

“Situation?” Robert asked without preamble, looking Amber and Freya up and down and seeing several minor scrapes and a single black needle sticking out of Amber’s thigh. Amber yanked it out, tossing it over the side of the wall.

“Incoming monsters. Sensitive to bright light, very stealthy. They’re like shadows – one moment, they’re flat against the ground and not detectable, but blink and they’ve taken on horrific shapes,” Amber answered before turning toward the field and launching another [Flare]. “I’ve been able to take them out, but most humans wouldn’t stand a chance. If even a couple get past me, the civilian losses could be catastrophic.”

The spell arced out from the wall, landing on the ground before several shadows in their flattened forms were snuffed out. Amber followed up with fire arrows, and the creatures exploded in a whirlwind of fire. Robert watched it all with stoic determination.

“TO ARMS!” Robert yelled, his voice echoing throughout the refugee camp.

Amber felt her minor exhaustion be brushed aside, new vigor injected into her like a triple shot of espresso without the jitters that normally followed. Her senses sharpened, and her body reacted faster as she sent more of her summoned projectiles into the countryside.

Like a kicked anthill, the encampment came to life. All the human defenders scurried up the stairs to the walls. Warriors, mages, and rangers all joined Robert, each of them looking wide awake and alert, their swords, bows, and staves all held at the ready for the slightest movement. Undead auxiliaries jumped down below, forming a bone-filled moat of murder against any potential invaders.

“Light it up! I want daylight here, people!” Robert commanded. The mages went to work; fireballs, motes of bright yellow light, and even lightning appeared. Some of it landed in the countryside, creating fires in the tall, dry grass, while others remained solid, casting forth massive beams that acted like floodlights.

Masses of innumerable ink-black creatures screamed their soundless cries as the lights hit them. Some of the monsters dodged the lights, looking for ways around them. The larger shadows barreled through the light, not sharing whatever annoyance or pain their peers felt.

“Slosth,” a nearby Dark Elf spat as he eyed the monsters. Robert turned to him instantly.

“Friend Elf, explain, please,” Robert said. It was not a request, and Amber felt Robert’s aura flicker slightly.

“It’s as the Firebrand said.” The dark one nodded toward Amber. “Living shadows. My people are intimately familiar with these monsters, as we both congregate in similar areas.”

Robert motioned for the elf to continue; he was clearly losing patience.

“They remain invisible, unseen by all unless illuminated by a spell or they otherwise choose to reveal their true forms, like those.” The elf nodded with his head toward the incoming monsters as the defenders began sending out spells and arrows.

“Spit it out, man – what is the level of danger? How are they killed? What do they do?” Robert said through the grinding of his teeth.

Amber hid a smile with her hand at seeing the ever-patient Robert losing his cool.

“Little danger to your experienced warriors, as long as they can see them. More danger to the weak humans below. Walls will not hold them back. They flow through the shadows, kidnap people, taking them back to their nests. They’ll target the weak. Anything can kill them if they’re in their true forms. If they hide in the shadows, only spells can force them out and cause damage. The ones here should be no higher than mid-D Grade, though the nest may have one or two in low C Grade. Do not allow your people to be captured.” By now, the Dark Elf’s brow was prickled with a small amount of sweat, likely from Robert’s aura.

“Warriors, keep lights by the refugees! The monsters hide in the shadows and kidnap…” Robert began calling out orders to the melee fighters as more arrows and magic flew through the night toward the horde of monsters.

“Why do they want the people?” Amber asked the Dark Elf while launching more flares and arrows away from the wall.

“Food. Slosth will feed on them. Meat, terror, pain, all of these are sustenance to them. They purposely torture other beings to cause fear and pain, then harvest those emotions to grow in strength. The meat that’s left after expiration is used to grow more of the monsters.” The Dark Elf grimaced before shaking his head. “They have little need to fight head-on. You are powerful, that much we have seen, yet Slosth will happily flow around the strong like water, looking for an easy meal. Their unique abilities make them a nightmare for singular powerhouses as you cannot fight what you do not see. Thus, the civilians are likely in grave danger.”

As her ally’s focus turned back toward the monsters, he lifted his hands, and dozens of ice shards formed, moisture pulled from the air and chilling the area around him as his spell grew. The shards shot forward, and Amber followed their path with her eyes.

An ice shard pierced a formed shadow, frost quickly creeping its way around the monster’s body as it continued to move forward at a much-reduced pace. Soon, the monster stopped moving, two of its four feet held aloft mid-step. The ice was too much for it, and Amber watched as three black orbs that could have been unblinking eyes were coated with ice.

Another shadow bumped into the frozen monster as it made its way to the wall. The light bump toppled the frozen monster, and as it hit the ground, it cracked and burst into shards as if someone had dropped an ice cube on a concrete floor.

Terrified screams cut through the night from behind their defenses, and Amber turned her head and saw a young girl in a floofy pink skirt being pulled away from her mother. The child was being dragged up the wall, a dark claw extending out of a patch of darkness latched onto her foot.

A fire arrow struck the wall, and the dark claw holding the child let go, the little girl screaming as she fell. “MAMIII!” the child cried, her tiny head racing toward the ground from a twenty-foot drop.

Moving in the blink of an eye, Freya grabbed the child mid-fall, lightly holding her in her jaws as she brought the crying girl back to her mother. The little girl leaped into her mother’s arms, and the terrified adult grabbed her before stumbling away from the giant black German Shepherd wagging her tail.

“I did good, right?” Freya asked Amber as the mother continued to back away from the dog, scrambling closer to the nearby fire and other refugees.

“Yes, sweetie, you did so good!” Amber replied. She gritted her teeth, wondering how many children those things had taken who didn’t have someone like Amber to save them. If those things had infested the countryside, the death toll would be enormous.

“Why scared? Why no pets?” the German Shepherd asked, a whimper coming across the mental connection.

“They’ve probably been through a lot… Don’t take it personally. You did a very good job, and I’m very proud of you,” Amber said, trying to reassure Freya as she continued loosing arrows and casting spells into the tides beyond the wall.

“Proud? Of me?”

“Of course; I’m always proud of you. You’re the best girl, and never you forget it.”
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Hours passed, and the first signs of daybreak had crested the horizon. Amber hadn’t been sure if sunlight would have an effect on the monsters, but they’d entered a frenzy. Their already aggressive behavior had been pushed to the extreme as even the smaller and weaker creatures ceased caring about incoming spells or light as they scrambled and fought to climb the walls of the encampment.

Every minute that passed brought the creatures closer to cresting the top. The spells and lights prevented them from flowing over in their flattened forms, so they climbed, their claws digging deep into the stone walls as they sought to overwhelm the defenders. The undead minions were long gone. They’d held on for hours, but the sheer volume of Slosth had pulled them apart, bone by bone.

The humans were exhausted, as most of them were in E Grade or low D Grade; the constant fighting of monsters much stronger than themselves had left the people strained. Buffs and fear were the only things keeping the people going. Especially after arriving in the encampment five hours earlier than expected and having to run non-stop to get there.

Amber was impressed with Sanctuary’s citizens. Even Robert had been surprised by their determination and speed. They had trained hard since the rescue at River’s Bend and were firm in their desire to help defend the refugees. Though they were running on empty, their spirits remained high, their determination clear on their faces. Unfortunately, their slowing movements and attacks suggested they’d collapse soon.

More Dark Elves and even groups of Goblin allies had arrived throughout the night and were the only reason the encampment hadn’t been overrun yet. Each of them in low to mid-D Grade, they came prepared and arrived fresh and full of energy. Though lower in number than the human defenders, they made up for it with their tenacity and the strength of their attacks.

Outside of the undead minions, only three had fallen. Two humans, both of whom had been pulled off the walls, and a single Goblin, who had blown himself up after mixing two flasks of liquids together, leaving a slight cherry smell wafting through the air.

Typical Goblins, Amber thought as she shook her head lightly.

Still, the biggest danger was to the non-combatants. Usually, monsters were more than happy to simply throw themselves at whatever foe was closest. Even the smarter ones would fight to the death once attacked. The Slosth, however, were happy to slink past attackers in their shadow form – headed for the heart of the base where the newly rescued survivors huddled. This forced the defenders to essentially fight on two fronts.

Ice and light magic cut through the air and into the monster’s ranks, arrows rained down from the sky, and thunderous booms cracked through the sounds of battle as Goblins launched explosive grenades from the walls.

The green-skinned allies even had guns, or “boomsticks” as they called them. It didn’t take long to understand the name as they launched a scattershot of explosives the size of copper pennies that blew apart once embedded in a monster.

More and more claws began to reach over the tops of the walls, only to be cut down by the defenders. Amber watched out of the corner of her eye as Robert took stock of the situation, his focus on the greater battlefield as well as individual fights that sprang up. He nodded to himself, rushing to the aid of a mage about to be pulled over the side, his large hammer swinging out and bashing in the head of the monster as it let go of the mage.

Something needs to change, or we’re going to be overrun. We might still win, but I refuse to allow any of these people to be taken by the monsters. I guess there’s no choice… We wanted to save it for defeating one of the incursions, but innocent lives take precedence. Drew will understand.

Amber reached down, unclasping a small four-inch metal tube held in her belt. She held it in one hand, her bow in the other. Gathering her mana, she snapped the metal tube in half, watching as motes of energy joined the mana within her body.

“Flames of creation, ash of the mother, she who is reborn anew, heed my call. We who were born of dust call for your aid, let our enemies return whence they came. [Everlasting Flame]!” Amber cried as she aimed her bow.

Time slowed as her mana drained, the battlefield crawling by. She launched her arrow high into the sky, and the wooden rocket lit as bright as a small star as it hit an invisible barrier unseen by all.

Out of a spark, one which was caused by the fire arrow’s impact upon the barrier, grew a small ember, and a torrential blast wave of flame spread through the sky, seen for miles around. Just as the entire horizon seemed to combust, the flames pulled back together, snapping into a form. Wings of flame, eyes white hot. Aid had come.

Fire flares licked across the being’s surface, and its head cocked to the side. “Child, why have you called me here?”

The thought shook Amber’s mind, rattling around her head. Her ears bled, and her eyes wept. The voice was calm, but she felt the burning emotion behind it in her very core.

“Monsters of shadow, pain, and fear threaten these helpless refugees,” Amber sent back, her arms shaking as she fell to her knees. The pressure from the focus of the being above her was too much for her body to take, the all-encompassing aura too powerful for her fragile mind, but Amber held strong.

“We will be overrun soon. The survivors… they need help. I will not stand idle when something can be done, when life may yet be preserved,” Amber told the winged being, falling to her hands, hunched over on top of the wall.

“I understand. I will take care of the spawn.”

The pressure on Amber’s mind vanished. With the weight on her body now gone, she collapsed, only to be caught by Robert, who slung her arm around his neck as he hoisted her up, grabbing her bow as well.

“What did you do, and what is that creature?” Robert asked, pulling the sweat-drenched Amber toward the back of the wall where other warriors were resting and being healed. Amber tried to answer Robert, but her throat was too dry; she only managed to cough as he set her down against the back wall.

“Th… The Mother… Primordial of… Creation,” a nearby Dark Elf managed to croak out, his head tilted to the sky, peering at the entity of flame above.

“Speak plainly, man!” Robert yelled, wiping his brow of sweat, the heat from the creature above causing the local temperature to flare up.

“…She who brings life… ash and fire… Avatar of… Everlasting… Flame…”

As the Dark Elf collapsed unconscious, Robert just sighed and tilted his head to look at the bird-like being above. The shadows halted, all frozen in place, countless claws held frozen over the edges of the wall.

“Shadow does not belong upon the planes of creation. Begone.”

The thought brushed into the minds of everyone present, many people gripping their heads and temples as they watched the being in the sky.

The hovering being flapped both wings once, and Amber felt the backlash of heat as everything beyond the wall was set ablaze. The Slosth she could see fell apart, crumbling as ash, the hot winds from the Avatar’s winds pushing the ash far into the countryside. Guards and allies alike watched as the army of living shadows dissipated, their forms torn to particles of gray flakes that flew in the breeze. For as far as the eye could see, the land was covered in gray.

“You did well to call me this day, but beware the spawn’s nest yet remains. Although weakened, action must be taken soon,” the Avatar sent to Amber, who was barely hanging onto consciousness, her entire body feeling drained and exhausted.

“I… understand. Thank… you,” Amber managed to reply, her eyes heavy and her body aching.

“Rest now, Child of Flame.”

Amber finally slipped into a deep sleep. The Phoenix of Everlasting Flame, Avatar of the Primordial of Creation, shrank to the size of a pebble before the flame finally winked out of existence.
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“Interesting. She actually used the rod,” The Baleful Lady said, tapping her chin with her finger.

“I told you she would.” Hades grinned from the other end of the couch as they finished watching the battle on the magic screen.

“I’m surprised it worked. You know how picky she can be. Now, Earth has the attention of three of us. Three Primordials, all very much aware of a single planet. I can’t remember the last time something of this scale happened,” The Lady said as she reached down for her mug, scowling when she found it empty, save for a single skull marshmallow hiding at the bottom. She pierced the fluffy delight with a fingernail and popped it in her mouth, chewing it slowly.

“Well, it all worked out. Speaking of Primordials, where did your sister run off to? I’ve been getting requests for information regarding her whereabouts for days now,” Hades added, somewhat irritated that his job kept getting interrupted by the constant bombardment of deities reaching out to him.

“Oh, what was the name of that city? Seattle, right…? Yes, I think so. She’s setting up her religion there.” The Lady grimaced slightly at the thought of it.

Hades just shook his head sadly. “Those poor, poor bastards.”


Chapter Thirty-Two



Drew had worked through the night and into the morning. He’d found and rescued more people than he could keep track of, or rather, he’d stopped counting as he didn’t find it to be an accurate measure of success. He had also found a few more pockets of Slosth, but none had had as many creatures as his first encounter. His [Baleful Strike] had thankfully been enough to deal with them.

However, he knew he was likely one of only a few people on Earth with access to soul-based attacks. Without those, the Slosth would be nigh-on impossible to kill unless they could be coaxed out of their shadowy liquid forms. Drew was quickly realizing why the airbase had been the only form of civilization remaining in the area. And that was likely because the Slosth had found easier food sources nearby.

The Descent had come, and with it, the population of Earth had been decimated. At least, that was his theory. Too many people were missing, too many were dead. That was why he stopped counting survivors, as it put the reality of the situation at the forefront of his mind.

This isn’t enough. I’m not enough. Hell, that last group of corpses was still warm when I arrived. If only I had finished the dungeon faster, or if I was faster, I could have made it in time. It’s like I need to be everywhere at once.

Drew shook his head despondently. I’m as fast as some airplanes now, I’m strong enough to destroy a concrete building with my bare hands if I wanted to, so why, why, can I not save more people? What am I missing?

Realistically, Drew had known what he was going to find. He knew that humanity was in serious danger. But knowing something and experiencing it firsthand were two entirely different things.

Car doors had been ripped open like tuna cans, with dried blood trails leading away and into nearby sewer drains. No house had remained untouched. Doors were missing, windows were broken in, and brown smears coated the interior walls of homes like some kind of morbid Jackson Pollock gallery.

He wanted someone to blame. Something to blame for all the needless death that had descended onto Earth, which only left him even more frustrated.

This is no one’s fault… The System intervened to prevent a mass extinction event. Without its assistance, we’d all be dead. But I cannot help but feel partially responsible for these deaths, like I should be able to do more.

Drew finished searching the latest house, not finding anyone left living. He took out a can of yellow spray paint he’d looted from a hardware store before drawing a large ‘X’ on two sides of the home. His people needed to know which homes had been searched and which needed a second set of eyes down the road.

The city was a hellscape. A real-life ghost town. Sounds of collapsing buildings occasionally broke the eerie silence that permeated the area. Rubble filled the streets, and burned-down buildings and homes were scattered about, most likely from uncontrolled fires started by survivors or lightning strikes.

The living people he’d found came from various backgrounds and were found in various situations. Some were just lucky, plain and simple. Some were preppers, having built safe spaces in or near their homes and gathered supplies before The Descent or risked their lives to loot and scavenge afterward. All of them were petrified, like cornered animals, and many were afraid to speak lest they bring dangerous attention to themselves and the ones around them.

The elderly were gone. Drew hadn’t found anyone over the age of seventy still living. Unable to care for themselves, likely too weak from being cured of any illnesses by The System, they had all perished. Hospitals had become ransacked graveyards, as desperate people had braved them in search of antibiotics and lifesaving meds. The rooms inside were stacked with dead bodies.

It told a grim story of how ER doctors and nurses had likely spent their last days and weeks alive, trying to save everyone they could without power, water, or anything else. The words ‘end of the world’ truly did little to paint the horror Drew had found.

Nursing homes were worse, and Drew hated going into them to search for survivors. Low-paid workers had deserted the residents. Grandfathers and grandmothers, veterans, and everyone in between had passed away with only their neighbors for company.

A whole generation abandoned and then wiped out without mercy. I cannot imagine what their last hours were like…

Drew picked up a nearby abandoned tire, chucking it with his full strength toward a mutated coyote sniffing a dead body in some bushes outside a house. The tire shot forward, and the beast was turned into paste.

It won’t bring anyone back, but at least I can rid this area of the predators who killed them.

He wasn’t the only one having a bad time either. Robert’s forward operating base had been attacked during the night: the living shadows had finally been found. There had been few casualties, thankfully, but the threat was immense. When Drew had used an undead crow to check in with the base early in the morning, he’d heard the news. Amber had been forced to use one of her major trump cards, and it had taken its toll on his wife.

Drew rapped on the front door of a small chapel. Knock knock. The double doors were locked tight, and the windows had been boarded up. He could hear the sound of whispers coming from behind the door.

“Hey, just looking for survivors. I’m going door to door and looking to help folks if they need it,” Drew called out.

He waited, listening for further sounds. Silence greeted him for several moments before the whispers broke out again, this time with greater urgency.

“I mean you no harm, I have supplies if y’all want to stay here and a safe place with defenses if you want somewhere to go,” Drew called out again.

This was an hourly routine. It was like trying to gain the trust of abused animals.

“Last chance, folks, I can hear the whispers coming from inside. Once I leave, I’m not coming back, but some other people might check in with you.”

Drew counted to thirty seconds in his head before turning around and walking away from the chapel.

“Wait…” a voice called back. It was neither loud nor urgent. Drew turned to find an older man in a minister’s robe poking out of the door slightly.

“What is it?” Drew called back, not wanting to walk back and spook the man.

“Shhh…” The man shushed him, a finger held to his lips. Drew sighed before trekking back up to the property and stopping near the small flight of stairs leading to the double doors.

“Well, what is it?”

“Are you with Lakeside?” the man asked in a hushed tone.

“Lakeside? What’s that?” Drew asked, hearing the word for the first time.

“Truly, you don’t know?”

“No, I don’t live around here, and I’m just passing through looking for survivors,” Drew answered. He was curious as to what the minister was talking about. “We have a settlement that can offer refuge.”

The old man seemed to consider his words for a few moments before beckoning Drew inside. “Come in, please.”

The inside of the chapel wasn’t large by any means. It was one of those tiny churches that had a very small and loyal group of people who came every week. The pews had been piled up in one corner, forming a sort of makeshift defensive wall, and the rest of the chapel looked much like city shelter would during times of emergencies. Simple beds and cots lined the floors, and several propane-fueled grills sat in the middle of the building with stacks of paper plates, canned goods, and other necessities nearby.

The minister motioned toward a nearby cot before sitting on the one opposite. Drew joined him, having done this many times in the last day. People slowly came out from the defensive area and gathered around the old man. Several held Bibles close to their chests and makeshift weapons to defend themselves.

“Tell us about your settlement, if you would,” the minister said.

Drew delivered his usual spiel about his foreknowledge as a progenitor and the creation of Sanctuary, the progress they had made with food and housing, as well as his current goals.

“Mhm, if what you’ve said is true, you’ve given the people here a lot to think about,” the minister replied in a noncommittal way.

Something weird is going on with these people. The promise of food and shelter should have swayed a few of them, but if anything, they seem more tense now than they did when I came in…

“I’ve got a couple questions if you have time,” Drew remarked.

“I’ll answer whatever I can, but I don’t hold all the answers.”

That’s definitely something a priest would say.

“Y’all mentioned a Lakeside. What exactly did you mean?”

“Ah, another group of people, much like yourself, have settled in Lakeside City,” the man answered without meeting Drew’s eyes. Drew felt many of the other people tense up at both the question and the answer. Interesting…

“I’m not overly familiar with the area. My family and I used to come here from Oklahoma to shop on occasion, but we never went exploring. Where is Lakeside City, and more importantly, why do the people here seem incredibly on edge when I mention it?” Drew asked. He didn’t have the energy to tiptoe around whatever issue there may have been when he could be out saving and helping other people.

“To the first question, Lakeside City is just south of here, on the other side of Wichita Lake. It was a small suburban area before… you called it The Descent, yes?” Drew nodded. “Right. A group of people came together and built a camp there of some sort. They have walls made of wood and sheet metal, and they’ve erected some lookout towers.”

Drew motioned for the man to continue onto the second half of the question, at which the man sighed. He took off his glasses and used his robe to clean the lenses as he spoke.

“Some of the people from the camp have come by before with offers to… trade. However, their views and ours do not mesh, so we’ve declined their offers. Recently, the people coming here have been more… assertive in their requests,” the man said as he finished with his glasses and put them back on.

“I see. May I ask what these views are?”

The man paused for several moments, likely thinking of the best way to answer. “There were… ideological differences relating to their stance on the current state of the world,” the man said carefully. Several people were gripping their Bibles or weapons hard now, with several close to having white knuckles.

“Right. I get that y’all would be wary of that, given the way the world is right now, but what do you mean by their stance on the current state of the world?” Drew asked, leaning forward a bit but showing his hands to help put the people’s minds at ease.

“Well—”

“And please speak plainly. There are other houses and businesses that I haven’t checked yet, and there could be people there whose lives are in danger,” Drew interrupted, not wanting to hear another batch of minced words.

The minister crumpled, his resistance fading. “Ah, right. It is my understanding that the leadership of Lakeside City believes that these are the ‘End Days’ and use this as an excuse for violence and selfishness. I’m not sure they understand the irony that the term actually comes from the Book of Revelation and that those left behind have been found wanting in God’s eyes.

“Despite being one of the larger surviving settlements nearby, they have become isolationist and arrogant. They offer no aid or refuge to outsiders, raid nearby areas for supplies, and have little regard for folk outside their community. Their ‘trade’ offers are little better than extortion. They also believe that all species other than humanity must be exterminated.

“As a man of God, I will not abide prejudice of any kind. This… System mentions the existence of other intelligent species, and my faith dictates I treat them as neighbors under God.”

Drew frowned. “Ah, yeah. They sound like dicks. Before I go, I should make you aware of some things, just in case you weren’t already. The invaders, the ones from the incursions, all seem to be sapient beings from elsewhere in the cosmos. Some have come with negative motives, and some have come as potential friends.”

“What do you mean, ‘sapient beings’?” the minister asked.

“They’re like us, to a degree. They think, they speak, they have their own cultures and societies. I’ve personally met three separate races so far. One, unfortunately, was too alien and unwilling to engage in diplomatic relations. The threat of their presence on Earth has been removed. The other two races, however, have become allies of Sanctuary.”

Several people who had been close by began talking amongst themselves, and the minister seemed to be taken aback.

“Allies, you say? Can you elaborate?” the man asked.

Drew had a hard time figuring out what the man was thinking. Still, he briefly outlined what he knew of the Redtoof Tribe and Dusksorrow Clan and the relatively cordial relations Sanctuary had with them.

“And you say they are allies – they’ve proven themselves to be trustworthy?” the minister asked, leaning forward slightly as more people listened intently.

“No more or less than other human beings, I suppose. They’re out there, in the city, looking for survivors with us. Last night, the refugee encampment we’ve set up north of here was attacked by a massive horde of monsters. The Dark Elves and Goblins stood shoulder to shoulder with our people, fighting off the monsters to protect people just like yourselves. I’m not sure if that makes them trustworthy, but I’d much rather have friendly faces nearby when the world’s gone to shit,” Drew answered honestly.

“There are some creatures out there now, powerful ones, ones that can hide in plain sight,” he continued. “I am powerful, but I can’t save everyone – not from this. Not unless we gather people together, and soon. These races are helping with that.”

The people nearby resumed their conversations, each person speaking their thoughts to their neighbors.

“This is a lot to take in, but thank you for your candor,” the minister said, at a loss for words.

Drew stood up and started removing supplies he had stashed in his inventory. Tanned hides, fur blankets, a couple of swords and shields, and some spears. He placed them on nearby cots before removing a large crate of fresh food, several jars of spirits, and a ten-gallon jug of fresh water.

“We… we cannot accept all this. We have nothing to offer in return…” the man started, but Drew waved him off.

“They’re gifts from the people of Sanctuary. We need nothing in return – just stay safe, and please try not to harm any Dark Elves or Goblins that can speak. The feral ones that act like animals are fair game.”

With that, Drew headed toward the exit. He’d spent enough time in one place, and he had others to check.

And Lakeside. I need to check that place out at some point. Maybe I can talk some sense into them.

As Drew opened the door, the minister came rushing after him. Drew turned his head, only to have the old man hug him.

“Thank you, truly thank you. How can we contact you if our people decide to take up your offer?” the minister asked, holding Drew tightly.

Drew returned the hug and patted the man on the back. “My people will swing by here sometime soon, or I’ll come back to check on you.”

With that, Drew left the small chapel and headed toward the next group of suburban homes.


Chapter Thirty-Three



Days passed as the people of Sanctuary and their allies scoured the city of Wichita Falls in search of survivors. At last count, Robert had reported a total of three thousand four hundred and seventy-one refugees who had been moved to the ever-growing encampment in the rural northern part of the city. It was a damning number, one that brought the cruelness of reality to the forefront of everyone’s mind.

Over a hundred thousand people used to live in the city, and less than five percent had survived. In a morbid way, it made a lot of sense that so few had made it. Food and water were necessary to survive, and the logistics of food distribution had broken down long ago, not to mention the governments, police forces, and other life-saving variables. Truly, humanity as a whole was lucky to even have the survivors it did.

A total of five Slosth Soul Harvester dens had been found, and while they freed as many souls as possible, the shadows were well suited to avoiding capture, so quite a few escaped the parties that discovered the dens. Then there were the casualties taken against the more vicious Scout and Warrior types. The race’s nigh-invulnerability outside of magic and soul attacks, coupled with their insect-like numbers, meant they were an infestation that, if left to spread, might spell the end of the human race.

At least for now, they had fought off or scared off all the Slosth in the local vicinity. But more were out there, Drew was sure of that. He could still hear their high-pitched screeching in his sleep…

So few of us remain. Will we really be able to survive all these Incursions as a species? There are far worse than Forgeborn out there… How am I supposed to save them?

Drew pushed those thoughts from his head as he moved with purpose to his next destination. Thinking about large-scale issues right now wouldn’t do anyone a lick of good. He was currently moving in the suburban housing area between Midwestern Parkway and Southwest Parkway, just south of Midwestern State University.

The residential areas had been searched three times over, either by himself and his minions, the people of Sanctuary, or their Dark Elf and Goblin allies. He doubted there was anything left alive and moving in the area, but he still kept his guard up, especially since the Slosth were still around somewhere.

He moved cautiously, stepping between the rubble of fallen trees and telephone poles and the occasional pieces of collapsed housing that rescue teams had thrown into the streets while looking for survivors. The landscape was a mix of a modern-day ghost town and the aftermath of several tornadoes hitting the area, which would have made traveling by foot for an unleveled human very difficult.

Drew was heading east and was planning to hit state highway three sixty-nine before traveling southwest near highway seventy-nine. His destination? Lakeside.

Crossing between a couple of houses, he stopped and looked out at the scene beyond. A golf course.

It’s seen better days for sure.

The grass had grown wild, and other than the obvious sand traps and flags, no one would have known the area had once been a center of recreation. Drew turned south, heading to the state highwa⁠—

Pain erupted in his chest, and he was barely able to understand what was happening before his body flew through a nearby house, crashing through the walls as if they were nothing but flimsy paper instead of brick and wooden constructions.

An impact. Something had hit him, and hard. He looked down and saw a large scuff, a blemish on his otherwise pristine chest plate. His body was still mid-flight, and he pulled an emergency health potion from his inventory, chugging it as he was slammed through another house. His chest felt like it was on fire as the potion went to work. The pain was bad, really bad, but far from the worst he’d ever felt. Whatever had hit him, his chest armor had likely saved his life.

His body’s movement was arrested upon crashing through the bottom of an apartment building. His helmeted head lodged firmly in the drywall of someone’s old living room. Drew removed himself from the wall and stood up, his armor having taken almost all of the damage from crashing through the buildings.

Drew groaned slightly as he felt four ribs pop back into place and their fractures were healed. Taking a deep breath, he coughed out a mouthful of blood, the mess spattering over the debris-filled floor.

What the hell hit me so hard that I punctured a lung?

Whatever it was, that hadn’t been a love tap. Drew coughed up another piece of his lung as the potion healed whatever holes had been created by the fractured ribs. He pulled his axe from his inventory and looked toward the area his body had crashed in from.

Drew mentally recalled his minions to his location as he prepared himself for a major battle. At once, he felt his minions respond and begin rushing in his direction at top speed.

He had been hit hard, harder than anything in this area should be capable of, and whatever had done it, it likely had a higher strength attribute than he did, which placed the threat firmly in C Grade unless it was highly specialized. The difference between the Forgeborn commander and whatever had hit him was night and day. Such an encounter could be fatal.

Drew squeezed through the hole his body had left in the apartment building, his armor rubbing against broken wood and PVC pipes. Out in the open again, he surveyed his surroundings.

Nothing? Am I dealing with a high-level Slosth, then?

He kept his eyes peeled as he cautiously approached the second house he’d been thrown through. He decided to walk around it rather than through the obvious holes he’d left. Minutes passed as he very slowly and very carefully made his way toward the first house.

He wasn’t stealthy – none of his skills promoted that kind of build, and neither did his stats – but he still tried to remain as silent as possible as he and his minions got close to the house. When the first group of his nearby minions appeared by his side, he issued mental commands to them.

“Up. Onto the roof, look for anything obvious first. If nothing is found, keep a very close eye on any shadows. If any shadows move, tell me immediately,” Drew sent to his minions.

“Understood, Master,” they replied in unison.

Over the past few days, he’d given up on getting minions to stop calling him master. Even if he commanded it, they still did it. He wasn’t sure if it was because the minions had a sliver of free will and a soul or if they were just incapable of that change.

The minions leaped to the roof of the first story before walking their way up to the second story. Drew gave them a solid ten-second count before preparing to leap up to join them.

“Master, we’ve found… something,” one of the minions sent to him.

“What is it? A shadow?” Drew asked.

“Not a shadow… unsure,” it replied.

Not a shadow, and they don’t know what it is? Strange…

Drew leaped up onto the roof, holding his sword tightly in his right hand and converting it to its axe form as he joined his minions on the second-story roof.

The fuck is…

“AH, APOLOGIES THERE, LADDIE! I THOUGHT I FELT A WEE IMPACT AT THE END OF MY SWING!” an absolutely massive blue face yelled at him. Its eye level was ever so slightly higher than Drew’s position on the roof. The volume of the creature’s rumbling voice hurt his ears, and he brought his left hand up to his helmet to try and muffle the sound.

It had blue skin, yellow eyes, and a red mohawk that ended in two braids where the sideburns would have been. It was male, that much Drew was certain of, as its chest was bare and lacking in the boob department. It had a large nose, with two white tusks on its lower jaw angled both outward and upward. Drew shifted slightly, holding his axe a little higher so as to be able to defend himself quickly if needed.

“DOES YOUR KIND NOT SPEAK?” the massive creature asked. Drew inspected it, using his skill.

[Highland Troll – lvl 164]

“Loud…” Drew muttered in response, holding his head again.

“RIGHT! I FORGOT MYSELF THERE, LADDIE. ONE MOMENT,” the creature bellowed. It must have heard him.

Can he just… shut up? Just him talking is giving me a massive headache.

The Troll’s form morphed near-instantly, as if hit by a science-fiction shrink-ray. Its body went from the size of a two-story house to slightly taller than the average human in mere seconds. Without a word, the Troll leaped up to the second story in a single bound and arrived in front of Drew.

“Sorry about that, me laddie, I forget how hard things are for people of your size,” the Troll said in a much more manageable tone. Around its waist, it wore a green and yellow kilt, its shins were covered in extra-long, near knee-high white socks, and upon its feet, it wore black closed-toe shoes that were highly polished, similar to what a human would wear with a suit.

“Uh… no problem?” Drew replied. He was busy issuing commands to his undead minions to hold their ground unless the Troll did anything aggressive.

Maybe it was just a misunderstanding?

“Glad to hear it. Also, apologies for giving you a right smackin’. I was practicing my backswing, for the course, and next thing I knew, I felt a light impact on my club,” the Troll said, pulling out what looked like a perfectly normal golf club.

“You… hit me with a… golf club?” Drew asked, a bit dumbfounded by the situation.

“I didn’t think anyone was around, and I had some free time before I was going to begin cleaning up the course.” The shrunken Troll chuckled slightly, waving his hand in the direction of the golf course.

“Huh. Well, I guess it’s fine if it was by accident. Although, I have to ask, what are you doing on Earth, and are you part of one of the incursions?” Drew asked. If this creature had a bunch of buddies back at a portal somewhere, it could spell major trouble for the human race. It was crazy strong, and he’d only been hit by the backswing of a golf club and not a combat move.

“Right! Where are my manners? My name is Alan McGregor,” he chuckled. “I did indeed come to this planet via an incursion portal. It’s not often that The System offers instantaneous travel to newly initiated worlds, so I thought, why not? I heard the humans here were civilized creatures who enjoyed the finer things in life,” Alan said, gesturing to the golf club.

“You came here… to our planet… to play golf?”

The more the creature spoke, the more confused Drew ended up. This unfathomably strong being in front of him coming halfway across the cosmos to play golf on shitty courses in north Texas… The thought just didn’t compute.

“Of course! Why else would I come here by myself?” Alan laughed, as if everything he said made perfect sense.

“Uh… so you’re not here to kill and maim people or capture and use all the planet’s resources or anything?”

“No, no, my good man! I’m a Highland Troll, not some barbaric Earth or Ice Troll. I do plan on visiting many of your planet’s courses, though. Will that be a problem?” Alan asked, his bushy red eyebrows raised as he smirked.

“I mean… usually you have to pay a fee to play… but given the state of the world and our people, I don’t think anyone is going to bitch and moan about it,” Drew answered, his thoughts coming to his lips without filter.

“Good! That’s fantastic news.” Alan seemed genuinely happy, or at least Drew thought so, as he smiled with his extremely sharp and pointed teeth. “Would you care to join me for a round?”

“No, I’m afraid I’m very busy trying to find survivors. The System coming here… was bad. We’ve got incursions everywhere, and the population of this city dropped to, like, five percent of what it used to be. Plus, I’ve got these living shadows to deal with,”

“Shadows, you say? Do you happen to mean the beings known as Slosth?”

“Yeah, that’s them. They attacked our refugee encampment a few days ago. Almost overran the whole thing before they were taken out. Now I’ve got to find a nest to wipe out before they become a bigger problem,” Drew explained. His minions now seemed more relaxed, and he was feeling a bit better now, even after getting smacked.

“I understand. I won’t keep you, then. Slosth are the bane of many civilized peoples. I do recommend you look to the forests and near major rivers for their burrow. They’re a hivemind, so they usually only have one nest. I warn you, chap, be careful. Some of their individual creatures can become quite problematic as they grow in size.”

“Any chance you could help with them?” Drew asked hopefully.

It would be a huge boon if someone that powerful were to help us out.

“Me?” Alan chuckled. “I’m no fighter, I just enjoy golf! Besides, ridding your world of the Slosth nest will help build your character! Maybe then we can play eighteen holes together.” The Troll laughed and waved Drew off, heading toward the overgrown fairway nearby.

“Right, thanks anyways!” Drew yelled. The troll simply waved his hand and continued on his way, quickly enlarging back to his previous size.

At least he’s not an enemy. He was capable of rapidly changing his size, and that of his golf club, and that’s the hardest I’ve been hit in a long time. I’d hate to think what kind of battle that would have been like.
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Twenty minutes later, Drew saw three quickly approaching figures on his way down state highway seventy-nine. They were lithe and moving with great speed, their forms covered in tight clothing and darkened plates of armor.

Dark Elves. Wonder what they want…

As they drew closer to Drew, the leading elf held his hand up in greeting.

“Baleful one, I’m Lucion Dusksorrow, at your service,” the Elf said before giving a slight bow. His two compatriots stood near him but kept their heads turned in the direction they had come from, as if searching for something.

The Dark Elf looked much the same as his comrades, but where they had straight black hair, this one had gray hair that looked much like Drew’s own, although it was styled in a much fancier way. Drew tended to let his hair do whatever it wanted or keep it tied back in a small ponytail when he was irritated by it. All three had hard leather armor reinforced with a dark metal of some kind, and although they looked a bit beaten and bruised, they stood straight and remained alert.

“Lucion, nice to meet you. What can I do for you?” Drew asked. To the best of his knowledge, the Elves and Goblins had all contributed greatly to the search and recovery of survivors in the city and had also helped defend the refugee encampment.

He wasn’t sure if he trusted either race yet, but their actions were beginning to help him move in that direction. It wasn’t a question of species or race for Drew, but they had previously been invaders, and he’d learned to approach things more cautiously since seeing how bad humans could be.

If his time on Earth, and all the years spent in the dungeon, had taught him anything, it was that many beings were not inherently trustworthy. Perhaps the Redtoof Tribe and Dusksorrow Clan would prove to be the first true allies of humanity, but if they had ulterior motives, Drew wouldn’t hesitate to remove them from his planet.

“There’s a small human settlement behind us. When we approached and made introductions, two of my party were killed by spells and arrows before we had a chance to retreat,” Lucion said, catching his breath slightly. It didn’t seem like he was too winded, but the Elf could just have had a lot of points in endurance.

“They killed your people? Why?” Drew asked, the eyebrows under his helmet raised in shock, before quickly remembering the words of the minister.

“I am unsure. I don’t believe we did anything to insult or offend them, but I’m not familiar with the customs of your people. I merely stated my name and clan and that we were searching for survivors. The spells and arrows came almost immediately after the words left my mouth. I don’t know why they attacked… I even stated that we were allied with the humans of Sanctuary, yet two of my people perished.” Lucion seemed downcast at the loss of his party members, and Drew didn’t blame him.

“You have my condolences for your loss. I’ll check it out, and thank you for letting me know,” Drew said respectfully.

“Do you wish for us to accompany you? It may be dangerous,” Lucion offered.

“No, go back to camp and report to Robert. Tell him to make sure no non-humans try to approach the settlement,” Drew answered. He wasn’t going to risk their lives.

“But… Baleful one, you’re not human either,” Lucion answered with a grimace.

Righttt… Dhampir… I keep forgetting about that because most people only freak out due to my glowing eyes, but I’m one of the strongest, so I shouldn’t be in as much danger as other people would be.

“I think I’ll be fine. I’m pretty sturdy, but report to Robert that I’m heading in. Just in case.” Drew said, hoping he was wrong.


Chapter Thirty-Four



“Ah hell Jim, we’ve got another one,” Billy Ray hollered.

Jim perked up, snapping out of the daydream he’d found himself pulled into. He followed Billy Ray’s gaze out past the ramshackle walls made of sheet metal roofing and old warehouse support beams. He didn’t see shit, but Jim also wasn’t a scout and hadn’t invested heavily in perception points.

What’s the point of seeing shit if I can’t do nothin’ ’bout it?

“I ain’t seeing shit, man – you sure you’re…” Jim began.

Billy Ray pinched the bridge of his nose and looked directly at Jim. “Ya need to increase your perception. I saw ’em last time, and I’m seeing somethin’ now!”

“Alright, alright. No need to get your panties twisted, whatcha seeing?”

“Dunno. A person or somethin’, lot of glare to it,” Billy replied, squinting out past the wall.

“Glare? You need sunglasses or some shit?”

“Nah, reflective or somethin’, like it’s shiny.”

Jim drummed his fingers against the wall and checked the straps of his body armor. Body armor that was damn worthless against the monsters out there because they didn’t use guns, but somethin’ was better than nothin’.

“It’s armor, it's covered head to toe in the shit,” Billy said, pulling the composite bow from the rack behind him. “Yo! Look sharp, fellas, we’ve got incoming!” Billy yelled.

Down below, folks went scatterin’ like a kicked anthill. Some went runnin’ to climb the ladders to the wall, others runnin’ down the street to find more folks to come help defend against whatever was comin’.

“Armor? Like body armor or like knights ’n’ shit?” Jim asked, leaning forward past the railing of the wall to try and see whatever was comin’.

“Ya, like knights,” Billy replied, pulling an arrow from a nearby quiver and nocking it to his bow. Jim pulled the lumber axe out of the locker behind him before slamming its door and refocusing on the outskirts. It was all just the highway and the road coming from it.

There!

A little dot crested the horizon, moving toward the gatehouse.

“Human?” Jim asked.

“Can’t tell yet,” Billy replied.

“Use the ability, dumbass,” Jim said, shaking his head.

“Use the ability, he says. I tried, you fuckhead. It’s just gettin’ into range now, give me a sec,” Billy said, squinting toward the dot that Jim could barely see. It was getting bigger, much bigger now, and he could faintly make out legs moving it forward.

“Ah, fuck!” Billy grimaced, leaning back over the fortification’s interior wall. “Boys, we got trouble! Hurry your asses up!”

“Another Elf?” Jim asked, looking out toward the corpses of the two dead invaders near the wall. They’d come just over an hour ago, spoutin’ all kinds of lies about being allies and friends with another human settlement no one had heard of.

Fucking Elves of all things, on our fucking planet. Jim shook his head, gripping his axe harder. Deep down, Jim wanted to believe the aliens’ words, but that was just ’cause of all the movies he’d seen over the years.

They’re still invaders, here to wipe us out like the rest of them monsters.

“Nah, it ain’t an Elf. Not sure what it is, but it ain’t human, that’s for sure,” Billy said, looking around to find more people racing toward the wall.

“What’s the ability say then, dipshit?” Jim retorted.

His heartbeat was racing. He felt the blood pumping in his veins. He wasn’t cut out for all this shit. Defending humanity, guarding the town, all of it. He just wanted everythin’ to go back to normal. He just wanted to go back to drivin’ his big rig.

“Don’t you dipshit me, you fuckin’ asshat!” Billy barked back, looking back toward the quickly approaching figure. “Dhampir or somethin’, and I can’t see its level.”

“The fuck is that… An’ why isn’t the level showin’?”

“Why the hell would I know?! I didn’t invent this fucking System bullshit,” Billy Ray said, turning and eyeing Jim.

Tensions were running high, and Jim suddenly felt a lot of anger toward the man in front of him. First, the Elves, then something new with no level, and now Billy was being a fuckin’ asshole.

Fuck him, piece of shit asshole. Jim broke eye contact first, only to hear Billy sneer.

The invader was much closer now, and Jim could see it jogging toward them, completely unprepared for the hell that was going to pay it a visit.

Soon… soon we’ll get our planet back… then I can go back to the open roads. Then humans will finally be safe again. We’re goin’ to clear Earth of all this scum. Monsters, invaders, The System, all of it.

Everyone on the wall held their breath as the invader came closer, stopping just short of the Elves’ bodies. Its head peered down at the bodies as if it was considerin’ leavin’, then it looked back toward the wall where Jim, Billy, and the rest of the boys were waiting. If it called out like the Elves or took another step or two further, everyone would blow that fucker outta the water. The invader shook its head and looked back down at the corpses.

Blue and purple light flared in Jim’s vision, and he quickly shut his eyes with a silent curse as he heard everyone else around him yell. Somethin’ had blinded him. They were under attack by whatever the fuck that invader was. As some people screamed and others mumbled, he felt someone bump into him and fall near his feet.

Idiot, just hunch down and wait for the blindness to fade.

When the light faded, Jim cautiously opened his eyes, blinking several times to clear his vision. He peered over the edge of the wall, not sure what he was expectin’ to find.

The invader had remained where it stood, unmoving. Jim heard and felt the folks around him grumble and reorient themselves.

“…hell was that…”

“Dirty son of a bitch, I’ll…”

“…what’s it doin’?”

Suddenly, there was movement, but not from the armored figure. It came from the corpses at its feet. First they twitched, then a leg shook, and finally both of the dead Elves began to rise.

Fuck, fuck, fuck…

Jim ducked back down behind the wall, rubbing his eyes with his hands several more times before popping his head back up. He was seeing things, he was sure of it. Dead was dead. Moments later, the dead lifted themselves off the ground, their heads turning to face the armored figure before looking back at the wall.

“ZOMBIES!” someone nearby yelled, and all hell broke loose. Arrows were loosed from bows, triggers were pulled on old guns, and fireballs and ice shards shot through the air.

Jim gripped his axe tight with both hands. He’d chosen the Medium Warrior class and was one of the few folks who hadn’t evolved yet. He wouldn’t join the fight unless it became desperate, and he really hoped it wouldn’t become desperate. Zombies were fuckin’ scary, and he didn’t have a shotgun or anythin’ but his axe.

Dust kicked up as the spells hit, small explosions pushing dirt and dead grass into the air and blocking Jim’s view. The spells finally stopped flying after several minutes, at which point the mages’ mana was drained and folks had run out of arrows and bolts.

No matter, we’ll get them back after the dust clears.

When the air finally cleared, everyone atop the wall was left speechless by what they saw. The armored figure remained standing, its shining armor didn’t have a scratch on it, and to its side stood a wall made of bones and skulls growing from the ground. The bone wall crumbled seconds later, only to reveal both zombies completely fine and unaffected by the firepower the boys had thrown at them. Then it spoke.

“Y’all call that southern hospitality? Your parents would be ashamed,” the figure called out, shaking its head.

Southern hospi… the fuck an invader knows about hospitality? Jim practically spat fire at the thought.

It spoke again. “My name is Drew Wright, and I’m the leader of the human settlement known as Sanctuary. As your [Inspect] skill has likely shown you, I’m no longer fully human. But I was human before this shit happened to our world. Your people have mercilessly killed our Dark Elf allies, people who came to Earth to become our friends and allies. I demand to speak to the leadership of Lakeside.”

Jim didn’t know what was happening, didn’t know how the armored figure had remained unharmed. It should have died. It should already be dead.

How is it still standing?!

It claimed to have once been human, but why would a human become a monster? Thoughts bombarded Jim’s mind as he tried to process the zombies, the unharmed figure, and its words.

Click!

A sound broke his thought process, and he watched with widened eyes as a crossbow bolt left the wall and slammed into the figure's armor, where the bolt splintered before falling harmlessly to the dirt. The figure looked down at its armor and brushed at the area that had been hit.

“Really? Are y’all so fucking stupid that you can’t recognize when someone is that much stronger than you? I’m over level one fifty, what’s a crossbow going to do to me, hmm?” the man asked. It was a man, no question about it. But it definitely was not human. Armor or not, no human should have been able to stand unharmed against all those spells and arrows, it was impossible.

We’re so fucked…
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Drew sighed internally. These people were fucking morons, and he really hated dealing with morons. He wished he could have sent someone else to take care of this settlement, but he was the best option. Amber was busy looking for the Slosth nest, Spock was holding down the fort at Sanctuary, and Robert had his hands full organizing the refugees and their supplies and getting them ready to make the journey to their new home. Drew would much rather have been fighting monsters, taking on dungeons, or spending time with his family than dealing with idiots. Sadly, the idiots needed to be handled, or more allies might die.

“Come on, folks, I don’t have all day. I’m here to speak to your leaders,” Drew called out.

Nothing. No reply. All he heard were hushed whispers, grumbling, and small arguments breaking out across the Mad Max-like dystopian wall. In one way, it was impressive that they’d managed to cobble together a defense besides wood, but on the other hand, sheet metal would not hold back serious threats.

A horde of D-Grade monsters would tear it down in a heartbeat, although he guessed it would be sufficient to keep E and F Grades out. Unfortunately for the people on the wall, he was C Grade now, and the wall was laughable against someone like him. Even back in D or E Grade, he could have busted through it with little issue.

But, and this was the kicker, Drew didn’t want to bust down the wall. At the end of the day, it was a defense for a settlement of human beings. If the people here turned out to be evil shitbags like River’s Bend’s town council had been, that would be a different story, and he would remove them from power immediately. But he wouldn’t leave human survivors defenseless in the world. Still, that didn’t mean he had the patience to sit around all day while the people behind the wall dicked around.

“You two, head back to the encampment,” Drew sent via his mental connection to the two new Soulflames.

“Are you certain, Baleful one?” one of them asked.

“Yeah, these guys are going to play hardball, and protecting you two will just slow me down, no offense.”

They both nodded and started running back to the encampment. Luckily, Drew had found that their souls hadn’t left yet, so at least he could return two of the Dark Elves to their people. He assumed they would have necromancers he could pass control over to. Drew cracked his neck while stretching slightly before walking closer to the wall.

“The wall isn’t going to stop me, guys. Seriously, last chance before I lose my patience,” Drew called out.

More mumbling and arguments broke out atop the wall, but Drew had already given them far more courtesy than he should have, and his patience was nearing its limits.

Minutes later, nothing had changed, and Drew was done waiting. A fifteen-foot-tall wall wasn’t going to do shit to prevent him from going in. In one quick motion, he leaped over it and landed on the other side. Cries of alarm broke out shortly after, and a few dumbasses shot more arrows and spells toward him, but Drew just continued on walking into Lakeside proper.

One idiot in military fatigues ran after him, axe in hand, and slammed it into his back at what must have been the man’s full strength. Drew barely felt it and turned his head to the side to find the man staring with widened eyes.

“Really, dude? Do you have a death wish or something?” Drew asked with a flat tone. The man shook his head and dropped the weapon at his feet.

Tons of innocent people were killed, yet somehow, the stupid managed to survive… like cockroaches. Drew shook his head, then reached out to the man and grabbed him by the scruff of his clothing, like a mother dog would move its puppy.

“Come on then, since you volunteered, show me where the leadership is here.”

Drew heard the man gulp and could smell the man’s perspiration flood his forehead. The man simply pointed down the road and tried speaking, but words seemed to fail him.

Nope, you’re not getting out of this that easy, dumbass. You smacked me, and now you get to play quest guide.

Drew dragged the man by the back of his vest, dragging him as he walked down the street. Several of the man’s companions raced toward them, but Drew just kept walking. He was done playing games.

A rogue popped out of nowhere, the shimmering of his camouflage retreating as he brought a Bowie knife toward Drew’s head. The rogue didn’t know what hit him when the back of Drew’s right hand smacked against his jaw and sent him tumbling across the road like a boy skipping rocks across a pond.

Now that was a love tap. Drew snickered, knowing the ragdolled man’s jaw was now broken, on top of whatever other damage he’d taken from being thrown across the road. He’s E Grade, he’ll survive.

Drew had barely made it to the intersection of Royal Road when more spells hit his back, sending embers and shards of ice splintering in every direction, several of which narrowly missed his speechless guide.

That’s it, I’m fucking done.

Drew let loose his aura, dropping the concentration it had taken to keep it restrained. A wave of pressure blew out from him. All his anger at The System, the monsters, the beasts, all the grief and sadness he felt from the deaths of so many innocents, and most of all, his mounting personal failures – the emotional and spiritual pressure from his soul escaped his grasp like a hurricane let loose, with Drew at the eye of the storm.

The locals following Drew dropped like flies, their bodies crashing to the asphalt road. The aroma of human excrement filled the air as people lost control of their bodily functions. Whimpers and groans could be heard from behind him, but Drew pushed forward, tired of all the games.

These people hadn’t engaged him diplomatically from the start, they kept trying to attack him even though it’d proven fruitless multiple times, and now their spells had almost harmed their own companion, Drew’s new guide. His patience was gone, and he would no longer be slowed.

He strode forward toward his goal.


Chapter Thirty-Five



“Is this the place?” Drew asked his involuntary guide. The man nodded several times and pointed at the small ramshackle building.

I guess their old town hall must have been destroyed during The Descent if the leadership of Lakeside is working out of this… place.

Drew let go of the man. “Next time folks approach your settlement, maybe don’t attack them immediately if they aren’t human, yeah? Earth had enough racism and prejudice before The Descent – it’s better off left in the history books.” The man nodded vigorously. “Good, go on then.” Drew shooed the man away before turning back to the building before him.

No time like the present, I guess.

When Drew entered the building, he found himself in a small reception area staffed by an elderly lady.

“Oh my, are you a knight?” the lady asked, pushing her glasses up to the bridge of her nose.

“Not really. I’m from out of town, is the leadership in?” Drew asked.

“Another new face in Lakeside, welcome! They are currently in a meeting down the hall, dear. Is there something I can help you with?” the woman asked with a smile.

“No, ma’am. I’m here to speak with them directly,” Drew answered before starting to walk toward the small hallway.

“Sir, you can’t just walk back there. They’re busy in a meeting, you’ll need to make an appointment to speak with them,” the woman said, quite panicked that Drew was walking past her.

Drew just turned his head back to the older woman and smiled underneath his helmet, remembering all the times he’d been made to wait in various stuffy offices and doctor’s practices over his lifetime.

“I have an appointment,” Drew said, then checked the non-existent watch on his armored wrist. “Look at the time, I’m even running late.” The woman opened her mouth to protest, but he beat her to it. “No, no. No need to get up, I’ll find the way. Just sit there and continue looking pretty,” Drew finished, internally chuckling at the woman’s loss of words as she opened and closed her mouth like a fish.

Government bureaucracy… The world has ended, and folks still want lines and appointments. Drew shook his head and went down the hallway.

There was only one other room, closed off by an old residential door. Drew opened it and walked right in. Two men and a woman sat around a circular plastic folding table, files and papers set in front of each of them. All three turned to look at Drew as he entered and closed the door behind him.

The two men were middle-aged. One had short cropped hair and a casual yet neat jeans and shorts combo, and the other wore his hair slicked back against his head and a blazer with a pocket square. Blazer Guy looked like someone had pissed in his coffee. The woman was younger, likely in her mid to late thirties, had chin-length blonde hair, and was wearing a pantsuit.

Interesting group…

“Yes? Can we help you?” the woman asked. She seemed unperturbed by Drew’s entrance, but both men had tensed up immediately, and he felt like they were coiled and ready to strike.

Veterans or ex-police, maybe?

“My name is Drew Wright, and I’m the leader of Sanctuary, another human settlement across the border in Oklahoma. We have a lot to discuss.”

Drew pulled out his red fold-up gas station chair from his inventory before sitting down and joining the people around the table. Neither man had relaxed, but the woman seemed very curious. Drew removed his helmet and placed it on the table.

“Another settlement, you say? Oh my, your eyes…” The woman lost her train of thought, having been distracted by Drew’s heterochromatic blue and red glowing eyes.

“You need an appointment, you can’t just barge in here and expect to be seen unannounced,” one of the men said. His body language said he was on edge, but his voice held a tone of authority.

“Yeah, and normally I’d be fine fucking around and wasting my time waiting to meet you three, but your people killed two of our settlement’s allies in cold blood. That demanded more immediate action,” Drew said, leaning forward and making direct eye contact with the man.

“Killed? Are you certain?” the woman asked, biting her lower lip.

“Oh yes, their corpses were on display right outside your walls. Signs of spells, bullets, and arrows all over their bodies,” Drew answered coldly.

“They could have been attacked anywhere and just died outside of our walls. You can’t go around accusing people of murder without firm proof,” the authoritative man retorted.

Drew found himself frowning and observed the people around him. “Do you know what a necromancer is?”

The men looked at each other and then at the woman. “I took Latin in college, so I understand the etymology. Necro means dead, but I’m afraid I don’t understand the mancer part.” She shook her head.

“A necromancer is an advanced spellcaster who works directly with the dead, at least in this new world we find ourselves in. In practical, relevant terms for this conversation, it means that I can both raise and speak with the dead,” Drew answered firmly. “Hence, I can get proof.”

“Even if we were to believe you, what would you have us do? They’re dead, yes? That means you can raise them with your powers, as you’ve claimed. No permanent harm has been done.”

“That’s incorrect. I can, and did, raise them already. However, permanent harm was done. Their bodies remain dead. I’ve just anchored their souls to their bodies to prevent them from moving on. They are no longer alive, they no longer feel emotions on the same level we do, and many of them end up feeling empty inside. They can no longer enjoy food, drink, or, hell, even sex.”

“Oh boo bloody hoo! These are the End Days! We don’t have to explain our actions to some random outsider.” Blazer Guy stood up, but Drew just looked at him and continued speaking.

“That in itself is a problem, but the bigger problem is why they were killed. That’s the real reason I’m here,” Drew said.

“He’s not human,” the quiet man almost whispered. He must have finally identified Drew.

“Monster!” Blazer Guy hissed, pulling a revolver from a holster at his side.

“Darrell!” The woman exclaimed.

Blazer Guy unloaded six rounds directly at Drew’s face. Two missed, but four of them hit, only for the slugs to flatten against his skin and fall to the ground. The quiet man had slid his chair far back, and the woman stood with her eyes wide open, her jaw slack. The argumentative man was breathing heavily, his gaze swapping between his gun and Drew’s face, trying to process the lack of an exploding head.

Drew brushed his face with one of his hands. “And that’s the problem I was referring to right there.”

“…How?” the woman managed to ask. The quiet man stayed near the edge of the room, eyeing both Drew and the shooter anxiously.

“…abomination…” the shooter muttered to himself.

“I’m much, much stronger than anyone here. Bullets mean nothing to me. Also, for the record, I was human. I was born human and lived as a human. Only once The System came did I change races,” Drew told the woman.

“He traded away his humanity! He’s allied with the monsters! A freaking shapeshifting traitor! We cannot trust a word from his mouth!” Blazer Guy screamed.

“That’s true, minus the shapeshifting traitor part,” Drew chuckled, remembering what had happened to the real God. “I chose a new race due to the benefits it provided. And I am indeed allied with non-human races.”

“See! Even he admits it!” the man yelled, already emptying his revolver and beginning to put new bullets in the cylinder.

“Darrell, enough! Calm down. You can’t do anything to him,” the woman shouted at the man.

“He could have killed us all at any time…” the quiet man added.

“If you insist on trying to harm me again, I will reciprocate, and you will not like the result,” Drew warned the man. His patience had run out.

“Don’t do it, Darrell, he’ll kill you!” the woman cried, but it was too late. Another six shots rang out, and another three bullets hit Drew’s face, once again flattening against his skin and falling to the floor.

Darrell began screaming, and he dropped the revolver as he pulled at his clothes. His skin warped, and black lesions grew to the size of footballs within mere seconds, bursting and erupting in blackened pus. The man lost control of his balance and fell back into his chair as the pus rotted away his clothing.

The Swiss cheese of his skin sloughed off his weakened frame as he screamed and tore out his own hair from his scalp. It was over in moments. Where the argumentative man once sat was now only a skeleton leaning back in its chair, the jaw of its skull still open in mid-scream. The bones soon collapsed to the floor with several light thuds.

“I warned him,” Drew said, picking up a piece of paper from the table and wiping a bit of the black pus off his breastplate.
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Several hours later, once the remaining two members of Lakeside’s leadership had somewhat calmed down, Drew sat in his chair at the plastic folding table that had been relocated outside the government building due to the toxic aroma that now permeated it. The woman and the quiet man were much more open to diplomatic talks now that the trash had been taken out.

“Are you here to take over Lakeside?” the remaining man asked.

“No, I have enough on my hands, thanks,” Drew answered, sipping on a glass of sweet tea.

“What do you want here, then?” asked the woman, whose name Drew had learned was Alexis. He still hadn’t learned the man’s name, but he hadn’t gone out of his way to ask either.

“Well, the long and short of it is that humanity as a whole has new allies and friends on this planet. The incursions have brought many peoples to Earth. Some are here to invade, take over, take slaves, and kill. But others have come looking for friendship. Hell, on my way here, I met a Troll who came to Earth via an Incursion portal so he could play golf.”

“And we killed two of those allies?” Alexis asked, catching on quickly.

“Yeah, your people did. Technically, they’re allied with my settlement of Sanctuary specifically as the settlement is officially recognized by The System itself. But the Dark Elves of the Dusksorrow Clan and the Goblins of the Redtoof Tribe haven’t shown themselves to be antagonistic toward human beings at all. In fact, from what I’ve seen, most of them seem to be pretty friendly.”

“And then we went and pissed them off?” the quiet man asked.

“I’m not sure. I raised the two dead successfully, so I don’t think it’ll have any lasting effects, but I’d definitely recommend apologizing the next time you see any of them. As I’m sure you know, there aren’t many human beings left, and we could use all the help we can get to survive,” Drew replied, gesturing to the world around them.

“Interesting. So not every invader is here for nefarious purposes…” the woman muttered to herself.

“I also ran into some people hiding in a chapel a while back. They mentioned they’d been getting visits from the people of Lakeside and that they were living in fear of your settlement.”

“So, what’s the issue, then? You said it yourself: there’s not a lot of us left, and we could use all the help we can get,” the quiet man said.

A feeling of fear came from the two people sitting near Drew. A lot of fear. Yet the more he talked with them, the more the tension slowly disappeared. Fear remained, of that there was no doubt, but their replies came more easily.

“The problem is that they’re now dead. On my way here, one of my minions reported that the people within that chapel had been slaughtered by monsters. Just a couple of days before, I spoke with them and gave them food. Now I’m stuck with the guilt that I could have forced them to move to safety and didn’t,” Drew replied. “Another failure on my watch, thanks to you.”

“I see,” Alexis said before clearing her throat. “Darrell’s raiding parties are… were… a little overzealous at times. We tried to rein it all in, but those parties were our only source of supplies. I promise you, I didn’t realize they were going so far as to threaten or exact violence on fellow humans. Some of the people here have banded together under the belief that these are the end times and feel it justifies certain⁠—”

“Honestly, I don’t care,” Drew interrupted. “I don’t care about the justification, but those people died because of you. They were out there alone when you could have offered them a safe haven. That’s your business, not mine. But I would caution you on two things. First, there aren’t many humans left. To survive, we are going to need friends, so you should consider which is more important: hate and prejudice or survival. Second, and far more importantly, we live in a world where gods are real, and there are consequences for the ignorant and unprepared,” Drew said seriously before slurping up the rest of his sweet tea and jingling the ice in the glass.

“They weren’t real before?” the quiet man chuckled nervously.

“Mhmm, I misspoke. They’ve always been real, but now it actually matters. If you piss off some divine entity, or even their mortal followers, because of fear and racism, shit could go south for y’all real quick like.”

“Those are strange claims. I hope you understand our reluctance to take you on your word,” Alexis said carefully.

Drew sighed and shook his head. “Again, I don’t care what your people believe in. You’re the first human settlement I’ve come across besides my own, and I simply wished to make you aware of the danger.”

“May I ask what danger you’re speaking of?” the quiet man asked.

“Honestly, I don’t feel like going into it. Just… try not to piss anyone off. I was attacked the moment I arrived at Lakeside, and I was continuously assaulted while peacefully walking through your town. And as what is left of your former co-leader shows, I am clearly very powerful.”

“I see… And what are we supposed to do in the future, roll over and hope for mercy?” Alexis asked hesitantly.

“What y’all do is not my decision, but maybe cautious diplomacy would be the best to start with. You can always fall back to violence if that fails,” Drew said with a shrug.

“And about those gods being real now?” the quiet man asked.

“Again, I don’t really want to get into a religious discussion as almost everyone I’ve tried telling about the divine beings hasn’t kept a level head. In a nutshell, they’re just like us, but with power on an unimaginable scale. They are just as flawed as we are, and each has their own agendas and schemes. The deeply religious may easily fall into the honeytrap and become their pawns without realizing what it truly means.”

“Politics… on an unimaginable scale…” Alexis muttered.

Drew went on to tell them about his profession, The Lady, and his trip to her realm. Their eyes grew wider the longer he spoke.

“Let’s just say, for the moment, that we believe you, which, for the record, I don’t. What was this goal, and by ‘her’, do you mean to tell me that God is a woman?” Alexis asked.

“Nope, he was a he, and he’s dead,” Drew said with a bitter laugh.

“That explains so much…” the quiet man whispered.

Drew chuckled and shook his head. “No, it doesn’t explain anything. He was very much alive until a few weeks ago. He was just a giant asshole.”

Over the next hour, he explained the concept of gods, their afterlives powered by followers, God’s scam and eventual demise, and the fate of most of Earth’s souls in the Abyss.

“It’s that bad? My poor nana…” The man shook his head and wiped at his face as tears rolled down his cheeks.

“Davis, calm down. We cannot confirm anything Mr. Wright has said,” Alexis said.

Ohhh, so his name is Davis. I probably should have asked him earlier. Oops. Plus it seems I went off on the stupid god tangent even though I didn’t want to. Maybe I should have all that information in a pamphlet, it would have saved me a bunch of time… but it has been nice being able to interact with another band of survivors with their own settlement, despite having been given a shitty greeting.

“Anyways, that’s the long and short of it. The Lady has people on it. Most of the people you care about will likely be okay in the long term. Just be careful with religion and gods,” Drew said, summarizing everything before taking another drink of sweet tea.

“I don’t suppose there’s any way you can prove your words? You must understand, this is a lot to hear, and I grew up in a very Christian home,” Alexis said.

“Yes, yes! You met this Baleful Lady, can we meet her as well?” Davis asked, hope in his eyes.

“Mhmm… that’s a good question. One sec.” Drew held up his finger.

“Hey, I don’t suppose you’re seeing all this, are ya?” Drew asked The Lady.

“What makes you think I spend all my time watching mortals?” The Lady replied.

“A hunch?”

“Okay, yes. We saw it.”

Drew chuckled to himself. She had seen it.

“Hades is with you?”

“Yes.”

“And?” Drew asked.

“Is the invitation to dinner still available?” The Baleful Lady asked coyly. Drew began laughing out loud, much to the confusion of Davis and Alexis.

“Yeah, of course it is. Might take a bit of time, though. I’ve some crap to finish up around here, and I need to get the refugees back to Sanctuary. So, dinner may have to wait a couple of days, if that’s okay.”

“Well, it has been a very long time…”

“Sooo, is that a yes?” Drew asked.

“Sure, why not? I can spare an Avatar to mind The Halls for a while. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll get there. Mind if I bring Hades?”

“Sure, the more the merrier,” Drew said. He dropped the mental connection to the Primordial and the finger he’d held aloft. “Sorry about that.”

“Let me guess, she can’t make it?” Alexis asked with no small amount of skepticism.

“Oh no. She’s coming. I was apologizing for the wait.”

“She’s… what?” Alexis asked, mouth open and jaw slack.

“Excuse me, I believe I misheard you. Did you say the divine being who killed God is coming here?” Davis asked with a slight stutter.

“Mhmm. Yeah, in a couple minutes. She’s bringing Hades with her. You might recognize him,” Drew answered, polishing off the rest of the tea.

“Here?” Davis asked, the pitch of his voice rising.

“In minutes?” Alexis repeated.

“Yup, should be a coup… Never mind, she’s here,” Drew said, standing up and putting the folding chair back in his inventory.

“What?!” Alexis exclaimed, immediately standing up.

“Where?” Davis asked, also standing and looking from side to side.
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Color drained from Davis’s vision, as if everything life-bearing and happy was flushed down an invisible drain. Sheet metal roof panels lost their forest green hue, and even the bits of rust on the corners bled away in a swift retreat.

Davis frantically turned his head, trying to understand what was going on, only to find that both Alexis and Mr. Wright had also lost vibrance, leaving only shades of grays, blacks, and off-color whites. What in the world is happening? Davis thought, scrunching his eyes closed and quickly reopening them, yet the black and white theme remained.

A toll of baritone static broke the eerie silence. The fizzling and sputtering noise lent credence to the phenomenon of a thin black line that cut through the air, a cacophony much like a heavily bass-infused distortion of someone unzipping the fabric of reality. A ten-foot-tall rectangular hole of… nothingness greeted his perspective, and Davis staggered backward, tripping over the chair behind him, causing him to flounder and fall upon his ass.

Out of the void stepped a middle-aged man of slightly above-average height wrapped in black fabric that left his Caucasian arms bare. Color flooded back into the world as his first foot stepped from the void, and glowing blue script could be seen highlighting the edges of his toga-style dress.

As the man’s second foot hit the ground, Davis felt an immense pressure fall upon his shoulder and head, not unlike the G-forces he’d felt when riding a roller coaster with his nephew. Davis forced himself to keep his eyes on the man as he continued to stride forward, using every forgotten muscle to prevent himself from being pushed into the ground.

“Ahh, Earth. My third home away from home.” The man smiled and looked around before grimacing. “I doubt I’ll find a good coffee around here anytime soon.”

The more Davis stared at the man, the more he felt an unmistakable pull on his heart and mind, a fuzziness that filled him with warmth and comfort.

This man is surely a god – of that, I have no doubt.

A second figure followed the man, the lithe form of a tall woman with a skin tone that had more in common with gray and blue than any Davis had seen prior. Her eyes glowed vibrant blue, like the flash of a lightning strike, and she adorned herself in blackened hard leather armor and a deep hood over her… Davis couldn’t see her face.

He focused his mind and eyes as much as possible, yet her face remained as featureless as the void she’d come from. A sharp pain jolted through his eyes that caused him to blink repeatedly as the worst migraine he’d ever felt took root behind his forehead.

The pressure Davis felt upon his shoulders was magnified to a horrifying degree, and he fell to his side, shoulder first, slamming into the dirt. A light crack followed by an immense pain let Davis know that he’d somehow fractured his shoulder upon falling over. The pressure kept his head angled at an uncomfortable angle as he felt several vertebrae in his neck pop.

If Davis was to die here, then that was his fate, but before death called him home, he’d have his answer. One way or another. Using all his available willpower, Davis activated his [Inspect] ability as he looked up awkwardly at the woman’s knees.

Primordial of Death – Divine Being – lvl Unknown

Droplets of blood dripped from Davis’s nose onto the dirt, and soon fresh streams from his eyes and ears joined together as the pitter-patter of a light red rain hit the earth.

Truly… a … goddess.

“Oh hey, our auras. The mortals can’t handle them, remember?” the man said.

With that, the pressure on Davis evaporated as if it had never existed, but all sight and sound soon fled his senses as he fell into a dreamless sleep.


Chapter Thirty-Six



Drew winced as the pressure from Hades and Raynalyr faded. Their auras had never bothered him, but he’d never met with either one outside The Halls of Reflection. He assumed the realm itself had done something to dampen the intensity that he’d just felt from them.

Even with his own aura training, the power behind the two gods got to the point that he felt suffocated and claustrophobic. He was glad that they remembered to retract it in time as while Alexis had managed to remain semi-conscious, Davis had passed out from blood loss.

“He’s lost a lot of blood…” Drew commented, turning to the gods.

“He’ll live, just summon a healer. He probably tried to inspect one of us,” Hades said, brushing off Drew’s concern.

“All right, but maybe warn the mortals next time about using skills that they likely have no idea will get them killed,” Drew grumbled. He summoned a Flesh Stitcher who appeared and silently awaited orders.

“Heal them,” Drew commanded.

Ten minutes later, both Alexis and Davis were heaving themselves off the ground on wobbly legs as the Flesh Stitcher helped them into chairs around the nearby table. They were still weakened, but they were both conscious.

Overall, Drew was pretty pleased with how his minion had turned out, and while its performance was slower than someone like Miranda, it was also lower-leveled. Drew hadn’t modified the minion’s spells or levels at all, but he got the feeling that if he focused on a more comprehensive image next time, the results would be more impressive.

“Master, it is done,” the minion replied and bowed slightly.

“Good job, how are they?” Drew asked.

By this time, a small crowd was beginning to gather, hovering around nearby buildings and making it rather obvious they were trying to listen in and watch the spectacle. Drew chuckled to himself as he heard hushed whispers and grunts from people elbowing each other to get a better view.

“The human male has lost a fair amount of blood due to a combination of a brain hemorrhage and an aneurysm,” the Flesh Stitcher rasped. “I’ve repaired the damage, but I recommend that he receives something to eat and drink shortly to replenish his strength and blood. The human female had several broken bones, much like the male. Both are coming out of a state of shock and should be in control of their facilities within minutes.”

“That’s good news. Thank you for your hard work. Stay close by, but feel free to relax.”

“As you wish, Master.” The minion inclined his head and quickly excused himself.

Drew pulled several prepared meals from his inventory and placed them around the table, along with utensils, a pitcher of lemonade, and sweet tea, both of which were half empty already. Davis and Alexis needed food to recover, but it would be rude of him not to offer it to the gods as well.

He’d missed lunch, so he decided to join them, setting up a plate for himself. Eventually, both of the previously injured came to and were looking around with wide eyes, although Davis was purposely avoiding The Lady for some reason.

“So, um… my name is Alexis…” Alexis waved awkwardly.

“Davis,” Davis whispered, keeping his head down.

“Name’s Hades, Lord of the Dead. How ya doin’?” Hades introduced himself before pulling a plate of food toward him and grabbing the knife and fork.

“Greetings, and thank you for your hospitality. My name is Raynalyr, however most refer to me as The Baleful Lady. My position is that of the Primordial of Death,” The Lady offered, inclining her head politely before following Hades’s example and pulling the food closer to herself. “What am I looking at here, Hades?” She pointed to the food with her fork.

Hades grinned. “Ah, it’s a staple of southern-style cooking in the country known as the United States. The lightly colored large tan piece is called chicken-fried steak. It has a crispy outer texture and a succulent and tender meat on the inside. The two side items are mashed potatoes with gravy, a kind of tuber grown here, and mac ’n cheese, a hard product made from grains and then boiled to soften the texture. Then they add tons of animal-based dairy products to it. It’s all very good.” Hades began cutting into his chicken-fried steak and shoveling it into his mouth unapologetically.

The Lady raised her eyebrows but ended up shrugging her shoulders as she cautiously tried portions of the dish. Taking their cue as Drew followed suit, Davis and Alexis dug in. It was obvious that they were both ravenous but were maintaining the air of etiquette due to their guests. The Lady’s eyes lit up with bright blue flames as she dug into her plate, and Drew chuckled.

That’s southern food for ya. Mortal or god, there’s little that beats our cooking.

The early dinner was nice, and although curious onlookers continued to gather bit by bit, Drew enjoyed the company as he sat and relaxed. He’d been running from house to house and business to business searching for survivors for several days.

He’d spent many hours by himself, lost deep in thought, when not actively searching through refuse piles, so it was a nice change of pace to have some company while he ate. He was sure Davis and Alexis felt differently due to the presence of gods, but little could be done about that.

Eventually, the food was finished, and they sat in silence for several minutes, enjoying the afterglow of fullness and satisfaction. Tension and awkwardness eventually came creeping back as Davis and Alexis began to fidget and cast side-eye glances toward the gods at their table.

“So… Drew…” Alexis began, but then her voice faltered and petered off.

The Lady turned her softly glowing eyes on the struggling woman. “All that Drew revealed to you is correct. It is the undisputable nature of the Multiverse. What you do with that knowledge is up to you.”

Alexis’s eyes widened, and she began to stutter. “Can you… y-you know…?” She tried and failed to stop the stutter.

“No, I cannot read your thoughts,” the Lady chuckled. “I’m just very experienced. There’s no need to worry yourselves over my presence. Drew and his wife had previously invited me for dinner, your request just happened to coincide with that plan.”

“Excuse me, uh, ma’am…” Davis kept his tone reserved, his voice low.

The Lady looked at him and waited for the man to work up the courage to continue.

“I just… I wanted to say thank you. For going out of your way to help the souls of our loved ones.” Davis kept his head down, but Drew saw a brief moment of surprise cross The Lady’s face.

“I see you’re a very compassionate person, Davis. I believe I understand Lavyrle’s request now…” The Lady pondered, tapping her chin.

“La… my grandmother?!” Davis exclaimed, his head shooting up.

“Yes, and your grandfather, Kenneth. Although he is a man of few words compared to his wife. You’ll be happy to know that they have both been found safely and have moved on to their afterlife. Together.” The Lady smiled. For a moment, her eyes looked distant, as if remembering something, before quickly refocusing on Davis.

“Oh… oh, thank you! Thank you so much for finding them and helping them!” Davis blurted out, tears running down his face unrestrained.

“She asked me to give you a message should I ever meet you. She said, ‘Tell little Davie to eat his broccoli, and don’t tease his little sister so much. Also, please let him know that his Meemaw and Papa are proud of him and love him very much.’” As the goddess relayed the message, her voice and accent changed to that of an older southern woman.

Davis was beside himself. His eyes were red, his cheeks were puffy, and he openly sobbed. He stood up and came to kneel beside The Lady, where he hugged her. Drew watched as the quiet and reserved forty-five-ish-year-old man wept and thanked The Baleful Lady, all while holding her around her waist like a little child would hold onto a parent or grandparent. Drew felt a tear forming in his eye and quickly blinked as he looked away and grabbed the remainder of his drink.

Drew did everything possible to not intrude further. He focused on his drink but still saw Alexis staring in open awe and shock, and Hades… was cleaning his teeth with a toothpick. When Drew met Hades’s eye, the god just shrugged, as if saying, “What? You get used to it.”

Hades reached over to pat Drew’s shoulder.

I just have dust in my eye, dammit…
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Drew and the gods left Lakeside late in the evening. He hoped that the more extremist population there would have a change of heart regarding Earth’s new allies and their stubbornness in isolating themselves from potential assistance.

Maybe it was just a few bad apples… bad apples at the front gates, come to think of it.

If the people did end up becoming a threat, he would stomp them out, but he dearly hoped they’d come to see the Dusksorrow Dark Elves and Redtoof Goblins as allies and friends in time.

“Hey, how did you know about his grandma? Can you see family connections or something?” Drew asked after thinking of Davis.

“Hmm? No, but I can see karmic ties if I focus and expend divine energy,” The Lady answered, walking by Drew’s side and looking at the deserted city’s surroundings.

“Ah, that explains it, then.”

“Actually, I didn’t need to do that at all.” The Lady’s smirk made Drew curious.

“How so?” Drew asked. Talking with the goddess in person wasn’t much different than talking to her in his head, and he had been speaking with her frequently for over nine years.

“They look exactly alike. A spitting image of each other. Yes, I believe that’s the expression.” She laughed.

“His grandma looks like a forty-year-old man?” Drew almost choked on air.


Chapter Thirty-Seven



Drew made it back to the refugee encampment with both divine beings in tow. The trip back was relatively peaceful, although Hades ended up losing his cool after a bird decided to void its bowels mid-flight and the resulting mess landed on the god’s shoulder.

A stream of blue fire had shot through the air and roasted the unsuspecting bird before Drew even had a chance to chuckle at Hades’s misfortune. The charred corpse hit the asphalt with a light thud that sounded like blackened bacon being dropped to the floor and then promptly disintegrated into ash. The only sign the bird had ever existed was a few falling feathers in the night sky.

Maybe his character in that movie was a bit closer to reality than I guessed?

They arrived at the defensive walls of the encampment with little fanfare, as only Robert was aware of the gods’ identities. New faces talking to Robert wouldn’t call attention to them, as he’d spent countless hours doing the same for most new arrivals. The refugees were more concerned about themselves and the sudden supply of food, warm clothing, and blankets Sanctuary had provided.

Plus, it was still the early hours of the morning when they finally made it back. Most people were sleeping, and the ones who weren’t likely didn’t have [Darkvision] or any similar abilities. While the refugees weren’t aware of the gods, though, several of the guards did double takes, and whispers soon flowed through the ranks of the defenders on the wall.

That was fine, as long as they didn’t create a big deal out of it just yet. Drew wouldn’t mind people knowing, but he didn’t want to create a scene late at night for the refugees as they’d need their sleep for the morning.

Search and rescue teams from Sanctuary and its allies continued to trickle in through the night with the last survivors amongst them. At this point, there were only one or two survivors per group, and Drew felt comfortable heading back to Sanctuary in the morning with Robert and the survivors they’d collected. The search could have continued for another week or two, but the rescue teams were spending increasingly long hours out in the city with few groups finding any survivors at all.

Sadly, I don’t think there will be many survivors left out there. Hopefully Lakeside can hold up for a while, and if they don’t, we can always pull them into Sanctuary if need be. I just need to remind Robert to keep an eye on them.

At this point, it would be a waste of manpower to continue operations in Wichita Falls when there were several other cities in a somewhat local area. The rescue teams’ time would be better spent searching new areas where there was a much higher chance of finding survivors.

Robert had made the call to pull everyone back, and Drew agreed with the decision. In a perfect world, they’d spend all the time necessary to rescue everyone, but right now, with so many lives on the line, a decision had to be made for the greater good.

Drew and the gods kept to themselves on top of the defensive wall, looking out into the night until morning came. When the sun began to rise, the camp became a hive of activity as the rescue teams began organizing the refugees and equipment to begin the journey to Sanctuary.

“Even in a wasteland, the sunrise on this planet is beautiful,” Hades said, smiling as he watched the sun crest the horizon.

“It wasn’t always a wasteland. You spent enough time here to know that,” Drew replied.

“System integration is rarely an easy and painless process for natives,” The Lady commented.

“I understand your point, but as a native myself, it’s difficult to watch the society you grew up in be slaughtered and reduced to a shadow of its former self. We used to be… so much more. I’m not sure we can ever recover and get back to what we used to be,” Drew replied.

He’d been forced into a leadership role, and outside of Amber and his close friends, he didn’t have many people he could be honest with, at least about his thoughts on this particular matter. Around everyone else, he needed to keep a confident mask on lest his worries induce panic or depression in others.

“Your people will become stronger from this trial, both individually and as a civilization,” The Lady replied.

The words fell on deaf ears as Drew imagined all his former classmates, long-distance friends, and extended family members dying in horrific ways. In his mind, things could and should have played out differently.

“If you say so,” he grumbled, realizing his silence had stretched for several moments.

“I do say so.” The Lady smiled lightly. “I’ve seen similar scenes play out over countless millennia, and Earth has a strong chance of surviving and thriving. Likely sooner than you would expect. Your people are adaptive, even if many are stubborn. They’re also gifted in both violence and creativity, both of which are necessary right now. Soon, other settlements will be established. Once that happens, you’ll see what I mean.”

“She’s right, you know,” Hades added as The Lady continued to gaze at the rising sun. “The System will begin granting Pillars of Civilization to other groups of people. You have now seen that other communities managed to survive. Lakeside, the airbase in Wichita Falls, and there will be many others. Both here and across the planet. Once enough of them are up and running, the network will kick in. You’re already over the tough bit. Just deal with the incursions and any vermin that pop up and you’ll be fine. Eventually.”

“Network?” Drew asked as he turned to Hades.

“The planetary network. It’ll pop online when there are enough settlements. Teleportation platforms that will allow instantaneous travel across Earth,” Hades answered briefly.

“The network will allow for trading and quick response forces to strike against incursions too,” The Lady noted.

“That would be helpful…” Drew said, realizing the possibilities.

“Helpful, he says.” Hades chuckled. “As long as you can get people to cooperate with each other, the monsters and such should be of little worry in the long-term. The trading of goods, services, and knowledge will be a huge boon to your people. Remember, The System wasn’t designed to kill everyone. It was created to foster conflict and strength.” He waved his hand at the refugees lining up to leave. “Though I will admit, incursions are quite rare and more difficult to deal with.”

Amber joined the group after returning to the encampment just in time to help lead the people to Sanctuary. Drew was happy to see her. Being apart from each other for so many days had really sucked, and he was glad to hear she’d be coming back home with them.

The refugees left in a line, following the remains of Drew’s minions and several combat teams. Robert stationed himself in the middle of the convoy and placed Drew and Amber toward the back. The gods were gods and did whatever they pleased, which in this case was staying near Amber, Drew, and Freya. With so many people in tow, it would take two days to get back to Sanctuary, and that was pushing it. Most of the survivors were still in F Grade or had barely made it to E Grade at most, and there weren’t many of those.

For Drew and Amber, the leisurely pace made for a restful experience after the harrowing week they’d gone through. Freya also enjoyed her time not working, although Amber had a difficult time prying the dog away from Hades as he’d previously given her treats.

After some less than gentle scolding, followed by a ludicrous amount of sulking, Freya played fetch with Drew and The Baleful Lady, each taking turns throwing a large tennis ball. They both had to tune their strength so as not to throw the ball more than a mile.

Not that Freya couldn’t catch a ball that was thrown a mile. It was more that she was C Grade now and moved like a Ferrari crossed with a bulldozer. Drew didn’t want her crashing through some poor survivor’s house or splattering a herd of cattle or anything in her single-minded focus for retrieving said ball. She was the size of a lion now, so he liked to be able to keep an eye on her.

Camp was eventually set up in the middle of state highway eighty-two, with refugees clustered as close together as possible. Earth mages went to work erecting basic walls, and guards were posted to keep watch throughout the night. When darkness came, Drew sat around a fire near the edge of the western wall at the end of the convoy with Amber and Freya. The gods joined them shortly after for a dinner of hearty chili and corn chips.

“So, you didn’t have much luck, boo bear?” Drew asked through a mouthful of chili.

“No, and I checked everywhere around the city and in that forest. The most I found was the occasional straggler,” Amber griped. “I even tried following several, but they were just hunting. None of them led me back to a nest of any kind.” She jabbed a corn chip into the chili and pulled out a massive chunk before shoveling it in her mouth. “Wherever those Harvester critters you saw were taking the souls off to, it wasn’t nearby.”

“Damnit. That’s super frustrating, boo, I’m sorry you went through all that,” Drew replied.

“What were you hunting?” The Baleful Lady asked. The goddess had given up on the questioning glares and now dug into Earth cuisine like a native.

“Fucking shadows. Slosth, or whatever they’re called,” Amber replied angrily as she stabbed another chip into her food. “The sneaky little shits are difficult enough to find, but there’s supposedly a nest nearby, and I spent three days looking for it.”

“Vermin,” Hades said darkly. “They have infected many recently integrated planets. Turning them into colonies, massive hives of darkness and shadow. They torture their victims and feed off the negative emotions created.”

Drew frowned. “I thought they ate souls? I found a building full of bodies – more than one, actually. The Slosth had torn the souls right out of them.”

Hades shook his head. “The smaller ones feed on emotion, the Queen feeds on souls. That’s how their race grows stronger and reproduces. By feeding souls to the Queen. The more souls she gets, the more powerful she and her offspring become – and the more numerous.”

“Shit,” Amber swore. “They’re hard enough to kill as it is. In their shadow form, they are pretty much untouchable. Only bright light or certain types of magic can get them to reveal their true forms. We barely held out against that last raid, and I don’t have any more Primordial trump cards.”

“The Slosth by themselves are dangerous indeed, but that is not the primary source of concern. It’s the side effects of their colonies growing and expanding,” Hades said as he wagged his finger back and forth. “As they increase in population, the psychic waves of their combined populace become a beacon in the darkness of their home realm, a beacon that attracts other… things.”

“Meaning what, more Slosth?” Amber asked

“Have you ever read anything by an author known as Lovecraft?” Hades asked with a smile that sent shivers down Drew’s spine.

“I have, yeah… Why do I have a bad feeling all of a sudden?” Drew questioned while his gut sank to his knees.

“Let’s just say that he was inspired when he accidentally fell through a crack in the dimensional membrane and found himself in their home realm. Coincidentally, rescuing him and restoring what little sanity I could to him was my last official divine act on this planet. Trust me, you do not want that beacon lit. The integration would seem like a Sunday picnic in comparison, and The Lady and I would be forced to step in and purge the planet from the cosmos. Once those things get their claws into physical space, the planet in question must be removed – immediately,” Hades warned sternly as he dropped his finger.

Shit, that is not good. The last thing we need is Cthulhu showing up or something.

Drew gritted his teeth. The Forgeborn had been horrible, but they had been fairly straightforward; people never failed to see them coming. The Slosth were a more sinister threat. They could be hiding anywhere, waiting to slither in and strike. But if they grew uncontrolled for long enough, Earth would turn into an eldritch nightmare before being blasted to atoms by the divines.

The Lady nodded. “Awful creatures. It’s good that you’re looking for their nest. They can get out of control quickly.”

“Couldn’t you just look for it with your god powers?” Drew asked.

“I could. But I try not to interfere with mortal affairs as much as possible.”

“But… you’re here now, right?” Drew asked, laughing at the irony. The Lady chuckled.

“Have you ever helped raise children? A sibling or cousins?” Hades asked.

“No, I can’t say that I have.” Drew shook his head.

“Well, when you do, you’ll learn that there’s a major difference between telling a child an answer and allowing them to learn it on their own,” Hades replied.

Amber just about choked on her food. “Did you really just tell us that we won’t understand the stove is hot before touching it?! These are monsters, not a stove, Hades!” She almost yelled the first few words before quieting down toward the end so as not to disturb nearby refugees.

Hades laughed and didn’t even bother controlling his volume. “No, no. Nothing like that. Mhmm, if a child learns and experiences something first-hand, it has a far greater positive impact than if their parents tell them everything. Tell me, with these people, if you were to teach them how to fight, that would benefit them, right? But if you kept them away from the monsters and beasts, how would they take care of themselves when you weren’t around? Would they live through a more dangerous experience because they lacked first-hand knowledge of previous encounters?”

Amber went to reply but paused for a moment before answering. “Some would live, yes. But… some would also likely die. But they could also die the first time they met their first monster, so what’s the difference?”

“Mortals die on a regular basis, and even gods perish at times. The question you ask has been asked by mortals for time immemorial,” The Lady replied flatly.

“The Lady has already granted her protection for Sanctuary,” Hades replied in a more serious manner. “She, and I, cannot and will not do everything for you, however. When you start making decisions that affect countless quadrillions of mortal lives, you will understand why the older gods choose carefully when they interfere in mortal affairs or grant miracles. It’s a matter of both scale and time. We don’t expect you to understand.”

“Fine. It leaves a bitter taste in my mouth knowing there are beings with the power to solve everything but won’t,” Amber said sullenly. “However, you have both been kind to my husband and me, so I won’t push the matter further.” She took the remains of her chili and retired for a night of rest in a nearby tent.

Drew watched his wife go. “She’ll be fine. She’s just tired and stressed.”

“As are you, Champion. I think you may have a closer understanding of our words, given your responsibilities here,” The Lady said.

“Kinda. At least when it comes to Sanctuary, or how I’ve had to deal with other groups of humans before. I just make the best choice I can, given the current situation, and yet I still continue to…” Drew shrugged, finishing off the rest of his food.

“Get some rest,” The Lady replied, looking up at the night sky. “You’ll need it.”
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“Report,” Robert demanded as he pushed his way past the dozens of people all clamoring for his attention. Something had kicked the hornet’s nest as guards rushed away in various directions.

“Warden, sir. Refugees are panicking because several have reported their neighbors and friends are missing,” A Dark Elf ally replied as he struggled to keep up with Robert. The swarm of humanity was quite difficult to navigate as civilians rushed to check on friends and family while fighters dashed to defensive positions.

“Back off!” An aura ripped through the crowd that sent people hightailing it. As the people dispersed, Drew and Amber made their way toward Robert.

“Drew, Amber – one moment, please. I’d like you to hear this too. Guardsman, continue,” Robert said, nodding to the Dark Elf.

“Reports are coming in that human refugees are missing, having somehow disappeared during the night.”

“How many are unaccounted for?”

“Current count is roughly two hundred, but we’re still receiving new reports.”

“That’s a lot of people,” Robert breathed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “What about our scouts?”

“That’s what alerted us, sir. Seven failed to check in at their scheduled times. I’ve sent more scouts out and have just received word back. Bodies have been found,” the guard replied, shaking his head.

“Slosth? Or something else?

“Unknown, sir, but the bodies do not show signs of Slosth damage.”

“Freya saw something and woke us up too,” Drew said, breaking into the conversation. “I was actually going to get you when you came to me first. Amber used her tracking skill and confirmed it wasn’t Slosth – it was something she’s not encountered before. Also, there were a lot of them.”

“What exactly did the dog see?” Robert asked, his head snapping to Drew.

“She told Amber she saw a retreating form flying south away from the wall about twenty minutes ago. She didn’t get a good look, but she said it had leathery wings and a strange skin tone.”

“Strange skin tone?” Robert asked, raising his eyebrow.

“She’s colorblind. Dog, ya know. I talked to The Lady about it first. That’s why I hadn’t come to find you yet.”

“And? Spit it out, man,” Robert practically growled.

“Sorry. She said it might be the incursion closest to us to the south. Freya’s description lines up with one of their… characteristics?” Drew mumbled before refocusing. “She said it might be Devils.”

“Devils? Like Beefcake?” Amber asked.

“No, he’s a Demon. I asked the same question. Completely different species, apparently.” Drew looked back at Robert. “Anyways, that’s the info I have. Amber and I will head south and look for the kidnapped people immediately.”

“Fine. I’ll send people right behind you, and I’ll ask our allies,” Robert began, his head turning back to the Dark Elf, “whether they have any information on these… Devils.” He spat the name, reminding Drew of the time the old man had met Drew’s demonic mother.

Old habits die hard, I guess.


Chapter Thirty-Eight



Bodies were found strewn across a wide area. Some of the unfortunate kidnapped refugees had been ripped in half, the gory tearing of their bodies spraying their insides across the ground and nearby trees. Others had been found partially eaten, teeth marks evident on partially exposed bones. But people were still missing; even with all the bodies that had been found, several missing refugees were left unaccounted for. Of the suspected Devils themselves, no trace had been found.

Drew was livid. He compartmentalized all the death and all the looks of horror frozen on the faces he’d only recently saved, but he wasn’t able to fully contain his rage. As he walked through the dense brush, his aura occasionally flared. He’d seen death before, but this was different. This had happened right under his nose while he slept.

More than two hundred people had lost their lives in the night. How could he have slept through such a massacre? Sure, the scouts said the creatures had used spells of silence and camouflage, dropping from the sky to noiselessly abduct their victims. Still, Drew blamed himself. If he had been awake, then surely he could have done something. At least, that was what he kept telling himself as the faces of the dead flashed in his memory.

Drew was the reason these people had come here. He had promised them safety, sanctuary. Would they have been safer if he’d simply let them be?

No, then they’d likely have been taken by the Slosth… Wouldn’t they? Drew shook his head, the guilt and doubt gnawing at him.

Everything was so much harder outside of the dungeon. Back then, all he’d had to do was focus on the next floors, the next room, the next kill. He’d had to protect his party, and that was it. Now, the entire human race was relying on him to save them. He had grown powerful. Hell, he was pretty sure that, aside from Sindra and the incursion leaders, there were very few creatures on the planet he couldn’t best in a 1v1 contest. Yet, everywhere he went, people were still dying.

He needed to do something differently. Trying to be everywhere at once and save everyone himself – even with his vast strength – simply did not work. More human lives had been lost. More guilt had been added to the weight already present on his shoulders. Something had to change – he just didn’t know what.

The Forgeborn, the Slosth, and now these Devils. They were now dealing with sapient foes, ones capable of strategy and stealth. No more mindless beasts or feral Goblins; this was war. A war to save the human race.

Drew had to do something, and he needed to do it now. He couldn’t let those bastard Devils get away with massacring so many defenseless refugees while he slept. It wasn’t just a matter of pride, although that was part of it. No, Drew needed to exterminate the things before they did serious damage everywhere else.

Without guns, people would be woefully ill-equipped to handle flying enemies, especially sneaky ones. Even if the survivors in nearby towns did manage to scavenge or cobble together a bow, unless they were really practiced or talented, it would be too difficult for most people to shoot a flying target.

Drew looked over the bodies of the dead and grimaced. He knew the Devils could be anywhere by now, and he needed numbers to find them, which meant he’d need to raise the bodies and summon the rest using nearby biological matter, of which there was unfortunately plenty, despite the increased mana cost. He wasn’t going to find the enemy by himself, even if Amber and Freya helped out. There was too much ground to cover.

Drew grimaced again. Large-scale summons were something he had been avoiding ever since leaving the dungeon. In the dungeon, he had seen time and time again the poor results produced when he attempted to fight and control minions at the same time. The more minions, the greater the problem. He preferred to have a small number of powerful minions or simply to save his mana for offensive spells.

Large numbers of minions are not my strong suit… They’re so difficult to control in massive quantities… I could go after them myself, right?

Drew shook his head. That had gone poorly with the Forgeborn. He needed a proper force, one that could shelter and evacuate survivors, fight on multiple fronts, and secure multiple objectives at once. One man, no matter how strong, would be ineffective for this task.

I have to kill these things and minimize collateral damage, and I need minions to do it. A lot of them. I’ll just deal with any issues that come up. I’m stronger now, so perhaps this time…

“I’m going to raise the bodies and summon a bunch of additional minions with the… spare parts,” Drew said as he turned to face his wife.

Amber looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “Are you sure that’s wise, dear?” She had been there in the dungeon too; they had all agreed Drew was more effective as a frontline fighter than a minion manager.

Drew flinched but held firm. “I don’t have a choice; we’re never going to find these things without numbers. They could be heading anywhere by now, and if we choose to head to Gainsville but they came from Amarillo, we’re just going to be wasting our time… unless you can track them somehow?”

Amber shook her head. “No, they landed here to eat and then took off in the air again. The blood and death are heavy in the air and the wind is blowing from our backs, so Freya can’t pick up any strange scents either. My skill has evolved many times, but I still can’t track flying enemies very well.”

“Then we don’t have a choice. We can’t risk these things getting to other populated areas. There’s so much space out here that we haven’t searched yet. Settlements like Lakeside won’t last a second against those things.”

Drew immediately went to work, and he did so en masse. He was no longer constrained to raising one pitiful minion at a time; as long as he had the mana, he could raise and summon them in far greater numbers. As he had back in Wichita Falls, he pulled from the available advanced templates The System had granted him and found a suitable archetype. Rangers. Fast, recon-oriented units equipped with bows and leather armor.

There were other options, of course, but rangers were the best bet for finding the Devils as they were well suited to the task of hunting things down and gathering intel. Anything else would have been too slow, too noisy, or just a poor matchup against flying enemies.

“Dear, Freya just picked up a scent,” Amber said, interrupting Drew’s summoning. He’d gone overboard, his anger and frustration driving him to create more minions than intended. One thousand, two hundred and thirteen rotten-faced undead were patiently awaiting his commands. He just hoped they’d be enough… and that he could handle them.

Drew clenched his fists. “She found the Devils?”

Amber nodded solemnly. “She thinks so. She said she noticed a similar smell at our camp after they’d attacked. Sour eggs or something.”

“Finally, some good news.” Drew sighed out a breath of relief. “Where is the scent heading?”

“South.”
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Blood ran down from Drew’s nose as he held a piece of gauze against it to stem the flow. He walked slowly next to his wife, who kept pace with him mostly out of concern.

“How are you holding up?” Amber asked in a soft tone.

Drew could barely hear her words as he split his mental control threads in hundreds of different directions. Even just issuing basic commands to this many minions was constantly taxing.

“I’ve got a migraine from hell, and I’m barely able to handle everything, but they’re making progress. I’ve gotten twenty-seven reports of possible Devil sightings just a few minutes from here, but I don’t know how useful I’m going to be in a fight if we find them,” Drew said with a groan as the pain in his head throbbed.

I’m C Grade and can barely handle twelve hundred minions… it’s pathetic. My stats are high enough to let me control far more than this, so why can’t I split my focus across a fraction of what I’m capable of summoning?

While in the dungeon, he had all but accepted that summoning hordes of minions simply wasn’t something he was suited to. Just because two people had the same stats and swordplay abilities didn’t mean they would be equal in combat. Some people were simply better suited to certain skills. After what happened to Maud, Drew had been happy to have his minions playing support while he focused on his spells, aura, and melee combat abilities.

It was something he was coming to regret.

“Leave the fighting to me and the undead. You would only slow us down anyway. Freya will sit back and help guard you while you do your thing under a tree or something. If you join the fight, you’ll have to stop giving them orders, and you know your minions struggle to act tactically without you." She grimaced, likely remembering their time in the dungeon. “Sure, they can speak now, but they still don’t think so good on their own.”

“I just don’t know what I’m doing wrong…” Drew grumbled. The echoing pain was bad enough, but his inability to do something he knew he should be capable of just made him feel useless. He knew he was powerful – he’d crushed literal armies in some dungeon events – but a single powerful weapon wasn’t going to be enough against these incursions. Not if he wanted there to actually be some humans left outside of Sanctuary afterward.

Amber’s expression softened. “You’ll figure it out. It’s not like Junior sells a textbook on how to be a powerful overlord of the undead. These things take time.”

Drew chuckled weakly, which caused the gauze to move slightly. Fresh blood ran down his lip and chin as he frowned and fixed it. “Well, he should. Because this is ridici⁠—”

Drew suddenly stopped, his head feeling like it had a fire blossom inside of it as hundreds of minions pinged him all at the same time.

“Owww…” He held the side of his head with one hand. “I think we found them. Two miles southeast of here, they’re… fff… damned headache. They’re terrorizing some of the locals who managed to get a settlement going in an old meat factory or something.”

He managed to complete his sentence but not much more afterward as his minions soon came under attack. As one mental thread after another snapped, it only made the pain in Drew’s skull worse, and he collapsed to the ground.

“Freya, guard Daddy. I’m going to go take out the trash.”

“BOOF!”

Those were the last things Drew heard as he was forced to retreat inward into his mental mindscape to manage his minions. He shut off all outside noise, images, and distractions in an effort to stem the tide of pain coursing through him. After a while, he could almost visualize the battle despite not taking direct control or sharing the senses of any of the rangers, but that only added to his migraine.

He could feel his minions trying to fight back. They were armed with bows. They moved with supernatural agility and were excellent marksmen. Still, they were no match for sapient, aerial foes that were clearly under the control of an experienced commander.

The Devils quickly figured out the range of the rangers’ longbows. They hovered just out of reach and peppered them with minor fire spells. They used broken doors, old tables, and pieces of scrap metal as shields so they could dive down and attack.

Some devils were higher-level, hulking creatures with bulging muscles and tree trunk-like limbs. Arrows simply bounced off their hides, not having the penetrating power to deal any real damage. Thankfully, Amber’s arrows did, but she couldn’t be everywhere. Those Devils moved through Drew’s ranks like wrecking balls, taking out dozens of minions at a time.

With their in-built attack patterns failing them, the minions began to ping him over and over for instructions, and Drew focused his mind to answer each of them individually. Many of them fell as Drew tried to translate years of tactical knowledge from his time in the dungeon to easily actionable commands.

The strain on his mind was immense. Without the physical world pulling at his senses, he was able to reduce the mental load somewhat, but the pain didn’t fully evaporate. No, that would have been too easy. This was exactly why he had stopped messing around with large numbers of minions in the dungeon. Against living, thinking foes – foes with real-world experience who could improvise and adapt – his minions fell like blades of grass.

Drew tried his best, he really did. Occasionally, he could use the sheer number of minions to his advantage, mobbing Devils that ventured too low or entered his ranks to attack. And a few of his minions, those he commanded directly, were able to execute guerrilla maneuvers through the trees. The Devils soon learned to avoid such areas though, focusing instead on slaughtering the few humans still defending the factory.

In a panic, Drew sent more minions into the fray. That was his weakness. If he wanted to save people, he couldn’t simply focus on killing; he had to keep his enemies from killing too – and that was a much harder task when your minions lacked proper cohesion and strategy.

Minion after minion bit the dust, and he couldn’t issue orders to them fast enough. Some died before he even got around to them, despite Drew issuing orders to dozens of minions at a time. They just sat there and died or reverted to whatever instincts they had and still died. By the time the pain stopped, Drew was down to less than four hundred minions.

Four hundred minions that were easier to coordinate and thus pulled their weight, sure, but calling the experience challenging would still have been a vast understatement. The minions did their jobs, and the constant downward death spiral finally subsided. They still died, and in their droves, but it wasn’t an exponential loss like it had been before.

He was able to start sending teams to distract the Devils while others circled around to flank them as they divebombed in and out. He managed to get a handful of minions into the factory itself so they could take potshots from windows, but the Devils had him outgunned and stretched thin.

The battle might have stabilized, but in the end, the numbers were against Drew. The force of Devils numbered in the hundreds, and their air superiority gave them too much of an advantage. The undead managed to shepherd a small contingent of survivors to a nearby mine, but the rest… the rest were mercilessly slaughtered.

When he felt the last mental thread tying him to the rangers snap, Drew knew the combat had ended. He collapsed onto his back, sorer than he had been after facing the Wulf Dragon, conscious of the copper- and iron-scented red liquid all over his face. He managed to take a few heaving breaths before he finally passed out.
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Huh…?

Drew groggily blinked his eyes open.

“You okay there, dear?” he heard his wife say somewhere to his right.

“Yeah, I think so… Did we… get them?” Drew rubbed his face and was pleasantly surprised to find there was no dried and crusted blood all over it. Amber must have cleaned him up at some point.

He felt his wife place her hand on his shoulder before she helped him up into a sitting position.

“Yes, the Devils are all dealt with,” Amber said in a low tone that made Drew incredibly nervous. “But there were no survivors in the factory… or the mine..”

“Damnit!” Drew screamed.

Amber shook her head sadly. “There’s nothing we could have done. The Devils don’t leave survivors. They seem to enjoy killing, even when it’s not for food. No healer or potion could have helped them by the time we arrived. No one could have gotten there faster than those rangers, Freya, and me. You… we… did our best.”

Drew screwed his eyes shut. No. No, that’s not good enough.
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Amber took Drew’s hand in her own as they walked back. He was thankful she was there, thankful that she was safe. Her presence next to him calmed him. She didn’t say anything, she didn’t need to, he was just happy to have her by his side right now.

Their camp had been packed up and the earthen walls mostly removed by the time Drew, Amber, and Freya made it back. The main convoy had left already. It was important to get the survivors to Sanctuary as soon as possible. Drew’s group ran along the road and eventually caught up with the convoy. They’d made good time, all things considered.

“Any luck on your end?” Robert asked as Drew caught up with him to report the findings.

“My minions weren’t ready to face flyers. By the time Amber arrived, she only found corpses. The Devils are dead – the ones that hadn’t already escaped with their food, at least,” Drew said bitterly.

“Ah. Well, the other teams didn’t even get a chance to engage. They’re all reporting the same thing: bodies and no sign of the ones that left them,” Robert said calmly. “The fact you managed to slow them down enough to inflict some losses is more than anyone else has managed. They are a sneaky breed, and devilishly fast.”

He frowned as if annoyed by the accidental pun. “Don’t worry though, we’ve tripled the active guards, and they’re watching the sky now as well. New precautions will be taken at night to prevent this from happening again. There will be no more kidnappings – not without a fight.”

“That doesn’t bring any of the dead back, Robert,” Drew replied hotly.

“No, it doesn’t. We’re all doing the best we can, especially you. So don’t beat yourself up too much,” Robert replied as he continued walking. “I’ve spoken with the Dusksorrow, and they said the description Freya provided matched something they call a ‘Vulture’. It’s a type of Devil used to procure food sources.”

“And?”

“Devils are very different from other intelligent beings that The System allows to access incursions. They are more like monsters than we are. They don’t have classes or professions. They evolve, grow, and mutate to fit the needs of their leaders. Most of the Devils have an… animalistic cunning but lack true sapience. Only the leaders are intelligent enough to be comparable to humans.”

“Something was definitely directing the ones we fought, something that knew a thing or two about combat. But how does that information help us?” Drew asked, shaking his head in frustration.

“All information is useful, Drew. Knowing what we’re up against will save lives and make striking back against our enemies safer and more fruitful for us,”

Drew glanced at Robert appraisingly. “I understand what you’re saying, but I don’t understand where that’s coming from.”

“I wasn’t sitting on my ass while you were off power-leveling in that dungeon. I was reincarnated with all my memories intact and trained from the moment I was born. All of which happened under extreme time compression. You may have spent nine years in the dungeon, but I’ve spent many decades receiving professional training from some of the greatest tutors. Strategists, mayors, generals, merchants…” Robert explained with a far-off gaze.

“I see,” Drew replied after a few moments.

“The point is, I’m here to help you. To help these people. To help our planet and species,” Robert said kindly, putting his hand on Drew’s shoulder. “You’re incredibly powerful now, but you’re only one person. Lean on the people around you, Drew. Even The Baleful Lady has Hades and trusted agents of her Cadre, and she’s one of the most powerful beings in existence.”

Robert had given him a lot to think about, and Drew spent most of the time walking with the convoy lost in his own head as he pondered the man’s words. On the surface, Drew understood what Robert had meant. But comprehension was a different story, and he spent a lot of time reflecting on his actions since The Descent.

He’d always trusted his wife, but in the dungeon, it had taken a while for him to let go of constantly worrying about her position when they were fighting off monsters. Spock, Maud, and Freya had taken longer. There was a massive difference between trusting people you knew and knowing they’d take care of things on their end.

The more Drew thought about it, the more he began to truly understand what Robert had suggested. Drew needed to get to the point where he knew Robert would take care of everything to the best of his ability, and that would allow Drew to focus on his own strengths.

Cries of joy and relief shot up as the convoy reached Sanctuary. Tall gray stone walls now protected the settlement, and an even taller gothic-style lighthouse with an eerie blue light sat high enough that it could be seen above the walls as refugees began to enter the gate into town.

Construction sites littered the area immediately beyond the gate, and Drew found himself at a loss for words. His beautiful rural land of open pastures and wooded brush was quickly turning into a medieval-style town that wouldn’t have looked too far out of place at a Renaissance faire.

“What happened?” Drew whispered to himself.

“Learn to lean on others, remember?” Robert said softly, appearing beside Drew.

When Drew left Sanctuary only a week ago, it had been the size of a tiny town at most. Citizens were still sharing relatively crude houses, businesses were popping up slowly, and craftsmen had workshops. But now? Now there were apartment buildings under construction, physical cobblestone roads were being laid down, and strange beings Drew had never seen before raced up and down alleyways with wheelbarrows and carts. The sound of hammers and mages casting magic was everywhere.

“Sure… but what happened?” Drew asked again.

“You had roughly one hundred and fifty citizens. Where were you hoping to house the four thousand or so we rescued?” Robert laughed. “I took loans out from The System to build infrastructure, housing, roads, and running water. We have new farms and temp workers tending them. Same thing with ranchers,” Robert explained as Drew looked around with wide eyes.

“Those loans must be serious, man – how are we supposed to afford all this?” Drew asked, gesturing with his hand.

“Workshops and businesses have been built and are waiting for new owners and craftsmen. Resources will be exploited. Sanctuary was lacking people; we have people now. The resources Sanctuary has access to are valuable and will easily pay for the loans given enough time, but the crystal mine and your mother’s deal are what make this affordable in the short-term.”

“The crystal mine?”

“Yes. It’s not to be underestimated,” Robert said, walking next to Drew. “Running at full capacity and without any upgrades, it would have paid for all of this within a couple of years. With all the other businesses’ output and some very low taxes, this would have been paid for within twelve months or so. Your mother’s donations have also been a major contributing factor in acquiring the supplies and labor for all this. From my understanding, she’s very wealthy. ”

“What do you mean… would have?” Drew asked, suddenly very nervous about the settlement’s finances.

“I was just notified via The System that all of Sanctuary’s loans have been paid off.”

“What?! How?” Drew practically screamed.

“I’m not sure. Let’s go check out the pillar,” Robert said cautiously.

The refugees were flooding into Sanctuary, and undead and people dressed in orange vests directed the newcomers to housing and food. It was all extremely bizarre to Drew. Once they reached the pillar, Robert placed his hands on it and began to dig through the logs.

“Ah. Here we are,” Robert said as he found what he was looking for. “It says here that a private citizen donated… Holy smokes. He donated enough money to pay off all the loans twice over.”

“A citizen? We don’t have anyone living here that has that kind of money,” Drew replied skeptically.

“He left a message as well. Would you like me to read it out loud?” Robert asked, turning to look at Drew.

“Uh… sure, I guess?”

“The message says, ‘A small gift for the people of Sanctuary. May it help others believe in themselves when no one else does. Uncle Jack’,” Robert said, shrugging his shoulders and turning back to look at Drew.

“What? Who’s Uncle Jack, and what does the message mean?” Drew asked.

“If I’m not mistaken, he’s the taxidermist who set up shop here. As for the message, your guess is as good as mine.”

“The… taxidermist? A small gift… How the fuck is he so rich?”

To say that Drew was shocked would be an understatement, and soon Robert and Drew went looking for the only person who could answer the question besides the taxidermist himself.

“Welcome back, valued customers!” the high-pitched voice squeaked out.

“Junior, it’s good to see you in good health,” Robert replied, reaching down to shake the tiny Garden Gnome’s hand.

“Aye, it’s good to see you both in good health as well. What can I help you with today?” Junior asked.

Drew studied the System Shop. It was no longer a bare room with nothing in it; instead, shelves lined the walls, and they were filled with various objects. Drew saw soap, clothing, TV sets, weapons, strange crystals, and scrolls neatly organized everywhere. It seemed like business was doing decent if the Gnome’s shelves were anything to go by.

“Sanctuary received a rather… sizable donation in the past few days, and I was hoping you could enlighten us on how the individual managed to accumulate so much wealth,” Robert replied.

“Ah. I’m afraid I cannot discuss the specifics of individual customers’ accounts, even with settlement leaders,” the Garden Gnome said before pausing and smiling at Drew. “However, I could share the information with a company partner.”

“I guess, technically, I do own a small portion of the business…” Drew mused, remembering the lucrative terms the Gnomes had offered in their bid to set up shop. “Sure, what’s the deal with the taxidermist?”

“Oh, it’s very exciting, and I’m so glad you asked, partner. The customer known as ‘Uncle Jack’ has been selling his products here, and I’m happy to mention that several pieces have been sold for a staggering amount of money,” Junior said, clapping his hands together and jumping slightly.

“No one here has that kind of money though.”

“Not here, no. We exported them to our other branches throughout the Multiverse, where they’ve sold far better than even my wildest predictions,” Junior explained in a more serious tone. “Sapient beings everywhere are going nuts for his stuff. According to my father, Uncle Jack has become the equivalent of an underground indie artist almost overnight. We’re not sure why it’s happening at the scale it is, but we’re very pleased with the results.”

“They’re treating him like he’s Michelangelo…” Robert said, turning to Drew.

“The Ninja Turtle?” Drew asked.

“What? No, the⁠—”

“I’m kidding, I know who he is.”

Junior pointedly ignored the jokes. “To the best of our knowledge, Uncle Jack is now the richest person on your planet by a large margin, and as a partner of the company, the profit share you’ve received is nothing to sneeze at.”

“Well, he pretty much paid for all the construction happening around here, so I don’t know if he’s that rich anymore,” Drew replied.

“No, my statement is still accurate. He is very wealthy. He’s also off-world at the moment.”

“Off-world?” Robert asked.

Junior nodded. “Yes. He just left this morning.”

“Where did he go?” Drew asked.

“Roka Cora. A well-known and highly popular resort planet. He booked a six-month stay at a famous beach hotel on the main continent’s western coast.”

“So, he struck it rich and decided to take a sweet little beach vacation on a luxury resort world to celebrate?”

“That is accurate, yes.”

“Fuck it, good for him,” Drew smiled.

“You’re not upset that he left while our world is still under siege by invaders?” Robert asked Drew.

Drew laughed. “Nah. I’d imagine most people would do something similar in his shoes. Besides, you said he paid off all our loans. Everything being built now is paid off, the refugees should have housing available, and even our new farms will have temp workers, like you said. He just gave over four thousand people a chance at life here. It’s hard to be mad about that.”

Leave it to the crazy guy to be the nicest rich person Earth has probably ever seen. If the old-money billionaires are dead, they’ll be rolling in their graves right now. Drew chuckled at the thought.


Chapter Thirty-Nine



The next few days passed quickly. The Baleful Lady and Hades created a nice little guest house to stay in while visiting Earth. If it hadn’t been for the gothic and Roman architecture, Drew would have had no idea who the house belonged to. Still, it wasn’t a mansion or anything, and it didn’t have a massive sign that said ‘Gods live here’, so he was okay with it.

However, word did spread, and it happened at the speed of light. Drew had gone to bed one night, and by early morning, everyone in town was talking about the divine beings. Robert assumed one of the guards had identified one of the gods at some point and could no longer hold back on what was likely the biggest secret they’d known in their life.

Given the revelation, Drew had expected far more violence. They did live in the South, after all. There were a few scuffles instigated by the new arrivals, but the undead acted as internal security, and the Valkyries always intervened before anything got too bad. The original citizens of Sanctuary had spent the last several months around the Valkyries and undead, so they were far more accepting of the visiting gods.

However, they were the minority, as Sanctuary now housed well over four thousand people. The good news was that the original citizens had nothing but praise for the Valkyries and the Cadre and the help they’d been freely given in the form of psychiatrists and doctors, not to mention the funeral services held by Drew and Robert. Getting to say goodbye to your loved ones one last time had a major impact on the way the original citizens viewed The Baleful Lady. Those same citizens made their stories well known amongst the newcomers.

Along with the refugees also came trade representatives from the Wichita Falls airbase and Lakeside settlements. To say they were amazed by what they saw would have been an understatement, and Drew thought that Sanctuary might end up seeing a bit of immigration in the coming weeks, especially as the small settlement’s luxuries, like running water and a working movie theater, continued to expand.

The delegates wasted no time in bartering for supplies, especially things like newly forged weapons, potions from the resident alchemists, and medical supplies from the herbalists. In return, they offered a veritable treasure trove of items. Being from larger towns, they had access to books stores, hobby stores, and an entire mall’s worth of clothing and things produced by humanity before The Descent. Junior and Robert were in their element making deals with the visiting representatives. Lego Star Wars kits and cheap replicas of the One Ring were in particularly high demand and offered excellent trade value in the form of armor and weapons.

Beefcake had traded his services as a professional martial instructor – five weeks’ worth, in fact – for two unopened Lego Death Star kits. Under normal circumstances, that would have been a terrible trade, but Beefcake planned on keeping one for himself and sold the other to Junior for the equivalent of a prince’s ransom, enough to buy him an entirely new set of upgraded armor from his home realm, a custom-made weapon, and a majestic black and yellow Dicken that was apparently comparable to a new Ferrari.

The oversized chicken even came with a red quilted Taro leather saddle, equipped with a cooling cup holder. All for the low, low price of whipping a bunch of Air Force officers into shape at his own personal boot camp in Sanctuary.

Why he would waste his money on a chicken is beyond me. He could have converted an actual Ferrari to run on mana for the price he paid for that bird, although that cupholder is pretty sick. I almost feel bad for those airmen, though. Beefcake is anything but gentle…

All in all, the atmosphere in Sanctuary was one of excitement, disbelief, and a fair amount of tension. Drew rested for a day and spent it with Amber, holed up in their house like hermits. The stress of the last week made them cherish the time they spent together. Robert remained busy, organizing the new population, finding them jobs, and delegating tasks to his new and slowly growing admin team.

Drew and Amber spent a lot of their time entertaining the gods, as was the custom when one had guests in from out of town for several days. Of course, the world had ended, so the normal sights and tourist traps were out of the question, not that southern Oklahoma had many of them to begin with. If Drew was honest with himself, there hadn’t been a whole lot to do even before The Descent, so they stayed in Sanctuary, where they enjoyed several meals together at the various new food stands and the tavern.

One day was fully devoted to watching all six of The Lord of The Rings movies, as The Baleful Lady had heard of them through the god grapevine but hadn’t yet seen them. Sanctuary’s new tiny movie theater was more than happy to accommodate Drew and his guests. The theater itself was a far cry from the comfort and power The Lady was used to in her own realm, but she seemed to enjoy the homeliness of the atmosphere.

“I understand why The System introduced the incursions on this planet,” The Lady said at the conclusion of the last movie.

“Hmm?” Drew questioned as he polished off his drink before standing up and stretching after sitting for so long.

“Entertainment of this quality is rare in the cosmos. As you know, The System promotes conflict, and many civilizations do not have the time or the will to create fiction at the level of these movies. It’s been… at least an era or two since I’ve seen something this well made. Outside of the Demons, of course.”

“I take it that you enjoyed the movies then?” Drew said with a smirk.

“I did, yes. Although I don’t understand why they didn’t utilize the eagles from the very beginning of the fourth movie,” The Lady commented with a puzzled expression.

“We don’t talk about that,” Drew answered flatly.

“The movies were based on fiction books written about seventy years ago,” Hades added. “While that doesn’t seem too long for us as divine beings, these books were considered to be the first mainstream books of their genre. The author was considered a pioneer, and many of the flaws were acceptable at the time.”

“Yeah, pretty much what Hades said. The books are, or were, considered the golden standard and the grandfather of all modern fantasy novels and movies. On Earth, they’re extremely popular and also considered to be ‘classics’,” Drew said to The Lady.

“Interesting. So it’s fair to reason that these novels and movies led to the creation of far more fleshed-out fiction?” she asked.

“Pretty much, yeah. There’s a lot of them, and that’s not even touching the science fiction genre. Hades may have more in-depth information about the movie industry, though, since he was super famous,” Drew added offhandedly.

Hades suddenly went very pale.

“Famous, you say?” The Lady asked, looking quizzical.

“Err…” Hades started but was quickly quieted with a sharp glance from the Primordial.

“Yeah. I mean, he wasn’t exactly the most famous or anything, but he was very well known. I mean, I instantly recognized him the first time I saw him in The Halls of Reflection, and I wasn’t exactly a superfan or anything. No offense, Hades,” Drew added.

“Uh… yeah. None taken…” the god replied in a shaky tone.

“Interesting. Most interesting,” The Lady chuckled darkly.
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After a particularly satisfying dinner a few days later, Drew sat outside on the back porch couch enjoying a cold beer in the night air.

Thank God for the cryomancers bringing ice and refrigeration back into our lives.

The Lady and Hades eventually joined him with their own drinks, and they sat quietly enjoying the after-dinner bliss.

“I can see why you decided to live all the way out here. It’s nice,” Hades said, breaking the quiet.

“It is, yeah. Although it used to be a lot more peaceful. Having all these buildings nearby kinda ruins the whole ‘country life’,” Drew chuckled.

“Champion, it’s time we spoke about your recent… struggles,” The Lady said in a tone that made Drew raise his eyebrow.

“My struggles?” Drew asked. He tried to look nonchalant, but he had been expecting this.

“Yes, struggles. You’ve grown in power and strength, however you are not utilizing that power efficiently,” The Lady replied.

“What do you mean?” Drew felt a little childish, but he wanted her to spell it out for him rather than putting words in her mouth. If this was a reprimand, he didn’t need to give his boss more ammo.

“You spent nine years in a time-compressed dungeon to level quickly and become powerful enough to protect yourself on this planet with the threats it currently faces. Due to your age, this likely seemed like a long length of time, however you’ve advanced far quicker than what is considered normal in the Multiverse.”

“And that’s… bad?” Drew asked, genuinely confused now.

“In a way, yes. If you didn’t represent such a large expenditure of my divine energy as a Baleful Warden and my Champion, I wouldn’t have offered the dungeon to you. You have many skills and spells now, and as you have recently learned, you have the ability to modify spells and even create new ones with practice due to your aura and mana manipulation training.”

“You’re a toddler that has been given a deadly sword and is then expected to know how to use it effectively,” Hades added, but not in a condescending manner. “You know how to swing that sword, but you don’t understand how to feint, parry, or execute sequences of attacks.”

Drew rubbed his temples. “Okayyy… look, can we drop the metaphors? I know there are some parts of my powers that I haven’t exactly mastered, but I was able to take down every threat the dungeon threw at me. I single-handedly took down an incursion. Can you give me some examples of what else you think I should be doing?”

“You have become too focused on the combat abilities of the Baleful Warden profession, and that is crippling your potential,” The Lady replied.

Drew bristled. “Wasn’t the whole point of the dungeon to hone my combat abilities? To help me reach my potential?”

The Lady glanced at Hades, and he nodded. “She means that you’re running around in your fancy armor and swinging your axe and sword at everything that moves, but you’re neglecting your class.”

Drew shook his head. “I use my class in every battle. I use my [Contagion] and [Death Coil] spells till my mana runs out. I summon minions too… well, as many as I can manage.”

Drew was feeling defensive. It wasn’t his fault his damn head nearly exploded every time he tried to control more than a few hundred minions. Plus, the split focus needed to command them properly hamstrung his own effectiveness in battle.

“Let me put it like this. You’re a Necro Lord, yeah?” Hades asked a little more curtly. “That’s an extremely powerful class that provides a lot of utility. On top of that, your affinities toward the aspects of Death and Darkness are extremely high. You recently went to Wichita Falls to find survivors and refugees to bring back to Sanctuary, correct?”

“Uh, yeah. I mean, you were there, so…” Drew chuckled nervously. He felt like he had been called into the principal’s office.

“Good. Using that as the scenario, let’s examine how you could have done things better. First off, you’re a Necro Lord, an upgraded Necromancer, and you have the stats and ability to control several thousand undead minions. How much faster and more efficiently could you have been rescuing people and killing monsters if you just flooded the area with an army of the dead?” Hades offered.

“I mean… yeah. I could have summoned a few hundred, I guess. But there weren’t that many bodies, and I still had a bunch of minions here at Sanctuary. When I try to control too many minions, things get messy.”

“You’re also nowhere near the cap for your minions due to your titles, abilities, skills, and affinities,” Hades said sharply. “In all likelihood, you could have an army of almost fifteen thousand basic minions, but you haven’t been utilizing anywhere near that many. I understand you have been having trouble with the mental strain of minion control. Do you think you are the first Necro Lord to encounter this?”

Hades smiled in a way that looked somewhat nostalgic. “Rather than ignoring your full minion summoning potential and clinging to your sword, why not tackle the problem head-on? You have so many tools at your disposal. More than almost anyone at your level."

Drew smiled at the compliment but knew a critique would be following soon after. Hades did not disappoint.

“For one thing, you are not making proper use of your spell manipulation abilities. You can now bend spells to your will. Do you have any idea how rare and powerful that is? You say you want examples? Try this: You say you didn’t have enough suitable bodies or biomatter nearby for your summoning in Wichita, right? Well, you could simply have tweaked the spell so you are able to summon more using just your mana. You wouldn’t even need bodies anymore. Having your level of affinity for spell manipulation, especially of necromantic spells, is unheard of even in B Grade, and I can count the number of Necromancer classes in A Grade currently alive that have something similar on my fingers and toes. It’s incredibly powerful, but you’re barely using it.”

Drew winced. After his experiences in the dungeon, he had been avoiding tweaking his spells. Nine times out of ten, it didn’t work at all, and on the tenth, it usually exploded in his face. He scratched his head in slight embarrassment.

“No, I didn’t know how rare it was. Honestly, I still don’t really know what I can do with it. I get that it can be a problem-solving tool, but all this is still new to me. How am I supposed to know which ways the System will allow me to tweak a spell? How do I know which problems it will help with and which will just be a waste of mana? It’s not like I can use it to make controlling my minions any easier.”

The Lady smiled at him, and Hades gave him an encouraging wink.

What are they…?

Suddenly, what they were getting at hit Drew like a ton of bricks. All his struggles, his inability to handle battles on his own without casualties, his problems with minion management and control. What if he wasn’t the problem? What if it was his spells? He had the ability to tweak his spells – to make them work in a way that better suited him. Sure, it cost an insane amount of mana, and who knew what he could actually make work, but surely he could try? Worst case, he blew through a bunch of mana and had to recover for a few days…

Or something explodes, but I am fairly tough now…

“Shit, I feel so stupid,” Drew replied.

Hades reached over and patted Drew’s shoulder. “That’s why we’re having this conversation,” Hades offered with a smile. “But this isn’t solely your fault, Drew. Most beings learn these things from decades of experience before they get to your level. They have cast these spells countless times and know them instinctually, inside and out. Every aspect, every interaction, every rule and bylaw the System uses to govern their function. They are scholars and experts in their class. You basically had an accelerated crash course, and your natural aptitude is doing a lot of the work.”

At that point, The Lady chimed in. “Also, do not forget that not every profession is combat-related. Being a Baleful Warden is much like having a second combat class. You’ve essentially had to learn the equivalent of two classes in a very short period of time. There are going to be major gaps in your knowledge.”

Drew nodded, his mind whirring with potential. “Yeah… so I should create a way to use the minions more efficiently… so I don’t need to micromanage them to the point that I’m bleeding out my eye sockets.” He really did feel like a complete moron.

They both nodded.

“The System is a framework, one in which we all operate. You now have the tools to tweak your abilities to function more effectively within that framework,” The Lady said.

“You are powerful for your grade, but your abilities allow you to fight even further above your grade, should you become more competent. Earth is just the beginning,” Hades added. “Once the incursions are closed, your planet will be fully integrated within the Multiverse, and that will open Earth up to countless threats that you are ill-prepared to handle. The Multiverse’s scale is beyond your comprehension, and there will be many beings who will wish harm on both Earth and you.”

“What? Why?” Drew asked, somewhat shocked.

Hades chuckled. “That’s how life is in the Multiverse. You’re also The Lady’s Champion. Many would see you fail and die just to piss her off. Of course, doing so would invite their deaths, but self-destructive and stupid beings have never been in short supply.”

“You must grow, my Champion,” The Lady added grimly.


Chapter Forty



Drew secluded himself in his and Amber’s bedroom. The gods had gone back to their temporary residence after talking with him, and he’d taken what they’d said to heart, leading to his self-induced isolation.

“You’re pouting,” Amber said accusingly.

“I am not pouting. I’m thinking about what we talked about.”

“You don’t steal my stuffed animals when you’re thinking,” Amber pointed out.

Drew was, in fact, surrounded by his wife’s stuffed animals. He’d taken them from their resting places throughout the room and buried himself in them.

“I’ve been an idiot…” he grumbled.

“You did the best you could, given what we knew. Regardless of what they said, I’m very proud of you, and I think you’ve done a fantastic job,” Amber said, sitting down next to her husband after clearing a space.

“I could have saved more people,” Drew argued. “I could have prevented more deaths… Hell, I could have reduced the danger we faced in the dungeon if I’d just sat down and reflected for half a minute.”

“You know as well as I do that you haven’t had any time to reflect,” Amber replied firmly yet gently. “For almost ten years straight, we’ve battled for our lives in order to survive and gain strength. You’ve had, what, maybe seven days off in those ten years to actually relax and recuperate? You’re being unfair to yourself, and I don’t like it.”

“It’s just⁠—”

“It’s just nothing,” Amber interjected. “Hindsight is twenty-twenty, and that doesn’t change just because we’re in a post-apocalyptic wasteland. We are alive because of your choices. Because of your strength. Your mother is alive, Mark and Miranda are alive, and even Freya is alive. You cannot expect yourself to protect and save everyone all the time. People will die. We will be thrown into danger.”

“You’re giving me too much credit…” Drew protested weakly.

“I’m really not,” Amber replied softly. “You’re upset with yourself and putting the weight of the world on your own shoulders. You’re angry at the situation and at yourself. Honestly, you’re being unreasonable.”

“You’re unreasonable…” Drew mumbled as he covered his head with a giant unicorn plushie.

“I heard that, mister.” Amber took one of the stuffies and smacked him with it.

Drew grumbled an unrecognizable response from beneath the unicorn.

“Quit moping and pouting. Take what they told you and think about it without the emotions. How would you have done things differently? How would it work? What flaws are there in each idea and plan? The gods didn’t tell you all that stuff to berate you – they told you because they know you can be better, that you can do better.” Amber stood up. She pulled the unicorn away from Drew, leaned down, and kissed his forehead.

“I guess…” Drew agreed hesitantly.

“Good,” Amber replied while walking toward the door. As she exited the room, she turned back to Drew. “And put my stuffies back where they belong, or I’ll kick your ass.”

The door closed, and Drew tossed and turned. He kicked his legs in frustration, and stuffies went flying throughout the room. Finally, after a couple of minutes, he calmed down, lying on his back while looking at the ceiling. He grabbed the unicorn plushie with both hands and held it above his face, looking directly into the stuffed animal’s eyes.

“You don’t think I’m pouting, do you, Princess Esmeralda?” Drew asked in a conspiratorial tone.

He waited several long moments while looking into the helpless stuffed animal’s eyes before setting it down to the side.

“Damnit… I thought you were my friend.”
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Drew remained in seclusion for several days. He got past his moping pretty quickly though, and instead, he used the time and space to get to work on the solution, going over the past nine years of his life to identify what he needed to master his class. It was a period of reflection and growth for him.

He grimaced several times while thinking about the choices he’d made in battles, in the dungeon, with the Wichita Falls survivors, and in the recent clash with the Devils. It was only thanks to his attribute points that he could recall so much information with clarity, but he was thankful for it due to the progress he felt himself making.

Amber had told him that hindsight was twenty-twenty, and he couldn’t agree more, but he put that hindsight to good use by going over every battle and decision he’d made in recent memory. The gods were right. There was a lot of room for improvement, and he’d been so focused on being big and stompy to solve his control issues that he’d never once considered that there might be another way.

Eventually, Drew arrived at a crossroads. What should he do moving forward? What kind of Necromancer did he want to be? What abilities should he focus on, and why? If he was going to run the risk of creating a new spell or tweaking one of his key spells, he needed to be sure of what his goal was. Magical feedback was no joke.

Basically, he needed to figure out which role he should dedicate himself to and how to tweak his skills to achieve it. He was immensely powerful for his grade, which was the product of receiving the class and profession he had and their attribute points per level, and for the training he’d received from The Baleful Lady. In theory, he could fulfill any role.

Recently, he’d been a frontline fighter supported by his necromancy, and it did feel good to be in that role. He enjoyed being at the front of the action, where he felt like he was making a difference, where he could physically see and feel the progress being made. But that role was ultimately limiting him and holding him back, which caused Drew to grit his teeth the more he thought about it.

Drew was only one man. He could only be in one place at a time as a frontliner. Meanwhile, everywhere he wasn’t, the world burned. More survivors were dying by the day, and the dwindling remains of humanity would not remain untouched forever. Incursions were all over the planet. Who knew what kind of horrors were waiting across the globe? The Devils and Slosth were just the beginning. That line of thought brought him to the crossroads. Did he remain a frontline fighter, running into battle himself, or did he take a step back?

Up till now, the answer had been obvious. He didn’t have the control, the mental fortitude, to command a meaningful number of minions. Not against incursion forces. The encounter with the Devils had made that abundantly clear.

But what if he could make it so his control limitations were less of a problem? What would he do then? His minions had still been woefully unequipped to face sapient foes, or aerial foes for that matter. He wasn’t sure thousands of minions would solve anything, even if he could control them somehow.

He thought back to his profession and what its purpose was. To save the souls of the lost and send them to the afterlife, to capture the souls of the damned and give them purpose instead of oblivion. The Baleful Warden was above a Warden; there was a hierarchy to it. The profession was meant to have subordinate Wardens underneath it. He wasn’t sure how many Baleful Wardens there were, but he did know he was The Lady’s only Champion.

The more Drew thought about the profession, the clearer he could see the picture. The Baleful Warden was at the top, right next to The Lady, and he led Wardens underneath him to collect souls. The Baleful Warden didn’t have the huge stat gains because he was meant to be on the frontline; he had those attributes to ensure that if he stepped on the field, he would end a problem. But ultimately, the power was wasted if he could only deal with one problem at a time.

Then there was his class, the Necro Lord, an upgraded form of Necromancer. It certainly had magical prowess, but most of the spells were meant to be buffs, debuffs, and damage over time effects. Over time, he had gained several powerful direct damage spells, but outside of [Death Coil], they were very expensive in terms of mana usage.

[Focused Corruption] was extremely powerful in small groups, but ultimately Drew deduced that it was meant as a supportive spell. It could take care of individual problems easily, but where it would really shine was in large battles. Large battles where it could wreak havoc on enemy morale, take out dangerous elite units, and support the efforts of an army. His other abilities were similar, powerful on their own but able to truly shine when supporting his minions.

Both his class and his profession were meant to be used in a commander role, not a frontline role. Drew could certainly perform well in the frontline, but his abilities would allow him to excel in a commander role. The question was, did he want that? Did he want to step back from the frontlines?

I really don’t…

He relished feeling like he was making a difference and seeing it with his own eyes, but what he wanted wasn’t necessarily what was best for his planet and the remaining survivors living on it. Drew loved his family, he loved his friends, but the question was, did he love humanity enough to step away from what he enjoyed and into a role he wasn’t even sure he’d do well in despite his spells and abilities?

Would he be any good in that role, or would he screw it up? As a frontliner, he felt confident in his abilities, even if he needed to learn to utilize them better. But in a commander role… that was untested. Even without his control limitations, he had no idea if the skills he’d learned in the dungeon would be enough, which caused him to question himself.

Ultimately, the deciding factor came down to one thing; he wanted to save more people. The gods had warned him that threats would come to Earth, possibly even for him, after the incursions were dealt with and the planet was opened to the wider Multiverse permanently. That meant threats could and would likely come whether he liked it or not. He knew that the power of one man would never be enough to prevent death. He could deal death, sure, but there would be causalities. As a commander, he could be everywhere at once, through others. A commander could save more people than a man with an axe.

Then there were his friends and family, the community he had built. If Sanctuary was stronger, if the planet as a whole was stronger, then maybe that would deter some of the threats. Drew always put his family and friends first before anything else. Was that nepotism? He honestly didn’t care. As a commander, he would be better equipped to lead them all to safety, to some sort of future where the Earth was more than a battle-torn hellscape.

If his family and loved ones had a higher chance of long-term survival with him stepping into a different role, then he would do it without any further questions. Worst-case scenario, he would lean on others to support him. He had The Baleful Lady, he had Robert, and he had the thousands of people now living in Sanctuary. If he needed help to perform well in a new position, then so be it.

He’d take all the help he could get.


Chapter Forty-One



Daniel sat atop the brick edging that lined the small garden outside Uncle Jack’s workshop, kicking his feet back and forth. Jack was gone now, off on some strange otherworld vacation since he struck it rich. Daniel missed him. In the months since the collapse of the world and the death of his father, Uncle Jack had been… well, kind of an uncle to him. Not by blood, of course, but by his heart.

His mom was great, and he loved her immensely, but Uncle Jack was just easier to spend time with. The taxidermist was always interested in Daniel’s thoughts and opinions, and he listened attentively when Daniel talked. Uncle Jack just had a way that made Daniel feel accepted, despite the fact that he was a Soulflame.

Daniel took a sip of the coffee in his hands and relished the flavor as it hit his tongue. Coffee was the only thing Soulflames could fully taste. It had come as a major surprise to the Soulflame community, not that there were many of them in said community.

Daniel was thankful for both the other Soulflames and the coffee itself. He’d never liked it when he was still alive, as it was far too bitter for him. Technically, it was still incredibly bitter, but some sense of taste was better than nothing at all. So he sat there outside Uncle Jack’s shop, sipping his coffee and kicking his feet.

Being outside the taxidermist’s shop made him feel like his uncle was still there with him. It was comforting to him, and it reminded Daniel of the times before he became undead when he used to have friends. The other people his age didn’t really want to hang out with him anymore, and in a way, Daniel understood it, even if it made him sad.

He was undead, his eyes glowed, his skin was cold, and he didn’t laugh at the same things the other guys and girls did anymore. He was hoping that would change soon though, given so many new people were coming to live in Sanctuary. Thousands had come to seek safety here, so surely there had to be people his age who were cool with him being dead, right?

Daniel sighed as he finished his coffee. Jumping off his feet, he began to trek back to the coffee stand. He’d get one more cup for the day. It was a treat.

It’s not like I have to spend points on food, plus coffee is cheaper.

Daniel was lost in thought as he neared the coffee stand, and due to that, he bumped into someone.

“Sorry! I wasn’t watching where I was…” Daniel began, but as he turned, he found a strange-looking man in a black robe of some kind, and with him was the most beautiful woman Daniel had ever seen. The young Soulflame stood there, mouth agape, to the point that a fly briefly flew in before quickly deciding it didn’t like its new environment.

“No problem, kid. Hey… you alright?” the man in the black robe asked. Daniel realized he’d been staring at the woman like some kind of creep and quickly turned his head to the man.

“Y… yeah. Sorry. I, uh… gotta go!” Daniel stammered before turning and running away in embarrassment. He’d been so caught up in what that woman looked like… wait… what did she look like?

Why couldn’t Daniel remember? Against his better judgment, Daniel turned his head back, only to see the retreating man and a cloaked woman walking next to him.

Was she always wearing a cloak?
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“Cute kid. I think he likes you,” Hades chuckled.

“Please, I’m not my sister. That would be like robbing both the cradle and the grave at the same time,” The Lady scoffed before socking Hades’s shoulder.

“So, you’ve been quiet recently. What’s been on your mind?” Hades asked while looking around at the growing settlement.

“We’ve drawn attention with our presence here.”

“You knew we would. Plus, it’s not like you’re actively preventing it.”

“Trouble would find its way to this planet one way or another.”

“That’s true, but why… Oh. I see. You’re baiting them.” Hades paused to consider for a few moments. “Drew wouldn’t be happy if he learned what you’ve done.”

“Both he and the people here need a ‘good kick in the ass’. I believe that’s the expression on this planet?” The Lady questioned, only for Hades to smile.

“Yes, that’s the saying. You’re still attracting a lot of attention here, though. Not that all of them will be brave enough to act.”

“He needs to grow. You know the type of people that will come after him in time as well as I do. He’s strong enough to repel the ones who would come now, but they won’t make any moves while we’re here,” The Lady replied.

“He is strong. His affinities are… remarkable. Exactly what are your plans for him?”

The Lady stopped and smirked. “You like him.”

“I do. He’s a good man, and he has a good head on his shoulders. I also like the people here. My time here on Earth has colored my vision, and I’ve found myself fondly remembering the millennia I spent among them.”

“That’s rare for you. Is that due to all your movies?” The Baleful Lady chuckled as she watched Hades pale before shaking his head slightly.

“No. I do enjoy those memories as well, but it’s the people here that I find myself attached to,” Hades said with a slight smile brightening his face. “They’re fascinating walking contradictions. They are beings capable of evil and yet also great kindness and selflessness.”

“You could always start a little cult here. It wouldn’t take long to become a fully-fledged religion,” The Lady offered.

“Well, I did have one when I first came here, as you know, but wouldn’t it be better if you created one instead?”

“Me? Here? What purpose would that serve? I don’t need divine energy, and you know how… uncomfortable I am with mortals worshiping me. If anything, you enjoy the spotlight more than I do,” The Lady countered.

“Hope. The purpose would be to provide these people with hope,” Hades replied, somewhat sharply. “Their whole society has crashed and burned due to The System’s interference. The god of multiple modern religions is now dead, at your hands no less, not that I blame you, and you’ve now painted a big fat target on the planet by not obscuring our visit.”

“You would guilt-trip the Primordial of Death?” The Baleful Lady questioned, one eyebrow raised.

“Is everything I said not true?” Hades feigned innocence, stopping in front of what appeared to be a painted wooden playground. Children of all ages and sizes ran and chased each other, fighting to be the first ones down the ramshackle slide. “Would you allow the others to run unchecked across this world?” he asked, gesturing to the playground.

The Lady turned her head and watched the children play. The two gods sat there in quiet silence while toddlers made sandcastles and older kids ran around playing tag. Birds chirped in the background, and the sun’s bright rays illuminated the world around them. The Lady pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed deeply.

“Why do I keep you around again?” The Lady asked, still pinching her nose.

“Cerberus likes me and enjoys it when I take him for walks?” Hades grinned.

“You are a pain in my ass. You know that, right?” The Baleful Lady sighed again, shaking her head. “I do love these Earth phrases…”
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“You want to do what now?” Robert asked, his eyes wide in shock.

“I wish to start a cult here,” The Baleful Lady replied, sitting across from Robert in his office. Hades stood behind her, pretending to look carefully at a framed comic of Garfield.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but I was under the distinct impression that you don’t like mortals worshiping you,” Robert replied.

“You are correct,” The Lady said, looking back at Hades, who was staring at the comic, before shaking her head.

“Then I have to ask, why?” Robert sat in his chair, flabbergasted.

“Honestly? Hades guilt-tripped me,” The Baleful Lady answered, gesturing to Hades, who still only had eyes for the comic.

“Guilt-tripped you… How?”

“He made me aware that the god I killed was the sole divine figure for a large portion of the planet’s population. Then there’s the fact that I decided to not hide our divine presence here, and now several divine figures have turned their heads in this direction.”

“This one is from eighty-seven?” Hades asked, pointing to the comic.

“Uhh… I’m not sure,” Robert replied, turning to look at him.

“I’m pretty sure it’s from eighty-seven,” Hades said, nodding to himself.

“Righttt,” Robert said before turning back to the Primordial. “You’re worried the gods and goddesses will swoop down here, stir up trouble with the natives, and start their own cults and religions?”

“Essentially, yes,” she replied, picking up the Newton’s cradle from his desk and examining it.

“Well, that’s ultimately your call. I’m not sure why you needed to consult with me. I’m hardly a divine being or anything,” Robert said, watching The Lady with the cradle. “You set it down on a level space and pull one ball back before letting it go.”

“She came to you because you are, or were, a native,” Hades interjected. “You know how these people think, you know what they believe in, what their ideals and morals are.”

The Lady set the cradle down and released a ball, watching as it fell into its neighbors, and soon the sound of clicking filled Robert’s office.

“You spent thousands of years here, surely you could have answered any questions she had?” Robert said to Hades.

“Indeed, I could have. However, you were a highly religious man in your previous life, were you not? You are able to offer a unique perspective that I cannot fathom due to my nature. At the end of the day, I am a divine being. I cannot view things from a mortal perspective as easily as you can.”

“No offense, Hades, but you’re full of shit,” Robert said flatly.

Laughter broke out from The Baleful Lady. “A mortal has called you out.”

“Fine. We want to know how the people here would react,” Hades admitted. “You’ve spent time with them, you were with them as they went through the integration. Would the appearance of a religion or cult based around The Baleful Lady be fruitful, or would it be a waste of time? I’m well aware of the culture here. People were… quite invested in the previous primary religion.”

Robert leaned back in his office chair and pondered the questions for a long time, his fingers tapping the desk. Both divine beings sat patiently, and Robert put them out of his mind as he considered the people of Sanctuary and the new arrivals. After almost a solid thirty minutes, Robert steepled his hands and addressed the gods.

“I believe if you approached the situation correctly, it could be a fruitful endeavor for the two of you,” Robert began. “The ultimate outcome would wholly depend on how you go about doing so, however. One wrong move would easily doom the venture before it truly begins. As you know, religion is deeply ingrained in the hearts and minds of the people here. Almost everyone grows up going to church, to Sunday school, and spots in the churches’ choirs are hotly fought over. That said, many people have lost their faith due to The System coming, which we’ve been referring to as The Descent. The Fall is another moniker for the event as well.”

He spoke slowly and carefully as he considered every word. “The people here are split into multiple camps. Atheists, who do not believe or acknowledge a god at all; agnostics, who believe there is something out there; and finally, Christians, which is by far the largest collective. There are other factions, but none large enough to note. Not yet, anyway.”

The Lady nodded as Robert continued. “There’s something you should understand. For thousands of years, we have believed in God, the being you… well, anyways… The people believed in him despite him being physically absent from the world. People would see miracles and attribute them to him without any real proof that he did anything to influence the outcomes. My point here is that faithful Christians have lived their whole lives seeing the divinity of life, the birth of a healthy child, the beauty of the world, and the recovery of a sick husband, and in those moments, they thanked an invisible man in the sky.”

Robert grimaced. Even after two lifetimes, speaking those words was difficult for him, despite him knowing the truth and witnessing it with his own eyes. He’d learned to adjust, to adapt and grow, but his words carried a bite to them.

“The people here don’t know that God is dead, and even if we told them the truth, most wouldn’t believe it. So, I suggest abandoning that train of thought as it would do little but sow chaos and anger,” Robert finished.

“What, then, would you suggest, Warden? What would you do if placed in our role?” The Lady asked.

Robert leaned back in his chair. “We live in a world where magic and superhuman strength are now real. The people know something has changed, that something has happened, and are quick to point fingers at various conspiracies. I’d recommend a gentle approach.

“I believe hosting a memorial may have the greatest impact. Previously, when Drew performed the Rites of Passage, it garnered a lot of attention from the faithful as many of them believed him to be a messenger or prophet sent by God. This effect was exaggerated further by the presence of your Valkyries, who many see as Angels, standing next to him.”

Robert tapped his chin as he thought things out. “The thing people need most right now is hope. Something to believe in and work toward, as many of them are lost. I believe having a ceremony where the living can reunite with their lost loved ones may have the greatest impact. Beyond that, I would recommend being truthful and honest about your intentions, but I would still shy away from mentioning that God is dead.

“I think it would be best if you offered the people here hope and honesty as a divine figure they can see and feel with their own eyes during a time of cataclysm. Someone they might believe in alongside their existing beliefs.” Having finished the long train of thought that had been running along the tracks of his mind, Robert finally relaxed.

The Lady turned to Hades and stared at him for several moments. The robed god shrugged, and she turned back to Robert.

“I’ll take your advice to heart then, Warden Robert. I’ll speak with my Champion, but I believe he will be receptive to your idea. Please make preparations for a settlement-wide ceremony.”


Chapter Forty-Two



Everywhere Drew went, he seemed to have a small crowd following him. People would show up out of nowhere during his walks and travels, almost as if they came out of the woodwork or something. He didn’t know why they followed him around; it wasn’t like he did anything super interesting ninety percent of the time. Drew imagined celebrities on old Earth must have felt something similar.

Drew didn’t want to be rude. As long as they were being respectful, he’d let them do whatever they wanted, even if he personally felt it was more than a little creepy. Today, though, he had something planned, so he left Sanctuary’s gates and ran until he found an open clearing nearby. The settlement was growing at a rapid pace, and in his absence, several parties of Sanctuary’s expanding militia were securing locations in nearby cities to begin the process of rescuing the survivors that may have been stranded there.

He was on his way to a clearing in the pastures near his home when Drew heard strange yelling coming from Jurd’s Soulsmith workshop. Despite his plans for the day, he decided to stop in and see what all the commotion was about.

Besides, I could do with a little distraction before starting things off.

The yelling became more pronounced as he entered the workshop and approached the forge. Standing before a massive anvil was Jurd, the spectral dwarf, a purple glowing hammer in hand as he brought it down upon a familiar-looking bearded axe.

“Ohhh, fuck yeah!!!” a masculine voice, that of a warrior, cried out in ecstasy.

With an eyebrow raised, Drew idled near the anvil until Jurd finally noticed him. Standing behind the Dwarf was Cody, the not-a-husband of Amber’s sister. The tall, rather shy man was working the bellows, keeping the roaring fires at an even temperature.

“Uhh… is there a problem here, Jurd?” Drew asked cautiously.

“Plenty, lad,” the Soulsmith chuckled whole-heartedly.

“I see… I heard screaming and came in and found… whatever this is,” Drew gestured to the surroundings.

“Oh aye, I’m hammering out the kinks in this weapon,” Jurd said as he hoisted up the axe, which was faintly glowing. “That Kyle lad said he was done tired of everyone assuming he was insane for talking to his weapon, so he brought it in hoping I could make it so others could hear ’im.”

“Bang me harder, Daddy,” the same masculine voice begged, to which Jurd only sighed and shook his head.

“As you can see, the process was successful, but now I have a new problem to solve. The bloody axe has too many kinks, and it’s taking forever to hammer them out. My work has been backed up for nearly three days now.”

“Anddd… this is normal?”

“Talking weapons, aye. Plenty of beings be talking to their trusty bladed and blunted friends. Sometimes they even talk back,” Jurd shrugged.

“I AM FRANKKK!!” the axe interrupted.

“The issue is sometimes they come out a bit strange, and this one has more kinks than my grandmother’s old watering hose,” the Soulsmith complained.

“Fuck the green moon!” Frank yelled.

“But… the moon isn’t green?” Drew responded.

“It isn’t?”

“See what I mean? Strangeee,” Jurd said pointedly.

“No, Frank, it’s not green,” Drew shook his head.

“Oh… I feel like my whole life has been a lie now. Does anyone have a beer they can soak me in?”

“Right… Well, on that note, I’ll leave you, Jurd. You’ve got this!” Drew said as he quickly turned to leave the forge.

“Chains and whips excite me…” the axe whispered just as Drew made it to the door.

“Why can’t you just be a normal talking weapon?” Jurd groaned.

“I am normal. You’re the freak banging me…”

That poor bastard… and here I thought Kyle was crazy. Now I’m amazed he was as sane and normal as he was if that was what he was hearing constantly.
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Drew shook his head, emptying his thoughts as he found a spot in the nearby pasture and sat down. The group of people that had been following him remained near the outskirts of town, and they watched him with rapt attention. It was, without a doubt, distracting, but he did his best to pay the people no attention and instead focus on his goal.

“Now… what do I need?” Drew muttered to himself before relaxing his body and sharpening his mind.

He took a little time to calm himself as what he would be attempting would be more than he’d ever tried before. He knew tweaking spells could backfire, and the results were never predictable. However, he had made his decision; he couldn’t stay as he was – he needed new tools.

Drew soon entered a state of directed meditation. He didn’t let his mind wander; instead, he focused it on the task at hand. If he was to step into the role of a commander on the field, what did he truly need to accomplish that? Well, he needed to be able to control more minions. That was obvious. He would take Hades’s suggestion and tweak his summoning spell to have a mana-only option, and he would modify it, somehow, so that controlling the minions created less mental strain.

That would solve his immediate issues, but it still left the larger issue. The question was, what type of minions did he need? If he was to be a commander then he needed forces that were strong enough to justify his not personally taking the field.

His goal was to use his minions efficiently to save as many people as possible and safely eliminate as many threats as possible. He needed an army, one that was modular and could be quickly restructured as each situation developed. Drew needed the flexibility to both lead a large army into battle and have well-rounded and specialized squads to accomplish specific tasks.

But how do I structure it, and if it’s an army that I need, what type of units do I require to flesh it out?

Drew had spent several hours speaking to Robert about this very issue, picking the youthful-looking old man’s brains about all he had learned of warfare, both when he was alive on Earth and during his education in the Lady’s Cadre. They had agreed that the simple templates he had access to wouldn’t cut it – not in the long run, not against foes like the Devils. They had discussed and discarded multiple ideas, but in the end, they had agreed on the key problems with Drew’s current forces.

Under The System, melee fighting gave people a significant boost in strength. Cutting foes down with a sword or axe was much easier when magic was involved. Additionally, melee weapons were simpler to use and better suited to creatures of limited intelligence like undead minions. Robert had been taught that many Necromancers in the cosmos focused solely on melee-based minions, relying on sheer numbers to swarm opponent forces and their own powerful long-range spells for support.

But a melee-focused army didn’t make sense; the Devils had proven that. Drew could perhaps tweak his spells a bit, but he couldn’t retool his entire spell list to become a long-range bombardment machine. His minions needed to have their own ranged capabilities. Something that packed more of a punch than bows or simple magics like fireballs and lightning.

Bows had neither the range nor the stopping power to be what Drew was looking for. The bows his ranger minions had used against the Devils had been largely ineffective. Perhaps he could juice them with mana to the point they gained skills similar to Amber – but then they would likely cost ten or twenty times the control slots of an average minion. No, he needed a better weapon, something that packed a punch but didn’t require copious amounts of mana or class levels to be effective.

Before The Descent, guns had become the great equalizer on the field for several reasons. They were fast and easy to mass produce, it was much easier to train troops in their use compared to bows, and they offered a far greater range of engagement. However, bullets no longer did shit. At least to someone in D Grade or higher. Someone in E Grade might be injured by some of the higher caliber rounds out there, but they weren’t common.

There was a solution to this issue, however. Magic.

The problem with mages was that, in order to increase their firepower, they became increasingly fragile. Drew would certainly want some powerful mages in his army, but they would not fare well as frontline fighters and could not make up the bulk of his forces. He needed magic, but magic that didn’t necessitate a massive intelligence stat. He needed a weapon that was infused with the stopping power of magic but didn’t require the user to fuel that magic and instead allowed them to focus their stats elsewhere.

What he wanted didn’t exist. He could see that now. There was no way to merely tweak an existing template to achieve his needs. Sure, he could tweak his mage template into glass cannons or pump his rangers into roid-infused bow-wielding powerhouses that Drew would only be able to summon a handful of, but the constraints of The System did not provide an answer. Drew needed something new.

A little good ol’ Earth know-how and a liberal dollop of magic…

With a firm picture finally in mind, Drew focused on his abilities and pulled on his mana to fulfill his desires. The picture in his mind was clear. He knew exactly what type of unit he needed to make a modern army composition that would solve all the issues in his mind. He focused on his summoning spell first.

He encountered immediate resistance.

Sweat broke on Drew’s brow as the weaves of magic surged before him. They did not want to change. Still, this was Drew’s first spell, the spell that defined his class and one he had cast over and over again. He knew the spell, knew the weaves, and he was far more powerful than he had been when he’d last attempted to tweak it. He grasped the weaves with his mind and drew them toward his mental picture, feeling a light headache begin to pulse in his skull.

Tweaking the spell so it would function on mana alone was actually less difficult than creating the Flesh Stitcher Cleric had been. Healing spells could create organic matter, so the spell already contained threads of magic for this purpose. Drew pulled on those and wove them into the spell through visualization. After a few moments of straining, he knew the spell would now allow him to create minions purely out of mana – though the summoning cost would be nearly double the usual mana.

Next, he tried to enforce a lower control requirement into the spell. This was a lot harder. There was no template to work from, and visualizing ‘control’ was not easy. Time and time again he tried, coming at the issue from as many different mental angles as his imagination could conjure, but nothing seemed to work. After several hours, Drew could feel blood running freely down his face, and he decided to change tack.

Instead, he decided to see if he could ‘bake in’ a component that would make his minion templates easier to control. The vision of the first minion he wanted to create was so clear in his mind. He imagined something more. The minion understanding his verbal or mental commands more instinctively, having more of its own intelligence and ability to intuit the spirit, not just the letter, of his commands.

The image was strong, it vibrated in his mind. It felt right.

But when Drew began to push the image onto the spell, it was like he hit a brick wall. This spell was rigid, unyielding. Pushing his mana into the new form was like moving through molasses. For whatever reason, the mana didn’t want to flow the way Drew needed it to in order to accomplish his goal. He flared out his aura, trying to will the mana into action, yet it remained passive, like it was tied down with lead weights.

Fatigue wracked his body. He had been at this for hours now, or maybe even longer. It took every ounce of his concentration to keep his mana, and the burgeoning spell-form, in check. Sweat drenched every inch of his skin, and he could feel blood pooling under his seated form. If he didn’t manage this, he knew he wouldn’t have the energy to attempt again for weeks. More people would die.

No.

Drew growled in frustration as he mentally reached out and strangled the mana with his aura, like a hand choking the neck of an enemy. He would not be denied. This was his mana, his will, and his fucking home. The mana would do what it was told. ‘No’ was not an acceptable answer. Sweat drenched his forehead, and his muscles bulged as he strained to force his vision into reality with all his mental might.

Crack

The spell wasn’t just being nudged this time, it wasn’t bending – it was splintering… breaking. No, it wasn’t the spell but something else, something that stood between Drew and want he wanted his spell to do. He pushed harder, feeling his very soul ache under the pressure. Pain bloomed behind his eyes like a waterfall. He tasted iron.

Crack

The invisible barrier around Drew cracked, spiderwebbed faults crossing its otherwise unseen presence. The faults grew as he heaved for breath, gasping as he pushed past what seemed to be the mental weight of an unmovable mountain.

Drew put every iota of his aura into one last push. Every scrap of mana he had was wielded like a club, hammering his vision into reality. He had paid the price. Nine years in the dungeon gathering the power he needed. So much pain and failure, so many close calls. And even after all that, when he’d thought he had the strength, it hadn’t been enough. He had accepted his shortcomings, realized what he needed to do. This was the last piece of the puzzle, the change he needed to finally be able to protect what was left of humanity.

He. Would. Not. Be. Denied!

Crack

The spherical barrier around Drew shattered, and his mana snapped into place. The ground around him trembled, and purple lightning roared out overhead as the pieces of the barrier fell to the earth around him. He didn’t pay attention to any of it. The mana was finally flowing with his will rather than against it, and Drew guided the magical energy to color in the mental picture in his head.

He was an artist, using his brush strokes to paint. He was a musician composing a symphony. He was a physicist finally finishing the equation that would solve the dark matter issue. He was all these things at once as his mana flowed out from his body and coalesced in front of him as a new figure was born from his will.

It was done.

Drew felt a figure appear before him, but he couldn’t see it. He couldn’t see anything.

Drew tore off the helmet on his head and tossed it aside, blinking his eyes to clear them of tears and blood. He ripped off his gauntlets before wiping his eyes, and he heaved and gasped for breaths as if he’d come close to drowning. His body shook as a strong gust of wind blew past him, cooling the blood and sweat covering his face. Drew lost his balance while sitting and fell forward, landing on his elbows as he tried to catch himself.

He voided his stomach, everything inside of him seemingly wanting out at the same time. He felt like he was dying from the worst stomach bug in the history of mankind. As he retched again, his hot sick hit the ground and splashed back up to hit his face. Everything felt so cold, and he couldn’t keep his body from convulsing as he heaved again. Drew tried to crawl away from the vomit in front of his face, but his body lacked the strength to do so. He felt so, so very weak.

Suddenly, a warming sensation filled his body as Drew felt a hand on his back. He didn’t know who was there, nor did he care. He just sat there, trembling and trying to focus on calming himself and preventing his body from shaking so much. Warmth flooded his body, radiating out from where the hand touched the back of his breastplate. It flowed through his veins, and the convulsions finally receded.

What felt like several hours later, Drew finally had enough strength to hoist himself back up into a sitting position. He didn’t care about his dignity right now. He didn’t care about how he looked or whoever had helped him; he was just glad that whatever had happened to him had finally ended. When he opened his eyes and wiped them enough to see again, he found The Baleful Lady sitting next to him.

“Wha…” he tried asking, only to cough up a clump of dried blood and vomit.

“You did something you should not have been capable of doing,” The Lady answered gently and in a soothing manner.

“Wha…” Drew coughed again, hacking up another bloody clump. The Lady handed him a glass of water, and he downed it quickly.

“In the most simplistic terms possible, you forced your will upon The System itself, forcing it to recognize your desires. In a way, you brute-forced your way past something you shouldn’t have been capable of doing as a mortal, and in doing so, you faced a Tribulation from The System itself,” The Lady explained softly.

“I… I don’t… understand,” Drew stammered slowly and in a weak voice.

“Every being from the tiniest insect to the largest spacefaring monstrosity works within The System. They use what they’re given and what they’ve earned to affect the world around them and themselves. But, at the end of the day, they work within The System. Even beings with your mana manipulation and aura abilities do so. They use these abilities to tweak, to combine, to take existing elements of The System and repurpose them. It is a bending of the rules of reality in a way. You crossed a line you shouldn’t have, or rather, you did something that you shouldn’t have been capable of doing. You broke those rules.”

Drew cleared his throat as he thought about what the Primordial had told him. Hadn’t he done what he had been told to do? What everyone supposedly did? Why had he faced some kind of Tribulation or punishment because he used what he had available to him? What kind of fucked-up System would punish people for using what they had earned?

Hell, they just finished ripping into me for not using all the tools I have!

“Surely your next question will be, ‘Why did I face a Tribulation if I only used the tools I had available?’” The Lady asked. “Well, allow me to answer that for you while you catch your breath. Mortals work within The System. The divines, such as myself and those like me, may impose our will upon The System to recognize our desires, but doing so carries a price. Divine energy. It is both a source of our power and a currency we use to impose our will when we wish to change something that is outside the natural order of the cosmos. Such as breaking the rules, as it were – or creating new ones. I’m certain you remember me speaking of divine energy before, correct?”

Drew simply nodded his head, still blinking his eyes and trying to get all the crap off his face. He was listening to what The Lady was saying, but he was still having trouble speaking, so he tried to regain what little dignity he had left by making himself somewhat presentable.

“You faced a Tribulation because you are not a divine being. The System took divine energy from you as payment for accepting the change you pushed through. Now, as you do not have divine energy, that payment came at the cost of shearing your soul apart into tiny fragments. That is what a Tribulation is. Equivalent exchange. I felt the turbulence in the fabric of reality instantly and teleported to you so I could repair the damage to your soul before you died,” The Lady explained.

“I felt like I was going to die,” Drew eventually said after several minutes.

“And you nearly did. If I hadn’t been here…” She tapped her finger to her chin. “Regardless, the damage to your soul was severe, but it’s been repaired now. However, your soul will bear a scar that will take some time to heal. I do not recommend doing whatever you just did again, at least while you remain mortal.”

Drew finally looked up and saw the new figure standing in front of him for the first time. It looked very similar to Maud. Gray shrunken skin pulled taut over a skeletal frame. It stood perfectly still, gazing far past Drew with its silver glowing eyes. It wore a red robe with gold chains and jewelry attached to the clothing like some kind of fancy priest. The robe itself had white edges with black runic writing on them.

“I can’t make… anymore of them?” Drew asked, turning to face The Lady.

“Of course you can!” She laughed. “You already paid the price to The System to recognize… whatever this minion is.” She gestured at it with her hand. “That cost has already been paid, and now it exists within The System. You can make more at any time, but you shouldn’t go around forcing your will on The System anymore. If you feel like something won’t work, then just stop.”

“I can make more of them, I just can’t make anything else… new?”

“Being new isn’t the problem. You can create new things all day, as long as those new things fit within the framework The System provides. The problem is, whatever you created here required entirely new subroutines, processes, and⁠—”

Pop

“What she means is you caused a bunch of extra work for the big robot in the sky,” Hades said, instantly appearing from nowhere with a chicken wing in one hand and a beer in the other.

“Finally decided to grace us with your presence?” The Lady grinned.

“Look, finding good southern fried chicken is like finding a needle in a haystack. If I indulge myself with twenty or thirty wings, that’s just logical,” Hades answered, pointing the crispy chicken wing in his hand at The Lady.

“Anyways, as I was saying. You gave the big robot a lot of overtime, and all overtime pays time and a half, you get me? You didn’t take a ball and change it to create baseball, football, and soccer. You created a catapult that required physics that didn’t previously exist,” Hades said before taking a gulp of the beer. He walked around and circled the newly summoned minion.

“Interesting… very interesting. Tell me, what the hell does it do that made The System so pissy?” Hades asked, poking the head of the minion with his wing. The minion’s eye twitched.

“I weave,” the minion answered as it turned to face Hades and the chicken wing.

“You weave? Weaving has been around for millions of years, same with knitting! Although… crocheting is relatively new. I don’t suppose you crochet?” Hades asked, poking the minion with the wing again. The minion looked down at the wing before slapping it out of Hades’ hand.

Huh, I didn’t tell it to do that… In fact, I haven’t given it any orders.

“Rude!” Hades gasped, looking absolutely appalled, before turning to find his chicken on the ground. The god picked it up and brushed it off before tearing into it with his teeth. “What? Five-second rule,” Hades mumbled as he chewed, shrugging his shoulders as everyone watched.

The Lady just sighed and shook her head as Drew chuckled at the god’s antics. “Champion, please explain this new minion to us. I’ve never seen anything like it before. What is its purpose and function?”

“It’s a Boneweaver. I created it to fill out the backbone of my new army,” Drew answered.

“Come on, kid, spill it. The gods over here are dying to know what makes this thing so special,” Hades interrupted.

“I am not a thing, and my name is Steve,” The Boneweaver said roughly, meeting Hades’s eyes.

“Fine, what makes Steve so special?” Hades corrected as he turned to Drew.

Drew blinked for a few seconds, a little stunned by one of his creations naming themselves. The other summons with enhanced intelligence and speech capabilities had never done that. He shook it off, though. He was far too excited to see what ‘Steve’ could do.

“Well, I kept thinking about how to structure the new army I wanted to create, and I got stuck on unit composition,” Drew started. “Before The Descent, battles were fought using guns, but now that The System is here, firearms are both rare and lacking in damage. Bows or magic could work, but then my troops would either cost a bundle or have almost no durability and crumble under a stiff breeze.”

“Yes, that’s a common issue with ranged fighters of all kinds. That’s why modern armies in the Multiverse specialize. You know, have squads filled with both melee and ranged fighters to round out each others’ weaknesses,” Hades said, taking a gulp of his beer.

“That’s what I figured as well. Well, Robert helped a bit. Okay, a lot. However, I wanted long-range troops that had more, well, range than a bow or spells. Basically, I wanted a well-rounded soldier that could fill multiple roles and switch between them if needed but somehow still have the ability to kill things and provide cover fire for their squad mates,” Drew replied. “For that, I needed a new type of weaponry, the best parts of the old Earth and the new System combined.”

“Right, got it. What’s all that have to do with Steve here?” Hades asked, hiking his thumb behind him to point at the Boneweaver.

“Boneweavers will act as my engineering corps,” Drew answered as he finally stood up. “Using magic, they will create and weave bones together into new versions of technology. First and foremost, I created him because I want him to fuse magic and bone together to create a magically powered bone rifle for my long-ranged troops. Additionally, using magic as a power source, I wanted the Boneweavers to create and maintain bone vehicles for speed and deployment and golems for siege work.

“That’s just the start. I realized I couldn’t be everywhere and also that my summoning templates are limited. These guys will allow me to tackle any problem in a way that minimizes casualties and allows my forces to adapt when needed – just like I had to. I wanted an engineering and bone-based Necromancer-style class that would provide logistics support for my army.”

“Bone rifles and vehicles, you say? Now that is interesting. You wanted a class that would combine some of the best elements from Earth’s old technology with necromancy to create a new type of army. Yeah, I can see why the robot needed to issue a Tribulation now.” Hades nodded to himself.

“I don’t understand, what does that have to do with The System? I still don’t get what I did that broke it so badly?”

“Magic- and science-based technologies remain separate in the Multiverse with few exceptions,” The Baleful Lady explained. “Arcane magic is one example, as it can be used to create something called Magitech, but it’s not very popular outside of very niche factions. Magic will often do whatever people need it to without it taking on the properties of machinery.

“You did something similar to Magitech but with necromancy. Golems with an internal magic-based power source that don’t require a mental and magical conduit to their creator are something that would require The System to intervene. I have little knowledge of your planet’s firearms, but I would imagine the modification of magic to take on science-like properties could also be attributed to your soul fracturing and fragmenting. I hope the creation lives up to its cost.”

“So y’all don’t really know if what I created and did is worthwhile in the long run, then?” Drew asked, looking between the two gods.

“No idea, kid. It could be awesome, but it could also be hot garbage,” Hades shrugged.

“This is something entirely new, and I don’t have the relevant knowledge to comment on it as of yet,” The Lady mused. “Over the countless eons I have lived, I have seen many changes to The System. Some have performed very well, spawning new magics and masteries throughout the cosmos. However, most have floundered. Only time will tell.”

“Ah. I see,” Drew replied, downcast. All that work and suffering potentially ending up being a huge waste of time was a kick in the balls.

“But, I am proud of you,” The Lady added, placing her hand on Drew’s shoulder. “You tried something new and have begun to think ahead about the larger picture rather than just yourself and your settlement. You’ve taken the words of wisdom we shared with you and hardened your will in order to prepare for the coming storm. You’ve done well, even if this venture does not work out for you.”

The Baleful Lady smiled softly, and Hades joined her.

“Uh… I’m still here…” The Boneweaver muttered.

Hades tossed up his hands in frustration before walking away. “Dammit, Steve, we were having a moment!”


Chapter Forty-Three



“Now that your soul has been healed and you are feeling better, there is something I wish to discuss with you, Champion,” The Baleful Lady said. They were still standing in the field, but Drew had had a few minutes to recover.

“Hmm? What’s up?” Drew asked, still looking the Boneweaver over.

“I wish to set up a cult here, and I require your assistance to do so,” The Lady replied nonchalantly.

“Uh… what? A cult? Why?” Drew asked, turning his head to the goddess.

Hades walked back into the conversation, still shaking his head slightly. “It was my suggestion. Our mini-vacation here has brought divine attention to Earth. Basically, some upstart divine beings might decide to undermine your goals in one way or another in order to piss The Lady off.”

“Isn’t that kinda like courting with death?” Drew asked, confused about why anyone would want to mess around with the Primordial.

“Yes, yes, it is. Yet every era or so, there’s a group of young divines who think they’re hot shit and end up poking the bear. It always ends poorly for them, but arrogance seems to be eternal.” Hades chuckled.

“Right…” Drew began, but he stopped to consider his thoughts. “What does creating a cult have to do with that, and what kind of blowback should I expect from these other gods?”

“We have no idea what other gods may or may not do. It could be something simple like a public smear campaign against you and your settlement or even sending in assassins to take out key infrastructure or turn people against you. A more overt option would be creating all-out war between your settlement and whatever faction they inspire.”

“Okay… all of that sounds fucking awful. How does having a cult help, and what would you need me to do?” Drew asked, turning to The Baleful Lady.

“I do not believe a cult is necessary. I personally detest courting worship from mortals,” The Lady answered. This only caused more confusion for Drew, who furrowed his brow as he tried to understand why she would want a cult if she disliked it to begin with.

“The Lady killed God, if you remember,” Hades replied. “He was the dominant deity for most of Earth’s population, in one name or another. The mortals here are now free and receptive to any divine beings who set up shop, starting with a cult. As you know, most of those people will not see an afterlife and will end up in The Halls of Reflection. C Grade is normally the minimum bar of entry for most afterlives. As you’re probably aware, she despises this trickery on the gods’ part.”

“Yeah, I remember all of that pretty clearly. So how would a cult help?” Drew asked again.

“Hades would have me claim the residents of Sanctuary before one of our peers has the opportunity to do so. He would have me grant them hope and honesty instead of the false lies the gods use,” The Lady replied.

“I won’t force religion on anyone in my settlement,” Drew said firmly, shaking his head. “I respect you both, I do, but that is a freedom I won’t take from my citizens. They should have the opportunity to choose who they want to worship.”

“We’re not asking you to force anyone to convert to a specific religion. Far from it, in fact,” Hades assured him. “One way or another, other gods will be expanding their influence to your planet. I’m sure you learned in school about the type of hell that religious wars can create for the general public. I’ve grown attached to Earth and its people, and I don’t want to see them become pawns being fed falsehoods just to piss Raynalyr off. In truth, there’s little that can be done to prevent other gods from interfering on the planet, so a cult here would offer a springboard to spread the truth and hopefully protect mortals from that fate.”

Drew honestly didn’t care what religion or god people followed, and if he had the choice, he’d remove himself from the equation of divine politics altogether. At the same time, he had seen the souls in The Halls of Reflection, and he’d witnessed how upset some had been at being lied to by their gods and being sent to The Lady’s realm instead of their promised afterlives. He could understand Hades’ desire to prevent more of that from happening.

“If you need help getting it started, that’s fine. But I really do not want to be involved in religious crap – no offense, guys,” Drew answered. “I get you’re trying to help people, and I’m all for that, and I’d be happy to help you once in a while, but, like, don’t make me into a priest or anything. I’m not cut out for that, and I really don’t want the job.”

Hades laughed at his response, and The Lady nodded. “You have your own duties, Champion. I fully understand your desire to remain independent from the happenings of the divine,” The Lady replied.

Eventually, the gods filled Drew in on their plan. They wanted him to complete a Rites of Passage ceremony for the settlement and give the gods the stage to talk to the people. He wasn’t going to be a priest or religious figurehead at all; he was just going to get them onto the stage and let them do their own thing.

He was fine with that, and he was relieved they didn’t want any more from him. The last thing he wanted was to be involved in any kind of religion. He knew the gods were real now, and he believed they deserved respect. But something inside him made religion as a whole feel very icky to him. He wouldn’t condemn others for their beliefs; he just wanted no part of them, as they made him feel highly uncomfortable. All that mattered to him was that people had the freedom to choose whether they wished to worship.

Now that they had Drew’s okay, the gods left to organize the ceremony with Robert. Drew was relieved when they left, as he wanted to get back to what he’d been working on before.

“Is it always like this?” Steve, the Boneweaver, asked.

Oh… he’s been here the whole time. Oops.

Not that it usually matters – my other minions never asked questions. Steve is a little odd.

“What do you mean?” Drew asked, bringing his attention back to his new minion.

“Life. Interacting with beings beyond imagination, standing here unnoticed and forgotten while the powerful work in ways I don’t understand.”

“Uh… recently? Yeah, I guess so. Come to think of it, Earth was pretty much like that before The System.” Drew chuckled to himself when he thought about the questions.

“Life sounds awful,” Steve muttered.

“It isn’t. There’s a lot more to life than what little you’ve seen so far. Life can be this beautiful, spiritual experience, filled with great joy and wholesome moments that fill your heart with fond memories. We like to focus on the negative aspects, the sorrow and frustrations we each experience. To me, those negative aspects bring contrast and help highlight how wonderful the good moments are,” Drew said thoughtfully.

“Mhm. I see.” Steve contemplated this in silence for a few moments. “What would you have me do?”

Drew smiled. Usually, this question would have caused him to grimace, as explaining complex ideas or orders to his minions usually resulted in a migraine. But Steve talked and acted like a Soulflame. He knew that Steve was still just a summoned minion, but he figured the enhanced communication abilities and sense of self must be by-products of his desire to create a minion that was easier to control. Which would make this next part a whole lot easier.

“You are the first of your kind, a Boneweaver. Ideally, I would have you and your future peers fulfill a supportive role within my new armed forces. I want you to create and design new things that currently do not exist. I would have you be both inventors and engineers,” Drew explained.

“What would I create?”

“Your main task will be guns. That was the key thing I had in mind when I was creating you. But over time, we can look at transportation across the battlefield, siege and artillery equipment, defensive emplacements… basically everything an army would need to function. These things would need to be created and maintained to function properly over time. You are the backbone, the supportive structure upon which all other things function properly. I know that’s a lot of pressure…”

The skeleton’s eyes flickered. “Mhm. Intriguing. What should I begin to work on first?”

“I need to summon more of your kind. I’d like you to lead and organize them in their creative endeavors. Everything hinges on the creation of a long-range weapon. Ideally something akin to a rifle,” Drew said, pulling several firearms out of his inventory. He hadn’t used any of them in a very long time, but he’d still kept them in his spatial inventory just in case.

Drew set the firearms on the ground, along with a few boxes of ammunition. Eventually, he pulled out an AR-15 and set it down next to the rest. The AR no longer worked due to The System and its strange magical fuckery, but at one point, it had been considered a major weapon of war and a staple for most modern troops.

“These are firearms. They were created prior to The System’s Descent on our planet, and they were the primary tools used for personal defense, hunting, and war. When The System arrived, many of our more modern firearms, like this one, stopped functioning,” Drew said, pointing at the AR-15.

Steve walked over and picked up the rifle before he began pushing buttons, pulling the trigger, and, in general, just tinkering with it.

“If it’s possible, I’d like you to create a weapon similar in function to these. Compound bows have an effective range of about a hundred yards, and crossbows have a little more than half of that. The rifle in your hands remained effective out to about six hundred yards. It propels these rounds from its barrel. The rounds are a shell that contains an accelerant powder and a primer, which ignites the powder when struck. The bullet itself is at the tip, and it would be launched from the barrel at extremely high speeds,” Drew explained as he pointed at various parts.

“You would have me design something similar?” Steve asked without looking up, still tinkering with the rifle and looking over the ammo.

“Yes. It doesn’t have to be exactly the same, however. It needs to have a long range to cause damage effectively, and it’d be great if it had some armor-piercing capability due to the monsters and beasts we face. It needs a decent ammo capacity and the ability to swap out empty magazines for full ones or something similar… and, of course, it needs to be easy to use and maintain for our troops and the Boneweavers. I’m not sure what else.”

“Hmm, I see,” Steve said, nodding as he finally figured out how to disassemble the gun. “I believe I understand the goals of the project. May I keep these to use as examples?”

“Sure,” Drew said. “Just… try not to damage them. They’re pretty rare these days and are likely some of the last humanity will ever produce.”

“Great. When will I have fellow peers to work with?”

“Give me a few minutes,” Drew answered, smiling.

Nearly an hour later, Drew had managed to summon four hundred Boneweavers, and he sat on the ground meditating to speed up the process of recovering his mana. He no longer needed bodies and simply used mana to create the minions. Using this new type of summoning was highly mana-intensive, and although he no longer had to push past The System to force it to happen, there wasn’t currently a template for the new Boneweavers, meaning he needed to manually summon them each time. The minions were also very expensive in terms of mana and cost a whopping five slots each toward his control cap. It was an exhausting process, but his recovery was pretty fast when he used meditation.

Getting this army together is going to take longer than I thought it would. If there was a template in the skill for the Boneweavers, it would go so much faster. Huh… I wonder if I could just modify the skill itself to include new templates? It already has warrior- and scout-type unit templates, so I don’t see why I couldn’t?

One thing Drew was aware of straight away was how little strain the Boneweavers put on his mind. He was able to give them general instructions, and they ran with it, understanding his intention in a way none of his minions had before. Steve was also a huge help. Drew could give him instructions that would then be relayed to the other Weavers without him having to command them directly.

Drew was already well over the number of summons he could comfortably control under normal circumstances, and he didn’t even have a minor nosebleed. It made him wonder if he could spread this ‘upgrade’ to other templates. Given the ‘problem’ The System had had with his Weavers had been their creation abilities, he figured templates that used existing features – like the tweak that made these minions so much easier to control – were fair game.

Adding the ability to summon minions purely from mana hadn’t caused him to pass out, and the only counterbalance the System had added was doubling the base summoning cost, which seemed fair. Drew was fairly certain he could add the ‘thinking’ enhancement to more templates without it blowing up in his face.

Besides, it wasn’t like he was cheesing The System by artificially increasing his actual control cap – just his ability to utilize it effectively.

When Drew finished recovering his mana, he began to work on modifying his [Raise Dead] skill templates. After creating so many Weavers, Drew knew that part of the spell on a much more intimate level. It was like using wax to make a key replica. Now that he understood the weaves and the extent of the controls The System had put in place to govern their framework, it was fairly simple to operate within those limitations to tweak templates or even create new ones. Still, Drew remained cautious throughout the entire process. He was not willing to risk another Tribulation, even with The Lady around somewhere.

Thankfully, the process didn’t go against The System, and creating new templates was relatively painless as long as he had a solid picture of the unit type in his mind, the unit type existed in the system, and its abilities followed the limitations of the spell. Once the Boneweaver template was set up, he began experimenting with other ideas.

During this time, the four hundred Boneweavers weren’t idle. Far from it. Using their internal mana, the new engineers had begun construction on a military encampment outside Sanctuary’s walls near Drew’s location. Watching them work was strange, as they didn’t build things the way humans were used to.

There was no wood, no concrete foundation, no anything. The minions stood in place, moving their hands through the air, and from those gestures, bones grew out from the ground. Sharp points of white pierced the earth as structures began to rise, and by the time the sun rose, several modest-sized buildings had been grown.

The new encampment was… strange. It almost looked as if multiple elephant-sized animals had died and left a boneyard, and then people had come and settled in, using the giant creatures’ ribs and corpses as construction material. The pathway leading into the encampment had archways that looked like a ribcage. In a sense, it was all very morbid. Steve had organized Drew’s new minions and set them the task of creating a new weapon platform based on the firearms he had lent to them for experimentation.

While Drew occasionally opened his eyes to look at the progress of the bone camp, he kept his thoughts occupied with his future army and the organizational structure it would take on, along with the unit composition that would make up its forces. Without knowing how the bone rifles he’d had in mind would turn out, he focused his efforts on other minion types he knew he would need.

The first of these was healers. His army would be undead in nature, so he didn’t need a traditional type of healer but rather one focused on the mending of undead themselves, but at the same time, Drew did want the new healers to be able to work on living people should an emergency pop up.

Drew combined the Bone Cleric and Flesh Stitcher Cleric templates he had already, which saved him from the threat of going through another Tribulation, an experience he wasn’t keen to repeat. The resulting class was called a Fleshmender, and it was as grotesque as the name alluded to. Happily, the ability to heal living creatures wasn’t considered much of a bonus by the system, so the casters’ stats were only slightly reduced by the additional capability. They were fragile and had a slightly increased mana cost, but they only took up a single slot in his control cap.

He summoned several of the Fleshmenders and had them alternate between injuring and healing each other. While that might have appeared to an outside observer, the undead felt little pain, if any, and Drew needed to learn how the class worked from a practical standpoint.

The healers turned out to be exactly what he needed. Satisfied, Drew went back into a meditative trance as he thought about additional minion types he could create with the elements The System had provided. As long as there was an existing class in the System he could base it on, new templates could be created without too much pain. It did take an insane amount of mana though, so he had to take long breaks in between.

Creating new templates was harder than combining them. First, Drew needed a solid idea for a class, how it would function, and what its role would be. After that, it was necessary to work out every tiny little kink so that he had a firm and immutable picture in his mental landscape. But if the class didn’t already exist, all that work went to waste, as he wasn’t going to rush into another Tribulation.

Luckily, there were plenty of minion types out there, including many he didn’t have access to for various reasons. But with mana manipulation and his aura, he could weave these templates into his spell. Most of the time, they would cost far too much mana or take up far too much space in his control cap to be worthwhile – but sometimes, they were just what he needed.

The next role he created was that of a mage, specifically an AoE specialist that could wipe out groupings of enemies, ensnare them, or just cause general mayhem. There were all kinds of ideas for spells and abilities spinning in his head, yet he found it difficult to settle on one specific theme. In the end, Drew decided that simple was sometimes better, and by the time the sun was setting and a full day had passed, he’d finally found a single class that would work as a template for his skill. An Igneusmancer, or in layman’s terms, a lava mage.

The lava mage would work specifically with AoE, stunning effects, and damage over time burning and melting effects. Lava was dangerous, there was no doubt about it, even to him. He could survive it now that he was in C Grade, but it could still do tremendous damage to him if he was caught unawares.

The caster could create the lava equivalent of fireballs, but they were composed of liquid earth. When said spell landed, it would cause devastation even to armored targets, and as lava was thick, it would stick to things that it landed on, causing damage over time. If an enemy wore thick armor, the lava sticking to the armor would hopefully heat up and boil their insides away. Either way, it was a better option than relying strictly on something as simple as pure fire.

The other major spell the minions would have would create a very small volcanic eruption underneath enemies’ feet. While it was limited in damage compared to the lava ball, it would stun enemies for several seconds as hot pressurized gas sprayed a geyser of lava onto enemies, coating them and causing damage over time effects.

While no less explosive than the lava ball, the overall damage was only half of the former spell’s destructive ability. Still, the whole point of the second spell was crowd control. Seconds were minutes during combat, and the ability to cause an entire group of enemies to freeze up was a huge strategic advantage. The burn effects after the fact were just the icing on the cake.

The lava mages were a bit squishier than their standard elemental counterparts due to their increased firepower, costing one and a half times the normal mana and command control slots. Drew was pretty happy with this, given he didn’t intend to rely heavily on casters if his Weavers delivered on the ranged weaponry as he hoped they would. The lava mages would largely be filling a support and crowd-control role. Mainly the making big boomies role.

While he didn’t need nearly as much sleep as he used to, his mind was still overtaxed by the time he summoned the first five Igneusmancers. So, with that, Drew decided to call it a night and went back to his house to get some shut-eye. Rome wasn’t built in a day, and it would do no one any good if he made mistakes in his exhausted state.

After four hours of rest and a hot shower for the first time in who knew how long, Drew finally surfaced to get some food before heading back to work. The settlement, or at least parts of it, now had working hot water again, and although it was technically a luxury, Drew was so, so happy for that tiny reminder of human civilization that once existed.

Back in the field, the bone encampment had grown further. No longer was it composed of just a couple of buildings; now, there were a solid ten structures. Ten. Considering they were all made out of bone, which was somehow woven from the Boneweavers’ mana and not created by using bones from corpses or other more standard building supplies, it was an impressive feat.

The next minion type for the army was far easier to create. He wanted a generalist as far as combat went, a minion that could just as easily pick up a sword and shield as a possible bone rifle or crossbow. It wouldn’t excel in any one combat area, but that wasn’t its purpose.

The true purpose was to create a leader, or Sergeant, to lead teams into battle. By making a jack-of-all-trades in terms of combat, Drew opened up the ability to juice its mental attributes. Each template he created had to work under particular constraints, given the limitations of the spell itself, Drew’s class level, and his mana. If Drew exceeded certain stat, ability, or mana levels for a template, the unit ended up costing multiple control slots, so some give and take was required. What the Sergeant lacked in combat ability it more than made up for in leadership and strategy. All for the low, low cost of a single command slot and slightly increased mana expenditure.

A solid head to lend direction to the troops is the most important thing for this role. They won’t be like the badass Sergeant NCOs in the Marines or Army, but the leadership is the most important thing. For this to work well, there has to be a proper chain of command so I’m not constantly thrown into the position of micromanagement… and having my eyes bleed.

The Sergeant’s abilities went further than the simple control and communication upgrade all his new templates had. This minion could handle team and squad tactics in various situations, whether that was direct combat, guerrilla warfare, or basic infiltration. The minion’s entire purpose would be to lead Drew’s other troops into battle, adjusting their positions in real-time, creating basic strategies, and relaying orders from their higher-ups.

Drew felt that with his new, more self-aware minions, his ability to direct them in combat would be vastly improved, but it still took his focus away from other things. If he wanted to fully embrace his role as army commander, then he needed minions he could delegate elements of the command to. Like how he used Steve to relay orders to the other Weavers. He needed the Sergeants to act in a manner that freed up his mental focus so he could think about the larger picture and quickly respond to situations as they developed.

His encounter with the Devils had shown just how important effective command structures were. The intel they had said that basic Devils were animalistic, nearly mindless, but in that battle, they had used adaptive tactics and formations that quickly tore through Drew’s minions.

In future, he wanted not only to be able to effectively control his minions in battle if needed but also to have a structure in place where his forces could act autonomously without being immediately slaughtered. Drew would be a commander but able to join the fray to take on bigger targets if needed.

Not long after the first Sergeant was summoned, good ol’ Steve came to visit Drew with something long and white in his hands. Like a kid at Christmas, Drew quickly snatched the item from Steve as the Boneweaver began to talk.

“It is a prototype. We’ve yet to test it out, as I wished for feedback on its ergonomics first,” Steve said, smiling as Drew fiddled with it. “I should point out that it can only be utilized by undead with your personal mana signature. Our magic is bound to death and to you. Also, these creations will require regular maintenance by a Boneweaver to continue functioning.”

It certainly looked like a bone rifle. It had an eighteen-inch barrel and a large block of bone nearly the size of a tissue box where the magazine would go. The buttons seemed to function, but Drew refrained from putting his finger anywhere near the trigger.

“Tell me, what type of projectiles will this launch, and what kind of recoil should we expect?”

“The projectiles? Why, bones, of course,” Steve snickered, obviously thinking himself to be clever. “The projectiles are currently designed to be roughly eight hundred grains in weight, or about fourteen times greater than the rifle rounds from the AR-15 rifle you loaned to us.

“As for recoil, there should be minimal recoil felt, as we designed the projectiles to be propelled by condensed mana that remains attached to the round itself while in flight,” Steve explained, pushing up a pair of bone glasses from the bridge of his nose. Those hadn’t been there before.

Did he make himself glasses? Drew chuckled to himself internally.

“As for the number of rounds, the current prototype magazine contains two hundred,” Steve continued. “We attempted self-replicating ammunition that would eliminate the need for magazines but found the enchantment to be far too volatile. Thus, we sought to maximize magazine capacity while minimizing size.”

“Two hundred? Holy crap, man,” Drew said, impressed.

If Steve can get this working, then each rifle-wielding minion will be capable of putting more shots downfield and at a quicker pace than any bow ever could. With a ton more range and stopping power too. This could be a game-changer for my basic minions.

To make a ranger or archer template that could consistently deliver this kind of damage at range, I’d have to up the intelligence stat or juice it with mana-based abilities like Amber’s [Charged Shot]. That would probably cost at least triple the usual minion cap and mana cost. This way, my minion remains ‘cheap’ but the weapon itself delivers the damage output… Exactly what we need against those thick-skinned, flying Devil bastards.

“When can we expect to begin testing the bone rifles?” Drew asked.

“Mhm, we can have a workable prototype within several hours if needed. However, I’d ask to wait until tomorrow morning. I believe we can produce something much better if given the extra time,” Steve answered, taking the rifle back from Drew.

“Tomorrow? Hell yeah, that’s fine. I was afraid it would take weeks, if not months,” Drew said excitedly. “Oh, if possible, add a burst fire option. That old AR you have is a civilian model, so it only fired one shot per pull of the trigger. Sometimes soldiers need the ability to offer suppressing fire, so I think a three- or four-round burst option would be a good call as well.”

Once Steve left, Drew went back to the drawing board. It looked like the rifles would pan out, so he wanted to have a dedicated long-range specialist in his army. Not necessarily a sniper per se, but a minion who could utilize the bone rifle extremely well. If the bone rifle worked out the way Drew hoped, he’d likely have the Sergeant use one, but having a single dedicated rifleman per team would round things out nicely.

With that in mind, Drew slipped back into a meditative trance.


Chapter Forty-Four



Drew thanked his lucky stars that somewhere, somehow, there was a class suitable for the inclusion of riflemen in his army. Of course, the class wasn’t called Rifleman, as the only thing close to rifles, according to The Lady, came from Magitech, which was apparently both rare and often unused.

Drew doubted undead classes that used Magitek exclusively existed, so he decided the class that worked best would have to do. Another Tribulation was not on his agenda, regardless of how important his army was.

The class was called Marksman, and it required some minor modifications to get it to the point that Drew was happy with it. Minor modification wasn’t a risk, thankfully; it was only the really big stuff that screwed with The System. This tweak barely even cost him any additional mana and was a steal at a single command slot.

Normally, a Marksman would work with a bow, so a lot of the agility attribute points that would benefit bow usage were fairly worthless when using a rifle. Some were needed to help with the speed of reloads and the overall dexterity required when using a weapon in general, but it was still less than what would be needed for a bow.

Instead, Drew put the excess points into perception, toughness, and vitality. True undead didn’t have or use endurance, as their bodies weren’t limited like the living were, so Drew was able to skip that attribute altogether. Toughness and vitality went hand in hand. He wanted his troops to have survivability. Squishy glass cannon builds were a bad idea both individually and for organized forces.

The one exception was his Igneusmancer, which, as a mage, would always be somewhat squishy. But Drew didn’t have much of an option if he wanted a mage in his unit composition. That said, only having one squishy minion type was acceptable to him; any more than that would just create more work for him.

Night fell, and Drew figured he had enough time to work on one more minion type before calling it a day. It was a role that would round out each team. He needed a frontliner. In practice, his armed forces would focus on ranged combat, but he still needed the role to protect the other minion teammates.

He didn’t want a tank; they were too slow to adapt to the type of enemies fast or sneaky enough to endanger a team. Instead, he focused on a fast, highly mobile, and heavily armored minion. It would be beefy, yes, but not to the point of being lopsided in melee combat.

The stat points invested would be spread evenly across toughness, vitality, and agility, with just a tiny amount in perception. Drew completely skipped the mentally aligned attributes, only giving the minion enough in each to communicate and understand orders. It wasn’t a mage, and there wasn’t a point in investing that much energy into a minion in this role, as he wanted to avoid any increase in control slots.

The Brawler was what he came up with. They’d be outfitted in heavy plate armor yet have the ability to quickly move around. As for weaponry, he granted them a modest-sized warhammer. It would do serious damage, yet it remained small enough so it could be swung quickly. Additionally, Drew gave the Brawler a single dagger.

Just in case.

The resulting minion was… impressive. It stood nearly eight feet tall and looked like it could explode into a surge of motion without hesitation. It was also, for lack of a better term, stupid.

“Name Chaz. Chaz fight good,” the lumbering giant said.

Oh boy…

“Nice to meet ya, Chaz. How are you?” Drew replied with a smile. He still felt less strain from his connection to Chaz than basic minions, so he assumed the template upgrade was working.

“Chaz great. When Chaz fight?”

Okay… maybe I skimped a little too much on intelligence and wisdom. Oh well, it should be fine… Right?

“Uh… you see that mesquite tree over there?” Drew pointed it out. “Go fight that real quick.”

The eight-foot-tall figure burst forward with a ludicrous amount of speed and power. Drew was able to keep track of the minion, but it was still incredibly fast. Its acceleration was like an electric car, with massive torque on the front end and no ramp-up time.

The hulking monstrosity slammed its warhammer into the hated mesquite tree, and the force of the blow sent splinters launching out like a claymore’s explosion. While the stump remained rooted, the corpse of the tree shot backward, as if a giant man had used it to kick a field goal. The tree landed a solid fifty yards away, and Drew inwardly cheered for the non-existent three points.

Chaz wasn’t done yet, however, as he shot forth toward the downed tree and smashed it with his weapon, creating physical craters from the impact of his warhammer. A minute later, when nothing was left but sawdust and a crater-filled landscape that made the moon look smooth, the giant minion came lumbering back. Its head was fully covered in a plated helmet, but Drew could tell the giant undead was smiling a big goofy grin underneath it.

“Chaz do good?”

“Yes, Chaz do very good,” Drew answered.

Wait… why am I talking like he does now?!

“Chaz smash new bad guy?”

“Uh… no. I don’t think there’s any more bad guys right now, Chaz. Thank you for your help, you were very impressive. Why don’t you go and… uh… find a friend?” Drew fumbled, not sure what to tell the minion to do.

“Chaz fight good. Chaz find friend. Chaz thank shiny man.” The giant nodded its head and wandered off toward Sanctuary.

Huh… nice guy, I guess?

With that, Drew called it a night, having accomplished a sizable portion of his goals for troop organization There wasn’t much of a night left, but he still had enough time to take Amber out for a little dinner date at the tavern. He couldn’t wait until more sit-down restaurants popped up over time, as he was craving Italian food something fierce, so for now, the tavern would have to do.

The two lovebirds spent the night together and parted ways early in the morning. Amber was planning a mission with their Dark Elf and Goblin allies to scout out the Devils’ incursion and search for the Slosth nest. Drew, however, had other things planned. It was time for some prototype testing.
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The Boneweavers had gone all out.

It had been a few days and now the minions had built a firing range. It was just a single lane, with walls made from hardened bone crossing the length of the pasture. If Drew discounted the material everything was made from, it looked a lot like the photos he’d seen of government testing facilities prior to The Descent.

Drew eyed the forming crowds and wished Amber could have been there to see the Weavers in action, but she was still off scouting. The Slosth excelled at stealth, so they weren’t confident they would find anything there, but the Devils left a trail of destruction everywhere they went, so hopefully finding their incursion point would be easier. It had only been a few days, and Drew was trying not to worry too much about his wife. She was strong as hell, after all.

Shaking his head, Drew refocused on the day’s festivities. Safety measures were in place everywhere, and multiple Boneweavers were keeping the general public a safe distance away from the range. It seemed the rapid construction of so many buildings over the course of the last few days had pulled in some curious faces.

Drew had actually inquired as to whether the magical building capabilities might be put to use housing the people of Sanctuary, but apparently any living being that spent too long in a bone-woven structure would be adversely affected by the necromantic mana. It was fine for a visit, or a few days, but it wasn’t a long-term option for living beings. He supposed his Soulflames could move in, but they preferred being with their human counterparts. Necromancers would probably be fine though, or anyone who had classes and professions steeped in the same Death-attuned affinities.

Turning back to the spectacle at hand, Drew saw the Weavers had even constructed bone hardhats and some type of safety goggles. They were taking the test very seriously, which impressed Drew. Even if the rifle failed, he’d gained a hard-working demographic of minions that would ultimately benefit Sanctuary and possibly the human race.

A viewing platform in the shape of a tower had been built over the range, and that was where Drew found himself sitting. The minions had even made him a chair.

They’re so thoughtful.

Drew paused. It was a strange thought to have about previously mindless minions. The squads he had summoned to help him rescue survivors in Wichita Falls had been all business, taking orders and responding without any wasted words or hint of personality. They were single-mindedly focused on the task for which they had been summoned – which they did far better than standard minions. Still, his upgraded minions were something else entirely. They seemed to not only follow his orders but even anticipate and expand on them.

No wonder they’re far less mentally taxing to control…

Steve and several other Boneweavers stood off to one side to watch the testing as well. They practically vibrated with excitement, and several conversations were happening nearby, though they went way over Drew’s head as the minions spoke at length about different properties, hardness values, mass, and weights. He just couldn’t follow it.

The voices petered off as a lone Boneweaver entered the firing range, carried an oversized watermelon to the end of the lane, and sat it atop a pedestal. Behind the pedestal sat several layers of reinforced bone walls that would stop the projectiles before they went racing across the countryside.

Having set the watermelon up, the lone minion walked all the way back to the beginning of the lane. Once there, he opened up a large latched container that looked a lot like the baby of a gun case and a bank vault. The Boneweaver pulled out the prototype and began to set it up.

Several minutes later, a minion approached the firing range wearing a full suit of armor. It strapped its helmet on before looking up at the viewing platform Drew, Steve, and several other minions stood on. Steve turned to Drew.

“We’re ready for the first test firing on your command,” Steve said.

Excitement and nervousness built up in Drew’s gut. If the gun didn’t perform well, he’d need to come up with an alternative for his army, or give the Boneweavers more time. He knew that new technology rarely succeeded in the first iteration. This was a prototype, after all, and some missteps and failures were to be expected.

Still, he knew that every day he spent perfecting his new fighting force was another day of humans dying. The incursions were a real threat. The Slosth and the Devils were just the ones they had encountered – who knew what else was out there?

Drew had nearly killed himself trying to create the tools he needed to protect his people. So, he really wanted it to work – and soon.

Pushing down the small amount of turmoil he felt, Drew replied, “Fire.”

Steve turned to the armored minion downstairs and nodded.

A moment later, a pink mist exploded into existence where the watermelon once sat, and a booming crack followed as the sound caught up from the projectile’s wake. The feeling of fire blossomed in Drew’s stomach.

It worked.

“Sir, the first test is a success,” Steve announced.

Drew nodded, smiling under his helmet.

One of the Boneweavers took off running to the viewing platform and quickly climbed the stairs before coming to a stop before Steve.

“The test round broke through the first wall but was stopped by the second layer,” the minion reported.

“Truly?” Steve asked, only for the nameless minion to nod vigorously. Steve turned to Drew. “Sir, do you wish to inspect the damage to the wall?”

“Yes. Yes, I do.” Drew was trying to hide the smile in his voice and on his face.

Drew and Steve headed downstairs, and, sure enough, there was a large hole the size of an American quarter coin in the hardened bone wall. Drew also noticed several hairline cracks on the first layer that had been caused by the sudden impact.

“How thick and strong are these bone walls?”

“They’re certainly stronger than any mundane steel we’ve come across, and the layered walls are roughly three inches thick each,” Steve answered.

“Outstanding.”

Drew cupped his armored chin in thought. If the walls truly were harder than most steels, then the gun had outperformed the old fifty-caliber BMGs. To say the performance was impressive would be a poor choice of words, especially for the first prototype. This was excellent news. Equipping even his more basic minions with something like this would make them a force to be reckoned with.

If the Boneweavers were able to boost the performance even by a little bit, or add different properties to the rounds, then the guns would have the potential to deliver exactly what he’d hoped they would: a flexible, adaptable weapon that was effective against high-grade foes but did not require excessive stats to wield.

Drew turned to Steve. “Excellent work. Let’s move on to the second test,” Drew said before turning and heading back to the viewing platform.

After an hour of resetting the firing range, an undead Forgeborn minion shambled into the testing area. Drew had raised many of the Forgeborn as simple, mindless minions, but they were still heavily armored and very tough for E Grade and early D Grade. This specific minion was early D Grade and would make for an excellent testing target.

“Fire,” Drew called out once the test was ready.

The result was both better and worse than Drew had hoped for. There was considerable damage to the minion, but it sadly remained standing as its formidable natural armor blunted a significant amount of the possible damage.

“Huh. Is there any chance that your teams could create an armor-piercing, incendiary round?” Drew asked.

Steve steepled his hands as he pondered the question. His glowing silver eyes glazed over while he was lost in contemplation.

“Hmm. It is possible in theory, but we would need a few days to test out various methods to produce a consistent product. I can think of several ways in which such a round would function, from chemical to magical, but I cannot determine which would be superior without rigorous testing of both production and damage reports.

“It would likely require more frequent maintenance, especially for the barrels, so I would recommend planning for the appropriate number of my peers and a sizeable backstock to keep a fighting force in the field for an extended amount of time.”

“That’s fine. Once your team is finished with the rifle prototype, begin work on that round. Armored enemies aren’t uncommon, and I’ll need the rounds to be able to handle targets of that level,” Drew said, pointing down to the Forgeborn minion.

“Understood, we’ll begin work on it immediately. Would it be possible to request more of my kind to expedite the project?”

“Yeah, I’ll get on that in a few minutes and will send them to your encampment,” Drew answered. He would end up needing more Boneweavers for his army eventually, given the upkeep their magic required, so there really wasn’t a reason to hold off on creating more of them.

Over the course of the day, Drew added a hundred new Boneweavers to the ranks of the existing engineering corps. Even with the template in place, he had to stop several times to regenerate mana and let his mind rest. The Weavers cost as much mana as ten basic units and quickly exhausted even his impressive magic reserves. Still, having enough personnel to create and maintain equipment and gear was a necessity.

Drew smiled. The next time we have to fight those damn Devils, things are going to go a little differently…


Chapter Forty-Five



A day passed, and Drew finalized his army composition. It’d taken several days of brainstorming, and on the last day, he’d spoken with several combat veterans throughout Sanctuary. Tracking down said vets turned out to be a chore that he had Robert assist him with. Robert himself had offered invaluable insight once again as well.

Drew felt it was important to get real-world feedback from people who’d actually fought while in organized armed forces. He could only draw up so many ideas before actually needing to try something out, and the local vets helped him brainstorm adjustments to the overall structure.

The most basic structure would be a Team, which would consist of five minions. The Sergeant for strategy, tactics, and communication, the Fleshmender for healing and support, the Marksman as a dedicated rifleman, the Brawler to protect the team from enemy charges and stealthy assassins, and the Igneusmancer, who would act as AoE damage and snare support.

Weapons-wise, the Sergeant would join the Marksman in using a rifle. The Mender wouldn’t attack but had a staff for spell amplification, as did the Igneusmancer. And the Brawler would stick with the warhammer and a small dagger. He’d considered giving them all guns, but doing so required summoning too many Weavers to keep them all enchanted. His Weavers were his most expensive minion by far, so he had to balance their numbers against ensuring he had adequate fighting forces.

Drew thought the Team setup was well-rounded and covered most bases on what was needed in a small, organized group. Teams could be separated from larger groups if needed and could equally combine to create a larger focused force. A Squad would consist of two teams.

The Company would come after the Squad and would consist of a hundred minions. After further brainstorming, Drew had several ideas that would require help from the Boneweaver engineering corps, so he headed to their encampment to speak with Steve.

“Greetings, sir, I’m afraid we will need at least another day to put the finishing touches on the new prototype rounds you requested,” Steve said before turning his head back to a clipboard made of bone.

“Actually, I’m not here about the new bullets. I had some ideas I wanted to run by you, projects for after the armor-piercing incendiary round,” Drew replied.

Steve’s head shot back up, and he looked as excited as a corpse could at the prospect of new projects. He steepled his hands. “Ideas, you say? Mhm. Allow me to gather some of my peers, and we can hold a meeting to discuss whatever juicy things are rolling around in that meat mind of yours,” he cackled.

Uh… did he turn evil at some point, or did he always cackle like a villain?

Steve ushered Drew into a meeting room. Big surprise, everything was made out of bone. The large table, the chairs, even the charts and blackboard. Hell, the chalk for the blackboard looked like a human finger bone. Five Boneweavers soon walked into the room to join Steve and Drew, each carrying what appeared to be notepads… and yes, they were made from bone too. Drew sighed internally.

Would it kill them to have something normal? We have tons of notepads in Sanctuary…

“Please, sir, share your ideas with us. We have all been debating for several hours about what our next projects should be,” Steve said, gesturing to all the Boneweavers sitting at the table.

“Right,” Drew began, pausing as all the minions leaned forward eagerly, gripping their writing utensils with whiter knuckles than normal.

“Ahem, yeah. So, I’ve been working on the composition and structure of the army. The smallest unit would be a Team, which would be composed of a Sergeant, a Fleshmender, a Marksman, a Brawler, and an Igneusmancer. This should create a well-rounded, uh… team that should handle most situations well. Up from there would be a Squad, which consists of two Teams. Then the Company.”

The Boneweavers watched Drew with rapt attention, and he swore one of them was almost drooling.

“Anyways… the whole idea with y’all, the Boneweavers, was to create the backbone for the rest of the army. Ya know, making equipment, guns, and finally magically powered support units. Like golems, things that could handle simple commands but wouldn’t go against my minion cap. With that in mind, I had several ideas to include on the Company side of things, and I wanted to run them by you guys to see if they were viable or if solutions could be worked on.”

“An excellent idea!” one of the Weavers clapped.

“Brilliant!” another yelled, wiping what could not have been a tear from his eye.

Steve quickly silenced the random members with a glance. “As you can see, my peers and I are very excited. Please, go ahead.” Steve gestured with his hand for Drew to continue.

“Righttt… So, a Company would be made up of one hundred minions in total. Six regular Squads would make up the bulk, but I’d also like to add two rapid response squads and two bombardment squads as well. For the rapid response squads, I was thinking they could ride into situations that require fast reactions, like a cavalry unit. They would need a vehicle or golem of some kind that could be ridden, and it needs to be fast and agile.”

Each of the minions was furiously writing down notes as fast as their hands would allow.

“Some protection would be nice for the transport, but the major focal point would be quickly getting to a troubled area with ease,” Drew finished.

“What about the bombardment squads? Will they require transport as well?” Steve asked, glancing up to address Drew before quickly scribbling more notes.

“Yeah, they will. Along with the regular Squads. Before The System came, modern armies had these vehicles called APCs, or armored personnel carriers. They were basically like large trucks that could safely carry troops over rough terrain. The main idea was they increased deployment speed to battlefields from the command centers they were stationed at. The world is freaking massive, and it takes forever to travel, even with high-leveled minions. I’m hoping you guys could come up with something similar to an APC for transporting troops at a reasonable pace, safely, and over all the crap that litters the roads and wooded areas.”

“Interesting.” The Weaver who had clapped previously was now furiously scribbling on the pad in front of him.

“Intriguing.” The one that had fake cried was now stroking an invisible beard.

Steve ignored them. “Hmmm. Offhand, these ideas do seem plausible. However, it will obviously require time to thoroughly test multiple possibilities. I should note that while vehicles of this nature might not count against your minion cap directly, they will require more frequent maintenance by Weavers to maintain any autonomous enchantments, so ultimately, creating them will require more of my peers to ensure they function as desired.” He nodded like a schoolteacher finishing a lesson. “Was there anything else?”

“Uh, yeah, actually. I need a big, stompy, golem-type unit. Two of them per Company.”

“Please define ‘big and stompy’.”

“Ah, sorry. Really well-armored, tough, and hard to damage,” Drew clarified. “Something that could dish out a lot of punishment and remain standing. I was thinking of a melee-oriented model and a ranged model. The idea is they can take down major threats, or at least hold them off until the rest of the Company can put them down.”

“Would this ranged model use the bone rifle prototypes we’ve created?” a random Boneweaver asked.

“Actually, it would likely need something more powerful. The ranged model needs big guns designed to take down similar-sized targets or larger.”

“What about the melee model?” Steve asked, pausing from his own notes to address Drew.

“Well… guns don’t make sense on a melee model, but it will still need a lot of power and likely even more armor than the ranged model. I’m thinking a warhammer or an axe would probably work best. Something for smashing armor or cutting through joints.”

“If I had to make a rough estimation at this time,” Steve said, “I would imagine that at least five of my peers would be required per unit produced, and the time investment in maintaining them would require their full attention. While I could see how these units would be effective in a supporting role, I believe relying too heavily on them would create a shortcoming of manpower in the fighting force you’re creating. Was there anything else?”

“Yeah, maybe a vest of some kind for the Sergeant and Marksman so they can hold several magazines’ worth of ammo. Other than that, I think we’re pretty much set for the moment. I’m sure this is more than enough work to keep you busy for months, right?”

“Months?” One of the Weavers began to chuckle.

“Pshh,” another scoffed. “Hardly.”

Steve adjusted his glasses. “We will likely have something presentable to you in…” Steve turned around and glanced at his peers. For a brief moment, they all seemed to engage in some invisible and silent conversation that Drew wasn’t privy to. “About a week, give or take a few days,” Steve finished, and all the other Boneweavers bobbed their heads.

“A week?!” Drew practically screamed.

“It might be sooner, but I would not suggest counting on it.” Steve shrugged before cackling once again.

He’s going to turn into someone evil with a laugh like that. I just know it.
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Days passed as the Boneweavers worked on their various projects. The new ammo prototype turned out much better than Drew had expected. The test was set up the same way it had been prior, but this time, the Forgeborn minions were brought out first, and whoa boy, did that new ammo have a punch to it. The original ammo hadn’t lived up to expectations against armored foes, but this new stuff was in a completely different league altogether.

Drew’s poor, mindless Forgeborn minion was blown to kingdom come in spectacular fashion. One moment it was there, and the next, its entire chest cavity evaporated in a flash. The round did its job. It was both armor-piercing and incendiary. Drew almost felt bad for anything hit by it. Almost.

After the first test firing with the new rounds, the Boneweavers began a stress test on the rifle platform itself. Drew excused himself after ten thousand rounds had been fired without a malfunction.

Sanctuary’s favorite Necro Lord wasn’t idle as the days passed, however. While the engineer corps did their thing, he worked on his own. He summoned six regular Squads and two rapid response Squads, which were basically the same thing, but the latter would end up having fast vehicular transport of some kind. Drew handed out sixteen bone rifles, hot off the press, to the members of the Squads, along with six slimline, one-hundred-round mags each.

After the summoning, he sent the Squads out to practice working together and had several undead crows follow them around so he could evaluate them. The two rapid response Squads were given Dickens to ride while they waited for the Boneweavers to come up with something better. Spock was not happy to see his beloved demonic chickens taken from him.

Don’t worry, dude, they’ll be returned as soon as possible. I don’t want to be known as the Necro Lord who sends minions out to battle on those… things.

It turned out that the former System tutorial guide had taken to riding the ugly birds in his spare time since returning from the dungeon and could often be found out in the pastures playing with them. In a weird way, it warmed Drew’s heart to see his friend had found a wholesome hobby, and he felt bad when he took the Dickens away.

While the new troops were away practicing their teamwork, Drew was focused on designing the bombardment minions. He found a solution to the template by mashing together two existing classes. It didn’t end up creating anything entirely new; the finalized class just took bits and pieces from classes that could be found naturally. It was called the Devastator.

The Devastator was essentially an earth and acid mage. Its whole purpose was artillery support by way of lobbing giant boulders both covered and filled with acid. The new Squads would each be composed of two Sergeants, two Fleshmenders, and six Devastators. The idea was to keep them far away from combat and have them act as long-range fire support against encampments and hardened targets. Drew liked to think of them as walking trebuchets but with acid. Lots of acid.

The boulders did absolutely disgusting amounts of blunt physical damage, and when the rock hit, acid would splash out in a forty-foot diameter. The acid would end up weakening any armor it hit, but the main selling point was it would soak into any joints and eat away at organic material. It was devastating. Appropriately, these mages also cost one and a half times the usual caster mana cost and minion cap and were disgustingly fragile, but what they would bring to the table was worth it.

Save for their pending transportation from the Weavers, Drew’s first Company was complete. Sure, it was only one hundred in total, but holy crap did it feel like far more work than normal. He could summon a hundred bog standard minions with a snap of his fingers, but these new ‘upgraded template’ units were different.

Nothing was standard about them at all. He had tweaked and customized each one to fit together perfectly like a massive puzzle. Not to mention the upgrades to their communication abilities and cognition that allowed them to function somewhat independently. It was a mentally exhausting process, but Drew had the gut feeling that it would end up being rewarding.

The teamwork of the minions in individual teams worked well. Extremely well, in fact, even without his direct involvement. Yes, they were just hunting monsters and beasts right now, not highly intelligent incursion invaders, but they did their jobs perfectly.

The only issue that popped up was communication between squads. One Squad ran into another’s battle more than once, and both ended up making mistakes due to the surprise and chaos it created. Drew had ended up needing to step in and mentally issue orders to sort the situation out.

He already knew this would end up giving him a headache in the long run, so he decided to make another new template. He called it the Captain. This new minion was solely in charge of strategy, tactics, and communication via long-range telepathy. Combat-wise, it was worthless, but that wasn’t its purpose.

A Captain was basically like a Sergeant on steroids and cost twice as much in terms of mana and minion cap. Essentially, every stat was at bare minimum functionality except for the mental ones, and Drew had tried to envision an even more significant upgrade to its innovative thinking and ability to adapt on the fly, without direct guidance, to fulfill its orders. Its task would be to communicate and relay orders to every Squad within the Company, and the results spoke for themselves.

After putting the Captain into the field, where chaos once ran rampant when two Squads met, now everything worked and ran like a well-oiled machine. In fact, two Squads never met by accident now. The only reason they’d interact with each other was if they were commanded to.

Soon, soon it will be time to bring the fight to the enemies of mankind and free our world from these invaders.


Chapter Forty-Six



Seven days later, Amber returned to Sanctuary bringing dire news.

The Devil incursion had finally been tracked to its source. It had spawned in Fort Worth, Texas, home to over nine hundred thousand people. True to its history, the large city had a sizable and organized resistance force holding the Devils back, but only barely. The city as a whole was lost, its people killed in brutal fashion.

Drew had come running to meet his wife when he heard she was back, and he found her in Robert’s office finishing her report on her findings.

“…we managed to make contact with some of the resistance forces there and they’re holding off the Devils, but it’s not pretty.”

As Amber slouched back into the chair she was sitting in, she glanced over to see Drew arrive and blew him a kiss. He walked up to his wife and hugged her tightly. He’d been starting to seriously worry about her since she’d been gone for over a week.

“I’m surprised that there’s a resistance force at all,” Robert said, rubbing his chin. “Having an incursion spawn on top of a major population center is seriously bad luck, and I’m a little blown away that the people there managed to organize so quickly to respond to the threat.”

“Yeah, about that. Some rich CEO type got zapped up by The System as a progenitor, just like Drew did. According to the locals, the man moved heaven and earth to prepare during the week prior to The Descent and leveraged his company’s assets and people to do as much as possible given the time limit,” Amber said while hugging Drew and kissing him on the cheek.

“Interesting,” Robert said, tapping his fingers on his desk. “I take it that the progenitor is leading the resistance forces in their efforts to repel the invaders?”

“Uh… no. Unfortunately, he got gibbed a couple of weeks after the incursion spawned. Devilkin swarmed the area he was hosting a large force of people in. They were all slaughtered,” Amber added, shaking her head.

“Gibbed?” Robert asked for clarification.

“Killed, gutted, fucked,” Drew said, piping up.

“Lovely,” Robert replied, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Do we know anything about the leadership and if they would be amicable to assistance?”

“I wasn’t able to find out any specifics, as the people I spoke with were low on the totem pole. The most I could put together was there’s a group of people in leadership positions who direct attacks and defenses,” Amber answered. “I think we need to move quickly though. They didn’t want to admit it, but I think the resistance is on its last legs. They might hold out for another week or two. After that… But as I said, I wasn’t able to get many specifics, so there’s a lot of guesswork involved.”

“Ah, well, some intelligence is better than nothing at all. What about the Devils? Were you able to find any information about them?”

“Oh, there’s plenty of information about them, but I’m not sure if you’d consider it intelligence.”

“Alright, hit me with it. What were you able to find out?” Robert leaned forward and brought out a pad of paper and a pencil.

“Well, they’re pretty much what everyone on Earth thought Demons would be, but they are two separate species. Point is, if you take all the media and historical depictions of Satan and evil things, that’s pretty much what Devils are. Red skin, horns, scales, wings, etc. They’re intelligent enough to organize under leaders, but every one of them outside of their leadership is basically a ravenous beast with major sadistic tendencies.

“We found their victims on display throughout the city, impaled on spikes, skinned and hoisted in the air like some kind of twisted Christmas lights. They even made the corpses glow in different colors, and it was obvious the victims didn’t die quickly or peacefully.” Amber grimaced.

“Wonderful. Actual Devils, then. What else?”

“Well… according to our allies, the Devils reproduce in a similar manner to the Slosth,” Amber added slowly.

“How so?” Drew asked.

“They… they torture people before killing them and collect their souls in order to spawn new Devilkin. The Dark Elves told me the Devils twist and torment the souls of other beings, and then magic is used to create new Devilkin bodies that house the twisted souls. They also apparently evolve like beasts rather than humanoid races.”

“That’s fucking awful. The Baleful Lady can’t be happy about these things fucking with people’s souls,” Drew replied angrily.

“Indeed, these creatures sound just as bad if not worse than the depictions of hellspawn,” Robert said, practically spitting. “What did the Dusksorrow tell you about these beast-like evolutions?”

“They don’t have classes or professions at all, but when they reach certain milestones, they evolve new features, like claws or stronger jaws, or even certain types of magic. Many of them have wings, and I was able to spot several in the distance circling and patrolling areas. Occasionally, one would let out this screech, and a whole swarm of its friends would come out of the woodwork and divebomb their targets, ripping them to shreds. It looked like the majority of them were melee combatants, with some of the evolved Devils having armor and brutal-looking weapons.”

“So, they have magic, wings, and who knows what other horrible surprises to deal with. Is there any good news?” Robert asked gruffly.

“Uh… well, I don’t know if it’s exactly good news, but… they reproduce very slowly compared to the Slosth. The tormenting and twisting of victims’ souls can take months, if not years. So, their numbers won’t grow much. For now, at least,” Amber replied with a frown and no small amount of hesitation.

“While that technically is good news for us, it still leaves a bitter taste in my mouth to say it. It sounds like these things will only grow and eventually become an uncontrollable threat if left to their own devices. Drew, how’s that army project you’re working on?” Robert asked, turning to Drew.

“Good, actually. I’ve summoned eight Companies’ worth of troops so far, or roughly eight hundred minions, not including the Boneweavers acting as the engineering corps. I’m expecting to see results on vehicular transportation of some kind in the next few days,” Drew replied.

“Is there any way you and your engineers can ramp up production dramatically?” Robert asked, leaning back in his office chair. The man’s fingers tapped on the desk as he waited for a response.

“Hmm… yeah, I guess so. The minion types are pre-loaded into templates now, so summoning more at a time shouldn’t be an issue if I dedicate enough time to it. As for the Boneweavers… Once they’re finished with the transportation issue, they should be able to start mass-producing bone rifles and ammo pretty quickly.

“The main hold-ups are how long it takes to create new prototypes for them and my personal mana supply. Plus, if I have them make too much stuff, then I need more of them to maintain it all and work on new projects.”

“What’s the average strength of these new minions, Drew?” Robert asked while making some notes.

“They’re all in early D Grade, but that’s pretty much my limit on strength for summoning at the moment. I could try and slap something together that’s higher level, but it would definitely end up costing me a serious chunk of my minion cap to do so,” Drew answered, cupping his chin in thought.

“Amber, what were the strength and numbers like for the Devilkin?” Robert asked, turning to her.

“The vast majority of the ones I saw were in E Grade, but there wasn’t a shortage of D Grade either,” Amber answered. “As far as numbers go… it’s a lot. No one was able to give me a firm estimate other than ‘a lot more than us’. The resistance is about sixty thousand strong, according to the locals, but that’s the grand total of all people, not just fighters. I’d imagine most of that number is made up of under-leveled people or non-combatants.”

“Could you make a rough guess as to the Devils’ numbers from your observations as opposed to local questioning?” Robert asked hopefully.

“I mean, I could, but it would be doing everyone a disservice. The northern parts of the city, like north of Saginaw, are all resistance-owned, but as you get closer to downtown near The Stockyards, it turns into a shit show. With all those skyscrapers having windows and the Devils being able to fly… it could be as low as twenty thousand or as high as over a hundred thousand. Either way, those swarms I saw can blot out the sky in a sea of wing-flapping darkness. It was fucking awful, and I didn’t even get that close.”

“Holy shit,” Drew whispered.

Robert sighed deeply. “That’s far more than we’re capable of handling, especially at the strength levels you mentioned.”

“Yeah, when all’s said and done, the best I can do with my army is about ten thousand troops. Plus, this new command structure I have created is really new. The last time we fought the Devils, I got stomped commanding just over a thousand troops. Managing ten times that? Honestly, I have no idea how the new units will fare.

“The bone rifles are incredibly potent and impressive, but if we were to attack an entrenched position, I don’t know if they’d make up the difference, especially if the invaders are at the higher end of that guesstimate you gave us,” Drew said as he rubbed the back of his head. “Our losses in the last encounter were pretty horrendous. I’d hate to repeat that in a populated city.”

Robert nodded. “Give me a couple of days to think over what you’ve told us, and I’ll see what our options are. We cannot allow the Devils the time and ability to reproduce, but we also don’t have the manpower to take them out directly right now… Hmm… Yes, give me a couple of days, please,” Robert said as his eyes glazed over in thought.

Drew nodded back. “Alright, just reach out to us if you need to. I’ll boost the production of the new army in the meantime and talk to The Lady to see if she has any ideas.”

“Ah, yes!” Robert said. “Before you go, The Baleful Lady wishes to commence the Rites of Passage ceremony tomorrow evening before dusk. I’d recommend going and talking with her.”

With that, he dismissed Drew and his wife. After the meeting, Amber went home to shower and sleep in their bed for the first time in more than a week. Drew would have loved to follow her, but right now, he had other stuff on his agenda.

It took Drew an hour to track down The Baleful Lady. He looked for her at her temporary residence and on the streets around town before he smacked himself for not reaching out to her telepathically through their mental connection.

“Come, Champion, I require your aid!” The Baleful Lady replied.

Drew felt himself being magically teleported, and he readied himself for battle, pulling out his axe and filling his body with mana. He didn’t know what kind of hellscape battlefield he was being summoned into, but he was going to be prepared when he landed.

Drew was not prepared.

He had been summoned to the stage of the local tavern, where The Baleful Lady stood swaying back and forth as she prepared to… perform karaoke for a packed crowd?

What fresh hell is this?

Music kicked into gear, and the sound of drums came over the speakers.

When did we get speakers?! And music?

The strumming of a guitar echoed out as words began to pop up on a blue screen hanging overhead.

Wait a minute… I know this song. No… please no, don’t do what I think you’re about to!

‘Back in Black’ began to belt out, and The Lady sang along to the roaring crowd. It was both amazing and embarrassing. Amazing because she somehow managed to create the voice of a feminine Brian Johnson. Embarrassing because… the person singing it was a Primordial, a divine being more powerful than gods, and now she was pointing at Drew to sing with her.

Good sweet baby Jesus… Why am I here?!

She continued the serenade, and now she was no longer pointing toward Drew. No, now she was telekinetically pulling him close and pushing a microphone with sharp demon horns into his face right by his mouth. She raised an eyebrow to him, and the crowd cheered him on as the words on the screen waited for him to add his voice to the mix.

Bottling up his confusion, fear, and abject horror, Drew joined in… with less enthusiasm than he should have.

Late afternoon blurred into night as many of Drew’s phobias were lived out in an all too realistic fashion. By the time the goddess let him run away off stage and crawl into a booth to die, a small smile was forming at the very edge of his mouth.

I’d rather fight ten Wulf Dragons armed with nothing but a spoon than do that again…

“Hey there, kid, need a drink?” Hades said, sliding into the booth next to him and crushing his hip against the wall.

“Where the hell have you been, Hades?!” Drew screamed over the music. Even if there hadn’t been any music, he still would have screamed.

“Me? Why, I’ve been enjoying the show.” Hades laughed, handing Drew a beer. Drew was too thirsty, and his throat too sore, to continue yelling, so he gulped down the cold beer before slamming the mug down to the table.

“What’s gotten into her? Why’s she up there, and why does she seem so fucked up?” Drew demanded.

“Oh, that?” Hades gestured at The Lady, who was still singing innocently on stage. “Turns out she can’t handle her tequila. Who knew?” Hades shrugged before chuckling darkly.

“You! You did this!” Drew leveled an accusatory finger at Hades as he grabbed the god’s beer and chugged that also.

“Me? How was I to remember that gods cannot handle tequila? Hell, it’s been decades since I had any,” Hades grinned before waving a hand. Two fresh beers popped into existence on the table, and a nearby waitress did a double-take as the drinks on her carrying plate popped out of existence.

“You know she’s going to be pissed at you,” Drew said, taking the fresh beer and sipping on it.

“Oh, pish posh. She’s a Primordial. She could totally sober up instantly if she wanted to… or if she paused to think about it.” Hades almost whispered the last part, but Drew heard it. The god was right next to him, and his perception stat was high.

“Well, I hope this was worth it because I’m definitely going to get even, and you’d be a fool to think she wouldn’t join me.” Drew grinned his own dark smile, suddenly remembering a whole list of movies he needed to watch with The Baleful Lady.

“Eh, that’s a problem for future Hades. Present Hades just wants to have fun!” the god cheered, raising his mug.

“Fine, it’s your funeral, not mine,” Drew shrugged, clinking the god’s mug with his own.

The rest of the night passed as a wavy blur as Drew channeled his inner frat boy and joined Hades in all kinds of shenanigans, beginning with trading keg stands and playing beer pong against a duo of actual jocks who somehow still had and were wearing their letter jackets. The last memory Drew had before passing the fuck out was toilet papering someone’s house.

Morning came bright and early, the sun’s rays piercing through both Drew’s eyes and his skull as a throbbing hangover made itself known. Extremely high vitality and endurance be damned, he must have drunk at least two full kegs by himself. At least, that was what his head and bladder were screaming at him.

Drew stumbled as he picked himself up off the ground, where he’d apparently fallen asleep. As he groggily floundered around to meet his surroundings, he cursed.

“Fuck…” Drew muttered to himself.

He was standing in front of his own home on the front lawn. A home he himself had TP’d last night. To make matters worse, standing on the porch glaring at him was his mother, dressed in a bathrobe and slippers, a mug of coffee in one hand and a joint in the other. Next to her stood Beefcake, who shook his head in disappointment. Amber came next, holding a hand over her mouth to cover a devious smile. Finally, Spock half-hopped, half-waddled into view.

Poor Spock was covered from head to toe in toilet paper, which was wrapped around him and made him look like a mummy. His face was the only uncovered portion of his body, and on one of his cheeks was a poorly drawn penis.

“I am not amused, Drew Wright,” Spock mumbled.
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Hades’ eyes cracked open as he felt something brush his head lightly. The god grimaced as he felt the chilly bite of wind against his cheeks, further drying out his already bloodshot eyes. He tried to shift his position so he could go back to sleep and deal with whatever this was later.

Unfortunately, he found that he could barely move his arms and legs at all, which scared him straight awake, his eyes snapping wide open.

The god glanced down and found that he’d been tightly bound by divinely enchanted chains and tied into place atop Sanctuary’s Baleful Lighthouse.

“Dammit, past Hades,” the god grumbled.


Chapter Forty-Seven



The dirt roads throughout Sanctuary were empty. The businesses were shuttered, and silence hung over the settlement as dusk approached. For one reason or another, every single soul in Sanctuary had departed from their normal routines to join together for the Rites of Passage.

Drew was left scratching his head as he wondered how Robert had managed to pull that off. As the official settlement manager, Robert had seemingly convinced the entire population, more than four thousand people, to participate in the upcoming ceremony.

Drew sat behind the stage on a fold-out chair, waiting for the sun to dip down over the horizon. Yes, an actual stage. Well, it wasn’t exactly like a normal concert stage. It was a monstrous structure, with far more room for people than Sanctuary needed with its current population. Robert must have decided to future-proof the thing with the idea that more people would end up joining the settlement.

The overall shape was that of an open-roof stadium, but the architecture was… well, Drew had his suspicions that Tim Burton was hiding somewhere, having had a major hand in designing the thing. If they added free unlimited coffee and angry metal music, it would have become a mecca for goths from around the world. Drew chuckled at that thought. It was a bizarre situation that he found himself in.

“You’re thinking about the absurdity of all this, aren’t you?” Robert asked, walking up to sit next to Drew.

“How’d you know?” Drew asked, raising his eyebrow at Robert.

“I’m right there with you.” Robert smiled. “I didn’t expect this many people to show up, and I’ve been running mental gymnastics for the last hour trying to figure out the reason why.”

“And? Did you figure anything out?” Drew asked, curious as to what the man was thinking.

“I’ve only come up with one theory that makes any sense.”

“Come on then, don’t leave me hanging!” Drew laughed.

“It’s hope, Drew. Hope.” Robert answered, his tone softening.

“Hope?”

“Indeed. The people here are desperate. Their world has been turned upside down, their friends and family have died, and they’ve lost their homes, their jobs, and even their pets. Right now, they’re desperate for something, anything that can bring them hope.

“You’ve been through a lot, yes, but you still have your mother, your wife, and your friends. Imagine what life would have been like for you had you survived while your loved ones perished. What type of man would you be now if you hadn’t been a progenitor?”

Drew sat back in thought. Subconsciously, he didn’t want to entertain the hypotheticals that Robert asked; they were too dark, too depressing, and too morbid. Yet he tried to push through that reluctance so that he could better understand what the people outside were going through.

After a solid ten minutes of contemplating that depressing bunch of thoughts, Drew could understand, at least in some small part, what those people had been going through. Eventually, he turned back to Robert.

“How the hell am I supposed to give these people the hope they need?” Drew asked seriously in a low tone.

“Be honest with them, and don’t worry about what you’ll say or how you’ll say it. Speak from your heart. These people don’t want or need a politician with carefully practiced words. Honesty is, and always has been, the best policy when treating people humanely,” Robert said, placing his hand on Drew’s shoulder.

“But the world is dark and gloomy. There’s very little left in our world that’s inspiring,” Drew countered.

“That is true. But life persists, we are still alive, and we can work together to rebuild our world. That statement is also true. Don’t overthink it. You’ll do fine. Besides, you’re just the opening act – remember who’s there with you.”

“The Lady…” Drew said, realizing what Robert meant.

“Yes. The Primordial of Death, and to the best of our knowledge, one of the few divine beings that has any positive interest in humanity and not honey-filled lies.” Robert grimaced at the end.

The sky turned crimson as the sun began to retreat below the horizon. The Baleful Lady appeared beside Drew with a pop, and moments later, Hades joined her. Both gods looked at him, and he stood up from his chair.

“It is time, Champion,” The Lady said softly.

“No pressure, kid. There’s only several thousand living souls out there ready to hang onto every word you say,” Hades grinned. The Baleful Lady shot Hades a glare, and the god’s smile dropped instantly. “You’ve got this,” Hades added with a thumbs-up gesture.

Drew turned and walked onto the stage in his full armor. Only his helmet was missing. He wished he could wear it to hide the anxiety he was feeling by being in front of so many people, but he also knew that a somewhat human face would do far more to help these people.

The constant murmuring of the crowd slowly receded as the citizens saw him walk onto the stage. He stopped before a microphone, one with tiny demon horns poking out of the top, and cleared his throat before speaking. The remaining voices died down, and silence fell over the stadium.

“Greetings, everyone. My name is Drew Wright, and I will be performing tonight’s Rites of Passage. I welcome each and every one of you to the settlement of Sanctuary,” Drew said to the crowd, pausing to catch his breath and still his beating heart.

“These are dark times, and each of you has likely lost someone you love and care about since The System arrived. This world,” Drew said, gesturing to the surroundings, “has changed. It is not the world we knew, nor is it the one we all grew up in. Our governments have fallen, and our society and culture have all but disappeared. It is… hard.”

Drew made eye contact with several people in the crowd. “Although we all have bodies beyond even Olympic athletes, increased lifespans, and magical powers, the cost of all that is too high. Tonight, I hope to bring each of you some measure of closure.

“I am a Baleful Warden. That is my profession according to The System. A blacksmith may create weapons, armor, and tools, and a farmer produces the food we all need to survive, but my job is different. As a Baleful Warden, I collect the souls of those who have died but not yet passed on. Not every soul is capable or willing to move on to the afterlife, and my job is to secure them and keep them protected so they may transition with dignity and respect. Tonight, I will perform the Rites of Passage to do this, and with you all here, I offer you the chance to say goodbye to your loved ones one last time.”

Drew paused, and murmuring broke out as people began discussing what he had said in hushed tones. Drew gave them twenty seconds before continuing.

“Before we get to that, I have words to share with you. These words will likely be upsetting to many people here; however, I ask for your patience as I say them.”

As he finished his sentence, several bright lights appeared on stage from the sky above. Drew looked up, and as he did, most of the people in the audience followed his gaze.

Descending from the sky were white-winged forms covered from head to toe in armor. Each form held a small shield and a long spear, with a sword at their hips. The Valkyries, or as many people called them, Angels, landed on stage, their feet touching down lightly before they spread their wings wide with a whoosh. Excited chattering broke out like a fever as people in the audience went through a wide range of emotions.

Awe, reverence, respect, love, hope, and even confusion – all these emotions were painted upon the audience’s faces. Many people bowed their heads and pressed their hands together in prayer. Several got down to their knees with tears in their eyes as they praised their perceived salvation.

Smart call on The Lady’s part. This will make this next part far easier.

The butt of a spear slammed into the stage and created a deafening boom, which quieted everyone instantly.

“Gods are real, although they are far different than anything any of us could have imagined. And yes, I did say gods, as in plural,” Drew said, watching as the faces of the audience went through shock, awe, confusion, and anger.

“I am not here to change anyone’s mind on their religion or beliefs, nor am I here to convert anyone. Personally, I have no preference concerning anyone else’s beliefs or how they follow them, so long as they do not harm other people. I’m simply going to tell you what I know and what I’ve found out. After that, we will move along to the ceremony, and y’all are free to continue on in your lives however you see fit.”

Thankfully, people remained quiet, but Drew could see several angry people in the crowd. That was to be expected.

“To the best of my knowledge, I’m unaware of whether there is a creator or not. But I am certain there are divine beings in the cosmos. These beings are immensely powerful, and each has their own goals, morals, and plans. The one thing most of them have in common is this: to join them in their afterlife, or their version of a promised land, you must be strong.”

More murmurs broke out, but Drew soldiered on. “C Grade seems to be the bare minimum. Creating places in their afterlives takes energy, energy which we give them with our devotion and worship. The stronger the soul, the more energy we create.”

Already he could see some people with veins threatening to pop out of their heads at his ‘blasphemy’.

“If we do not produce enough energy during our lifetimes, then the gods operate at a loss, and they won’t open their pearly gates to those people. Again, you’re free to believe whatever you want, and I will not force anyone to change that. The souls of these people are left behind, although some are able to move on to somewhere else. That is the focus of my job: to collect these lost souls and help them transition.

“I say all this for two simple reasons. Firstly, so that you are given the truth, even if it’s unsavory and contrary to your beliefs, as I personally believe each and every one of you deserves to know what happens. Secondly, I tell you all this as a warning. Each god differs from the rest, and each has things that set them apart from their peers. This, of course, creates political agendas. I advise you all to think very hard about your values and desires before dedicating your time to these divine beings.”

The people in the audience all wore vastly different expressions, and Drew was honestly surprised he hadn’t been booed off stage and that no violence had broken out. People didn’t like their beliefs being challenged – that much was evident from the reactions of some members of the audience.

Still, the Valkyries being on stage seemed to help keep people at least somewhat in control of their composure, or at least prevent outright rioting. Many people did have looks of contemplation on their faces, and many more seemed outright confused. That was fine. He was giving them the truth, and that was it. What they did with it was up to them, and it was no skin off his back if they kept to their own beliefs.

“With that said, I thank you each for your patience. It is now time to perform the Rites of Passage.”

The darkening sky, filled with clouds, lightened briefly in a flash. The cloud cover overhead parted, and Drew felt a massive weight land on his shoulders.

She really is one for theatrics, isn’t she? Hmm, no, this was probably Hades’s idea… she said she hates this type of stuff.

The pressure descended on the audience, and the very air itself seemed to vibrate with excitement and electricity.

The pressure was intense, but it seemed tailored to each and every individual in the audience as none of them fell to their faces. If the same pressure Drew felt was shared with the citizens in the crowd, they’d no doubt falter, but it was clear as day that they each felt something.

The sky above Drew changed and morphed as if a great film of obscuration was wiped away, and in its place hung the realm of The Baleful Lady. The entrance to The Halls of Reflection. It loomed overhead like an island in the sky, yet it was far bigger and far closer than the moon. From that entrance, a blue fire erupted, and in its wake followed a staircase that formed and flowed until it touched the stage behind Drew.

Drew didn’t need to turn around to know what was happening. He felt The Baleful Lady brush against his mind as an extreme luminosity flared out behind him, nearly blinding the audience. He could feel the pressure against his back and see the light reflected on the faces of the audience members.

Then he felt two hands touch his shoulders, one hand for each being. One was Hades, and the other was The Baleful Lady, both of whom were engulfed in light so bright that he could barely make out their appearances. The light soon faded, but the pressure on his shoulders remained.

“It is time, Champion. Perform the Rites,” The Lady said in his mind.

Silence hung over the stadium as audience members openly wept, tears falling down their cheeks. There was no more apparent anger among the citizens. Confusion, yes. Awe and reverence, definitely. But their anger had dissipated. Drew cleared his throat and stepped back to the microphone, activating his ability.

Normally, his mana would now dip by a fair amount as the words flowed from his mouth. That wasn’t the case this time. No, this time, he felt his mana plummet like a concrete block thrown in a pond, quickly sinking to the bottom.

Then he felt new mana, not his own, flow into him from the hands on his shoulders. It was like he had turned into some kind of conduit. His core burned and his body shook from the tremendous amount of mana funneling into and then out of him. After his mana had bottomed out and refilled several times, the words finally flowed from his mouth.

“Lo, there do you see your kin

Lo, there do they call to you

Lo, there do they bid you welcome

Lo there, The Baleful Lady beckons

Join her, join them

For you may choose duty, another chance

Or paradise and peace

Within The Halls of Reflection.”

Drew’s voice carried throughout the stadium, helped in part by both the spell and the more mundane microphone. In the distance, blue motes of floating energy appeared from The Baleful Lighthouse, the beacon for lost local souls.

The little balls of energy poured forth from the beacon until the stadium was filled to the brim with them, like a global meeting of azure fireflies. The latch of Drew’s Baleful Lantern, which sat on his belt, clinked open, and more motes of light poured out.

The Baleful Lady and Hades removed their hands from Drew’s shoulders, and a silver glow enveloped the floating and formless souls. As the metallic radiance engulfed them, the souls reformed into their old physical forms, albeit with a more ethereal quality akin to ghosts.

Unlike previous Rites of Passage where the souls entered a silver column of light that pierced the sky as they ascended to The Halls of Reflection, these souls remained anchored to the physical plane. The countless forms of the departed fully formed and sought out their living loved ones.

“I grant unto you, the souls of those you most cherish, an eight-hour reprieve before they transition to The Halls of Reflection. Relish this time with them, for after eight hours, a choice awaits them, much as it will you, should you visit my realm. They may serve as members of my Cadre, they may reenter the cycle of life anew, or they may seek peace within their afterlife. I offer this choice freely to all who shed the mortal coil. None shall be forgotten, none shall be forsaken. This is my promise to you, for I am Raylanyr, the Primordial Goddess of Death.”

The Baleful Lady’s voice flowed through Drew’s ears, mind, and soul. Each word was truth, and each was divine in a way he’d never felt or heard before.

“And I am Hades, God and Lord of the Dead and first among The Baleful Lady’s pantheon. Every Soulflame, every undead, know this: I am your patron, and I cherish each of you as if you were my own children. To everyone else, I have spent millennia living on this planet, and in that time, I have come to love your people. Because of this, I hereby invoke my right as a divine to offer patronage to all peoples on Earth.”

Uh… what? What’s he talking about?

*PING!*

Global Notice

The requisite conditions have now been met, and the divine being Hades, God and Lord of the Dead, has invoked his right to offer patronage to all people, living and undead, on the planet Earth. In doing so, he has publicly issued a divine challenge to any and all contenders seeking to become the System-Recognized Patron of Planet Earth. As a citizen of this planet, you may receive divine intervention on your behalf from Hades. Additional information to follow.

Citizens who freely and willfully accept Hades as their

Divine Patron will receive the following bonuses:

+10 to every Attribute

Resistance to Poison and Disease

1 Free Skill of your choosing in either your profession or class

One-time free class and profession change*. Additional class and profession options available, level and skill adjusted to match your current progress

*Classes available for free change: Azure Bard, Dark Ranger, Paladin, Priest, Necromancer, and Shadowstalker

*Professions available for free change: Artisan, Brewer, Builder, Cleric, Combat Trainer, Historian, Settlement Manager, Merchant, Soulsmith, Trader, Troupe Member, Warden

Tenets & Guarantees of Hades, God and Lord of the Dead

All souls, regardless of power, will be freely granted the choice of duty, reincarnation, or an enjoyable afterlife upon death.

Sapient undead are to be treated as any living being would be.

The Baleful Lady turned and spoke to Hades in a light whisper. “Are you certain you wish to do this? You’re offering these mortals a lot and asking for nothing in return.”

“Yes, I’m positive. These people need all the help they can get if they’re to survive what’s coming. I’ve saved my energy for tens of thousands of years. The least I can do is help them,” Hades said in a low tone.

“Alright… I’ll support you in this,” The Lady replied.

*PING!*

Global Notice

Raynalyr, Primordial Goddess of Death, has officially recognized Hades, God and Lord of the Dead’s patronage of Earth as a member of her Pantheon. In doing this, she has offered support to his invocational claim of patron of the people of planet Earth.

*PING!*

Global Notice

First System-Recognized Pantheon founded on Planet Earth. Pantheon of Souls is now at Cult status.

I thought this was supposed to be a simple ceremony, but nooo… these two had to go and make a big splash and get noticed by every soul on the planet. I can’t even imagine how people outside of Sanctuary must be reacting.


Chapter Forty-Eight



Drew went to visit the Boneweavers first thing in the morning. The Rites of Passage ceremony had taken far longer than normal the night before due to The Baleful Lady granting the souls a full eight hours on Earth with the citizens of Sanctuary.

It had turned into something of a party as spirits of the dead drifted through the streets with their living friends and loved ones. Hell, some spirits just followed random ass people and talked to them about their lives.

The tavern had opened its doors and procured outdoor seating for thousands, and the bar had its busiest night ever. To say it was well over capacity would be an understatement, but it wasn’t like fire marshals still existed to enforce something like that.

As the tavern lacked enough employees to serve thousands of people, several souls took up a temporary position as serving staff. All in all, it was a bizarre night, but one that would be remembered fondly by the citizens of Sanctuary.

It was like Day of the Dead in Mexico, but this one has physical ghosts everyone can clearly see. Come to think of it, maybe they were on to something with that holiday…

Drew, on the other hand, had gotten a whole four hours of sleep after finishing the ceremony and sending the souls to The Halls of Reflection. While the town was still fast asleep or nursing hangovers, Drew felt wonderful from having a full rest.

It was bright and early when he arrived at the Boneweavers’ camp, and his minions were making themselves busy even now, as they didn’t require sleep at all.

Is it even possible for them to sleep?

Originally, the camp had sat outside the walls of Sanctuary, but that had changed over the course of the last week. The Boneweavers had erected new walls, and it surprised no one that they were made out of bone. Funnily enough, the new walls were even stronger than what enclosed and protected the rest of the settlement, and Drew had a feeling that the engineers would eventually convert everything over.

Pop

Pop

Drew turned to see the two gods teleport next to him.

“What are y’all doing here?” Drew asked with a slight sigh. He’d spent a large portion of the night before doing his job as Baleful Warden and, in doing so, had been the center of attention for thousands of people. In truth, Drew was running on fumes when it came to social interaction.

“Well good morning to you too, Mr. Grumpy,” Hades teased. “Are you sick of us already?”

“Part of me wants to say yes just to see the shock on your face,” Drew grumbled good-naturedly. “But no, last night just kinda drained me on a social level. I’m not an extrovert by nature. More of an extroverted introvert, I suppose.”

“He’s like me. I told you we should have asked to join him before coming,” The Baleful Lady said to Hades.

“We’re gods, we can go wherever we please. Besides, he likes us. He probably just needs some coffee,” Hades grinned.

“Some coffee would be nice,” Drew added with a smile. “But seriously, what did y’all come out here for?”

“Oh, we came to see the fruits of your labor. Or your minions’ labor, as it were,” Hades replied.

“Well, I hate to disappoint you, but I have no idea if they are even finished,” Drew said.

“They finished four hours ago. The results look promising,” The Baleful Lady noted.

Hades shook his head. “Shhh, you’re not supposed to tell him that! Now he won’t be surprised.”

It was at that moment that Steve, the lead Boneweaver and engineer, walked out of the large central building and made his way over to Drew’s group.

“Good news, everyone! The projects are finished, and I believe you’ll be most satisfied with the results!” Steve said, throwing his hands up in the air with excitement.

“Yeah… that’s what she just told me,” Drew replied, hiking his thumb toward The Baleful Lady.

“Oh…” Steve replied, his hands dropping like concrete blocks. Hades snickered, and The Baleful Lady’s cheeks reddened slightly.

“Ah… but I haven’t heard any of the details or seen them yet!” Drew said quickly.

“I suppose I can show you the specimens, then. Follow me, please,” Steve replied, his shoulders slumped dejectedly.

Drew followed Steve to a large, enclosed holding area that reminded Drew of a cross between a stable and a mad scientist’s laboratory. Shelving lined the walls of the entryway, all filled to the brim with strange materials, crystals, and bottled fluids that seemed to glow in some eerie fashion.

The Baleful Lady walked next to Drew and leaned in to whisper, “I apologize for ruining your surprise.”

“It’s fine, don’t worry about it. I feel bad for Steve, though. It really took the wind out of his sails,” Drew whispered back.

“It has been eons since I was mortal, and I find myself having difficulty interacting with them.”

“But you interact with them daily, or their souls at least,” Drew countered.

“That is different. I am comfortable and confident when acting in my role as Primordial of Death, but speaking casually with mortals is different. I miss social cues and blunder about at times. That’s why I’ve asked Hades to take the lead while we visit Earth,” The Baleful Lady replied. Drew nodded in response as the group came to a stop.

Steve had brought them to what appeared to be a huge stall with a bone gate held on hinges. The Boneweaver gestured to the interior before speaking.

“This here is a Panthas, as we’ve begun calling them. These were designed to fill the role of transportation for the rapid response squads in the Company structure.” Steve gestured inside the stall.

What is it?

Drew peered inside the stall to find… something. He wasn’t sure what it was. It certainly looked like the skeleton of a large predator of some kind, almost like a mashup of a large cat and a wolf, but ten times the size. When Drew had originally envisioned the Boneweaver minions and the golems they’d create, he had pictured something more machine-like, but this ‘Panthas’ was more like a wild animal.

The golem paced around the stall, and its head turned to regard Steve and Drew. As it did so, green fire flared from its eye sockets briefly, as if focusing on them.

“Is it a golem or…?” Drew began to ask.

“It is! Although it’s unlike any golem that we’ve found records of,” Steve began. “As you know, golems are very mechanical in nature as they are encoded with specific magical programming. The Panthas is technically a golem, as its construction varied little from the norm outside of our unique blend of magic.

“However, somewhere along the way, they became sentient, in a rudimentary way at least. We believe this may somehow be linked to the nature of the magic that created our own superior cognition abilities – something of it was passed along. So far, we have been unable to replicate the effect for other projects, but it is quite remarkable.”

“Fascinating,” The Lady breathed.

“It seems so… alive, though. Like a wild animal. Are they safe?” Drew asked.

“Oh yes, of course,” Steve replied. “It is as you said – the Panthas are like beasts. This is what took our teams so long, as we were terribly worried we’d done something incorrectly during the experimentation process. For some reason, one which we currently understand poorly, we have managed to create a sentient golem that has instincts and urges as if it were alive. My personal theory is this was due to our study of our own bodies.

“As you know, we contain an artificial soul,” Steve continued excitedly. “We were never truly alive, and you used your abilities to summon us, thus our souls were constructed in part by you and in part by The System. However, you added an additional component. A desire for us to be better able to converse and understand. This required a facsimile of personhood, of personality. We studied our own magical foundations as the framework of these golems.

“My best guess is that we somehow managed to create an inferior replica of ourselves. Inferior, of course, refers to the fact that these golems are not mimicking sapience but simply seem to be sentient in nature.”

“Uh-huh… and the safety?” Drew asked again.

“Oh, right. Apologies. Totally safe, they’re as tame as kittens,” Steve said, opening the gate and walking into the stall.

The Panthas stalked up to Drew’s minion, its eyes glowing green and its back legs coiled as if the golem was ready to pounce on Steve and destroy him.

Right as the Panthas reached Steve, however, it flipped over onto its back and wiggled back and forth. Steve reached down and rubbed its rib bones like a person would give a dog belly rubs. The golem’s tail slapped the ground as it continued to wiggle everywhere.

“Aww,” The Baleful Lady said.

“That’s stinking adorable,” Hades added.

“Uh… yeah…” Drew said, somewhat unconvinced.

The Panthas still looked like a massive undead predator. No question about that. Its claws were longer than Drew’s fingers, and even though it physically lacked muscle due to its skeletal nature, its bones were so densely packed that it looked buff as fuck.

As the Panthas flipped back over, Drew finally understood the name of the golem. Panthas… Panther… although it was more like a giant saber-toothed cat than a panther.

The thing is, like, six feet tall at the shoulder and probably fourteen feet long with its tail…

“Anyways, back on topic. The Panthas were designed to be ridden by your rapid response Squads. They’re extremely fast, agile, and can accelerate very quickly. Best of all, as long as ground exists, they’re able to traverse it. Trees are no problem, as they can be climbed, and tall brush does little to slow them. Also, we’ve spent a lot of time creating magical cartilage between all the bones and on their paws. Consequently, they can move almost silently when needed.” Steve pointed out what appeared to be green fiery pillows in between the joints.

“Assassin cats. Nice,” Hades said, giving Steve a thumbs-up.

“Okay, I know I’m repeating myself here, but are you certain they’re safe?” Drew asked.

“Oh yes, very certain. In fact, we found a young human girl in one of the stalls yesterday. She had somehow snuck in, and we found her playing with the Panthas. She was returned to her mother, who was furious, by the way, and we’ve now begun posting guards to prevent further curious children from coming to play with our experiments. For their safety, of course.” Steve nodded solemnly.

Drew shook his head. “Shit, that could have been bad.”

“Indeed.” Steve sounded genuinely concerned, which was strange to hear from an undead artificial construct composed purely of mana. “As a final note, the Panthas are much more cost-efficient in terms of mana than their larger counterparts, so a single Weaver should be able to create and maintain a number of them before reaching their limit. Still, it would not be feasible to allocate them en masse without significant upscaling of the Weaver community. Right then, onto the next area,” Steve said, shooing the Panthas away and closing the stall behind him.

The next area was an even larger stall, around the size of an extra wide and tall two-car garage. Within it sat what Drew could only recognize as a tank, albeit one without a barrel of any kind. Unlike the Panthas, it sat perfectly still, which put Drew more at ease.

“This is the Rhino, and it’s our solution to your request for safe transportation of Squads across various types of terrain. We modeled it after the tanks of your world that we referenced from books lent to us by your friend, Spock,” Steve said, walking up and patting the bone armor of the vehicle’s side.

Now this looks awesome.

Steve beamed like a proud father as he showed off his creation. “Each Rhino is capable of comfortably transporting two Squads at a time, along with room for extra gear and ammunition. It is not as fast or agile as the Panthas, but its armor is incredibly resistant to damage. It won’t handle thick brush with densely populated trees, so it will need to stick to relatively open areas like pastures and roads. It can operate in water, but its speed is much slower while doing so. Relatively calm waters will pose no issue.”

Drew walked around the Rhino, gobsmacked. It really did look like a giant bone tank without a barrel. Sharp spikes coated the front bottom section of the golem, and it moved on tracks. Along the back was an opening allowing access inside, and bench seats ran the length of its interior.

“Is it sapient too?” Drew asked.

“We’re unsure whether to classify it as sapient or sentient, as it can handle complex instructions from pilots. It doesn’t speak or communicate at all, however a pilot can drive it, but it can also drive itself if given instructions and directions. The Rhinos are on a different level than the Panthas, one that is perhaps closer to the mental faculties shown by your minions before we were created.

“Now, a pilot, for example, can tell the Rhino to get from point A to point B while avoiding certain obstacles or landmarks, and the Rhino will do so without issue. It is far more intelligent than the Panthas. However, if it isn’t given any commands, it simply sits here as you see it now. It has no in-built instincts or personality.”

“Huh… cool, I guess. The armor looks really tough, though, which is good. Going over water is also fantastic news,” Drew replied.

“Indeed, it can traverse water as a boat, but also as a tank. It can allow itself to sink and travel along the bottom of waterways without issue, as long as there are no living people within it, as they’d certainly drown otherwise,” Steve said with a chuckle.

“That would certainly open up a lot of tactical flexibility for your forces,” Hades muttered, cupping his chin.

“Yeah, I guess it would… How is its speed? Is it faster than my minions walking or running?” Drew asked.

“Oh my yes. Much faster than walking, and a fair bit faster than running. Unless the minions are highly specialized in agility, of course. Anyways, there’s not much more to say on the Rhino, unless you’re interested in the specifics of its construction and material strength?” Steve asked hopefully. “I should advise that the Rhinos already take twice as many Weavers to create and maintain as the Pathas currently, so any modifications, while very welcome, would come at a cost. Shall I open a new project?”

When Drew shook his head, the Boneweaver sighed before leading them to the next area.

Where the stable-like area that held the Panthas and Rhino had been large, the one Drew and crew were currently walking to was massive. It was easily three stories tall and was the size of a football field, if not greater. The differences didn’t end there either.

The gate rose to the ceiling like an oversized garage door to allow Steve, Drew, and the gods access to this new space. This wasn’t anything like a lab or a stable. No, this was like a freaking factory. In the center was a massive bone golem, still under construction. Weavers clustered around the thing like worker ants, slowly adding to its form as one might a space shuttle.

Instead of mechanical cranes and assembly arms, the work was being done with bone tools and magic. Bone cranes, each managed by an individual Boneweaver, were hard at work placing plates of bone onto the golem, and like a welder, these cranes used magic to fuse and seal it all together.

“This is a Behemoth, or it will be once it’s fully built. Several are already available for your use. However, as you can no doubt tell, the creation of each one is a labor of love,” Steve said while gesturing to the golem in front of them.

Hades laughed. “Translation – they are a pain in the ass to make.”

“Indeed they are.” Steve grinned. “Each Behemoth takes dozens of us to create and will require at least five Weavers’ continuous focus to maintain operation. But I assure you the cost is well worth the result.”

Unfinished, the Behemoth stood twenty feet tall on two large and bulky legs, each ending in six toes: two in front, two at the ten and three positions, and the final two at seven and five. Those same toes were bigger than Drew’s thighs, which was saying something because he’d gained some serious muscle and height when he’d evolved to C Grade. The golem itself looked humanoid… yet very mechanical. As Drew tilted his head up to see the top, something clicked in his mind.

“It’s a fucking mech!” Drew shouted excitedly.

Now this is exactly what we need to take on those tanky fighters the Devils had last time we fought.

“No, it’s still a golem, but I can see where you’d get that impression,” Hades corrected, looking it over next to Drew.

“Actually,” Steve began, pushing his glasses up to the bridge of his nose, “it was modeled after the ‘mechs’ that Master is referring to.”

“Still doesn’t make it a mech, though,” Hades said, turning to look at Steve.

“True, but it does require a pilot to function at peak performance. So, while it is still technically a golem, it is also technically a mech. Magically instead of mechanically speaking, of course.” Steve returned Hades’ eye contact with a grin.

Drew looked up at the Behemoth. “This is so cool… we have a fucking mech…”

Cranes continued to work, adding bits and pieces to the golem as Drew spoke. Hades only grumbled a response and shrugged.

“As I was saying, this is a Behemoth,” Steve continued. “You asked for something that could handle big, nasty things in the field while protecting and supporting the Company, and this is what we have for you. Originally, you requested a melee and ranged model. However, after a lot of experimentation, I’m happy to announce that the finished product can easily handle both functions. Follow me to the holding bay so you can see the completed Behemoths.” Steve had a shit-eater’s grin on his face as he walked away.

Drew soon found himself face to face, or rather face to knee, with a finished Behemoth. The fully constructed golem was larger than the previous one he’d seen under construction, and now he understood why. Each arm was massive. One held a ridiculously sized axe that glowed as lightning arced off its blade, and the other arm held a full-sized shield. Mounted on its shoulders were actual cannons. Or they looked like cannons. Whatever they were, Drew felt his blood pumping hard.

“As you can see, the Behemoth is true to its name,” Steve began. “It can easily handle melee combat and ranged combat. The projectile barrels on its shoulders are upsized versions of the bone rifles. Each round consists of a slug as well as a penetrating and explosive sabot. The rounds are launched much like the bone rifles in that mana is attached to the back end and propels the round forward.

“Due to the sheer size of the rounds, we’ve needed to include a large mass-mana generator at its core in order to provide enough energy for ammunition to be created on demand while remaining at full power. This is in addition to the five Weaver upkeep required to keep the unit’s enchantments functioning.

“The shield can also be swapped out for a plasma gun that has two modes of fire,” Steve continued. “The first being a close-range spray, much like a supercharged cone of flame spell, and a longer-range mode that lobs self-contained plasma bombs toward its target. The first is highly effective against close enemies, even those wearing armor. The latter is extremely damaging to anything at longer ranges. It destroys and melts armor of almost any kind, including our own woven bone, steel, and various magical forms of protection.

“Finally, it does require a pilot. While it is partially sentient, it is unable to do anything without user input. Instead, the sentient spirit of the Behemoth aids in quick acquisition targeting and increasing a pilot’s reaction time three-fold.”

“How does the golem offer such a substantial increase in reaction speed?” The Baleful Lady asked, finally breaking her silence.

“Ah, that’s where it gets interesting! It connects to the mana circuitry and framework of the pilot itself and infuses and meshes its own power with that of the pilot! It’s really quite revolutionary⁠—”

“It creates a symbiotic relationship with its pilot and thus shares its attributes as if the pilot was a parasite taking control of its host,” The Lady said, interrupting Steve.

“Uh… yes. That’s exactly… correct,” Steve replied, lowering the hand he had raised.

“So… it’s a mech?” Drew asked, looking back and forth from Hades to Steve.

“It would seem so,” Hades said slowly.

“Indeed!” Steve said excitedly.

Drew grinned. “Awesome! So… can I pilot it?”


Chapter Forty-Nine



Well, this is fucking awesome. Too bad it took the apocalypse happening before I could cross it off my bucket list.

Drew was having a wonderful time vigorously testing the new Behemoth, an almost thirty-foot-tall walking mech made from magically hardened bone.

Crunch!

“Oh man, that car was just flattened like a pancake. Shame it was in my way and totally unavoidable,” Drew said to himself, grinning like an idiot. He lifted the mech’s foot back up and brought it back down on the back section of the abandoned car.

Crunch!

“Damn, that’s more satisfying than bubble wrap. Hmm… I wonder what this thing’s weapons can do…” Drew muttered while opening up the targeting arrays. An eighteen-wheeler pulled up on the arrays, and the mech’s spirit conjured an assisted reticle to help with targeting.

A few other targets popped up as well, but Drew focused on the large truck first. The mech’s torso twisted to align the barrels toward the truck as Drew finalized the options in the controls. He’d be test-firing one barrel, as using all four was likely overkill, plus it would be difficult to find a better target while staying somewhat close to base.

The torso slowed and locked into place, and the reticle turned green. Drew was good to go, so he flipped the lever that unlocked the trigger and squeezed it slowly.

A blue flare of light erupted from the barrel. The mech’s torso rocked ever so slightly as the fired barrel recoiled inward before extending back out, absorbing almost all of the recoil. Magic could do a lot of things, but completely eliminating recoil for ammunition of this size was currently not possible.

Seconds later, the spot where the large commercial truck lay dormant exploded in flames as a shockwave tore up the asphalt and kicked up a large dust cloud. The Behemoth’s sensors pierced through the cloud, and Drew saw large pieces of metal raining from the sky. The truck itself had been torn to pieces. A small eight-foot crater expanded outward from the truck’s original position, deepening into a four-foot deep crevice in the center.

“Whoa…”

Drew stared in awe at the destruction. He knew that he was easily capable of this kind of damage, but he was also low C Grade and capable of fighting above his own power level. This Behemoth was something a regular D-Grade minion could pilot, and that was only the damage from a single barrel. If all the barrels were used, it would be able to deal out low C-Grade damage. It was… impressive.

Drew had spent over nine years in a training dungeon to get to his level and received personal training from The Baleful Lady. The fact that a D Grade could deal almost as much damage as one of his weaker attacks was huge.

However, like the new minion templates he had created, the Behemoth still had its drawbacks. The first was how many Weavers it took to maintain. Having five Weavers dedicated to keeping a single Behemoth running meant that he would have to keep their numbers low. While they didn’t directly count against his minion cap, the indirect implications for his minion cap were high.

Drew had briefly considered creating a mech army, but to have even one hundred mechs would mean five hundred Weavers unable to contribute to new projects or creations. Given that each Weaver cost as much as five basic minions in terms of his cap, it would mean sacrificing the equivalent of two thousand five hundred frontline forces to field one hundred mechs. While the Behemoths were a force to be reckoned with, they were also slow-moving and made for massive targets on the battlefield, so Drew intended to use them strategically to knock out bigger targets rather than as his main force.

Still, these mechs will give us a fighting chance to push the invaders’ incursions back. If I can’t make it to a battlefield, we will still have options to take out the opponent’s heavy hitters. Like those thick-skinned hulk-devils.

Instead of just a few powerhouses like me and Amber, we now have a diffused force that will leave far fewer gaps and blind spots – which will finally reduce the casualties we incurred when I was fighting alone or with smaller, more basic groups of minions. I won’t let those fucking Devils take anyone else…

On top of that, Drew was well aware that the Devils and the Slosth were just the tip of the iceberg. All over the world, there would be similar incursions laying waste to Earth and growing in power. Sure, perhaps some other progenitors had been able to carve out pockets of resistance, but he would be foolish to assume that many others had the support of a Primordial or the other advantages he had. Thus, defeating the local incursions was just the beginning. Eventually, he would be facing enemies who had gained a real foothold overseas and been able to build their strength before marching on the rest of the world.

And if I have anything to say about it, we will be ready.

Drew pulled up the reticles again and stomped the Behemoth closer to some nearby abandoned cars. Flicking the switch for the left armor, he squeezed the trigger on the plasma gun’s anti-personnel mode. The mech’s left arm lifted, and a spray of white liquid fire shot out with far more force than he’d expected. The plasma coated the nearby cars, melting them into slag heaps within seconds.

Okay… super-duper flamethrower mode is awesome. I’d hate to be on the receiving end of that…

After thirty more minutes of testing the mech, he began the journey back to Sanctuary, having run out of nearby targets. The asphalt of the highways held up well under the mech’s weight, but as he transferred back onto the county roads made of dirt and gravel, the ground began to sink slightly with each step.

If the pilots get into melee on regular ground, the reaction speed and agility of the mech will be slightly hindered. Good to know… I mean, its name is Behemoth, so it would make sense that it’s heavy as fuck.

Drew stomped back to base, returning the shiny new war machine to the Boneweaver’s tender loving care, and hopped out of the cockpit with a massive smile on his face.

“Did it perform above your expectations?” Steve wore a knowing grin.

“Your team did good, Steve. Real good. It’s a bit heavy for the ground, but with that much firepower, I think I can handle a minor downside like that,” Drew said, lightly patting Steve’s shoulder.

“Ah, yes. We’re experimenting with a few possible solutions to remedy that, but I don’t have a timetable for you for when it would be ready. What would you have us work on next?” Steve leaned forward eagerly and pulled out a notebook and a writing utensil.

“Next? Honestly, I just need production ramped up. We’ve got a city full of Devils to evict, and I need to get my forces up to strength.”

“Yes, we assumed that would be the case, and we’ve already begun production of the approved prototypes in larger quantities. However, we have not yet switched to full production as the ongoing enchantment and maintenance needed permanently reduces the number of us available for new research. How many Companies are you planning on having?”

“Hmm… Well, the structure I was going with would have ten Companies per Chapter and five Chapters per Brigade, plus support staff for each Brigade,” Drew said, thinking out loud. “So roughly fifty standard Companies to start with. I planned to attach one Chapter of Boneweavers, or a thousand of your peers, to the Brigade itself. Ya know, to handle ammo and armor production, channeling enchantments, maintenance, and erecting defenses and camps. On top of that, I planned to add five logistics Companies to the Brigade to aid in the transportation of goods and supply lines. That way, your peers aren’t stretched too thinly by doing too many jobs.”

“That’s roughly six thousand, five hundred minions for a single Brigade. Is that correct?” Steve asked, jotting down some notes.

“Yeah, that sounds about right,” Drew replied. “Each Company will have a leader, as will each Chapter, and finally, the Brigade will have a commander in charge, and the logistics Companies will assist in communication between all the layers of leadership.”

“Good, good. That should allow you to make tactical decisions while only needing to interact with a single commander, excellent. You’ll be able to make overarching decisions much easier with a structurally sound chain of command. How many Brigades do you plan to have?” Steve asked, still furiously scribbling notes down.

“Uh… just one for now, I think,” Drew said, tapping his chin with his finger in thought. “I need to remove some of my older minions from Sanctuary, as the Valkyries and citizens here have defense handled for the most part, and many of them are mindless and rather limited in use right now. That will free up a good part of my minion cap, but I have other ideas for the use of the cap.”

“Other ideas? What do you have in mind?” Steve stopped writing to look up at Drew.

“Here’s an example. Humans are being held hostage and are being used as meat shields that prevent our advance. Using our current forces, we would be very limited in how we reply to the enemy’s strategy. My new minions are adaptive, they can think, but without my input, I doubt they will be able to respond as decisively as a truly sapient and experienced fighting force. We could push past everything with our firepower, but we’d kill many innocents in the process. Even if we used Panthas and our rapid response Squads, we’d take casualties on our side, and many innocents might die.”

Steve nodded. “I see. Yes, that would be a difficult situation to counter if your goal is to reduce human deaths.”

“Exactly, and that’s because the army is generalized. Their upgrades to intelligence focused on ease of command and are no substitute for actual specialized training. They do everything well, but nothing perfectly, and they can’t account for every situation. At least, not within the standard template cost. Before The Descent, our country had specialist response teams for these types of situations. We called them special forces as a general name, but they had many different categories of soldiers for each type of operation.”

“There’s nothing stopping you from summoning such commandos. In fact, they may open up some options tactically. I would suggest broadening the cost limitations you usually work to and allowing these special units a slightly elevated cost. My brethren are expensive for a reason, and it is not our strength of arms. Creating minions with artificial experience, such as a Weaver with in-built engineering knowledge, is costly.

“However, combining aspects of intelligence, or instinct, with stats for combat readiness should open up more specialized cognitive abilities and new skill sets. Specifically, assassination and sabotage, and possibly psychological warfare as well. Secondly, given your forces’ composition, I believe you’re leaving your backlines unprotected, which could wreak havoc on your logistics and command chain, not to mention creating a threat to yourself as the general.”

“Huh, alright. Commandos make sense, yeah. But what about our backlines?” Drew asked with curiosity.

“The Devils can fly, yes? If they send flying units to flank your backlines, it could spell doom to any operation. If they can burrow, dig, or turn themselves invisible with camouflage or magic, it could be even worse. In my humble opinion, I’d recommend creating an elite guard to protect those backlines. If my mathematics are correct, I’d estimate that fifteen hundred guard members would be sufficient for a Brigade, even one with a wide operational area.”

“You know… that’s a pretty damn good idea,” Drew said thoughtfully.

“Yes, well, I’m glad I could be of assistance.” Steve gave a small smile before pushing his glasses back to the bridge of his nose.


Chapter Fifty



Eight days and very little free time later, Drew finished summoning his armed forces. One full Brigade’s worth of minions were ready and awaiting orders. The six thousand five hundred members of Sanctuary’s newest armed forces would have to wait another day or two, however.

The Boneweavers still needed a bit of time to finish up the creation of Behemoths, Rhinos, and Panthas. Not to mention, the troops were still green, and thus the overall commander of the forces needed to spend time getting the chain of command up to snuff. While his new minions had the benefits of increased intelligence and cognition, there was still no substitute for actual experience. His minions had always been able to learn, grow, and improve – but now it was a much larger factor.

In all honesty, two days wasn’t a lot of time to train fighting forces. By human standards, it was actually pretty crap. It was a good thing that the undead didn’t sleep and that Drew had created the commander on the first day to start the training process.

Drew plugged more stats into the commander than any he had before. He wanted this minion to be capable of running his entire fighting force should he be needed elsewhere or need to take the field personally. However, with such an important minion, he also didn’t want it to go down easily. He wanted the commander to last as long as possible, gain experience from multiple battles, and become a trusted veteran.

To that end, Drew juiced the commander’s stats as much as he could. While he focused on mental stats, he didn’t skimp on the other areas either. The commander would be a tanky powerhouse capable of swift movement and devastating melee combat. He was still only D Grade, but he had every advantage Drew could give him. He ended up costing as much as twenty basic minions and took Drew half a day to summon. He was glad he only needed one, as the mana drain nearly knocked him out.

The commander quickly proved his worth though, overseeing the training exercises with ruthless efficiency. In truth, Drew didn’t know how much training magically summoned, artificially ensouled, undead minions would actually need. But every day he waited, the Devils’ numbers would grow, and eventually, they would overrun the resistance forces in Fort Worth.

It was a balancing act in which tens of thousands of human lives were at stake. It would have been so much easier for Drew to just say, “Screw it” and go off on his own as a one-man wrecking ball. However, that would completely negate the whole purpose of building an army in the first place. Sure, there was likely very little the Devils could throw at him that would prove a problem, but they could easily occupy his attention for days, if not weeks, during which time they could swell their numbers or eradicate the local populace.

Drew didn’t have a full understanding of their abilities either. If his Behemoths could deal C-Grade damage, it was possible the Devils had similar techniques that punched above their grade. If Drew died to some esoteric alien technology or special ability, then his minions, and likely Earth, would die with him.

His failures up till now had taught him that no matter his individual power, he couldn’t save enough lives on his own. He needed his allies and his army, and he needed them in top fighting form. He just hated feeling like he was waiting for crap to line up before actually doing something about the problem.

On the bright side, the commandos were finished, and Drew was very pleased with how they came out. They had been more expensive than Steve had warned, but by upping their mana cost and minion cap slots, he had been able to imbue them with mage-like abilities without sacrificing physical stats. Even the most hardcore military veteran would have been impressed with the toolset that Drew had given them. Each commando Squad had access to three spells: [Camouflage], [Sleep], and [Zone of Censor]. [Sleep] was the simplest, as it put a low-level living being into a state of unconsciousness.

The camo ability was something Drew had worked hard to include. It wasn’t invisibility, as that spell was too mana-intensive in upkeep for multiple minions to maintain, and it would take away from the energy Drew could spend on their attributes. Instead, the skill was a passive ability that worked as active camouflage.

Like chameleons, his units would passively blend into their surroundings. The minions actually needed to focus deeply in order to be seen. Additionally, it had the added bonus of slightly quieting their movements.

The final ability, [Zone of Censor], was the crowning achievement. It was an area of effect silence spell, one that canceled all noise. Unlike normal silence spells that prevented spellcasters from doing magic, this one was more mundane, but the area it affected was large. This would allow the commandos to sneak in and rescue hostages or assassinate targets without making a bunch of noise.

The commandos themselves were powerful too, each of them taking the mana and control slots of two normal minions. This did affect Drew’s minion cap, but the whole idea of commandos in the first place was to have an elite and specialized force of units. Each minion carried a modified bone rifle, one that traded ammo capacity and a tiny bit of power for the ability to silence the hypersonic ammunition. The end result was a rifle that was quieter than the suppressed firearms in the old Earth movies.

On top of the rifles, the commando minions were essentially spec’d out as rogues, and thus they excelled with short blades, were extremely agile, and had fast reaction times. They would make for capable assassins and saboteurs. With a little focus, Drew had been able to equip them with specialized expertise to excel at covert operations. They were more innovative and better able to adapt than even his standard upgraded template minions.

The only downside was the cost, and they were expensive. In total, Drew only had eight hundred commandos, but each was twice as effective as a single normal minion, and again, they were highly specialized.

On a more personal level, Drew found it interesting that the commandos had selected their own name for their special forces unit: The Hand of Krios. He had no idea where the name came from, and when he asked The Baleful Lady, she was equally ignorant.

The Blackguard, however, was a name Drew had come up with. It was the title for the guards that would ensure the safety of both the backlines and the chain of command. Like the commandos, the Blackguard cost more than usual; however, these elite units were even more expensive than the commandos. They were also heavily armed and armored. Each minion had a long spear, a two-handed mace, a one-handed axe, and a bone rifle. They had a response to almost every kind of enemy attack that could hit their backlines. As for the name itself? Well, they wore black boneplate armor.

Finally, there were the new pilots for the Behemoths. They had decent strength and toughness, but the real highlights were the minions’ perception, agility, intelligence, and willpower. They didn’t need a ton of strength or toughness as they’d be inside a cockpit all the time, but the other attributes were heavily invested in: agility for reaction times and speed, perception for general awareness and the battlefield, intelligence to handle the processing of information and the ability to get agility and perception to work together without a bottleneck, and, finally, willpower.

Willpower was the strength of the soul. For Drew’s Necromancer class, this boosted his minion cap, and outside of his class, it was part of the reason his aura was incredibly powerful for his grade. For the pilots, this translated to overall efficiency with the Behemoth mechs. There were diminishing returns, however, so the investment in that attribute was only slightly higher than strength and toughness.

In the end, the pilot template only cost Drew a little more mana than a standard template and didn’t add any additional minion cap. Which was good, given how many Weavers each Behemoth needed to maintain it.

There was very little left for Drew to do while he waited for the Boneweavers to finish their preparations, so instead of worrying about the upcoming deployment, he decided to use his time wisely. He would spend his remaining time in Sanctuary with the person he cherished the most.

His wife.
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Sean was an orphan, not that it made him special. All his friends were orphans. Each of them had lost their parents or other family members when the world turned into a horror video game. Without those friends, Sean would have been incredibly alone.

Today, The System, whatever it was, had finally decided he was old enough and given him the option to pick a class. That was why he was hanging out at one of the playgrounds with his friends; he needed advice, and he wasn’t sure what to pick.

“I don’t know what you need us for. Either you pick something now, or if you don’t like the choices you were given, start doing stuff similar to a class you’d actually want,” Michael groaned, waving off Sean’s question.

“Michael’s right. It’s not a big deal, just pick whatever sounds good. Worst case, you’ll get new options when you evolve,” Carlos added.

“Guys, he wanted our advice, so he obviously feels torn between multiple choices, right?” Rebecca asked, winking at Sean.

“Well, yeah. All my options are actually pretty good,” Sean agreed.

“Ohhh, it must be something badass, man. What did you get?” Carlos asked.

“It’s the standard fantasy stuff – Cleric, Rogue, Ranger, Warrior, and Mage. They’re all listed as uncommon classes, so they’re kinda powerful for my first class. The adults said they only got these types of classes after evolving… so I’m torn between them,” Sean admitted.

“Ohhh man! Warrior would be so sick! All that awesome armor, a huge sword, running up and slashing through bad guys like they’re paper.” Carlos was in a daydream-like state at the thought.

“Nah, Ranger, bro,” Michael said, shaking his head. “Melee dudes take a lot of damage, even with all that armor. Rangers can blend in with nature to stay hidden and litter the corpses of their enemies with arrows from a safe distance.”

“Well, what do you want to do?” Rebecca asked while swinging back and forth slightly on the playground’s swing set.

“I kinda like the idea of…” Sean said before pausing. Two adults had jumped the fence of the playground and were walking over. His friends turned their heads to look at the two newcomers.

The first was a beautiful woman with flowing red hair and pointed ears, and the other was an absolute monster of a man, easily eight feet tall with ripped muscles begging to escape the confines of his shirt. He had neck-length silver-white hair and glowing eyes, one red and one blue. The two of them were holding hands and walking at a casual pace toward the playground.

“Uh…” Sean began as he looked at his friends. Michael and Carlos were staring, mouths wide open. Rebecca quickly got off the swing and hid behind Sean.

“Don’t mind us,” the big guy called out as he approached, waving his hand. “We just wanted to play in the playground for a bit. Just pretend we aren’t even here.”

In the old world before The System came, Sean would definitely have run away from these adults as fast as possible. But Sanctuary was safe, or as safe as possible, and crime of any kind was punished immediately and harshly. Between the flying angel women and the undead with blazing blue eyes, no one wanted to screw around and risk the consequences.

Last week, some wannabe gangster kid had stolen something from The System store, or Junior’s, as everyone had come to call it. The thug made it ten feet out the door before an angel woman was there, and in less than a blink of an eye, the gangster had lost his left hand.

Sean hadn’t been there to see it, but the news rapidly spread all over Sanctuary. After losing his hand and screaming at the top of his lungs, the angel had taken him to a healer, who left him as good as new, minus the stub. He was told he’d have to perform two hundred hours of menial community service to earn the right to have his hand returned to him.

No, no one would risk that anymore. Still, old habits die hard, so Sean and his friends gathered closer together at the subconsciously perceived threat.

“Yo man, you know who that is?” Carlos asked the others in a whisper. Sean and Rebecca shook their heads, but Michael spoke.

“Yeah, that’s him,” Michael said, nodding toward the giant man, who was now taking a turn down the slide and chuckling while the woman watched and cheered him on.

“Him?” Sean asked in a hushed tone.

“Yeah, dude, him. As in, the owner of this whole place,” Michael said, gesturing at their surroundings.

“Wait, you mean the guy from that big festival who brought all the ghosts out?” Rebecca whispered, and both Carlos and Michael nodded.

“Holy shit…” Rebecca gulped. “He’s really bad at the monkey bars…”
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Drew and Amber were having a lovely time on their date. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had so much fun, and he was glad she had thought of the playground. Hopefully, the kids would move away from the swings soon so he and his wife could have a turn there too.

Drew focused on enjoying his time with Amber and forced himself to ignore the conversation the kids were having. This was a date, after all. Drew chuckled as he flung a scoop of sand toward Amber with his toy sand excavator.

“I guess he’s pretty cool… for an old dude.”

The young feminine voice hit him like a sack of bricks, and Drew felt his mood slump. Looking down at his hands, he saw all the callouses and the very minute signs of age. Then again, outside of his hair color, he didn’t think he looked old…

Fuck, am I really that old now? Drew frowned.

“Don’t let them get to you. You’re my big, sexy man-hunk, and you don’t look a day over thirty-one. Now come on, are you going to treat your wife to dinner before you ravish her?” Amber said, purring in his ear.

Sweeeeeett….


Chapter Fifty-One



“Are you certain you don’t want me to send some of our forces to assist you?” Robert asked for what must have been the tenth time.

“You can send some if you want to, but anyone you send with me would be better used helping people elsewhere. That was the whole point of the army, to do more than a single person could by themselves. If it’s just me and the army, I won’t be pulling limited resources away from Sanctuary,” Drew replied, shaking his head. “Plus, we need your forces to continue the search for survivors. The Slosth are still out there picking off what few communities made it through The Descent, and the ordinary monsters aren’t going anywhere either.”

“Our resources aren’t stretched that thinly, Drew. At least allow me to send a couple of scouts with you. Worst-case scenario, you can use them to send messages back here quickly,” Robert insisted.

“Fineee. But don’t go overboard. You know there’s other cities that need help, and our people here need training and combat education. Just the scouts, that’s it. Okay?”

“Acceptable. I’d feel better knowing you have trained professionals watching your back. Just in case,” Robert mumbled, more to himself than anyone else.

“We’re deploying in forty-five minutes. Have them meet me outside the Boneweavers’ encampment near the road,” Drew said before turning and walking away to prepare.

“Good luck, Drew,” Robert called out. “…And stay safe!”
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“You are Sanctuary’s highest-level agility-based combatants,” Robert said to the ten men and women assembled before him. “You have only two jobs, and I want you relaying detailed reports back to me every thirty-six hours at the minimum. Lastly, if it looks like shit is about to hit the fan, you’re to extract Drew from the situation and return him here safely.”

“What if… he doesn’t want to go? I’ve known him since we were kids in middle school – he can be stubborn at times,” Mark asked.

“I don’t care if you have to knock him over the head and drag him back here like a caveman with his dinner. If it gets hairy, you pull him out. One way or another,” Robert snapped.

“Sir, I mean no disrespect, but is all this really necessary?” one of the women asked. Her name was Tasha, and she had taken a rogue-style class just two weeks after Mark. She was decently leveled and came from a military family, so she knew how to follow orders.

“Drew is Sanctuary’s strongest asset,” Robert started to explain. “By a large margin at that. He’s also our connection to The Baleful Lady and, thus, the divine protection extended to our settlement. He is, without a doubt, the single most important person to our continued survival. That includes myself, and all of you as well. At the end of the day, we are all replaceable. Drew is not.

“That’s just the people here, however. We haven’t received any news about any living progenitors in the immediate area, and we have no idea about the state of the rest of Earth. At this point, he could prove to be the pivotal factor in whether humanity as a species bounces back from the integration process or if we go extinct.

“Now that same man is running head-first into an army of Devils that could be as large as a hundred thousand strong, and he has, what, not even ten thousand minions with him? So yes, Mrs. Tasha, this is very much necessary,” Robert finished firmly.

“Oh…” Tasha replied.

“Oh indeed. That’s not to say I don’t have faith in the man and his capabilities, but every plan needs a backup. Especially plans with a high-risk factor. Remember, at one point, he was a completely normal human being, and now he’s wearing the weight of the world on his shoulders.” Robert said the last bit more softly.

“Wouldn’t The Baleful Lady intervene if everything goes fubar, sir?” a man chimed in.

“That level of intervention is unlikely,” Robert shook his head. “She cannot risk it, especially with other divine beings waiting on the sidelines for their chance to strike.”

“He’s right, ya know,” Tasha said. “If these gods are just insanely powerful and immortal beings that evolved high enough… Well, I think we all remember our country’s leadership before The System.”

Murmurs and grunts of acknowledgment followed.

“Right then, get your gear and suit up,” Robert said. “You’ve got ten minutes before he leaves. Dismissed.”
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“So, what do you think is going to happen?” Hades asked, drumming his fingers on the table in their booth in the tavern.

“I am not certain. There are too many variables,” The Lady answered before taking a sip from her mug of cold mead.

“And our peers?”

“They may act, they may not. I can feel them hovering right at the edge of my area of control. Watching, waiting, testing the waters.”

“Why not make a preemptive strike? Clear the board before they cause any mischief?”

“We don’t know what each of their intentions are, and I’m not a savage. I won’t strike without just cause. You know this.”

“I just have this gut feeling… I can’t place it, but it feels like we’re missing something,” Hades said with a scowl.

“This gut feeling, does it involve our fellow gods?” The Baleful Lady asked, setting down her mug.

“I am… not sure. I just know that something feels amiss, and I can’t place my finger on it. It’s almost like… something that should be clear and visible has been obscured from view, and whatever it is, I think it’s pretty important,” Hades said in a low voice, his brow furrowed.

“Interesting. The best thing we can do is keep both eyes wide open and be ready to react with haste should anything occur.”

“Yeah. On that note, they have a new special today. Cajun crawfish. Are you feeling adventurous?” Hades asked with an eyebrow raised while pointing at the chalkboard advertising the daily special.

“Why not? You haven’t steered me wrong yet,” The Lady answered with a smile.
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“Sir, our troops are loading into the Rhinos now, and our pilots are strapping into the Behemoths as we speak. We should be ready to depart within minutes,” the Commander reported.

The Commander was a severe-looking skeleton wearing a large overcoat and flat-top hat. His frame was more well-armored than most and somehow looked almost muscular. He moved with strength and grace, his eyes always alert. His voice was crisp and clear, authoritative, although he still had that undead rasp-like accent that most of Drew’s minions now had.

“Very good, Commander, keep up the good work,” Drew said while inspecting the road packed full of APCs, mechs, and Panthas.

Drew was at the very back, waiting for his troops to ready themselves before they set forth toward Fort Worth. The Boneweavers had gotten everything they could finished, ammo and supplies had been furnished in great supply, and all the auxiliary support like the mechs had just finished coming off the assembly line and being inspected early in the morning. Realistically, there was very little left that could be done while maintaining his timeline.

The newer troops would have to learn the ropes as they went. Drew didn’t know how long the trip to Fort Worth would take, especially with his army needing to stick to the major highways due to the weight of his units.

The System had hit in the wee hours of the night, so there shouldn’t have been any traffic jams, but he wasn’t certain how many cars and trucks would need to be moved out of the way to make room for his armed forces. Before The Descent, such a trip would only have taken about two and a half hours at highway speeds, but they’d also pass through several smaller towns along the way.

Decatur, Rhome, and Elizabethtown were all directly on the route they would be taking down highway eighty-one before hitting one-fourteen. Interstate thirty-five would lead them the rest of the way to Fort Worth, or at least the northern portions where the resistance was headquartered.

If everything went well, Drew would make contact with the resistance quickly. He wanted to stop at the other towns along the way to search for survivors, but with the Devils having such large numbers and the danger of them growing even bigger each day, he couldn’t risk it. Drew would have to trust the people at Sanctuary to reach out to the towns he was passing themselves. Worst case, he could stop by himself after dealing with the Devils in Fort Worth.

“Heya, buddy,” Mark said, popping out of a shadow behind Drew, causing him to flinch.

“Dude… please don’t do that,” Drew said, turning to face his friend.

“Aww, what’s the harm in spooking ya a bit? You were looking so tense, I had to come lighten you up.” Mark grinned at his friend.

“Sure, and you almost got a spell smashed into your face before I realized it was your voice. Seriously, man, sneaking up behind people is a bad idea these days.” Drew shook his head before hugging his friend. “It’s good to see you though. Did you come to see me off?”

“See you off? Ha, no. I’m coming with you,” Mark said, continuing to grin.

“Coming with… Oh. Robert sent you to babysit me, didn’t he?”

“Babysit? What… noooo! Okay, yeah, he did,” Mark laughed. “But to be fair, he wanted someone you trust nearby. Don’t mind me though, this is all your show. I’m just going to slink around in the shadows, and I’ll be around when you want some moral support or advice.”

“Advice? Dude, you sucked at RTS and grand strategy games even more than I did. Why would I ask you for advice on this stuff?” Drew said, now laughing as well.

“Not on tactical shit, you ass. You’re going to meet the resistance, right? Well, I brokered treaties with the Dark Elves and Goblins while you were off in your hyperbolic time chamber having a grand ol’ time. I can help with people,” Mark said with a wink.

“Alright, yeah, that would help. Especially if there’s any assholes. I tend to deal with unprovoked violence rather harshly, usually by melting people, and I have no idea what kind of welcome we might receive with an army of undead.”

“See? I’m already going to be useful. Besides, you won’t even know I’m here,” Mark whispered before melting into the shadows.

“That’s so fucking creepy…” Drew mumbled to himself.

“Sir, everything is ready. We will move on your order,” the Commander said, walking up to Drew and saluting.

“Alright then, time to get this show on the road. Commander, let’s move out.”


Chapter Fifty-Two



The commotion and noise from the army had the unintended side effect of attracting the less intelligent beasts in the nearby tall brush, trees, and even pastures. It slowed down the progress of the convoy by a fair margin, as the minions took every hostile as a serious threat, even when the attacking beast turned out to be a watermelon-sized squirrel with major territorial issues. On the bright side, it would make the roads somewhat safer for any other future travelers, but the going was still slow.

Drew rode alongside the Commander. The Boneweavers had prepared special transportation for them, much to Drew’s surprise. They each had an undead horse, powered in the same fashion as the Panthas, and he felt like a king of some kind riding atop it. “Master requires a proper Necromancer’s steed” was the reasoning they’d given him, but he wasn’t going to complain. For one, the thing rode smoother than a Cadillac.

Also, it did look badass.

With the chain of command in place, the Commander took responsibility for ninety-nine percent of all issues, which left Drew the freedom to just zone out and reflect on things. Given the amount of time he had to just sit around while riding his undead horse, he finally decided to bite the bullet and do something he’d been putting off for a long, long time. Going over his stat sheet. But why had he put it off for so long?

As much as he enjoyed watching numbers go up, his stats were so high at this point that the raw values had lost a lot of their allure and meaning to him. Deep down, he knew there were improvements, but ever since the training dungeon, he’d begun to refrain from constantly checking them.

They no longer pushed him, and he no longer felt the pull of the numbers meaning everything like they had when he was in F Grade, or even E Grade. Still, he went ahead and addressed the elephant in the room, accepting and then automatically dismissing all his notifications before pulling up his status.

Status

Name: Drew Wright

Race: Dhampir (Grade – C) – lvl 183

Class: [Necro Lord] – lvl 183

Profession: [Baleful Warden (Unique Grade – C)] – lvl 183

Health Points (HP): 30,730/30,730

Mana Points (MP): 29,850/29,850

Stamina: 26,480/26,480

Stats (Attributes) – Modifier: Armor +10% Stats, Titles +15% Stats

Strength: 3241

Vitality: 3073

Endurance: 2648

Toughness: 3073

Agility: 2886

Perception: 2090

Intelligence: 2985

Wisdom: 2430

Willpower: 3395

Free Points: 0

Yeah, the attributes looked great, and he’d gained thirty-two levels since the last time he checked.

I guess that’s from the Forgeborn incursion I wiped out. I’m surprised I even received that many levels since most were in a lower grade, but maybe the sheer volume of kills helped make up for that?

In the end, it didn’t matter too much at the moment. He’d need to get stronger at some point, if for no other reason than to boost the number of minions he could have at any given time, but for now, he was satisfied with his progression.

Those levels and stat boosts were secondary to the main benefit, however. Skills. At some point, he’d stopped receiving skills every five levels, and it had switched to random intervals. He was pretty sure it had happened once he hit D Grade, but he’d been so tied up in the training dungeon that he honestly couldn’t pinpoint when it had happened, despite how important skills were. All in all, he had three total skills to choose, and as always, his list of options was long and almost unending.

Drew leaned back in the saddle of his horse and propped up his feet against the minion’s neck, taking a more reclined position that would have been totally idiotic had his steed been alive.

What do I need?

Until recently, he’d been completely focused on his strength and combat prowess as an individual.

He had direct damage spells, he had damage over time spells, and he had some crowd control. With [Soul Strike], he could attack ethereal beings and cause damage to heavily armored foes whose defenses he couldn’t penetrate. But now things were different.

He’d shifted his role from one of a frontline combatant to that of a commander of armies. He had the power to step into the field and decimate his enemies, but he was drastically lacking in the leadership role that he’d chosen for himself to make a greater difference.

Previously, he’d received minion cap bonuses from achievements and a toughness and regeneration passive for them as well. Without a doubt, the abilities that would benefit him existed, and he saw several pass by as he looked through the skill list, but the real question was what would give him the most bang for his buck.

Another toughness bonus or some kind of natural armor would be welcome, as would additional regeneration, as that would cut down on the Fleshmenders’ jobs and keep his minions out in the field longer. Another option was becoming a buffing stat stick, boosting his army’s abilities from afar.

However, he noticed many of the buffs focused on increasing morale, reducing fatigue, or increasing stamina and endurance. Some even reduced pain or prevented troops from deserting. Drew didn’t need to worry about morale, as the minions would follow his orders, and those of the Commander, to a T, so boosting morale wasn’t as important to the undead.

Minions couldn’t disobey, and they’d fight to the death every time. They didn’t require food, nor rest of any kind, hell, they didn’t even need to breathe. The undead weren’t limited in the same way living beings were. So, what was the biggest issue Drew was currently facing?

Time. It always came down to time. Specifically, the fact that his entire army had to be raised by Drew and Drew alone. He only had so much mana, and his regen was already fast, but he was limited to the fact that he was one person. That was a large part of why it had taken so long to prepare the army in the first place.

No, what he really needed was a new kind of minion, one that was strictly focused on necromancy and raising minions. He’d tried fucking around with the templates multiple times, but for whatever reason, he could never get it to click into place, and Drew refused to go through another Tribulation from The System if there was another option available to him.

If he could find a skill like that, it would make his job so much easier, not to mention shorten the time span it took to create minions in bulk. With that in mind, Drew began trying to filter through the skill list to find something that would suit his purpose. After an unknown length of time spent searching, Drew finally found some skills that might fix his problems.

[Necromantic Cabal]

Unlocks advanced undead minion templates focused on necromancy for your Raise Dead skill. This will allow the creation of advanced minions who have the ability to add ranks of lesser template minions to your armies. Advanced minions may access your personal template creations and summon minions of the same grade level as you are capable of. These lesser template minions may be placed directly under your control or be controlled by the summoning minion, but all minions summoned are still dependent on your minion capacity limit.

[Vampyric Efficiency]

Minions of any kind under your control who are placed in strategic or command-based positions share in the burden of upkeep costs for their subordinates. The strategic minions act as relay points in expanding your control and minion capacity. Bonus to minion capacity limit: 30-100%, pending command structure efficiency. In the event that this structure loses efficiency, the most recently summoned minions that exceed the new minion limit will become dormant until effective command is restored. Notice: This is an evolving skill; benefits can increase over time. (Eligibility met: Dhampir Race, existing command structure with minion count greater than 1,000.)

[Last Stand (Minion)]

Upon receiving a fatal blow, there is a 20% chance a minion under your control will be reconstituted to a value between 30-50% of their total hit points and 10-20% of their total mana points. This effect can only happen once per 10 minutes and is limited to twice per day.

Jackpot! I finally found some good ones.

The first skill would open up additional template options, which were apparently called ‘Advanced’ and would allow Drew to create summoning minions. Hopefully, that would cut down on the downtime between casualties and troop replenishment and would free Drew up to start hitting other cities and incursions faster.

The second skill was a little more passive, but it was exactly what Drew was hoping to find, a way to increase his minion cap. He felt like his chain of command was pretty damn efficient, so he was hoping that he’d receive the fat one hundred percent bonus, but he might end up needing to tweak things a bit to get the most out of the skill.

The last one was just plain awesome: each minion that bit the dust would have a one-in-five chance to stand right back up again. If an entire Squad was wiped out, two minions should get back up, at least statistically. That would serve as a major distraction to any enemies who thought they had killed all his minions, only to find their asses getting shot and stabbed when they turned to move on.

Best-case scenario, a single returned minion could turn the tide of a battle if they killed someone important.

Hell, if someone dropped a fucking nuke on my army, more than a thousand of them would just stand right back up – that’s awesome!

Overall, Drew was happy with what he’d found and went ahead and accepted them. He felt things click into place as the skills became a part of him, and he immediately brought up the available templates for his [Raise Dead] skill. His custom creations were still there, as were the standard options that had originally been made available to him. A new ‘Advanced’ tab now greeted him, however, and he dug into it with gusto.

Three new minion types flared into existence upon opening the tab. As with the other templates, Drew only needed to focus on the template pattern to begin pulling intrinsic information out of them. Unlike The System, the templates fed him information through thoughts, feelings, and flashes of memories he’d never experienced himself, rather than listing things in an easily understood manner. Therefore, it took Drew an hour of weeding through the feedback to put together what each template actually did.

Cabalic Necromancer was pretty much the bog standard, vanilla minion of what Drew wanted. It would help raise other minions using its own mana pool and regen but had access to Drew’s templates and minion grades, meaning each minion would be at the same power as if Drew himself had brought it into existence.

Outside of that, Drew did confirm that the newly summoned minions could be put under his direct control or left in the hands of the Cabalic Necromancers themselves. While that sounded great on paper, the Necromancers drew from his own minion cap as if he had summoned them himself, so there was no sneaky way to use them as minion cap extenders by handing off his troops to their control.

Well that’s disappointing. It’ll still fix what I needed it to, but it sucks that I can’t cheese The System for once.

The Derther was the second minion type to open up to him, and Drew felt it was pretty close to his own combat prowess. Heavily armored and melee weapon-wielding minions that supplemented their frontline martial power with necromantic spellcasting, mainly in the form of curses, damage over time spells, and crowd control.

The last part was the exciting bit: the Derther could raise its own minions at the same power level as Drew could, but they stayed directly under its own control and could not be given to Drew or other Necromancers. That was okay, but the real boon was that their minion cap was higher than the Cabalic Necromancer’s. The downside was that the Derther only had access to standard templates and not Drew’s personal creations.

The main way Drew could see each of these minion types coming in handy was when he had to leave the army to its own devices for some reason or enter the fray himself. If he didn’t have time to replenish his forces, then these minions could do it for him. Albeit slightly less efficiently.

The last template was… different, but Drew could see a single serious use for it. The minion was called Cabalic Anchor, and its sole purpose was to create what amounted to an artificial phylactery using the minion’s body. The minion itself had no useful talents, uses, or even attributes. Instead, it held up to five constructed souls; when a minion whose soul was placed inside the Anchor died, their body would reconstitute itself over two weeks or so.

Because it was limited to artificial souls, it wouldn’t do anything for Drew personally, nor any of his loved ones in the event they were killed. Instead, it would only work on minions. That and the two-week waiting period made this new template look pretty damn horrible on paper, at least until Drew considered something.

With the way his new minions were functioning, they were able to learn and interact at a much faster and more effective rate than any minions before them. Given the importance of the battles to come, he could see the value in his veteran minions’ experiences not being lost upon death. They could keep coming back more and more experienced every time.

If his commander bit the dust after getting a few real battles under his belt, Drew would be stuck creating a new one who had never learned from the original’s mistakes or combat experience in general. With the Anchors, Drew could have an immortal chain of command that constantly grew in knowledge and experience even after death. On top of that, they would retain their levels, so even if his commander died horribly multiple times, he’d eventually come back as strong and wise as ever.

Limited usage, sure. Even with his expanded minion cap, it wasn’t worth anchoring every minion in a leadership role. Chapter leaders and the commander for sure, but anything below that wasn’t worth the impact to the minion cap. He’d definitely add Steve to that list as well.

Could Drew technically use Anchors for every single combat minion he had, which would, in turn, eventually create a super elite army? Yes, totally. But it would severely limit his numbers, and with the entire planet currently in trouble, a hundred thousand single-life minions would go further than eight thousand super veterans. Plus, if the Anchors were somehow taken out, Drew would lose both advantages.

With his notifications cleared out, his status updated, and his skills selected and analyzed, Drew sat back up in the saddle of his undead steed and cracked his knuckles as he began to prepare his first Cabalic Necromancer.


Chapter Fifty-Three



Clop clop, clop clop.

Drew guided his undead steed along slowly, keeping pace with the convoy and remaining next to the commander. The summoning of the Cabalic Necromancers had gone off without a hitch, and now his army had a grand total of ten of the new minions in their ranks. The necromancers were already hard at work summoning additional Squads to bolster the forces, and the commander quickly went to work organizing the newly awakened undead.

With the summoning outsourced, Drew had the ability to focus his attention elsewhere. Even though each of his advanced minions cost twice the mana and minion cap slots of a standard template, he was already finding them to be well worth the cost.

Clop clop, clop clop.

Drew had warned his new minions not to exhaust his cap, however. Strategic flexibility was important, and if Drew needed to boost the numbers of certain minion types in response to whatever the Devils had to field, he’d only be shooting himself in the foot by capping out his minions now.

Clop clop, clop clop.

This would be the first real battle that he’d been in charge of and the first time he’d tested out his army. He was going to make mistakes, he knew it, but minimizing the damage of those future mistakes might mean repelling the Devils and retaking Fort Worth with minimal human casualties on the resistance’s side.

Clop clop, clop clop.

“Will you fucking quit it?!” Drew barked, turning his head to look over his shoulder.

Mark was walking behind him, covered in shadows. He had an innocent look on his face as if his hand hadn’t just been caught in the cookie jar. In Mark’s hands were two halves of a hollowed-out coconut.

“What? It’s quiet as a grave around here. Plus, you’re not helping anything by just sitting on your horse with furrowed brows like you’re constipated.” Mark grinned slyly.

“Where did you even get a coconut anyways?”

Mark shrugged. “Last town back. Decatur or whatever it was. Found it on the side of the road.”

“They don’t even grow here. Like, at all. A watermelon I’d believe, or even a cantaloupe, but a freaking coconut? How’d it even get there?” Drew shook his head in disbelief.

“Don’t know what to tell ya, man. People throw shit on the side of the road all the time. Do you have any idea how many beer cans and used condoms we’ve passed so far?”

“Used… eww. I don’t want to know,” Drew said with a shiver.

“One thousand, one hundred and nineteen,” Mark replied unhelpfully.

“Holy shit, I didn’t think drinking while driving was that common anymore…” Drew gasped.

“No, that was the condom count.”

“That’s… both disgusting and almost impressive. Are you just searching for this shit or what?”

“Eh, it’s kinda like a road trip game. You know, everyone in the car makes a bet on the most common fast-food restaurant. It keeps things interesting and fun.”

“Dude… it’s condoms, used ones at that. Not a freaking McDonalds or Subway. Plus, it’s all tall grass out here. How do you even know how many you’ve found?”

“Really high perception,” Mark answered, his expression hard to decipher.

“Again… tall grass. I haven’t seen you running around looking through it,” Drew retorted. “So unless you have x-ray vision now…”

“Perception isn’t just sight and sound, you know – it’s also smell,” Mark said darkly.

“Smell? Oh. OH!” Drew said before gagging. “Just… stop talking. I’ve got shit on my mind.”

What was I thinking about again? Oh, right. The necromancers.

The Cabalic Necromancers were already adding to their ranks, and Drew was very happy with how quickly a small group of auxiliary troops were being summoned. It boded well for the army’s performance if losses could be replaced that fast. It would take time, of course, but it would be far faster than relying on Drew alone.

Clop clop, clop clop.

“You son of a bitch!” Drew growled, jumping off his horse, both hands outstretched and ready to choke his best friend.

But Mark had already disappeared into the shadows, leaving the two halves of the coconut to fall and clunk onto the asphalt. Only the whisper of laughter was left on the wind from where Mark once stood. Well, that and the coconut.

“Rot to nothing!” Drew barked as he cast [Focused Corruption] and watched as the discarded halves quickly turned into a small puddle of goop.
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The convoy was attacked no less than twenty-three times between the towns of Decatur and Rhome. Concentrated groups of beasts swarmed toward the sides of the line of vehicles but were quickly cut down before they arrived.

Only once did the convoy actually take any damage. Flying monsters that looked a bit like gargoyles came in from the north, flying an intercept course from the army’s rear. Mark noticed them at the last minute and called out as he began throwing shadow daggers toward the swooping monsters.

The monsters managed to kill two logistics minions and a Chapter leader before they were taken down. The loss of the logistics minions was regrettable but not particularly impactful as they were quickly and easily replaced. Their template was a simple one with a focus on intelligence, communication, and some basic physical buffs. The Chapter leader, on the other hand, was a kick in the balls, as they took a lot more mana and mana cap to summon, and they were also far more capable of learning advanced tactics and executing them well as time went on. Losing days of experience meant a real reduction in effectiveness.

Drew decided it was time to summon a few Anchors.

The Anchors were freaking weird. Their bodies were floating skeletons dressed in ridiculous-looking flowing robes that split apart like the petals of a flower, but the robes only existed on the bottom half of the minion, as the top half was bareboned. All of the minions’ bodies emitted a blue glow except the eye sockets, which remained darkened.

They didn’t speak, nor did they acknowledge commands. They just… floated there. They did follow the commands, of course, but they didn’t acknowledge them. It was almost like they were empty shells with no thinking components.

Maybe that’s the cost of them housing the souls of others?

Drew immediately linked up the commander and Chapter leaders into the Anchors. If they died, they’d eventually be reconstituted. Worst-case scenario, Drew would summon new leaders while he waited for the old ones to be revived. Either way, at least he wouldn’t lose their experience and memories so quickly now.

Dusk hit around the time the convoy left Rhome. The undead didn’t need sleep, nor did they require any kind of rest. On top of that, all the undead had [Darkvision], so there really wasn’t a disadvantage to continuing to move once nighttime came.

Drew, however, was still mortal, as was Mark, and while they could run without sleep, it was still beneficial to them. Drew only needed a few hours to feel refreshed, so he took his rest on top of a moving Rhino APC.

By the time he woke, the convoy was nearing the outskirts of Saginaw, the northernmost suburb of Fort Worth and home to the human resistance fighters. A call to halt movement was sent out once the light from torches outside the post-Descent-constructed walls was seen.

It was clear that they hadn’t been built by earth mages – or mages of any kind, for that matter. Entire sections seemed to be made from concrete cinder blocks, cement, and rebar. Other parts had wooden portions, and the outsides had sheet metal roof material angled bolted downward and inward, likely to prevent any beasties or nasty monsters from having an easy time climbing them.

As far as non-System-assisted construction went, it was pretty damn good, especially given the limited time and likely stretched resources of the resistance. Strictly speaking, this was their backside, so it was even more impressive, given that the walls facing the Devils were likely even better. Ninety-nine percent of their expected enemies would be coming from the south, closer to downtown Fort Worth. The fact that the construction was of such high quality, even cobbled together as it was, was a testament to what human beings could accomplish.

Drew could only hope that other major cities had managed to survive and band together in a similar way. If that was the case, maybe humanity wasn’t as screwed as Drew had originally thought. Or, at least, they might have a fighting chance.

Once the call to halt went out, Mark went and did his sneaky-sneaky crap and made his way over the walls to find someone in charge. Even though Mark would be a strange face appearing during the night, Drew wasn’t too concerned about his friend. Mark had made it into D Grade and could more than handle himself in most situations. So even if shit went south, he could escape. Shadow magic and all that neat shit.

Drew and the commander made their way to the front of the convoy, along with two Squads of the meanest-looking Blackguard minions Drew could find. It would only hurt their chances at a peaceful meeting if Sanctuary appeared weak. After all, the resistance counted its members in five digits – and not at the lower end of the scale either.

While Drew personally knew that his minions could best anything the resistance could throw at them, the resistance themselves wouldn’t know that, so it was especially important to look strong despite having lower numbers.

The motto ‘Walk softly, but carry a big stick’ held true in this scenario. To really emphasize that point, Drew had the commander arrange a tidy little backdrop of twenty Behemoths, one hundred rapid response minions on Panthas, and all their Rhino APCs.

Several long and boring hours later, calls from behind the wall went out, and the echoing sound of heavy metal scraping against itself made itself known.

“They have a gate on the western side,” the commander said, turning his head to Drew. “Our scouting teams are reporting they are mobilizing a small force of two hundred humans. They are traveling in large transports with mounted armaments and small, single-person vehicles. They should be here in several minutes.”

“Is Mark with them?”

“Yes, your obnoxious friend is with them,” the commander relayed. “Although it seems he’s being held captive and is currently restrained by thick metal chains. We’re not sure of the specifics, but the scouting Squads say there was an altercation between him and an obese man in a hat.”

“Captive? Great. What a wonderful start to this campaign.” Drew shook his head. “What type of fight broke out, and how did they capture him? Also, is he injured?”

“He appears to have some bruising but is otherwise unharmed. The obese man started yelling at your friend, and your friend decided to… reposition his foot into the man’s groin. Several humans attacked, but the obnoxious one dodged them all. Then he was hit by some sort of electrical burst, seized up, and fell to the ground. The humans then made their displeasure known via their boots.”

“I see.” Drew frowned. “Why is it that every time I run into human leadership of some kind, I end up having to beat the snot out of them?”

“If you’re hoping for a peaceful relationship, I would caution you to restrain yourself from that course of action,” his minion responded.

“Nah. Mark is annoying, but he wouldn’t straight-out attack someone without a damn good reason. We came here to help them, so someone better have a fucking good excuse why I shouldn’t smoke them.” Drew was already fuming on his friend’s behalf.

“We shall soon see. The humans are on their way.”


Chapter Fifty-Four



A convoy of small ATVs and flatbed trucks pulled into view. The men on the quads had rifles, sledgehammers, and forestry axes strapped on their backs, and each of them was dressed in what appeared to be military surplus gear and fatigues. Drew wasn’t aware of any nearby military bases, so they must have raided and looted an army surplus store.

The outfits made little sense, however, at least outside of the combat vests and plate carriers. Texas was a dry place and lacking in trees, especially in the DFW and rural areas.

So why are they dressed in green camo? It would stick out like a sore thumb… they’d be better off getting something tan or just wearing plain-colored civilian clothes.

The ATV riders arrived first, all eighty of them. They hopped off their rides and pulled their weapons from their backs, aiming them directly toward Drew and his army.

Oh look! Some of them actually have bows. Good for them, I thought I’d be dealing with idiots still stuck trying to bluff us with rifles that don’t work.

The flatbed trucks arrived next, and instead of pulling forward like the quads, they remained perpendicular to Drew’s group, likely so they had an easier exit and so their bed-mounted…

Are those fucking cannons?

Drew gaped as he inspected what looked to be Civil War-style cannons bolted and welded onto the truck beds. He even noticed how they swiveled when their gunners turned to aim them at his army.

Human ingenuity at its finest, I guess?

The trucks emptied their occupants, who swarmed over to position themselves against Drew. It seemed his army was either not expected or being greeted with open hostility. It was a good thing the gunners seemed to have brains, as they hadn’t fired yet, but the tension in the air was so thick that someone could have cut it with a knife.

The guards, or whatever these people were, were actually experienced too. Normal people would freak the hell out upon seeing a massive army of the undead right outside their gates, especially considering Drew had brought out the fancy toys like the Behemoths. But their hands didn’t shake, and their weapons were held at the ready. Although a few of them seemed nervous, none of them were outright ready to bolt and panic.

These guys have seen a lot of action, they aren’t green at all. That’s good news for Fort Worth.

Drew knew there was going to be trouble when the fat man walked forward. ‘Good ol’ boy’ as a term would come up short. He had jeans with an oversized belt buckle, a plaid long-sleeve work shirt, and the most ridiculously sized cowboy hat Drew had ever seen. It was closer to a bucket with a rim than an actual hat.

The man was obese, but he held his weight well, and it didn’t seem to trouble him physically, most likely due to the implementation of The System. He was clean-cut, but his gray sideburns and deeply wrinkled face gave away the man’s age. He was likely born in the fifties, making him close to seventy years old. Either that or the man had not aged well at all.

The man stopped walking about fifteen feet from Drew, and the guards around him closed ranks quickly.

“Y’all need to leave. Your kind ain’t welcome ’round here,” the man said sternly. Drew sighed internally, already foreseeing that this was going to turn into a shit show.

“My name is Drew Wright, and I’m the leader of the settlement of Sanctuary, located right over the border to the north. The resistance of Fort Worth made a plea for any assistance we could offer y’all, so do me the favor of indulging my question. What do you mean by ‘our kind’?”

Apparently that had not been the right thing to say as the large man’s face went a deep shade of purple. “I don’t give a rat’s ass if you’re the stinkin’ president of wherever you come from. You’ll find that I’m the law around these parts. Nobody gets in or out of the south gate without my say-so. So I’ll repeat. You. Ain’t. Welcome. Here.”

Spittle flew from his lips as he spoke, and Drew knew exactly what kind of man he was talking to. The type that clung to any small modicum of power they could get over others and then wielded it without an iota of sense or reason.

Great, yup. This guy is definitely going to be trouble.

“Look, pal,” Drew retorted. “Y’all need help fighting off the Devils. Your people requested our aid, and we came freely to help our fellow humans out of the spot you find yourselves in. This is something that Mark, the man you captured, should have made very clear.”

A vein throbbed in the man’s jaw. “That’s ‘sir’ to you, boy. You must think I’m some kinda idiot. There’s not a single human among you. They’re all zombies, undead and whatnot. You definitely ain’t human either, I can see your knife-ears poking out.” The fat man spat on the ground. “What we got here is a liability. You and your filth are like to turn on us the moment you step through that gate. Well, that ain’t gonna happen, not on my watch.”

“Actually, you’re one hundred percent right.” Drew nodded, and the fat man seemed to almost sneer at being told he was correct. “About me not being human, I mean. The rest was bullshit. I am a progenitor, much like the founder of the Fort Worth resistance was, and if you knew anything about progenitors, you’d know we had the option to change races.

“As for the zombies, my class is Necro Lord. Each and every single one of the over eight thousand undead here are my minions. So yes, I do think you’re a fucking idiot. Sir.” Drew said the last line with conviction and no small amount of irritation.

The fat man’s face reddened to the color of a ripe tomato, and several of his guards barely managed to hide smiles and choke down some chuckling. However, they were quickly silenced by their compatriots, who threw worried looks at their leader. It seemed the angry old man was feared, if not respected.

“You think you aliens can just walk righ⁠—”

“Not aliens,” Drew cut the man off. “Former human here, bunch of undead minions over there,” Drew explained, pointing behind him. His commander minion, known for his professionalism, let out a low chuckle. “Now, if y’all don’t want our help here at the south gate, that’s perfectly fine with me. We’ll just skirt along outside your perimeter while we make our way south until we hit downtown. Either way, we will be taking Mark back. Now.”

His patience was practically non-existent at this point. Every time Drew had encountered someone in charge recently, there was always some fucking idiot looking to stir up trouble. How people that stupid could end up in charge of other people’s lives and safety was beyond him. Drew was just sick of always hitting a brick wall when trying to help other people. He was sick of always having to deal with some fuckhead trying to show off his imaginary power.

There was a dark chuckle as the leader of the south gate sneered at Mark, who was still chained up. “That thing attacked me. He is our prisoner, and he will be charged with assaulting a high-ranking officer,” the large man barked. “I don’t care what your kind does as long as it stays away from here. This is my gate. Go into the depths of hell for all I care, but you ain’t stepping foot in my territory.”

Several of his guards paled at his words, but none were brave enough to speak up. Drew felt his anger rising. This man was refusing help, delaying the saving of lives, just to prove he was the King Dick of whatever small section of the destroyed city he now controlled. Logic wasn’t going to work with this guy, but it might with the guards. One way or another, Mark was being set free. It was time to change tactics.

“Look here, folks…” Drew raised his voice so everyone nearby could hear him. “I’ve got an army of over eight thousand D-Grade warriors behind me, and that’s not including all the fun toys like the giant bone mechs behind me. Also, I’m in C Grade, so I’d recommend each of you take a good hard look with your [Inspect] ability right now.

“One way or another, I’m getting my best friend there, who only came to offer you help, back. I’d really prefer to do this peacefully, but your officer here is a fucking moron and can’t seem to do basic math. Two hundred of you versus eight thousand of us is anything but a fair fight, especially since y’all are barely in high E Grade.”

Drew paused to catch his breath as the fat man began to practically foam at the mouth in anger.

“If y’all don’t want help, fine. Even though my wife personally came down here to open diplomatic relations with your people to help fight off the Devils, we’ll go our own way and won’t try to have a peaceful relationship with y’all. But I’m surrounded by enough dead, so I’d really rather not add to their ranks because your officer here has a death wish.”

He’d left the option of peace open, the option of a diplomatic relationship, even if the fat guy was determined to burn any possible friendships to the ground before they started. Hopefully, they’d take the opportunity Drew had provided them.

King Dick had other ideas. His jowls roiled as he screamed in apoplectic fury. “You will address me as sir, you filthy alien bastard! If your zombies or you so much as move, I’ll have your dusky little knife-eared friend here gutted!”

Drew frowned heavily at the threat. Not out of fear, but because he really didn’t want to have to kill all these people in the attempt to carry out their boss’s threat.

However, the purple-faced idiot must have misinterpreted Drew’s expression as a crafty smile spread across his bloated face.

“Oh, you didn’t like that, eh? I didn’t miss you letting slip that our prisoner here is your special friend.” His smile grew wider and more predatory. He turned to his assembled men. “Now, alien boy here would have you believe that I don’t know my numbers. But seems to me that numbers don’t matter much when you have leverage.”

He aimed a kick at Mark’s torso, and Drew nearly killed him then and there, but he abstained for the sake of the unfortunates under the man’s command. The kick landed, and Drew saw Mark wince. The large man may have been totally up himself, but he was strong. At least for someone who hadn’t spent nine years in a deadly dungeon.

Then the large man continued as if speaking to a child. “Here’s how this is going to go down. You want this sorry pissant back in one piece, then you’re going to have to pay his bail. Seeing as though money ain’t worth much other than for wiping your ass, you can pay in experience.”

His grin reminded Drew of a Goblin, and not the good kind.

“So, you’re going to just stand there and let us take a few shots at them there zombies with these here cannons. Seems to me a fancy man like yourself can always get more.” The fat man spat on the ground to show what he thought of the idea. “Once we get enough levels, you can have your pet back and get the fuck out of my territory. We’ll release him once me and mine are safely on the other side of my gate.”

With that, the horrible man let rip an awful cackling laugh, eying his subordinates until they too joined in. He had a smug smile on his face as he lazily leveled a crossbow at Mark’s head.

What little patience Drew once held evaporated. This fat fuck dares to threaten my best friend?

He was sick of evil, small-minded people standing in his way. Sick of seeing those with power shit on those without, and he sure as shit was sick of people underestimating just how far he was willing to go for his friends and family. Drew’s blood felt like it was boiling, and as he lost himself to his anger, his usually tightly held aura control suddenly disappeared.

Screams of surprise filled the air as a flood of pressure and gravity was allowed to run rampant through the field. Screams from both sides. The undead and the living alike were forced down to their knees. Drew’s uncontrolled aura loomed over them all like a tidal wave seen from below, just seconds away from crashing down and drowning them all under billions of tons of water.

Drew couldn’t see straight – his rage was all-consuming. He couldn’t think. All he could do was feel.

“Kill the—” the fat man started to yell from his kneeling position on the ground.

There was a twang as the crossbow in his hand discharged. He must have imbued it with some kind of ability as it glowed an ominous red. Mark’s eyes grew wide – chained as he was, he couldn’t dodge.

Drew flashed in front of the man before he had a chance to finish his sentence, and the bolt pinged off Drew’s armor, leaving an angry glowing spot. One moment, he was standing by the commander, boiling in his own anger, and the next, he was already leaning down to grab the fat man by the neck.

The bolt would have killed his friend, Drew knew that instinctually. It had done no damage to Drew, but Mark was squishy. From his time in the dungeon, Drew knew an executioner’s bolt when he saw one. They were often used by glass cannons and did immense damage to restrained targets. Often able to kill things far above the wielder’s level. Mark, being squishy and injured, would not have stood a chance. For all his bluster, the fat man must have been at least low D Grade.

That knowledge was only barely registered by Drew. His mind was filled with white-hot fury. This ignorant, arrogant bigot would have killed Mark. Drew had moved completely by instinct, as no thought was capable of surviving the horrendous rage he felt boiling inside his body.

The aura everyone had felt lifted as it became laser-focused on the target of Drew’s unbridled anger. The undead quickly got up and resumed their positions as if nothing had happened, but the humans were slow to react and were just now starting to see Drew’s armored form holding the man by the throat with his palm on the man’s head.

Without control, without thought, Drew pulled at the man with his open palm. He pulled with all his anger-fueled strength, but not physically. He pulled not at the man’s skin, nor his head, but something more. He pulled at the man himself, the hateful piece of shit that existed beyond flesh and blood.
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The Commander watched as his master held the shell-shocked and squirming obese man. He watched as he felt the immense weight of his master’s aura lift off his shoulders with the mental thread that held him and compelled him to obey his master’s orders. Then he felt that very same weight shift and narrow into a three-foot circle around his master and the victim.

The Commander knew that he was more than his brethren. His intellect was augmented, and with it, his ability to sense and understand the world around him. He felt the very mana in the air shudder as the planet’s energy field shifted and moved in response to the transition of his master’s aura. A mana- and aura-fueled gravity wave rippled outward, and with his undead body, he felt the wave brush past him with enough force to almost knock him off his feet. Still, he was made of sterner stuff, blessed by his master with strength of body and mind, so he held firm. Something was happening. Something big.

A duo of unearthly screams ripped through the air. One came from the obese man, and the other from a source that couldn’t be found. The Commander observed as an ethereal glow surrounded the man held by his throat, who had somehow found the ability to scream. A gray, ethereal glow formed at his mouth, and the commander watched as his summoner, his creator and master, pulled at that same glow.

The master’s armored fingers of his right hand ripped through and pulled at the glow, and as he pulled, the man’s screams increased in volume and urgency, as did the second unseen source. He didn’t know what his master was doing, but he felt the intense anger radiate off of him, both physically and through their mental thread of connection.

The formless became the formed as evidence of the master’s intention was made clear to all observers. The Commander now knew what was happening and where the second scream was coming from as the glow transitioned and flowed into an ethereal replica of the victim himself. The master was pulling and removing the man’s very soul by pure force of will.

The screams escalated as the physical body gave birth to the shoulders, arms, and, finally, hands of the soul in question. The commander couldn’t imagine the excruciating level of pain the victim felt as his soul became separated from his body.

The wailing suddenly stopped as his master pulled the rest of the soul free, and the body held by his left hand went limp. His master tossed the corpse to the side, for that was what it was now: an empty fleshbag.

The commander shuddered as he saw the soul suddenly shake and shiver, then glance behind at its former container. He watched as the horror of its fate dawned on its face. He watched as the humans soiled themselves at the sight, their eyes and heads going from the body on the ground to the soul held by his master.

“No one threatens my friends or family. No one,” his master said coldly, bringing the soul to eye level.

The mana in the air went wild, and the brown and dead grass at his master’s feet crumbled to dust. He felt all his master’s anger, all his rage, focus solely on the soul held in his right hand, and for a moment, the entire Earth itself seemed to hold its breath.

“Shatter.”

It was a word. He understood its meaning on an intrinsic level, but it was more. It didn’t feel right. It felt like the judgment of a god. The commander watched as the soul’s eyes widened and let out a final wail as its ethereal body tore itself apart, piece by piece, until nothing was left but the scream echoing through the air.

Then… silence. The wind didn’t blow, the many insects didn’t chirp or even flutter a wing, and everyone stared with bated breath.

The Commander felt a stirring inside of him. Up until now, he had known only his mission. To learn, to become a master of warfare, to command his master’s forces, and to ensure his will was done. He had felt a certain satisfaction in this. It was what he was made for, after all. But that was all – emotion was foreign to him.

He had spoken with the others in his master’s service, but only to teach, to guide, to order. There was no feeling there at first, no sense of kinship. But as the days passed, he had felt something more. A responsibility, a duty to his fellow undead. They were his family. Yes, that felt right. He… cared for them.

Upon seeing the lengths the man he called master went to for those he cared for, the Commander felt a new feeling.

Respect. Respect and awe.

“His is the judgment, and the judgment is death,” the Commander whispered to himself in a raspy voice.


Chapter Fifty-Five



With the looming threat of having their souls pulled clean of their bodies, the remaining guards quickly capitulated and agreed to release their bound captive.

Mark was pissed. Vulgarities and curses spewed from his mouth, both at the fat man and at himself for failing to avoid capture. He blamed himself for his capture and endangering himself and Drew.

Upon hearing Mark’s story, Drew found that the entire altercation between Mark and the fat man had come about in a way that didn’t surprise him at all. Mark had brown skin and pointed ears, which was pretty much a double whammy for the racist piece of shit with a power complex. He’d made his own ignorance and prejudices known quite quickly and demanded that Mark kneel and beg to be allowed to deliver his message.

Mark had understandably responded by kicking the fat sack of shit in the balls.

I would have done the same thing. There wasn’t a place for those people before The System, and there isn’t one now that we all have magical powers. People with that much hate in their hearts should be eliminated, one way or another.

Although the guards weren’t exactly friendly, given the recent death of their commanding officer, there was now a level of respect and a very high level of fear in all those present. Most of them were normal people and had disliked, or indeed hated, the fat officer.

Unfortunately, in life, people don’t choose the people they work under. So even though it was clear that some of the guards were thankful for the suddenly open slot of officer, not very many voiced that opinion, as their fear overrode most other thoughts and emotions.

The resistance sent runners deeper into their territory, mostly to alert their forces that a large contingent of undead, led by an armored progenitor, would be traveling through their area of control and that they should avoid antagonizing him at all costs, as his only purpose was the Devil invaders. Drew silently hoped he wouldn’t have to deal with any more idiots along the way, but given his recent track record, he wasn’t holding his breath.

Drew decided to wait until morning to move his convoy through the resistance-held areas, figuring that if people saw them in the light of day rather than the dark of night, he would have a higher chance of success in not pissing off or scaring the locals.

Undead army moving through your city at night? Hella scary. Undead army moving during the daytime… still scary as fuck, but far less likely to provoke a violent response. Especially once people physically see the number of minions I have under my control. Hearing the numbers and seeing them as an organized force are two very different things. Hopefully that will prevent any more stupidity.

Waiting for daylight also gave Drew the chance to reflect on his sudden loss of control. It was the first real time he’d lost complete control of his temper in…

Wow, I guess since those birds attacked us during the early days of The Descent…

It was with this extra time on his hands that the realization of what Drew had done dawned on him. He had used a power he shouldn’t have access to. A power that wasn’t recognized by The System, as its origins lay outside of it.

Words of Power…

Drew knew very little of them and had only ever seen one other person use them. The Baleful Lady.
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“Well, he went and opened Pandora’s Box. Again,” Hades said, scratching his chin as he sat in the tavern across from The Baleful Lady.

“He did indeed,” The Baleful Lady nodded. “Accidental as it might have been, even I didn’t expect this. Not so soon, at least.”

“This isn’t the first time he’s surprised us. If you remember, he called upon his affinities using the power of his untrained soul. He covered this entire area in ice and set the souls of his enemies ablaze. Now he’s had training.” Hades tapped his temple with his finger.

“Indeed, he has. Incredibly difficult training, training that no mortal should have progressed so far in, especially given the short amount of time I worked with him. His natural affinities are truly a wonder. In all my many eons, I’ve never once run across someone with as much potential as Drew.” Her eyes glazed over as if remembering countless ages in the span of seconds.

“Curious,” Hades said, lifting an eyebrow.

“That he has such potential? I concur.”

“No. That is curious, of course, but I was referencing what you just said.”

“What I just said?” It was The Lady’s turn to raise an eyebrow.

“His name. You called him by his name. I have never heard you refer to him by his name,” Hades pointed out, both verbally and physically, as his finger was now leveled at the Primordial.

“Hmm, I suppose you’re correct. That is curious. It seems some self-reflection is in order.” The Lady chuckled before taking a sip of the mead in front of her.

“The point stands, however; Drew should not have been able to use the Words of Power.”

“Ugh.” The Lady grimaced, which caused Hades to burst out in laughter before grabbing his own drink. “His outburst happened while he lost control of himself and his aura during a moment of extreme anger.”

“Yes, but we both know that using one’s soul in such a way, to produce that kind of effect, requires immense focus, especially for a novice. Unless…” Hades pondered, drumming his fingers on the table. “Unless Drew instinctively focused his aura into a singularity as his anger was directly focused on that man… Hmm…”

“That’s the only explanation that fits, given the circumstances. Absurd affinities or not, strength of soul beyond that of an ascended being – that is the only possible theory that has merit,” The Baleful Lady replied, her brow furrowed. “Still, it is an act that will draw some cosmic attention. The bad kind.”

“Well, I never said Earth was boring, did I?” Hades chuckled, and The Lady soon joined in.
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“Last night was… an experience, master,” the Commander said, breaking the silence as they walked through human-held lands. He felt changed, as if a shroud had been lifted from his eyes and now he saw for the first time. Strange shadows now fluttered in his chest.

Emotions.

Many of his compatriots mimicked emotion. The Weavers could almost be mistaken for humans. But the Commander knew that what he felt was something new. A potential unlocked.

His master briefly grunted before returning to his introspective state.

The Commander, who had begun calling himself Rex since the Day the World Shook, hadn’t lied when speaking with his master. It had been an eye-opening evening for himself and the minions underneath him. It had been a day of choice. Something vanishingly rare for a summoned minion.

Yes, minions chose how to execute their orders. The more intelligent of them could even question or suggest. But to truly choose – that was a precious thing indeed.

Every minion, from the lowest squad member to the commander himself, had an immutable, unbreakable mental tether that tied them to the master. It served as a bridge in that they were each connected to their master’s subconscious, allowing for direct communication via telepathy and an insight into their master’s mind and desires.

But it was also a chain. It prevented any true form of free will, at least when it came to acting against the master and his interests. They were, for all intents and purposes, slaves to their master’s will. In exchange for that chained servitude, they were granted life.

True life.

That was the revelation Rex was coming to. He and his ‘upgraded’ brethren were different. They had the potential for more. They weren’t mindless like many of their undead brothers and sisters but true living souls in the physical bodies of the undead.

Once, those souls had been dormant, lacking the spark of true personhood. When their master had tweaked their templates, he had done so not just with his mana but also with his aura. He had poured a little of himself into every one of them.

Rather than just improve their ability to think and communicate, he had awakened their very souls. The process took time to become fully realized. Rex felt he was one of the first to become truly self-aware, though the one called Steve might also claim that title…

And despite their budding personhood, they lacked control, lacked choice. They simply served. None of them were given a choice in the matter, as The System enforced each and every one of their rules and powers. Not that his master had ever treated him or any of his subordinates unfairly in any way. But a chain is still a chain, even if the owner is kind.

That all changed on the Day. During his master’s bout of excessive rage, those same chains that bound the minions had loosened. And for the briefest of moments, each and every one of his brethren were truly free.

Had they reached out in that moment, grasped the chain and cast it off, they would have been broken from their master’s tether. Every blessed minion had felt it. Rex preferred the term ‘blessed’ to ‘upgraded’.

Despite that brief moment of true choice, not a single minion had chosen to break free of the master. Yes, there had been no small amount of shock at the sudden change, but even that shock couldn’t fully attest to the fact that out of eight thousand undead minions, none had rebelled when the chance presented itself.

An outside observer might attribute that to the shock or to Stockholm Syndrome. Possibly, it could be attributed to the fact that none had ever expected it to happen in the first place. But all those theories would be wrong.

Every being, from the lowly logistics minions to the mightiest Behemoth, had felt the power that radiated from Drew that night. They felt everything that had happened. Not through that mental thread of connection but through the raw magical and physical force of the planet and reality itself shifting to his whim. Power. Undisputed, overwhelming power. His master’s will was iron. Unbending in all ways, it took what it wanted and damned the consequences to oblivion.

For one small yet unending moment, every minion had felt the mana of reality move in accordance with his desire, and in that moment, their master ceased being mortal and became something more. Each minion had felt it. Their very souls were ablaze as they witnessed the birth of something that pushed past reality itself, and in that moment, each minion made the only truly free decision of their lives.

He was their creator. Their god. Through him, they had achieved more than any minion had dared wish for. They had chosen. They had chosen to remain by his side.

They had chosen to serve.


Chapter Fifty-Six



Nothing ever went as planned.

That was Drew’s new realization in life, having now been prevented from leaving the southern gate of Saginaw and getting into Fort Worth proper. Apparently, the human resistance leaders suddenly had the time to speak with him and had decided to inconvenience him by stopping his convoy.

There was always something. Nothing ever felt like it was going right. Nothing could be easy. On Old Earth, that meant the local Walmart being out of his favorite cut of steak or the pharmacy not having his prescriptions ready despite being forewarned a week ahead of time.

Now, it was different. Instead of long lines at the DMV and doctors who couldn’t be bothered to show up on time to their own appointments, now it was all the heavier bullshit that weighed on Drew’s limited patience. Leadership crap to deal with. Armies to build and command. Not being home to spend time with his wife.

Oh, and I can’t forget about the end of the freaking world! Drew ground his teeth. I should have rolled a rogue class, then I could have sneaked past all the bullshit.

This time, it was the resistance leadership. Drew had been stopped by a middle-aged man in combat fatigues and asked to follow him to meet with the leaders of the area at a nearby cafe. The only reason Drew had accepted was that he didn’t want to sour a possible relationship with the people of Fort Worth and Sanctuary even more. Well… that and he was a little hungry.

After arriving at the cafe and finding its outdoor seating somehow untouched by the ravages of The Descent, he quickly said his introductions to the leaders before ordering some food. That there were any businesses still running was in itself surprising. Drew had assumed most settlements would be on strict rationing by now. He really hoped they accepted System Credits or US dollar bills because they were the only forms of currency he still had.

The leadership consisted of an older gentleman who looked to be a retired veteran from some branch of the military, a businessman in his mid-thirties in a suit and tie, and an extremely attractive young woman who wouldn’t have been out of place on a catwalk somewhere. In all honesty, though, Drew barely paid their appearance any mind.

“So, is it true you’re a progenitor, Mr. Wright?” the businessman asked. Drew hadn’t even bothered to note the man’s name, given how often he was forced to kill these kinds of people.

“Yeah, that’s right.”

The goal was to keep everything short and sweet. He had Devils to deal with. Robert would be sending someone to deal with the diplomatic crap down the road, if Robert didn’t end up coming himself.

“Would you mind enlightening us on what that entailed?” the older man asked politely yet firmly.

Drew shared his rather… shocking experience in the white room – minus the piss.

“That lines up with what our founder said previously.” The businessman nodded to the other two leaders.

“Drew… May I call you Drew?” the woman asked in a charming manner, pausing to smile at him. “Why did you choose to change races?”

At first, Drew intended to fob the question off with something about better stats, but he found himself baring his soul instead.

“Honestly? I had a major anxiety and panic disorder before all this. While the System Guide mentioned those things would be fixed with the integration, I was all too familiar with what trauma could do to the human mind. I wanted to see if any races were capable of dealing and processing trauma more easily since the apocalypse was coming.”

Wait… that wasn’t what I was going to say…

“You wanted to shore up the weaknesses you saw within yourself. How ambitious.” The woman smiled again, and Drew’s heart seemed to skip a beat. He’d never been one to lose his wits over a pretty face, but she was having quite an effect on him.

Strange…

“Interesting, and I suppose you didn’t look like a famous actor on a popular TV show prior to the race change?” the businessman asked.

“Nope. I was pretty average-looking. Bit fat, I guess.” Drew answered before taking a sip of his drink.

Why did I say that? They didn’t need to know that.

Why did this feel like an interrogation? And what was up with that woman? Drew took the chance to glance over at her – only to find her blue eyes staring at him in an almost hungry manner.

What’s her deal?

Over the course of a few minutes, he ended up telling them pretty much the entire story of his first few hours as a progenitor. It wasn’t a story he hadn’t told before, but he found himself being more thorough than he usually would for some reason. Perhaps he just really wanted to avoid murder this time.

“Was there anything else?” the businessman asked, shifting his legs slightly.

“Not really.” Drew shrugged, and as he did so, a waiter brought out their food. Drew had ordered a giant cheeseburger and a side of fries. Where they got the beef, he neither knew nor cared. He was starving.

“He’s legit,” the businessman said, nodding.

“Good, that makes things much easier.” The older man waved his hand, and several people in military uniforms across the street and on the roofs of several nearby buildings made their presence known.

Drew didn’t care in the slightest and instead picked up the burger and began to eat. The other people hadn’t touched their food at all and were simply staring at him.

“You seem unconcerned despite having so many trained men and women with weapons and magic having covertly watched you this entire time,” the older man said with a raised eyebrow.

“I saw them before I entered this area. It’s not like they could do anything to me, even if they tried. They’re all mid to peak E Grade at best. Speaking of which, you missed three,” Drew said with his mouth full, pointing in three other directions where his heightened perception had spotted movement.

The older man frowned, the businessman gasped slightly, and the attractive woman just smiled like a predator. The old man finally shook his head and sighed before waving his hand again. Three more people, all of whom were peak E Grade, popped out of hiding and wandered away.

To give them credit, the last three had been well hidden, but Drew’s perception was extremely high, and… well, he had an army and Mark in the area. There weren’t going to be any surprises.

“Now, if this interrogation is over, I plan to finish my meal and head out to take care of the Devils. Unless, of course, you want to try to poison or assassinate me as well,” Drew said, taking another bite of his burger.

The woman laughed hysterically, but the other two remained quiet.

The older man frowned at the levity. “We needed to assess whether you were a threat.”

The businessman gave a loud sigh and leaned back in his chair. “You’re also not human, and you are currently leading a significant number of undead forces through our town. We meant no offense, but we had to do our due diligence. I expect you would have down the same in our position.” The businessman straightened his tie.

“Oh no, I get it. But it was still a waste of my time, time that could have been better spent saving lives and kicking hostile invaders off our planet. Not to mention that racist fat slob of a man who dared to threaten me and mine.” Drew growled the last part, making direct eye contact with each of them.

“That… was unfortunate, yes,” the businessman said while rubbing his temples. “Sometimes bad people slip through the cracks. He had managed to convince us his… personal views had changed. He was powerful, by our standards at least, and we don’t have the luxury of many choices. We apologize, regardless. We should never have let someone like that gain a measure of control over others.”

Drew simply nodded, finishing his burger and starting on his fries.

“With that unpleasantness out of the way, I believe we’d all be better served speaking about the future relationship between ourselves and your Sanctuary,” the older man said, trying to move past all the bullshit.

“Nah.” Drew shook his head, finishing the fries by stuffing them all in his mouth.

“Nah?” the older man asked, raising an eyebrow as he exchanged glances with the businessman and the woman. Drew took his glass of water and gulped it down before standing up.

“I have people for that. You can work it out with them. Nice meeting you, folks,” Drew said, waving his hand as he began to walk away.

The three leaders quickly stood and started walking after him, but Drew was unconcerned. He had shit he needed to do, and he was done playing games.

“Wait a minute, Mr. Wright, we’d still like to talk with you,” the businessman said, jogging up to him.

“Then you can walk and talk. I really have nothing to say.”

“Please, won’t you just sit and speak with us?” the woman purred.

For the smallest of moments, Drew felt the slightest tug – not on his physical self but rather on something within. The part that made him who he was. His soul. It was the barest sensation, but Drew swore he felt something lightly brush against it and pull ever so slightly. Without Drew’s aura training that strengthened his soul, he wasn’t sure if he would have noticed it. Something was definitely wrong here.

Drew stopped, turning on his heel to face the woman. She had the brightest smile on her face, as if she’d been granted everything she’d ever wanted. Drew had his suspicions now, so he met her gaze with his own, firming his face flat.

“No,” Drew said emphatically before turning and walking away.

“If there’s something wrong, we can take care of it for you,” the businessman said. “We simply want to negotiate some mutually beneficial arrangements before you⁠—”

He cut off, having caught a glare from the older man. “Son, there’s no need to rush out into that hellscape. We can provide you with additional warriors, and we have goods to trade, things you can only get in the city. Think about it.”

Drew just shook his head, his resolve firmed. His gut was telling him something was wrong. They already knew he wasn’t a threat, that he intended to remove the threat. Yet they persisted. Something was going on.

As Drew came closer to where he’d left his convoy, the trio now jogging to keep up with him, he felt his mind suddenly grow foggy. Less clear. As if he’d just woken up from a really nice dream.

His footsteps slowed.

“Please, stay with me. We need you here. I need you here.”

The woman’s voice seemed to whisper to him. It tugged at his senses, his desires…

His desires?

Drew felt a shiver run up his entire body as something reached out and tried to grab his soul, to twist it. He felt a powerful presence brush against his own tightly controlled aura, sending a spike of fear into his heart and the pit of his stomach. It was trying to control him. To twist him.

It was the woman. She was doing this. That realization, combined with that spike of fear, jolted Drew fully awake, and the fogginess he’d felt in his mind quickly evaporated as Drew let loose his aura.

I will NOT be controlled! he screamed internally.

Drew’s feet stopped, and his head snapped back toward the woman, who was smiling viciously at him. As he turned around, her smile grew and grew. It got to the point where if her smile became any bigger, even the slightest bit, it would be inhuman.

Without further thought, Drew made his move. The two men blinked and looked around, only to find him standing directly in front of the woman.

CRACK!

Drew’s hand smashed into the woman’s face at full force, using all his several thousand points of strength and agility. Her head spun around… and then it spun around some more. Twisted upon itself, her neck broken instantly. Just as suddenly as it had happened, her body, a corpse, dropped to the ground like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

Drew stared down at the corpse, retracting his hand as the older man and the businessman rushed to their fallen peer’s body. They stood there staring for several seconds, and just as the older man began to turn and open his mouth, likely to yell at Drew, he stopped.

His brows furrowed, and his forehead immediately became drenched in sweat. Drew looked up to see the businessman going through something similar. Then they both began to shiver uncontrollably.

What the hell is happening to them?

Drew looked back down just in time to see the woman’s corpse transform. Where once there had been an extremely attractive brunette in her twenties, now there was a hideous monster.

Her face had gone flat, like a bat’s or a pug’s, her nose flattening against itself. Deep scars and wrinkles appeared across her forehead, and her brown hair fell out and was replaced with black splotches of short hair sticking out at strange angles. Then came the horns cresting up from her head, and her legs inverted and morphed into that of a goat’s back legs.

Shortly after, her clothes dissolved in a puff of smoke, and the monster, whatever it was, lay nude on the street. Thin breasts stretched low onto the pavement like uneven sunny-side-up eggs, and a tail and shriveled wings that looked like raisins soon followed.

“What the hell is that thing?” the older man said, gasping as he backed up quickly. The businessman followed suit before turning to the side and puking. The smell had finally hit them, and it wasn’t that of death but instead of rotten eggs mixed with an open sewer. Drew scrunched his brow and focused on the monster.

[Temptress] – Lvl 148

The Temptress is a cousin of the more widely known Succubus. While a Succubus seeks to dominate the hearts and minds of mortals through seduction with her attractive looks and half-truths, the Temptress only seeks control through the corruption of the soul. Each is wicked in their role, but long-term, the Temptress is far more dangerous due to the corruption she feeds into a victim’s soul. Given enough time, the damage to the soul will twist the unknowing victim into a Devilkin under her direct control. Due to their ability to shift forms, they are often used as infiltrators and spies by their masters.

“Every. Single. Time,” Drew sighed.


Chapter Fifty-Seven



Medics and specialist healers were swarming over the two remaining leaders like ants on a cake. It turned out that both of them were undergoing a severe form of withdrawal from whatever soul drugs the Temptress had pumped into their systems.

It certainly explained the outbreak of sweat, shivers, and mood swings they were currently undergoing. With the leaders completely out of commission, the task of making decisions had fallen down the ladder to the next person in line.

Le Shu was a short, elderly man of Asian descent and had been serving underneath the leaders to ‘make things happen’. He basically held a similar, albeit smaller, role to Robert in Sanctuary. Le Shu ended up being a very easy person for Drew to get along with, and the temporary leader promised to send several groups of seasoned fighters, who now called themselves ‘adventurers’, given their System-based skills, as well as military types who had learned to fight well before the Descent, to help reinforce whatever operations Drew was going to be involved in.

Inwardly, Drew knew the troops from the resistance would be making reports back to Le Shu and, later, the leaders themselves once they recovered. Reports that would likely include Drew’s combat prowess, and that of his army. The whole idea of political intrigue was revolting to Drew on a very base level, and he had absolutely zero desire to participate in anything remotely approaching that world of backstabbing, favors, and bullshit.

With friendly introductions officially scratched off the list, Drew finally made his way south and out the gates to head toward downtown Fort Worth. The trip south was relatively uneventful, with his troops only picking off several small flying scout units called Imps.

The scenery slowly changed into a much more macabre version of what Fort Worth used to look like. The surroundings morphed from an area that was distinctly human in origin, and empty, to something out of a nightmare that could only spring from the mind of an extremely zealous priest.

It was Hell on Earth. Literally and figuratively. Living, pulsating masses of what appeared to be pink goopy flesh grew over the buildings and roads, even on the outskirts of the city proper. If that wasn’t enough nightmare fuel, obsidian spikes seemed to have been grown from the ground, each covered in obscene runes and symbols that hurt Drew’s head to even look at. The spikes were the new home of the city’s previously living residents, as they’d been forcefully impaled and left to rot.

The worst part was that it was extremely evident that the corpses hadn’t been corpses when they’d been impaled. Many of them were stuck in rigor mortis mid-scream, dried tears and blood leaking down from their eyes, ears, and mouths. The ground itself was like stepping on living and breathing bubble wrap, yet instead of a fun audible pop with each step, the flesh roads seemed to bruise, and some parts even began to bleed under the heavy weight of the Behemoths.

The sky was covered in a haze of smoke, yet his scouts hadn’t reported any fires in the local vicinity, and the constant smell would drive lesser men to void their stomachs. Rotten eggs, sour lemons, and the thick, choking smell of burning rubber filled the air – and Drew’s lungs.

As the convoy made its way closer to the downtown area, Drew sent out troops to scour nearby buildings to look for potential enemy ambushes and to find survivors, however unlikely that might be. Whenever the scouts encountered resistance, Drew dispatched troops to take care of it.

They often had to fight off some of the local Devil population to access the larger buildings, and Drew personally dispatched a hulking creature with fists the size of beer kegs in order to gain access to a particularly large office structure. However, the Devils seemed to have grown lax during their time in the city. The resistance had been barely able to survive, let alone launch any counterattacks, so this dead zone between the two forces was only sparsely defended.

To his surprise, several teams quickly reported they’d found survivors in several of the flesh-growth-covered buildings. That surprise turned into horror and disgust when Drew made his way into one of the buildings and saw what remained of the citizens. They were certainly still alive, although they surely wished they weren’t, and most could do little more than groan, scream, or cry endlessly.

Not a single one was capable of speaking, as individual human beings had been pressed together, twisted, and melded into large pillars within the buildings, each supporting a flesh-covered ceiling with red glowing runic circles and diagrams.

How those poor people remained alive despite being fused together into a structure, Drew didn’t know, but he ordered his minions to put the poor people out of their misery before turning around and exiting the building. He had checked with a Fleshmender, but no amount of healing, whether physical or magical, could fix whatever had happened to them.

It was as Drew walked away from the office building that he recalled a small piece of Devil trivia: they reproduced by torturing and corrupting the souls of living beings, and it was the end result of that torture that new Devilkin were spawned.

Drew’s head turned back to the flesh-covered building, his eyes widening in sudden realization. That place had been some kind of nest. The glowing runic diagrams were likely feeding off the souls of those people and turning them into new Devils.

Hell, every one of these freaky buildings could be doing the same thing at this exact second…

“New plan,” Drew said, turning to address the commander at his side.

“What is your will, master?” the commander asked, standing with rapt attention.

“We need to salt the earth. We’ll make camp here, in the outskirts of the city. Set up heavy defenses, account for both land and air attacks. Coordinate everything. Once we have a forward operating base set up, we must cleanse and purge all these buildings. Anywhere you see this creepy flesh, it needs to be destroyed and burned. Nothing can be allowed to remain.” Drew stomped his foot on the pulsating ground, forcing it to bleed.

“As you command, master.” The commander saluted and turned away to begin barking orders both verbally and telepathically to all minions within range.

The Commander looked… satisfied with the order? It was strange, but Drew found himself feeling somewhat comforted that the minion agreed with the course of action.

In fact, it may have been his imagination, but he thought he’d seen discomfort on the faces of some of his more experienced minions when they encountered the torture/spawning chambers. He guessed his minions did have souls of a sort after all, though he’d not really expected them to be capable of empathy. In the end, he shook it off as a result of their mental enhancements – they were probably just mimicking their human allies.

The convoy halted all progress, and the troops and vehicles spread out to create a temporary defensive perimeter as the Boneweaver engineering corps set to work. They chose a space just east of Fort Worth Airport, halfway between the southern gate of the human resistance and the Fort Worth Stockyards. The area consisted of several industrial warehouses that were summarily burned to the ground and then cleared to make way for the construction of the forward operating base.

Two days later, the base was considered to be in a good enough defensible state that Drew began to send Squads out to the surrounding areas to cleanse and purge the Devil filth. By the end of the second day, reinforcements had begun to trickle in from the human resistance.

Drew left it up to the Commander, who he’d learned preferred to be called Rex, to determine where the humans would be of the most use while keeping them relatively safe. Drew would rather risk his minions than human lives, but he wouldn’t say no to people wanting to help out. The sooner they got this operation done, the sooner he could send the Devils packing back to whatever hell they came from.

Rhinos acted as transport vehicles for his troops, slowly taking two Squads at a time deeper into the infested areas. The Panthas and rapid response squads were held on standby in case shit hit the fan and Squads needed backup. Behemoths patrolled the areas that required more than a couple of Squads at a time, acting as fire support in case anything big and nasty showed up.

The Hand of Krios commandos were sent out to stealthily survey the areas that contained Devilkin, as Drew wanted to be alerted the moment they noticed any kind of heavy movement. The Blackguard remained at the forward operating base as a security force to protect the troops held in reserve, the logistics minions, and, of course, the chain of command and Boneweavers.

Drew noticed that his Blackguard seemed to gravitate toward his general location. In fact, he rarely found himself without a handful or so of them in sight. He left most of the troop movements up to Rex, so they likely had relevant orders, but he did catch them staring at him when they thought he wasn’t looking. He wondered if their superior enhancements meant they were watching him for cues on how to behave, or perhaps how to fight. They were some of his most upgraded minions so were better able to learn and adapt than any others. He filed it away as something to ask Rex about later as he continued to survey the razing of the local area.

Progress was slow, as troops that had been designed for combat were instead being used as exterminators and demolishers. His lava mages and devastators were fairly effective for this type of work, but the rest were rather wasted on such drudgery. They didn’t have the right tool sets for the job, yet they performed the task without question and with zero complaints.

Devilkin resistance was sparse, with Squads running into teams of two or three Devilkin at a time at most. While that was good news, it also made Drew extremely paranoid. There should have been far more Devils around, and he had no idea why there wasn’t a heavier presence of them in the area.

Some of the larger spawn chambers were somewhat defended but nowhere near what he’d expect for the future of their race and forces. He wanted to chalk it up to complacency, but the worry that he was missing something continued to gnaw at him.

Drew found himself sitting on his ass, waiting for something to happen, far more than he would have liked. He was used to being out in the middle of the action, and this was the first time he remained at base, leading from the rear.

Some decisions he’d been required to make were important. Whether to destroy and clear a six-story building that blocked line of sight with downtown proper was a prime example. On the one hand, it would grant the defenders more warning for any incoming attacks, but on the other, it would announce that Drew and his forces were there and currently purging the Devils’ nests, offering the enemy an unrestricted view of his base and their forces. Drew decided to take the risk, knowing that, sooner or later, the Devilkin would learn about his wiping out of their nests, and he’d prefer to see them coming ahead of time.

Other decisions were just… annoying. Where should the humans sleep, how many buildings should be constructed and devoted to their allies, should minions be diverted from purging the infestations to scout, scavenge, and hunt for food for the humans… Those types of decisions were unending and slowly driving Drew insane. He thought about delegating such things to Rex, but he wanted the Commander focused on running training drills whenever possible. He had seen marked improvement in decision-making and problem-solving from minions who were given the opportunity to train and learn. It made them easier to talk to for some reason.

Eventually, the Devilkin must have noticed something was amiss, whether that was the sudden disappearance of countless scouting teams, the destruction of a large part of the northern outskirts and their missing nests, or maybe they just got hungry, because on the fifth night, an attack finally came.


Chapter Fifty-Eight



Drew felt the mental pings inside his head go off from both the Hand of Krios commandos and Commander Rex. He’d been busy meditating and training his mana manipulation and aura when the mental alerts went out. He quickly donned his armor and made for the bone-hewn ramparts of the forward operating base from the small structure he’d claimed for himself.

Rex was already standing on the walls when Drew climbed the stairs. The entire camp looked like someone had kicked a beehive as minions were running to and fro every which way. Rex’s mouth was quirked up ever so slightly in the corner, and he stood a bit straighter as he surveyed the minions under his command. He looked proud, and Drew couldn’t help but nod in agreement.

To the untrained eye, it would have looked like a chaotic mess, but Drew knew that each and every minion was already doing its job and going exactly where it needed to be. The Commander, and the structure Drew had created for him, was able to coordinate minions far more quickly and efficiently than he had ever been able to. Thousands of minions below were executing rapid-fire, complex instructions – and Drew didn’t even have a headache.

Thank God for having competent officers and a good commander.

Drew walked up to Commander Rex and looked out at the dark horizon with his [Darkvision] passive fully engaged. If his base camp looked like a kicked beehive, then the incoming Devilkin must have been ten hives of angry murder hornets all en route to his location. From this far away, even with his perception, it looked like a giant cloud of flying bugs, but Drew knew that wasn’t the case.

“Any idea how many we’re looking at here?” Drew asked, keeping his eyes trained on the approaching swarm.

“Approximately twenty thousand, master,” Rex answered curtly.

“And the composition?” Drew asked, raising an eyebrow due to the huge number of incoming enemies.

“The majority seem to be Lesser Devilkin, although there are noticeable numbers of larger varieties as well. The Hand of Krios reports indicate that Lessers make up roughly seventy percent of the horde, while the remainder seem to be low to mid-D Grade Devilkin, master,” Rex replied, still looking out toward the incoming swarm.

“What type of resistance should we expect from them?” Drew asked cautiously. Typically, defenders held the upper hand when it came to a siege of any kind, at least historically. History, however, hadn’t been written with flying Devils and magic powers in mind.

“The information packet we purchased from the Garden Gnome’s shop prior to deployment states that Lesser Devilkin are relatively bestial and act strictly on instinct. Their main weapons are their claws and teeth, although some may have minor fire magic. Their greatest assets, however, are the wings on their back and the agility with which they use them, as well as their sheer numbers.”

“And the bigger boys?” Drew asked, shifting from one foot to another.

“Physical and melee-oriented prowess seems to be of great importance in their culture, however barbaric and backward as it may be. As Lessers evolve into Devilkin, many focus heavily on strength, vitality, and toughness, although it was noted that a minority will choose speed or magic-based builds. As far as the magic itself goes, fire is most common, along with metal, earth, and blood magic.” Rex turned to look at Drew stiffly. “The latter is far more uncommon but highly dangerous against flesh and blood beings such as yourself.”

Was that… concern?

Drew looked around the ramparts and noticed that several Blackguards had moved to take defensive positions on the wall. The deployment made sense, but he couldn’t help but feel the section of the wall he was standing on had a few more minions than the others.

I guess if I die, they go too. It’s just Rex being logical. Right?

“Hmm, that’s interesting.” Drew nodded to himself, focusing back on the task at hand. Aerial attacks were going to be the main concern – they had decimated his forces during the last encounter. He felt his new bone rifles would help negate that advantage, but they were still vastly outnumbered. This would be the first real test of his army’s mettle.

I might get to test out those new Cabalic Necromancers sooner than I thought…

“What are your commands, master?” Rex asked stoically.

It appeared his commander was taking this very seriously. Drew realized this was his first major engagement as Commander. While his upgrades gave him pre-loaded knowledge and instincts for tactics and strategy, they were no substitute for real-world experience.

Good, I’m glad he’s serious about this.

Wait, he’s my minion. Could he not be serious about this?

The thought made Drew a little sad. Rex was fast becoming someone he relied on, and he didn’t like the idea of the commander being forced to feel a certain way. In fact, he did his best to treat all of his newly enhanced minions like he would a human army. He asked their opinions on things, chatted with them, and was careful with how they were deployed.

While he considered human lives to be the most valuable, he refused to act like the Necromancers he had read about in stories who treated their minions like expendable cannon fodder. They might not have had complete personhood, but they had value, so he tried to treat them accordingly. Plus, a few of them were rather good conversationalists.

“Master?” Rex prodded politely.

Right. Battle plan.

“Well, the little ones are weak but will be a pain in the ass to deal with, given how many there are,” Drew said thoughtfully. “I’d probably want our human allies to be a part of taking them down, as it should help them get some easy levels without too much risk, while the minions take a more supportive role with our firepower.

“We should have our troops watch out for any close calls and pull the humans out if things get too sticky, but we let them grind through the fodder. This should help us retain ammo and be good team players at the same time. The human resistance will need those levels if they are going to survive after we leave. The Devils aren’t going to be the last threat they face.

“There’s going to be a ton of fodder, fourteen thousand or so if that seventy percent number was accurate,” Drew continued, cupping his chin with his hand. “That’s almost two Lesser Devilkin for every minion we have, which aren’t really bad odds, seeing as they are only in E Grade. The bigger concern will be the other Devilkin – well, that and humans in E Grade likely tiring quickly and becoming exhausted.

“We should have Squads ready to pull our allies back in case they run out of juice or become trapped. In the meantime, our forces should focus on any D-Grade Devilkin mixed in with the Lessers, as the humans won’t have many counters to fighting a grade above their own.”

“I understand. Is there anything else, Master?” Rex asked.

“Hmm… yeah, actually. Make sure we have a few Behemoths on the walls and on the ground. They have that short-range plasma flamethrower mode or whatever. If shit hits the fan, they should be able to push the hordes back for long enough for a retreat. Not that I think we’ll need to, but it’s still good to have a backup plan. Also, if any Behemoths somehow find themselves in the shit, get them out – those things take days to replace.”

“Understood. Your will be done, Master.” Rex saluted, then, oddly, gave a small bow before turning and walking away. Moments later, he was clearly busy issuing a slew of mental commands via telepathy.

His attitude is starting to feel weirdly familiar… but I can’t put my finger on it.

Drew hoped that he had covered most of his bases. This was his first large battle in command of so many troops. When The Descent came, Sanctuary had faced monster hordes and swarms of beasts, but back then, they were weak F Grades without any cunning or intelligence, and they had still got really lucky. This time, he had custom-made minions, human allies, vehicles, and mechs, not to mention himself.

Oh, how he longed to jump into the fray and slice apart the little shits after the literal hell they’d put the people of Fort Worth through. He could easily cut large swathes through the approaching enemies; few would be able to damage him. But he’d learned his lesson. The goal here was not for him to be a hero – it was to save as many lives as possible.

While in the thick of things, his vision narrowed to the foe in front of him, and he would be less able to react to any implications for local survivors or his human allies. He didn’t want any more people to die because he was distracted or occupied elsewhere. Instead, he’d restricted himself to a command role and partial XP gain through his minions’ kills. He’d only jump in if the situation called for it or if a C-Grade threat emerged.

He was a Necromancer and a Baleful Warden. His place was making decisions, only jumping in to take care of elites and bosses at most. He had minions for everything else, minions that could learn, level, and evolve over time.

Drew firmed his resolve, and his face tightened. He looked out to the vast hellscape beyond the walls and prepared himself to respond to any upcoming crisis.

“Let’s do this shit.”
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“They want us to do what?!” Candice practically screamed.

The resistance mess tent was dimly lit by torches because the generator was on the fritz again. They hadn’t expected to be needed to mobilize so quickly. Shadows played across the scar-lined features of the man in front of her, giving her a headache, which only increased her frustration.

“Hey, chica, don’t shoot the messenger. The bags of bones said it’d be good XP, which we need, and they aren’t wrong, ya know?” Josè shrugged. He flopped down onto a nearby bench next to one of the long tables where they usually ate together.

“Have you even looked out there, Josè? I have [Darkvision], and let me tell you, there’s no way we’re surviving that! I couldn’t see the fucking sky!” This time, Candice did scream.

“Pshh, so what? We’ll just have more targets is all,” Josè scoffed while waving his companion’s concerns aside. “It’s not like we’re all alone – those skeleton things have guns ’n shit. They have mechs, chica, mechs! We’ll be fine.”

“Josè is right, Candice,” Jeff chimed in. “They’re weak – we’ve fought the little guys several times before. You’re just freaking out because you saw how many there were. We’re in a base with, like, ten thousand undead all under the control of some C-Grade badass that everyone is afraid of,” Jeff continued, hefting his giant war axe over his shoulder.

“You guys are just insane. I’m a mage – I’m super squishy. If you can’t keep those things off me, my mana shield will drain my MP so fast that I’ll be inside one of those things’ stomachs before you can blink. I do not want to die like that, you hear me?” Candice said, practically hyperventilating at this point.

“Hey, don’t go blaming us for your build, chica. We warned you to put points into vitality and toughness. Just stay behind us and the other badasses and you’ll be okay.” Josè spoke roughly at first but finished softly.

Candice sighed. “Easy for you to say. You can just fuck off and stealth at any time, Josè, and Jeff is built like a fucking tank. I’m one bad sneeze away from death. I’m. Not. Going.” Candice shook her head with finality.

“Psh, fine.” Josè clicked his tongue. “More XP for us. If you want to stay in here with all the creepy undead and miss out on sweet levels, that’s on you.” With that, Josè walked away, clearly done with the argument.

“You’re just going to leave me? Here?” Candice asked with indignation, but Josè just waved over his shoulder and continued walking.

Candice turned to Jeff with pleading eyes, but he shook his head, hefting his axe to the other shoulder. “Don’t look at me, Candice. You knew what you were signing up for. The leaders warned us, but you wanted the bonus pay and levels to show off to that crush of yours. Don’t come complaining to me because you suddenly want to bail now that action is around the corner.”

“Vivian is not a crush. It’s more serious than that!” Candice’s temper flared at the mention of her beloved being nothing more than some high school crush. As if. They were serious. They were going places together. She knew it in her heart.

Jeff snorted. “You’re delusional. She doesn’t even know you exist. She’s a server, for fuck’s sake – she gets more tips when she’s nice. You know what? I don’t have time for your fantasies. If you change your mind, meet us outside the walls. Or stay in here and play pretend if you want, it doesn’t matter to me.” He shrugged before walking off to follow Josè.

How dare he! How dare they!

They had left her alone, in their busted tent, in the middle of a disgusting camp full of undead like some shitshow haunted house. They didn’t know anything about Vivian, they didn’t know the chemistry she shared with Candice.

They must be jealous. Yes, that must be what was going on. It all made sense. Those losers only ditched her because they were jealous of her magic and her relationship with Vivian. She’d go back to Saginaw with a bunch of fancy new levels, or maybe even an evolution.

Then it wouldn’t matter. Then she could prove her worth to Vivian.

Oh Vivian, my love, how I cannot wait to spend forever with you, my big, beautiful princess.

Candice’s mild drooling and fantasizing were cut off as a chorus of shrieks pierced the air.

“Screeeeeeee!”

Shit, it’s starting! If I’m going to get any levels and impress Vivian, I need to do something… but I’m not going out there. That would be suicide. Yes, only the insane would willingly throw themselves to the Devils like that.

But what should I do? Oh! I’ll just head to the walls, duh! Then I can cast my ice magic behind a nice, big, safe barrier. Even if I do have to stand next to all those nasty undead, who cares? The Devils will go for them first anyways, being all butt ugly and shit.

Her mind made up and with a genius plan no one but her could have thought of, she took off running toward the wall.

The Devils’ annoying screeching and roaring was getting louder, and every so often, a lone E-Grade would shoot past the wall at full speed before one of the undead shot it with their strange rifles. It looked like the gross monsters weren’t entirely useless after all. Maybe she should get her hands on one of their guns for times when she ran out of MP.

That would be brilliant!

Candice was gasping for air as she ran up the massive flight of stairs. She didn’t know whose bright idea it was to make a damn wall so tall, but they needed to start thinking with their brains.

Oh wait, they don’t have any. They’re all dead.

Candice laughed internally to herself as she struggled to draw in enough oxygen. She eventually made it to the top of the wall and leaned over with her hands on her knees as she gasped for breath.

Maybe I should put a few points into physical stats, otherwise I might not be able to keep up with Vivian all night long.

Candice had a big goofy grin on her face, and she continued to suck in air. Thinking of Vivian made everything better, even her surroundings.

Having finally caught her breath, she stood up to take in her surroundings.

“Screeee!”

A small Devilkin dive-bombed toward her from the air, and Candice barely managed to duck in time for it to miss her, which caused her adrenaline and heart rate to spike. Just as she felt the barest hint of a claw passing by a stray wisp of her hair, a voice called out.

“You, girl! What are you doing here? Move!”

A skeleton shoved her out of the way, and Candice’s eyes widened when she saw the undead’s rifle pointing directly at her head – or, after thinking about it briefly, at where the Devil had gone after it missed her. The undead tossed her to the side like a rag doll, and she stumbled to the ground.

“Stupid girl, you’re going to get yourself killed up here. Go down with the others!” the undead shouted before the sound of his rifle firing filled the air.

It seemed pissed off. Weren’t undead supposed to be emotionless and stuff? Candice felt her ears start to ring so hard that they began to physically hurt, causing her to lose her already fragile balance as she attempted to right herself by standing up.

No, I won’t go down there and get myself killed, thank you very much, Mr. Worms For Brains. I’m going to stay behind the wall and cast my mighty ice magic to kill these horrors from safety!

Still struggling to stand, Candice stumbled toward the wall and hit the side with her hands before she slowly hoisted herself up, her head just barely peeking over the edge of the wall. An unimaginable amount of Devils lay right outside the wall, each of them dive-bombing her stupid peers on the ground. Her fellows were holding them off, bit by bit, but eventually, they’d end up slaughtered, used as mere fodder for these creepy skeletons and their crazy master.

Her sense of balance finally righting itself, Candice began to cast her [Ice Dart] spell. A small but powerful cone-shaped dart formed next to her before shooting forward toward an Imp that was about to maim one of her stupid peers.

She’d save the idiots and get the credit she deserved while getting her levels. Then no one would talk to her like that skeleton had. Her anger flared, but she quickly put it aside as a grin spread across her face. The dart slammed into the Imp and caused it to weave off course.

The Imp, instead of dive-bombing and attacking the massive meathead warrior in front of it, was pierced in its side, and it shot toward the left. The Imp panicked with the sudden pain and flapped its wings as its body careened backward, slamming into a short man wearing white and blue robes.

“Who the fuck is firing from behind? Focus fire up!” a voice called from below.

Shit! It’s going to kill him, and I’m going to get blamed!

Candice quickly summoned another [Ice Dart] and sent it flying toward the Imp that had slammed into the spellcaster. The caster in question was busy screaming bloody murder as the Devil cut into his face with its claws.

Right before Candice’s dart could hit the Imp, a blur of silver intercepted the Devil. A hulking man in plate armor and a half helmet reached out and tore the monster off the spellcaster before raising his fist to slam into the small Devilkin.

Unfortunately, that was when Candice’s dart hit – right between the armor protecting the man’s back and his helmet. Her unimaginably powerful little spike of ice cut right through the back of the man’s neck, severing his spine, and out the front, only to land directly in the chest of the flailing robed man.

Blood sprayed everywhere as the armored man collapsed, dead, landing on top of the now also dead spellcaster. The monster looked around in curiosity, taking in the battle, then cackled evilly before taking off to rejoin its brothers in the sky, one claw held to its wounded side.

*DING!*

A chime rang through Candice’s mind as the notification of a level-up blinked in the corner of her vision. Then the horror and shock of what had just happened hit her like a sack of bricks, and she struggled to breathe.

It’s okay. It’s okay. Nobody saw it. It was the Devil’s fault, yeah. It’s all the Imp’s fault. I did my job, right?

“You!”

Candice was shoved backward, and she stumbled before falling on her ass.

“What did I tell you? Get off the fucking battlements! You just killed your own people, you stupid girl!” the same undead warrior in armor shouted at her, leaning over just inches from her face as she tried pushing herself up. The smell of rot and death came off the skeleton’s non-existent breath, which invaded her nostrils, causing her to recoil and vomit.

“What’s going on here?” a deep voice asked.

Wiping her mouth clean, Candice glanced up and found a tall, imposing man covered from head to toe in the most expensive and shiny metal armor she’d ever seen. The skull motifs carved across its entirety almost seemed to dance over the armor’s surface.

“Master!” The undead soldier stiffened and saluted. “This stupid girl refuses to leave the battlements, even after I ordered her to do so multiple times. Her inexperience and ineptitude caused her to just kill two of her fellow humans down below with one of her spells. Our troops are not expecting fire from the walls.”

“It was an accident!” Candice screamed in anger to defend herself. “I shot a Devil with my [Ice Dart], and the stupid thing shot way off course and into a dumb spellcaster down there that didn’t even have his [Manashield] up.” Candice paused to scoff. “When the Devilkin started to attack him, I sent another [Ice Dart] to finish the little bastard off, but some dumb warrior stepped right in front of my spell and got himself and the spellcaster killed. It wasn’t my fault!”

Why does everyone yell at me or blame me for shit I have no control over? It’s not my fault other people are stupid! No one should even be down there in the first place – they knew the risks when they stayed down there instead of being safe behind the walls! Ugh.

“I see. A mistake, you say? That’s a shame. There’s so few of us left already, and for two to die to friendly fire…” The armored man shook his head and sighed.

Finally! Someone who believes me, and he’s powerful too. Even if he is stupid. Maybe if I get on his good side, things will finally start looking up for me. Vivian would be so impressed if I was friends with this big shot…

“Yes, yes, it was a mistake. How was I supposed to know the monster would go off course or an oaf would get in my spell’s way? I just want to level up, get strong, and make a difference,” Candice said with a twinkle in her eye. If she managed to convince this man to allow her to stay on the wall for a little while longer, she could leave this stupid battle in D Grade. Then everyone would be impressed, even the love of her life.

“Do you have [Manashield]?” the powerful C Grade asked her.

What a dumb question, of course I do. Every spellcaster does. He really is a moron. How did he even get so powerful with no brain between his ears?

“Of course! I’m very skilled at using it.” Candice nodded vigorously.

“Great. Please activate it for me,” the man asked sternly.

Whatever. If this is a test, I’m going to pass with flying fucking colors. Stupidest test ever, though.

Candice activated her spell, and a crisp sheen of blue mana snapped into place as a bubble around her body. This wasn’t a normal [Manashield] either, oh no. Candice had spent one of her skill points on upgrading it. Now it was twice as strong for half the cost. The difference was clear to see for any spellcaster worth their salt.

“Fantastic, I see you upgraded it too.” The man nodded, and Candice preened like the beautiful peacock she was.

Even this dumbass can see my superiority compared to those wastes of space down below.

Candice smiled to herself as she pushed out her chest in pride ever so slightly.

I’ve got this shit in the bag. Big leagues, here I come!

That was the moment Candice felt herself being lifted off her feet by the back of her robes. She looked around to find the armored man holding her and walking toward the wall. Just before they reached the edge, he stopped and spoke.

“Next time, follow orders. It’s for your safety, as well as everyone else’s. Dumbass,” the man grunted.

And it was with those words that Candice felt her stomach lurch into her throat as she felt gravity take hold of her. Her head snapped up and down, and much to her distress, she found herself falling from the top of the wall to the ground thirty feet below.

That bastard dropped me!

That was the only thought Candice managed to process before she fell and crumpled to the ground, her [Enhanced Manashield] taking the brunt of the damage as her MP crashed to half.

Candice quickly picked herself up off the dirty, dusty, blood-filled ground and wiped her robes clean the best she could before looking around. She was on the fucking ground!

Devilkin and Imps swarmed around her, taking swipes at the warriors as the spellcasters to her sides slung spells and cast healing and support abilities to bolster the frontline. Fireballs were occasionally flung toward the frontline, and every so often, a spell from the backline would be tossed out toward the countless flying red-skinned Devils flying around like mosquitos following a group of fat kids through a swamp.

“Oh, look who decided she wasn’t too good to join us,” Jeff called out, having briefly turned his head to check the backlines.

“When did she get here, ese?” Josè asked, taking a peek back himself.

“Beats the hell out of me. I didn’t think she had the balls. Yo, watch out, we’ve got incoming!” Jeff called out as he swung his war axe toward two incoming Imps like a batter going for a home run with the bases loaded.

They’re here? They’re not dead yet, and now I’m stuck down here with them?!

“Fuckkk!!” Candace screamed with impotent rage.


Chapter Fifty-Nine



Drew gave the order for their human allies to pull back.

They were beginning to tire to the point of exhaustion, and he’d already seen several make mistakes. They’d already lost several people to the Devils’ attack, and Drew wasn’t willing to risk lives unnecessarily. The humans had gained a good chunk of levels and won some hard-earned combat experience as a group. All in all, he’d say that was a win, deaths or not.

He wasn’t heartless. Far from it, in fact. He just knew that any battlefield was going to have casualties, and he needed to keep himself distanced from any attachments due to that. Physically, he may not be human anymore, but he still considered himself one.

These were his people, and this was the area he had grown up in. If Drew allowed himself to become emotional, he’d make mistakes. Mistakes that could end up costing more lives than if he just managed to keep a cool head, which wasn’t easy.

In some small way, Drew had come to realize the stress and life that generals and other commanding officers had lived while in the armed forces prior to The Descent. He felt sympathy toward those men and women, as they constantly had to send good people into dangerous situations to accomplish a job, knowing full well that several might not make it back. Luckily for Drew, he had minions who could take up the burden while his human allies retreated behind the walls to rest, recuperate, and heal.

“How are the enemies looking, Rex?” Drew asked, turning to look at the minion commander.

Rex straightened up, as he often did when Drew spoke to him. “The humans cleared a large swathe of Lessers from the battlefield, but there are some still remaining,” Rex said, gesturing with his hand at the kamikaze-style Devilkin with teeth and claws that still flew through the skies. “Additionally, it appears as though several of the D-Grade Devilkin were defeated as well. Not enough to make a difference, but surprising nonetheless.”

“That is good news,” Drew said, nodding and looking back to the battlefield where his minions were beginning to take over the majority of the work. Squads that had been held in reserve were making their way to the walls in preparation – it was time they started doing some heavy lifting.

“Indeed, Master. Other than the one female mage, the humans have proven to be tenacious and spirited allies. They’re only in high E Grade, yet they stood and fought through a horde of enemies of their same grade and even managed to take down a few in D Grade. It is… impressive.”

Rex was right. The humans really had fought well, especially given the odds against them. He supposed that to have held out his long against a direct incursion assault, they would need to have come together quickly and learned the ways of The System. He suspected good old military discipline and a dash of southern stubbornness had something to do with it. Either way, Drew could hear the growing respect in Rex’s voice for their potential allies. Humans were a resilient species.

Drew decided to give Rex a bit more context, as he often did. The Commander soaked up knowledge like a sponge and was intensely curious, even though he rarely showed it. The context likely helped the minion improve its skills.

“I grew up as a human, and that didn’t change until The System came and I was offered the option of choosing to become a new race. I don’t regret my decision to become a Dhampir, as it brought significant benefits to me on a personal level, but I still consider myself human at heart.

“Humans are an… interesting race of people. They’re capable of great kindness, compassion, adaptability, and mental fortitude. Yet on the opposite side of the coin, they’re also capable of extreme acts of selfishness and evil, uncaring for their fellow man. Humans are varied in all ways. Personalities, beliefs, talents, size, and really anything under the sun. The actions of the individual should only bring judgment on themselves alone.”

“I see.” Rex nodded to himself slightly. “I will endeavor to keep your wisdom in mind when calculating future battleplans. Speaking of which, your troops are almost in position. What are your orders, Master?” Rex asked, standing slightly straighter.

Drew considered the battle and what he wanted to accomplish. The ultimate goal was to kick the Devils off the planet and free the trapped souls they’d collected. Additionally, disrupting and destroying the fleshy corruption that had overtaken the city was a major objective, and doing so would slow any of the Devils’ efforts to produce more Devilkin from the collected souls.

The real issue was that this battle had already taken three hours, and Drew knew the longer they fought here, the greater the possibility the Devils were killing any hostage they had or sending more raiding parties to replenish their human stock.

They needed to wrap this up quickly if they wanted to minimize the loss of human life. Drew also knew this was only the beginning. The Devils weren’t the last threat on Earth; they were the first step to reclaiming his home world for humanity. Every moment was another those unknown threats would use to grow in strength.

“Our allies have gotten their share of the experience for their hard work, but now it’s time to bring our full strength to bear.” Drew paused and turned to make eye contact with Rex. “No mercy, leave no survivors.”

“As you command, Master.” Rex saluted, and sound erupted around the walls as his minions cranked their output from ‘hold them back’ to ‘rip and tear’.
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Gunfire ripped through the Devilkin as they swarmed the walls. Once the Devils had realized the pace of battle had changed, that they were taking real losses, their instincts caused them to abandon all thought of the hit-and-run, dive-bombing tactics they’d been using previously. Instead, the horde swarmed the walls like a wave of extremely angry wasps.

Something or someone must be leading them, like before. But it seems like they lost control of the horde once the Devilkin started dropping like flies.

The Igneusmancers, or lava mages, in each Squad unleashed their firebombs upon the incoming swarms, but surprise, surprise, the Devilkin appeared to be at least partially resistant to fire, and only direct impacts caused enough damage to wipe one or two of the little blighters out. The Sergeants and Marksmen had far more luck, although they were limited to single-target damage with the three-round bursts from their bone rifles.

The Brawlers, on the other hand, were kicking ass and taking names. They were big and stupid, yes, but every time a group of Devilkin made their way close to the wall, the Brawlers were there with oversized weapons, smashing the Devils back into the outfield with their overwhelming strength.

The Devastator Squads were also living up to their name. Giant boulders of compacted rock and acid arced across the skies as if launched from medieval trebuchets, each wiping out countless enemies as it smashed into them, causing direct damage, then splintered outward like a claymore.

To add insult to injury, each bit of rocky shrapnel was coated in a thick application of acid. Anything that survived the initial blast was then covered with sticky, goo-like acid, which followed the trajectory of the rock shrapnel.

Hundreds of Devilkin died by the second, their shredded and melting bodies falling from the sky like bugs hit with a flyswatter. The leftovers were dealt lethal damage from the rifle minions. But for every Devil that fell, more took its place.

In a word, it was a slaughter. However, unlike beasts or other monsters, there didn’t seem to be a ‘flee’ mechanic to the Devilkin. Unlike humans, and most other living beings that had some semblance of a ‘fight or flight’ instinct, the Devils traded that for ‘fight or fight even harder’. So, instead of the enemy losing morale and fleeing for their lives, each death pushed the flying Devilkin to even more extreme violence and aggression.

There were losses as a result, but they were minimal. Those that made it past the firing lines and to the walls proper wouldn’t find any soft targets. No, they found themselves face to face with Behemoths.

Drew smiled to himself as he watched a towering bone mech unleash a gout of blue plasma that erased thirty incoming Devilkin. A few made it to the mech and began to scratch and claw at the bone carapace, but while their claws left deep gouges, they were unable to find proper purchase to cause severe damage. Drew expected only the mid-D-Grade hulk-type Devilkin would be able to go toe-to-toe with the heavily armored mechs.

The D-Grade Devilkin were far bigger than the Imps. Each was the size of an average human, each had wings, and most had some form of sharply angled armor. Their faces were still bestial, and they pulled back their almost human-like lips to bear their fangs as they attacked with large swords and axes. If Lessers were the fodder, the D-Grade Devilkin were the foot soldiers.

Or… I suppose just soldiers, since they’re winged and I’ve never seen them walk on the ground…

Still, it didn’t matter. D Grade or not, the Devilkin were going against a heavily fortified position with an excellent composition of defenders, each of whom Drew had personally designed for a specific role. If the battle was a game of rock-paper-scissors, then the Devils kept throwing rock, while his minions were throwing rock, paper, scissors, laser, lizard, and plasma.

Drew chuckled as another group of three dozen attackers evaporated beneath a coned jet of blue plasma. It was like watching a bug zapper on a hot summer night. There was just something extremely satisfying about watching the enemies of Earth go from dangerous, snarling invaders to nothing but a poof of hot air.
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Agonizing pain jolted Candice awake. Her eyes shot open as her right leg felt like it was on fire. When she looked down, there was a little red toddler-shaped thing eating her leg. Candice screamed bloody murder, and the Devilkin looked up from its meal and hissed at her before diving back in.

The ripping sounds of her calf muscles being torn out almost made Candice pass out, but she quickly raised her palm and shot out an [Ice Dart], which impaled the little shit in the head.

The Imp flopped over, dead. Candice continued to scream out in pain as she fumbled to stop the bleeding by tearing off a sleeve of her robe to tie around her thigh. She needed to slow the bleeding or she’d die before a healer could get to her.

Someone eventually heard her screams and came running, only to find Candice struggling to finish tying off her thigh. Cold hands pushed her own aside as she began to see blackness in her vision. Then she felt a warming sensation before the most terrible itch of her life spread throughout her leg. It felt like thousands of fire ants were biting her at the same time, and it took all her willpower to remain conscious and not rip her own leg off due to the itch.

Somewhere between the itching, the warmness she felt, and the pain, she’d squeezed her eyes shut, holding them tight and hoping that everything she was feeling right now was the work of a master healer.

“Here, drink this. Slowly,” a cool, masculine voice told her, and Candice felt a glass placed against her lips.

She did as she was told, trusting the healer who’d helped her. Her eyes still shut, she sipped the drink slowly. It tasted like a mix of orange juice and coconut, with just a hint of mint and a tiny bit of spice or something peppery. By the time she’d finished drinking the liquid, the itching had stopped, and she opened her eyes.

“There, you’re all better now. Just… take it easy. It’ll take a day or two for your body to replenish your lost blood completely,” the cool, masculine voice said, and as the words registered in Candice’s mind, her eyes began to process what she was seeing.

A pair of golden glowing eyes looked into her own, as if piercing her very soul. His hair was black, long, and slick, as if he’d just gotten out of the shower, and his skin was pulled tight over his face, exposing strong natural cheekbones and a prominent jawline.

Candice looked down at her leg and found the man had just begun to pull his hand away, a hand with black, claw-like nails covered in gray skin. Her calf had been regrown, the same as it had always been. Truly, it was the work of a master healer.

Candice reached out and gently touched her savior’s hand, ignoring the pointed and sharp nails of his fingers. His skin was cold to the touch and slightly stiff and coarse. None of that mattered, however. He had saved her. She had been about to pass out and die from blood loss before he came to her aid, like a prince from a fairy tale.

“You saved me, thank you, brave healer. May I ask your name?’ Candice asked softly.

“Uh… it’s, uh, Harold. Harold the Fleshmender,” the cold man with gray skin and black hair said, nodding slightly.

Harold… What a heroic name. He was so brave – he raced to help me in my time of need. It’s like a childhood movie or something…

Candice’s heart fluttered briefly, and she felt as if her stomach was floating slightly.

“Harold the hero…” Candice breathed out. “Could I ask that you take me out on a date sometime?” Candice asked gently as she looked into those golden glowing eyes.

“Uh…” Harold stuttered.

How cute, he’s struggling to speak because I’m so beautiful!


Chapter Sixty



There was a cunning intelligence leading the Devilkin, Drew had no doubt about that anymore. As he’d expected, additional attacks had come once the first group of Devils had been missing long enough for someone to miss them. The second attack was much like the first and was repelled. But that was when things changed.

It all started when a small water tower fell out of the sky and dropped directly on top of a Behemoth, crushing it and sending bone shrapnel outward and into Drew’s other minions. Drew had cursed loudly enough that several of his minions had actually jumped.

Every Behemoth casualty was a significant loss, given the time and resources that went into their creation. To say that the event kicked an anthill would be a gross understatement. When a large satellite dish came next, crushing the next Behemoth, Drew finally figured out what was happening.

At first, the chain of command, and Drew, assumed something big and stompy had launched the projectiles, like a trebuchet or a large Devilkin, but when the dish came crashing down soon after, Drew pieced it together. The Devilkin were using bombs.

Or, more accurately, they were flying high enough in the sky that no one was looking at that altitude and then dropping whatever easily removable heavy objects they could find onto the biggest threats. In this case, the Behemoths.

Which was not a unit Drew could stand to lose.

After the second hit, Marksmen and Sergeants were positioned to view both the sky at high altitudes and more horizontal directions away from the walls. When the third attack came, they were prepared. Eight D-Grade Devilkin, flying extremely high in the sky and moving very slowly, were discovered to be carrying a cement truck.

Rifle-wielding minions lit up the sky, and after a minute or two, half of the Devilkin dropped like moths. The remaining Devils could no longer support the weight of the truck, and it fell safely to the ground outside the walls. Barely.

Without their heavy load, the surviving D Grades escaped back in the direction of downtown Fort Worth. One more fell during the escape, a lucky shot from a minion taking off one of its wings. Watching it fall to the Earth and splat put a smile on Drew’s face, as it briefly reminded him of a certain cartoon coyote’s antics.

Drew’s smile didn’t last long, however, as the bombing run the Devilkin had performed, along with their escape, pretty much solidified the idea that somewhere out there was a Devilkin capable of adapting and thinking of creative solutions. That didn’t sit well with Drew.

The battle only continued to get worse from there. The Devils began doing smaller bombing runs, dropping cars and oil canisters using expendable E-Grade Imps. At first, they were easily taken out by the rifles, and Drew wondered why they were even bothering with such a technique when the defenders clearly had an answer for it.

The answer soon became clear as more flammable objects dropped from the sky. The Devils had been testing the rifles’ effective range. Soon, they were using cloud cover and rogue types whose skin had the ability to camouflage them somewhat to rain chaos down onto the defenders. Explosions rocked the base, and the Weavers had to erect hastily summoned bone lattices to deflect the falling debris.

Drew was able to use his C-Grade vision and longer-range spells to snipe a number of the incoming bombers, but even he wasn’t fast or vigilant enough to catch them all. His strength and agility meant diddly squat in the face of aerial attacks, given he couldn’t fly or be everywhere at once. With thousands of minions under his control, the space they occupied was rather large.

As more of his minions fell, only to be replaced by his Cabal Necromancers, Drew felt his frustration growing. His forces didn’t have an effective counter to high altitude-based threats. It was an oversight on his part, as he’d assumed anything outside the impressive range of his bone rifles wouldn’t be a threat. There was a reason modern militaries used missiles or flak cannons to remove enemy bombers and warplanes; bullets wouldn’t cut it when that much distance was involved.

Drew turned to Rex. “We are losing too many – have our forces pull back to Weaver-created cover for now. The Behemoths can hold for a while – have the mages focus on intercepting any falling surprises while we regroup. Have the other ranged units watch the ramparts from cover with Brawlers on the ground forming a perimeter. If anything makes it over the walls, it won’t last long.”

Rex looked at Drew, an odd expression on his boney face. “But Master, if you and the Cabal Necromancers focus on replenishment, the losses would likely be minimal. We could push forward despite the bombardment and likely make significant progress.”

Drew shook his head. “I’m not going to waste lives like that. We need an answer for their bombers and, honestly, their air superiority in general. This was something I didn’t plan for, and I won’t throw away minions to cover my own mistake. Hold the fort here till I return.”

Rex saluted and then gave that weird bow of his, only deeper this time.

“Hey, can you not do that?” Drew said, feeling a little awkward even saying it.

“Do what, Master?”

“The bowing. It’s bad enough being saluted to when I have no formal military rank or training. The bowing is too much. I’m not some medieval lord, and you guys aren’t my servants. Well… I mean, technically, you are, but I’d rather you just treat me like a… boss. Or maybe just like a colleague? I don’t care if you talk back to me. Hell, I welcome anyone questioning my orders if they think they have a better idea. I’m not your ‘master’, not really. I’m just a guy who happened to get a raise dead spell.” Drew felt a bit weird as he finished his rant to the minion he’d summoned with his magic. “So, um, yeah, no bowing.”

Rex saluted. “As you wish… Master.” A smile pulled at the corners of his withered mouth.

Drew didn’t have time to ponder the strange interaction, though – he had bombers to kill. With that problem in mind, Drew made his way to see his favorite Boneweaver.

“We need flak cannons or something to take care of those flyers,” Drew said as he walked into the main building of the engineering corps. All eyes turned to him, and several minions shuffled out of the way while others quickly grabbed notepads.

“Flak… cannons?” Steve asked, pushing his glasses up to a higher point on the bridge of his nose.

“Yeah, or something similar.”

“Excuse my ignorance, but I’m not familiar with flak cannons. Please enlighten me on their operational performance,” Steve asked, also pulling out a notepad.

Do they all have a hundred notepads hanging out in their spatial inventories or something?

After taking a few minutes to consider how to word the information, Drew replied, “Flak cannons were mobile weapon platforms used to combat enemy airplanes from the ground. They were easily moved and quickly set up in case of an air raid. Their ammo used either proximity or timed charges in conjunction with an exploding shell that spread shrapnel, or flak, into nearby airplanes, filling them full of holes. They used a form of radar to measure the speed and altitude of incoming planes so the correct trajectories could be plugged in by the gunner or director. They were pretty widely used before missile technology progressed.”

“Interesting,” Steve said as he jotted down notes. Steve wasn’t alone either – several of his peers were doing the same thing. Indeed, the only thing Drew heard for several moments was the scribbling of bones on bone pads. “That is not a lot to go on.”

“Yeah, sorry, Steve. Guns and military stuff were just hobbies to me before The System, and even then, I wasn’t especially well-versed in them. I just picked stuff up over time. The whole creator thing was only possible due to The System and magic shenanigans. Anyways, back in the old world, I wasn’t anyone unique or special. Far from it, in fact.”

Steve’s expression was hard to read. “Perhaps The System brought out your latent potential. Perhaps you were uniquely suited to take advantage of your circumstances, or maybe it was complete chance and blind luck.” He paused to consider the implications for a brief moment. “Regardless, we’ll get to work on something to take care of the aerial enemy bombardments.”

Steve excused himself and walked to the nearest workbench, where he began discussing magic and mechanics with his peers. It was all far above Drew’s head, so he made himself scarce.

[image: ]


Three days passed, and the bombings from the Devils eventually slowed. Between the cover the Weavers were maintaining and the range units focusing on interception, the casualties had been kept to a minimum. However, they had also stopped making such a large dent in the enemy forces.

Whoever was in charge of the Devils was smart and refused to try and storm the walls, heading into the waiting arms of Brawlers and gunfire. Instead, they sent bombing runs at random intervals and striking different areas, trying to catch the defenders off guard. There were a few ground skirmishes too, but even those began to tail off. They were planning something big, or something drastic was about to happen. Drew was certain of that, as there was no reason for them to cease their attacks when they still had the advantage.

Whether it was a change in strategy or something unnervingly big was on its way, Drew couldn’t do anything other than heighten security and continue to push his minions in their mission to purge the surroundings of the flesh corruption.

Three-quarters of Fort Worth had been cleansed. The very earth itself had been salted with the destruction and collapse of all remainders of human society within those areas. Only downtown Fort Worth and the area directly south of it near interstate highway thirty-five remained corrupted and in the Devils’ claws. But Drew was reluctant to push south without clearing out the downtown portion first.

If he sent his forces south, he’d have to split them and circle around the outskirts of downtown, which would leave a direct path to his forward operating base open and clear for attack, or he’d have to pick either east or west, at which point he’d run into the same issue. There was no way around it – he’d need to assault the downtown area, but he also needed to be cautious.

“Commander Rex.” Drew acknowledged his lead minion as he walked into a spartan building near the middle of the base. Utilitarian seemed to be the theme when it came to Rex. The places he did his business had no luxuries of any kind, including chairs. Most of the time, the commander just walked between several large tables with maps and documents scattered around them, with the occasional piece of old human junk being used to represent minion troop movements.

“Yes, Master?” He saluted briefly before looking back at the maps on the tables. The commander had become increasingly lax in his decorum recently. When Drew first summoned him, he’d had a very strict personality that would have matched any human general, but recently, Rex had slowly become a little bit more relaxed. Not a lot, but still enough for Drew to notice.

Something is up with my minions. Steve, Rex, even Chaz – they all seem so much… more. Or at least less like emotionless minions mimicking sapience to help me control and communicate with them. Are they becoming more comfortable with me, or are they slowly adapting to the fact that I dislike being treated as some all-powerful creator figure?

“I’d like you to mobilize the Hand of Krios to gather intelligence on what’s going on downtown,” Drew replied.

Rex gave a rare smile. “It’s already done, Master. I gave them the orders about an hour ago. The Devilkin are up to something,” Rex said, scratching his face. If the minion had had stubble, it wouldn’t have looked so out of place, but as it was, a piece of his skin flaked off due to his sharply pointed nails. The commander looked at the piece of skin in his hand for a moment before flicking it to the floor and shrugging.

“Huh, well… good job, then.” Drew was a little at a loss. The commander had ordered something before consulting Drew. In the past, he’d acted independently, but always as the result of his mission or a direct order. His current orders had simply been to hold position and react to any sorties from the Devilkin.

So this was quite proactive. It was a good thing if his minions were now able to operate based on their own judgment, but it was different.

“Thank you, Master. I expect to begin receiving reports within two or three hours.” Rex nodded both to himself and to Drew.

“That’s good. I was beginning to grow worried due to the lack of attacks. It feels like something big and unexpected is coming.” Drew nodded back. The undead commander paused and looked up before smiling lightly.

“I believe the idiom is, ‘Great minds think alike’?” Rex asked with a chuckle.

“Yup, that’s the one.” Drew smiled.

Maybe they’re just becoming less… mechanical? Good, perhaps they won’t keep treating me like a ‘dark overlord’ forever.

While Drew was enjoying the brief moment of relaxation as he pondered, Rex suddenly stiffened and tilted his head up and to the side. The abrupt movement caught Drew’s attention and snapped him out of his peaceful thoughts. Drew walked closer to Rex to check on him.

“Rex? You alright?” Drew asked, concerned. The undead raised a hand with one finger held up.

Did he really just put me on hold?

“Reports are coming in from the Hand of Krios,” Rex said quietly, tilting his head slightly further, as if listening to something.

“Good, that’s even faster than expected. Those commandos really are great at their jobs.” Drew smiled. It was times like these that he wanted to pat himself on the back for thinking of creating them in the first place.

That small feeling of accomplishment evaporated as he noticed Rex’s frown. The undead’s brow was furrowed, and as Drew watched, the commander’s frown deepened. A sense of unease crept into Drew’s stomach as Rex’s expression remained solemn. Something was going on, and whatever it was, it wasn’t good news.

After a minute or two, Rex straightened his head and made eye contact with Drew. “The Devilkin are under attack. That’s why their attacks stopped. They’re currently engaged in battle.”

“Battle? Wait… the human resistance made a move from the south? I didn’t even know they had a base there.”

Rex shook his head in the negative. “It’s not the humans attacking them. It’s the Slosth.”

“The Slosth? They shouldn’t be anywhere around here. The last time we spotted them was up north near Wichita Falls and Sanctuary.” Drew shook his head as he tried to process what he’d just heard.

“I have teams chasing their origin point now, but it looks like they’re coming from Trinity River and following it southeast into the downtown region,” Rex added while pointing down at a map on the table. Drew watched as Rex traced the river north, where it branched off from Lake Worth, and then the undead’s finger traced even further north. “Eagle Mountain Lake,” Rex said, tapping the much larger lake with his finger.

“Eagle Mountain? You think that’s where their nest is?” Drew asked, his eyebrows raised.

“It makes sense.” Rex nodded. “Remember the information we have gathered so far. Slosth nests are normally close to water, near a bank somewhere. The Trinity leads north into Lake Worth, which is fed by Eagle Mountain Lake. The northernmost part of that lake reaches near Rhome. Lady Amber lost track of the Slosth she was following near the Decatur area, so we assumed they had a nest near Lake Bridgeport instead,” Rex explained while pointing at several areas on the map of Texas he had in front of him.

“So you think they roamed north from Eagle Mountain first and spread out after hitting Lake Bridgeport… and what? We just happened to run into a large horde of them in Wichita Falls? That’s a long ass way for them to travel.” Drew looked at the geography and tried to measure distances. “But if we happened to run into a horde that big, are there more of them out there, or did we just get lucky?”

“This is a calculated guess at best, Master. But, based on the reports I’m receiving from downtown right now, there are a lot of them. Counts are still coming in, but…” Rex said slowly as he thought things out.

“But?” Drew asked.

“Look at all these small towns to the north. There are dozens of them, if not hundreds. I think the Slosth sent multiple hunting parties out to source food for their nest and then brought them back. Then they repeated the process as the nest grew in size and numbers. Remember, their reproduction cycle is supposed to be very fast, at least compared to the Devilkin,” Rex said while waving at all the tiny towns on the map.

“So, what, they went out and collected all the people from these towns and then bred like rabbits, and then repeated the process over and over until we ran into one of their parties in the north?” Drew asked, his stomach turning in on itself as he felt knots form.

“That would be my guess, yes.” Rex nodded grimly.

“If that horde was just a hunting party, then there could be nests everywhere,” Drew said, beginning to feel sick.

So many people… all of them just… maimed and then dragged off to be tortured and eaten. There could be a hundred thousand people dead just from the Slosth raids. Or more. Fuck, aren’t the Devils bad enough?

“I’m not sure, I don’t have enough information to hazard a guess. You may want to reach out to the Garden Gnome and purchase an information packet on them, or speak with The Lady,” Rex offered.

He could ask The Lady. It wouldn’t hurt to ask, and it would save Sanctuary some serious money. Those information packets were expensive as hell, and while they could afford it, he’d rather not spend that type of money when he had a literal goddess on speed dial. The real question was why the Slosth were attacking the Devilkin.

“But why would the Slosth attack the Devils? Wouldn’t it be easier for them to hit the human resistance… Shit. Send some minions to check in on them and let them know what’s going on,” Drew said, slightly panicked.

“Done,” Rex said after pausing for a few moments to issue orders telepathically. “I don’t know why they’d attack a hardened target like the Devils instead of something softer. They’re a hivemind, they think differently than we do. From the information we have, every action they’ve likely taken has been to procure more… food… Oh.” Rex paused as his jaw dropped slightly.

“Oh? What? What did you figure out?” Drew asked, his anxiety building.

“The souls. The Devilkin collected and held all those souls so they could slowly torment them and corrupt them into new Devils. The Slosth use the same souls to reproduce. The Slosth are after the souls of the dead from all of Fort Worth – hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of human souls,” Rex explained with a sour expression.

“Fuck,” Drew muttered.

That was what he’d been missing. That was why the borders had been so sparsely defended. The Devils didn’t care as much about the souls still to be extracted; they cared about the ones they already had. Those were likely held in the heart of their territory, which was exactly where the Slosth were trying to get to. Those souls would be like Miracle Grow for the shadowy bastards.

This was not good.

Rex shook his head. “Fuck indeed, Master.”


Chapter Sixty-One



It was crunch time, and the forward operating base was kicked into overdrive as minions and human allies went about preparing for an all-out assault on the Devilkin and Slosth forces. Drew could not allow the Slosth to find and take possession of the Devilkin’s collected human souls – that would be the worst-case scenario for everyone on the entire planet.

The Slosth reproduced way too fast once they had the necessary ‘materials’, and if the hivemind entities got ahold of possibly a million or more souls… it could mean a real extinction-level threat to all living things on Earth. Drew had come to Fort Worth to wipe out the Devils and send those souls on to the afterlife, thereby preventing their use in the Devils’ reproduction.

The Devilkin were a dangerous threat, but ultimately, Drew would have had enough time to prevent the situation from becoming a catastrophe. If the Slosth got ahold of those souls, however, things would get way out of control, and he wasn’t sure he’d have the numbers to fix it.

All of this explained the enormous amount of activity happening at the forward operating base. Minions ran to and fro to collect ammo, gear, and supplies. Human allies from the resistance forces were gearing up. The fastest runners were sent to the resistance base to request immediate backup, and Drew had sent a Squad of rapid response Panthas running all the way back to Sanctuary to request aid.

It was a desperate situation, and everything that could be done was being done in as quick a manner as possible. Drew felt like a chicken with its head cut off as he tried to organize both his own personal thoughts and his troops and allies into a cobbled-together force to assault the enemies. Even with his minions’ chain of command, it still turned into a giant clusterfuck.

Joining an ongoing battle was not something Drew would have chosen to do under normal circumstances. If the enemies had been normal sapient beings, it might have led to a lot of opportunities to crush both sides during the confusion and surprise, but the Devilkin and Slosth were not normal.

The Devils were more beast than anything else and often fell back on suicidal attacks that lacked tactics. There was some kind of controlling intelligence behind them, but it didn’t appear to be present at all times. Because of this, it was difficult to predict what the Devils would do in any given situation, not to mention the fact that Drew had only fought against them a couple of times.

The Slosth were a hivemind and worked together with a single-minded consciousness. Drew wasn’t sure if there was a queen or something similar issuing orders or if they all formed one single mind and fell into roles the group assigned to them. Predicting the Slosth was straight-up impossible.

He only had knowledge of them based on the previous attack in Wichita Falls and the general information packet he’d purchased from Junior’s shop in Sanctuary. But none of it revealed their true nature in a way he was confident making plans off of.

Because of all those considerations, launching an all-out assault on those battling forces was a considerable risk for Drew, his minions, and the human allies. But if a single Slosth managed to find the collected human souls and weasel its way back to its nest, their numbers would balloon to the point that humanity as a species would not survive.

They’d already shown that they split into hunting parties that were closer in size to a beast horde, and if they had a million new Slosth? They’d spread throughout the United States, and there would be no way to eliminate them with the number of minions Drew had available.

Drew rubbed his temples as he sat slouched at a large bone table in the middle of the base. Minions rushed past him as they delivered supplies to nearby Companies that were beginning to line up for deployment. Logistics and chain of command minions spoke quickly to each other before rushing off in other directions.

All of this was happening as Drew pushed down all the negative thoughts and anxiety that were overwhelming him so he could focus on his main goal. Deciding on a strategy.

A flat-out, head-on assault would result in the largest number of casualties but would likely allow his Hand of Krios commandos the time they needed to find and secure the human souls. It would be risky and dangerous and would likely wipe out a sizable portion of Drew’s fighting forces even if executed perfectly. If he had any surviving forces left after the assault, he’d need to retreat back to base with exhausted human allies and limited minion support to free the souls.

If shit hit the fan, however, he could lose all his minions and human allies, and while Drew wasn’t a pessimist, realistically speaking, things tended to go sideways. Commander Rex had estimated that the success of such a deployment was only forty percent, and the casualty count could range from minor to total loss. Drew took a deep breath and sighed while he continued to rub his temples.

Option two was to follow the commando scouts to the Slosth nest and eliminate the source of the shadow-like monsters. Commander Rex’s calculated guess of the nest being near Eagle Mountain Lake had been correct, and the scouts had just reported back that they’d found the origin point of the Slosth.

This plan had several downsides. The Slosth lived underground in a nest like ants, which meant his forces would be fighting in tight tunnels, and any kind of explosion effects would risk a collapse. That pretty much eliminated the Devastators and Behemoths from combat, which was a kick in the balls since they provided much-needed fire support. Not to mention that the Behemoths likely wouldn’t be able to fit inside the cramped tunnels to begin with.

Additionally, Drew’s forces would have to march through heavily wooded areas to get to the nest since it was right next to the lake. This meant the Rhino APCs would have to be left at base, and the overall speed of the mission would be much slower without troop transportation.

Between the rough terrain, lack of transport, and the Slosth’s ability to turn into liquid shadow and bypass all those obstacles, it meant that if Drew had to call a retreat, his forces were pretty much fucked. The Slosth would attack a retreating force relentlessly while being completely unimpeded by the rough terrain that would slow Drew’s minions and allies.

The only major pro to that plan was the ability to wipe the Slosth’s reproduction capabilities from the map. If his minions could get to the Slosth Queen and the birthing areas, he could permanently shut down the threat once and for all, regardless of whether the Slosth in Fort Worth managed to find the souls.

Of course, that all hinged on there only being one Slosth nest. If there was another hidden nest somewhere, the whole plan would end up being pointless if the Slosth in Fort Worth did find the souls.

Option three would require Drew to split his forces and do both options one and two at the same time. It was a terrible idea. His numbers were already so low in comparison to the enemy forces that it almost promised that his army and allies would be wiped out. That and everyone knew that splitting up was normally an awful plan. Given the circumstances, option three wasn’t even a real option.

Every choice was terrible and carried immense risk, not just to his minions and the human resistance but also to Earth as a whole. One mistake could spell extinction on his world.

That brought Drew to the final option. Divine intervention.

“Hey, sorry if you’re busy, but could you chat for a moment?” Drew asked, sending his thoughts through the void.

“Champion, it’s so good to hear from you. You never call, you never write, what’s a divine being supposed to feel when her only mortal Champion forgets about her presence?” The Lady sent back to him. He was pretty sure it was some kind of sarcastic humor, but he couldn’t be sure.

“Er, sorry? Been a little busy over here.” Drew leaned back into his chair and sighed. He hadn’t forgotten about her at all. It was pretty damn hard to forget about a goddess that he had a direct line to.

“I see that, and do not worry, I am only teasing you. You’ve done well so far.” When the reply came, Drew could almost hear the smile on her face.

“Yeah, well… I’m actually in need of some help at the moment. I’m stuck between a rock and a hard spot, and I’d like to request that you take a look at something for me…” Drew sent back, nervously awaiting a reply.

“Any forces I could send would not arrive in time to make a difference, and I do not wish to directly interfere in mortal affairs as it would draw more attention from my peers,” she replied after a few moments.

“Ah, no. I wasn’t going to ask for that kind of support. At least, not yet. Would it be possible for you to take a look around and let me know if there’s more than one Slosth nest? I’m thinking that eliminating their nest would prevent them from reproducing, even if they managed to capture the human souls, but that kinda hinges on there only being one nest.”

“Oh? Well that’s an interesting idea. Hades thought you would go with an assault on the clashing Devilkin and Slosth forces in the hopes of surprising them. It looks like he’s lost that bet.” A light chuckle came through with her reply.

“That was an option, yeah. But I figured if one of those shadow bastards managed to slip in and find the souls and make its escape, we’d be screwed. Anyways, can you check out the nest situation for me?” Drew asked. He drummed his fingers on the table nervously while he waited for a response from the Primordial.

“I would be happy to assist you, Champion. One moment, please,” she replied briefly.

Drew sighed in relief. Having a goddess on speed dial was one thing, but he didn’t want to abuse their relationship. He wasn’t sure how divine beings’ thought processes worked or what annoyed them, but he didn’t want to burn any bridges or piss her off by constantly asking for help. He knew it was within her power to fix a lot of problems, but he wanted to avoid asking her to do it except in the most dire of circumstances.

In the end, even after all the training he’d been through with The Lady, he didn’t know her well enough outside of the professional environment they worked in to know how she’d react to any given circumstance, so instead, he tried to play it safe. She’d been very helpful, and as far as he could tell, she seemed compassionate and empathetic to the people of Sanctuary, but she was still a near-omnipotent being. Perhaps it was something he could revisit and speak with her about in the near future. When there wasn’t an immediate crisis that needed to be handled.

“There is only one Slosth nest on your planet,” The Lady finally replied after several minutes. “However, the queen is mid-C Grade and very powerful for her level. I’d advise exercising extreme caution when dealing with her, as she is likely to be a challenge even for you, Champion. Should she gain a sudden influx of souls… Well, let’s just say you should not allow that to occur.”

“Great… Thank you for taking a look for me. If there’s only one nest, then we’ll assault them before dealing with the clashing forces in Fort Worth,” Drew replied as he decided his course of action.

“When you attack the queen, the Slosth in the remnants of the human city will likely begin acting erratically. Be prepared,” The Lady replied. With that, Drew felt the mental connection with her dim as she ended the conversation.

“Commander Rex, prepare the troops,” Drew said, turning to face the minion. “We move on the Slosth nest.”

Rex saluted. “Understood, Master.”


Chapter Sixty-Two



It took five hours of extremely rough travel for Drew, the minions, and all the human resistance allies to make it from the forward operating base to near where the Slosth nest was. The whole way there, the formations of troops had to be constantly modified to maneuver around the heavily forested area that they traversed so as to avoid any Slosth.

Ultimately, Drew didn’t have enough intelligence about the Slosth and thus didn’t know how their hivemind abilities worked. Worst-case scenario, if one saw the troop movements, all of them would know about it.

It was just a possibility, but they weren’t willing to give up any element of surprise. Plus, if they got attacked in the forested area, it would mean massive losses to Drew’s forces. So instead, they took the roundabout way and avoided any and all odd-looking shadows just to be on the safe side, which, of course, added time to their traveling.

By the time they made it to the nest, most of their human allies were beginning to tire slightly, so Drew called for a quick rest while his minions got their own shit in order.

Thank God the undead don’t require rest, or we’d never get anything done.

After a solid hour of respite for the humans, Drew called for a general meeting to go over the plan for assaulting the nest.

“Thank you all for joining me. I know many people under your command are anxious, and for several of them, this is likely the first major combat they’re taking part in. To help foster communication and understanding, I’ve asked y’all to join me to discuss the game plan as it currently stands,” Drew said before pausing to look at all the faces arranged around him.

Commander Rex was the only minion joining him for the meeting, and the rest of the people around him were various combat leaders within the resistance forces who had volunteered to aid in the assault.

Some of those humans commanded dozens, if not hundreds, of humans, while others were simply leaders of mercenary groups looking to score experience, loot, and likely whatever reward the resistance was offering up. They came in all shapes, sizes, and colors. Asian Americans, African Americans, Hispanic Americans – every demographic seemed to be included, at least when Texas’s demographics were taken into consideration. There was even a Jewish rabbi in black dress clothes, a hat, and a big bushy beard, the whole kit and kaboodle.

“Make no mistake, the lives of the people under your commands are not expendable, and thus, we will be using my minions to do most of the heavy lifting as these enemies we’re facing seem to be in low to mid-D Grade,” Drew said. “Your job is to offer all manner of support. If you see a hole in our lines, plug it. If you see a squad of minions about to be wiped out, jump in to pull them back. There will be plenty of chances for your people to gain XP and level, so do not put yourselves at unnecessary risk.”

Several leaders grumbled, but for the most part, they nodded their heads either grimly or in relief.

Good, it seems they’re taking this seriously, but I really need to drive the point home for the ones that seem grumpy.

“This mission will be extremely dangerous. The nest is built a lot like an ant’s nest, with tight tunnels of hardened earth, which we believe are magically enhanced to support extra weight. These Slosth have the ability to turn into liquid shadow and flow across the ground while impervious to nearly all harm. Only once they’ve reformed are they able to take mundane damage.

“Unfortunately, they like to target weaker people like mages, and they quickly appear behind them. This will not be a cakewalk. You must be aware at all times, as a single slip in perception will spell death. These things are as merciless as the Devilkin and, if I’m being honest, are terrifying in what they’re able to do.”

Drew paused, and this time, several of the formerly grumpy leaders were suddenly standing a lot straighter and looking more nervous.

“Now, one final warning. Under no circumstances will explosion-type abilities be permitted. We do not know how strong these tunnels are, and a collapse could mean the death of hundreds, if not thousands. If you’re about to die, do not use an explosion either, as it could cost the lives of your friends and comrades, not to mention jeopardize this mission and thus the very safety and future of Earth itself.”

Now that all the warnings were out of the way, it was time for the plan.

“So, the game plan itself. If you’ve noticed, none of the vegetation has been touched around here. All the trees and plants look happy and healthy, yet every bug, bird, and snake has been completely eliminated,” Drew started, and he noticed most of the leaders suddenly looking around and realizing what he had said corresponded with their surroundings.

“Our big brains have come up with a working theory. They believe that despite how alien the Slosth are, they still require oxygen to survive. The plants and trees are part of that, but also the tunnels themselves. Why would creatures that can melt into shadows require relatively large tunnels throughout their nest when they could slide between tight crevices just as easily?”

The Jewish rabbi raised his hand, and Drew nodded to him. “To retrieve their victims and take them further into their nest?” the man asked.

“That was our original thought as well. However, all the tunnels are roughly the same size. It doesn’t make sense, as the Slosth would only need a couple tunnels of that size to deal with their captured… food sources. Thus, we came to the conclusion that the tunnels are constructed this way to allow oxygen to flow freely. With that theory in mind, a confirmation from our local Garden Gnome was surprisingly affordable. They need to breathe.”

“And how does knowing that these shadows require oxygen help us?” a short woman of roughly five feet asked. She had short cropped hair pulled back into a small ponytail.

“It means we can smoke them out,” Drew said with a smile. “Or at least a fair portion of them.”

Murmuring broke out as the leaders turned to speak with each other for several minutes. Eventually, the talking broke off, and they turned back to Drew. The questions on their faces were apparent, so he decided to answer them quickly.

“In short, we’ll be using a combination of fire magic and the trees around here to funnel smoke into their tunnel systems. Mages with wind-related powers will then use their magic to push the smoke further into the tunnel network. The idea is to drive them above ground, where we will have built walls to use as funnels so we can quickly take them down with AoE abilities while safely above ground,” Drew explained.

“If that’s the case, why did you warn us not to use explosions in the tunnels while we were down there if you have no intention of sending us down there in the first place?” a tall, lanky man with wild, unkempt hair asked.

“Because we will be going down there after we’ve smoked the majority of them out. I doubt the smoke will reach throughout the entire nest, and eventually, they will begin to dig out new tunnels,” Drew explained, making eye contact with several leaders. “The idea is to force a large number of them to come fight on our terms so we don’t become overrun and overwhelmed when we do enter the tunnel system.

“Plus, somewhere down there is the queen, and killing her is the ultimate goal here. We’re simply minimizing the risk to ourselves by clearing out as many as possible in a somewhat safe manner. The walls won’t hold them for long, as they can flow over them as shadows, but it will help contain them while we burst them down en masse.”

“Couldn’t we just collapse the entire tunnel system? Bury them alive and whatnot?” a man asked.

“We could try that, yeah. But we’d have no idea if it ended up truly killing the queen, and if she survives, we’d spend days trying to dig our way through the ground to get to her. If she receives the souls in that time, we’re screwed. Believe me, this is the safest way to accomplish our goal, and despite that, it will still be dangerous.

“Lastly, just a side note. If you see the queen, do not engage her. She will kill you. She’s C Grade, like myself, and I mean no offense by this, but I could sneeze and accidentally kill one of you in D Grade.”

“How do you know she’s in C Grade? We don’t even know how deep the tunnel network goes – there’s no way anyone has seen her and lived to tell the tale,” said a middle-aged, gruff-looking man in army fatigues. He was the leader of a group of resistance fighters that numbered in the hundreds.

“The master received that intelligence directly from The Baleful Lady, the Primordial of Death,” Commander Rex said, speaking up for the first time, and all eyes shifted to him. “I’m sure everyone here noticed the System Message notifying us of a newly established Pantheon, yes?”

“You’re asking us to believe that some heathen goddess of death mystically spoke with you and gave you such critical information?” The middle-aged man turned to look Drew directly in the eyes.

“I don’t really care what anyone here believes in, religiously speaking. You can worship God, a rock, or nothing at all, and none of those would bother me. But divine beings are very much real, and while I don’t personally worship any of them, I do have a cordial working relationship with The Baleful Lady and, to a lesser extent, Hades.”

Several people were outright angry at that and considered Drew’s words blasphemy, while others shrugged their shoulders and accepted what he said for various reasons. Drew was worried that the conversations could spill over into a powder keg, but eventually, the Jewish rabbi spoke up.

“These are strange times, but we shouldn’t condemn others outright without proof against what he’s said. Many of us have been questioned over our faith throughout our lives, and some of us have been persecuted for it. The man has openly stated he does not worship this goddess and simply works with her in some capacity, and as he hasn’t attempted to sway our own faiths, I see no reason to treat him with anything more than realistic caution.” The bushy-bearded man’s voice carried throughout the clearing and quieted many dissenting voices.

Whew, that could have turned ugly real quick.

“Fine, if the man wants to damn himself to Hell, that’s his choice. We have other crap to worry about right now.” The middle-aged man shrugged but still eyed Drew warily.

“We have magic powers and strength and speed that surpass even the demi-gods of our old myths. Who am I to question anything like a divine being?” asked a tall woman covered in hardened leather armor and carrying a massive battle axe.

“Excuse me, I have a question for the armored man,” the short woman piped up, which silenced the rest of the voices briefly. Drew turned to look at her and nodded.

“If you work with this Pantheon, what does that mean for the rest of us?” she asked bluntly.

“Uh… nothing, I guess?” Drew was confused by her question. Why would his relationship with The Lady have anything to do with them?

“You said you work with her, yes? Well, what do you do for her? Are you some kind of prophet, or messiah or…?” She trailed off.

“Oh, well, my profession is what relates to her. It’s called Baleful Warden, and my job is to usher lost and lingering souls onto the afterlife safely. When people die, sometimes their souls get stuck here rather than moving on, and now that there’s mana in the world, that can cause some nasty undead critters to spawn. Basically, I make sure the souls of the dead get from point A to point B, wherever that is for them,” Drew answered honestly. There was no reason to hide that information.

“And these minions of yours, are they the leftovers of this process?” a man asked, pointing at Rex.

“Nope. Totally unrelated. That’s just a class ability. At first, all my minions were mindless and required bodies to summon, but with my level and grade, the ones you see around us are summoned via magic, without any bodies, and have artificial souls, kinda like artificial intelligence.”

“So, they were never human beings?” the short lady asked.

“Nope. A lot of human souls move on after death, and for those that don’t, I help speed the process along. Technically speaking, I do have the power to reattach a human soul to their body so they can continue to live after they die, but most souls prefer to move on. Occasionally, some ask me to keep them here, as they’re either afraid of what comes after or they want to continue to protect their loved ones, but it comes with downsides that many don’t want to experience.”

Silence reigned across the clearing as the leaders processed what Drew had just said. It was so quiet that Drew could hear Rex using a piece of bone to clean underneath his sharpened nails. If there had been any bugs left, they definitely would have filled the silence with chirping and fluttering, but as it was, the clearing remained silent for several minutes.

“What are these downsides you spoke of?” the leather-clad woman with the battle axe asked.

“Well, your body is dead, even if your soul is attached to it. It’s held together by magic, but you don’t get to experience the same pleasures you do while alive. Food is unnecessary and tastes horrible – outside of coffee, for some reason. Sleep isn’t possible, and neither are dreams.

“Sex is currently impossible, although we have several people researching workarounds for that, and more importantly, most of your more pleasurable emotions like joy and happiness are muted. They’re still there, but they’re muffled,” Drew explained. The Soulflames had provided most of the data for him, and they were trying to work on the sex front, but he didn’t know if anything would come of it.

“And are there any benefits?” the axe lady asked.

“Err, I mean, I guess? No food and no sleep saves a lot of time and money, obviously. You continue to live on Earth rather than go wherever you were going. You’re immune to fear and mind control effects. Mental trauma is non-existent. You don’t age, so you’re effectively immortal, which pretty much allows you to do anything you want with your time. You still level and evolve, and you typically remain pretty human-looking, outside of glowing blue eyes. I believe they’re also resistant to cold and shadow-based damage effects. Honestly, I don’t know what you want me to say here…” Drew said uncomfortably, rubbing the back of his helmeted head.

“And you’re able to do this for anyone who’s died?” a chubby man covered in patchwork sheet metal armor asked.

“No, not all souls linger. Some pass on immediately, others don’t. Once the soul has transitioned to The Halls of Reflection, or wherever they’re going, I cannot recall them. When I run across a soul that lingers, I offer them the choice if their body is still present. But, as I said, many choose to move on.”

Why are they asking me all these questions? It has nothing to do with the Slosth or our attack.

“You’ve given us all much to think about. Please give us some time to relay your plans for the shadow-being nest to our subordinates,” the lanky man said.

Drew nodded, and the people eventually left the clearing.


Chapter Sixty-Three



“We’re ready, Master,” Rex said as he walked up to Drew.

“Did we have any issues erecting the walls and keeping the Boneweavers safe?” Drew asked as he turned to regard the commander.

“There were no problems. The Slosth attacked as expected, but as we have not directly entered their nest, I believe they view us as local pests rather than the threat we actually pose,” Rex stated stoically.

“Good. And the special walls?”

“The ‘mouse maze’ walls are functional and have been constructed to your specifications.”

The mouse maze walls were different from what one would imagine they’d be. The walls had been constructed as per normal: in a funnel shape to limit the amount of Slosth that could enter and run rampant. But the walls themselves were not the maze in question.

No, the maze functionality came into play by using the Slosth’s instincts against them. Purposely created cracks had been strategically placed as the walls were constructed. The Slosth’s ability to turn into liquid shadows and flow through small areas would now work against them.

Drew had worried about containing the Slosth and killing them fast enough to prevent any spillover from the tops of the walls. The Slosth would definitely try to take advantage by flowing over them in liquid form, so Drew instead came up with the idea of creating a maze within the walls themselves.

When the Slosth were in their shadow forms, they couldn’t interact normally, and thus destroying or damaging things was impossible until they reformed to their natural state. Drew planned on taking advantage of this by having the interior of the walls turned into a giant mouse maze.

When a Slosth attempted to flow over the wall and spill over the top, it would instead find a conveniently placed crack, which it would flow into, thinking it could scurry through the flawed wall like a rodent. Little did it know that the hollow interiors of the walls had been turned into a labyrinth of massive proportions, and they’d be stuck trying to figure a way out.

Thirteen independent layers, or vertical floors, made up the interior, and each was full of dead ends, splits, and other fun surprises that had only one purpose. To control and slow them down.

And it will frustrate the hell out of them.

Drew hoped it would lessen the chance of spillovers from the top of the walls and trap the countless Slosth inside while the assaulting forces tore through their numbers that stayed outside the cracks.

Pre-System, a construction project like this would have taken months without dedicated machinists and factories to work on it. But in the new world of magic, it had only set the clever Boneweavers back a couple of hours.

“Excellent news. Prepare our forces – it’s time to smoke those SOBs out,” Drew said with a grin.

“Yes, Master.” Rex saluted, then tilted his head as he began telepathically issuing orders.

Within minutes, freshly fallen trees and logs were being placed just outside the entrance hole to the nest, right under the awning that had been built over the walls closest to the hole. Unlike properly dried wood, fresh wood contained a great deal of moisture, which made it a bitch to catch fire under normal circumstances. However, it was the additional side effect of burning wet wood that Drew was looking for.

Smoke. Lots and lots of smoke. Everyone who lived out in the boonies knew to wait for wood to dry before setting it on fire, specifically to avoid the ridiculous amounts of smoke that would come off wet wood.

Drew planned to take advantage of magic to increase the temperature of the fire so the wood would still burn and then use his human allies’ magic to conjure gusts of wind to push the copious amounts of smoke right down into the Slosth’s home.

“They’re ready to begin, Master,” Rex said after a few minutes.

“Light ’er up,” Drew said as his inner pyromaniac ignited a spark of excitement.

The troops readied themselves at the tops of the walls on platforms the Boneweavers had built for them. Melee fighters were spread out evenly to protect the ranged combatants should any Slosth breach the tops of the walls or, God forbid, something unexpected happened.

The fire caught quickly, and as smoke began to press past the awning and barely wisped out into the open sky, the mages with air magic got to work, billowing all of the harmful smoke straight into the entrance hole of the Slosth’s nest.

Now we play the waiting game…

Wood was constantly added to the blaze as people on the ground handed it to the people on the walls, who, in turn, tossed it into the growing bonfire. It was a nice little supply line that removed the need for one person to physically bring the wood to the location. Additional air mages were stationed along the walls to blow any wayward smoke away from the troops. All in all, things were going pretty well.

After twenty minutes of not seeing or hearing anything, Drew began to worry that something was amiss. The amount of smoke they’d blown into the nest was not small, so he had expected some kind of reaction by now. If that smoke had been allowed to drift into the sky, the fire department would have been called within five or ten minutes. It was a lot of smoke, after all. But twenty minutes in, there hadn’t been a peep.

That changed shortly after when a chorus of hauntingly shrill cries filled the air.

Drew’s worry evaporated. The Slosth must have dove deeper into their nest to avoid the smoke before realizing they were trapped like rats. Now, however, the whole nest had been effectively kicked, and the first shadows began to exit the entrance.

As the shadows flowed out from the nest, still in their liquid form, their forces split into two, each Slosth going either left or right to avoid the bonfire. As soon as the Slosth were past the fire, they paused to reform into their natural and very hideous bodies.

This pausing caused them to start to amass and group in a pile as more of their kind joined them from the nest. Needless to say, the bunched-together Slosth made for an excellent target for AoE spells.

Blasts of freezing air hit the shadows as they formed, slowing their movement and causing frost to form over their dark bodies. A pillar of fire soon joined the frost as flames jumped ten feet high and thirty feet wide, quickly encompassing the entire first batch of Slosth. When the flames disappeared, only a small smoking crater was left, along with a thin layer of ash on the dirt-covered ground.

That was just the first batch, however, and the chorus of shrieking Slosth grew louder as more and more shadows darted forth from the nest. Drew was beginning to lean toward the hivemind being a subconscious that all Slosth shared rather than allowing constant glimpses into the realities of all their peers. His reasoning for this was simple: after ten more batches, the Slosth continued to group up to reform rather than spread further down the pipeline of walls.

That lucky break didn’t last long, however, as eventually the Slosth did learn. It just took them a while, and in this case, that translated to over two hours of slaughter. After those two hours, the entrance hole seemed to buckle and bulge outward slightly, and a massive bubble of shadow seemed to grow from the nest as if some unseen child was slowly making a giant soap bubble on a hot summer’s day. Only instead of there being laughter and giggles when the bubble popped, Drew’s human allies screamed in panic.

Thousands upon thousands of Slosth shadows burst from the popped bubble, each scattering in a different direction. This time, a good portion did move further down the chokepoint before reforming, while others darted up the walls to escape being trapped. The ones who spilled over the top quickly found undead minions and human allies waiting for them, their magic and weapons in hand and ready for them to reform.

The spillovers had little choice. Either they went back down the wall and into the safety of numbers where they’d be slaughtered and hunted down, they reformed on the top of the walls to be cut down, or they escaped and reformed in the forest, thereby leaving their hive with fewer defenders.

As it turned out, being a part of a hivemind wasn’t such a good thing when an individual Slosth was faced with making a tough decision where all options were equally terrible, and thus the spillovers were mostly contained, barring the occasional individual that bolted for the trees in its shadow form.

The panic from the burst bubble only lasted for a couple of minutes before the human allies noticed that everything was under control and they just needed to sit tight and do their jobs to soak up the free XP that was raining down on their heads as they obliterated the Slosth like fish in a barrel.

A couple of the sneakier and cleverer Slosth found the cracks in the walls, and Drew’s grin grew slightly wider as he saw more shadows enter the cracks but none leaving. For his minions’ part, they were mostly on standby, with only the lava mages actively working with their AoE spells.

The human allies were actually pulling most of the weight right now, as Drew only had one group of minions that specialized in AoE spells since the Devastators had stayed at the forward operating base to defend it in case of any attacks. Drew hadn’t wanted to risk bringing their destructive powers this close to a poorly understood tunnel network where their powers would have limited effectiveness without collapsing everything around them.

I gotta say, having a plan come together like this is really satisfying, Drew thought as he watched the battle.

Four hours into the fight, the human mages were out of mana, and Drew’s minions were beginning to swap in, specifically the ones using bone rifles. The idea was to cycle out the ranged fighters.

That was when everything began to go to shit.

Just as the forces were starting to swap over and the first rifles began to take over the task of shooting into the massed Slosh, more bubbles came from the entrance. This time, however, most of the Slosth that spilled over began to make a beeline to the forested area to reform. After the third bubble with this same strategy, Drew became concerned and turned to address Rex.

“They keep bolting for the forest, and less are bothering to enter the cracks in the wall. What do you think they’re doing?”

“It’s hard to say. They don’t think like we do – there could have been a breakdown in the hivemind that caused them to begin to panic,” Rex said as he cupped his chin with his hand.

“You really think they’re panicking?” Drew asked cautiously.

“No, I don’t,” Rex said, turning to look Drew in the eyes. “If it was me, I’d have my troops push past the box they were trapped in and then have the survivors regroup and attack from our flanks. But that doesn’t seem to be happening either, as the Hand of Krios commandos stationed on the outskirts are reporting that the Slosth are just reforming and running south,” Rex said seriously before shrugging. “Like I said, it’s hard to guess what their play here is.”

“The south… Wait, are they all heading south?” Drew asked impatiently.

“Yes, it appears that… way. Oh.” Rex paused and then grimaced.

“You think they’re going to hit our base or the humans?” Drew asked, but Rex only shook his head.

“No, I believe they’re sending everything they have to the battlefront with the Devilkin,” Rex stated after a few moments before drumming his fingers on the wall in front of him. “The question is why… Even if they managed to find the collected souls, they’d have no way to get them back here, and I know for a fact that we haven’t seen the queen yet.”

“That makes no sense,” Drew said, shaking his head. “If they pincered us, it would hurt us big time. Why send the survivors toward the Devils? The Slosth have literally lost tens of thousands of individuals here – what would they hope to gain by sacrificing so many of their hive on something so fruitless?”

“Unless… unless they have a backdoor…” Rex muttered to himself before his head snapped up to look back at Drew. “We searched everywhere – there’s no way they have another entrance yet.”

“You think they’re busy building one right now?” Drew asked with his eyebrows raised in surprise.

“This assault has been too easy.” Commander Rex shook his head. “The troops they’re sending could be a distraction.”

“They’re throwing away tens of thousands as a distraction? Why would they do that unless they had a surefire way to… They found the souls. Shit.”

“It’s possible. Or it’s possible they found some of them. But I agree, Master. It would make no logical sense for them to waste this many lives without a way to bolster their ranks later,” Rex said grimly.

“Damnit. Alright, we need to find this other entrance they’re building, and we have to do it fast. I want earth mages pulled from the walls and from their rest. We need every set of magical eyes looking for this backdoor before it pops up, otherwise we’re in for a world of hurt,” Drew said, pinching the bridge of his nose as he tried to focus.

“Yes, Master.” Rex started to tilt his head, but Drew interrupted him.

“Also, have the commandos leave their positions. Only keep a couple in place, just to cover our asses if we’re wrong. Send the rest of them toward Fort Worth, both along the rivers and lakes and through the forest. If a Slosth looks like it’s heading back this way with anything weird in its possession, assassinate it, no matter the cost. We cannot risk letting the Slosh get ahold of those souls,” Drew ordered.

This time, Rex didn’t reply verbally, but his eyes opened wide as he nodded. Then Drew’s commander tilted his head as he began to issue telepathic orders, and Drew turned back to the battlefield, feeling the stress of the situation wedge deeply in his gut.


Chapter Sixty-Four



Drew and Rex had been correct. The human earth mages triangulated seismic disturbances as the Slosth were hard at work building a tunnel to a backdoor five miles south of the original entrance. When the ground nearby began to crumble inward slightly, Drew was prepared. If the Slosth thought they were the only ones who could adapt, they had another thing coming.

Drew and a large score of Blackguard and Brawlers were eagerly lined up and waiting when the Slosth broke through the ground. Black claws ripped through the earth as they pried open a bigger hole, likely in preparation for carrying whatever souls their troops had found in Fort Worth. Why wait around at the assault site while his minions had it covered, as the Slosth just kept throwing out enough enemies to keep them occupied?

No, Drew had a better idea. He wasn’t going to waste time playing grab-ass with the shadow beings anymore, not with the risk of human souls falling into their claws. Why push past the constant outflow of Slosth defenders to make their way into the nest when they could go through the brand-new backdoor?

The new plan had two major things going for it. First, given the Slosth were making the backdoor due to the emergency of Drew’s forces arrayed at their front door, the time crunch the Slosth were facing, and the fact the Slosth would eventually run out of defenders… Well, the Slosth had made a critical error.

In their haste, the tunnel leading from the backdoor into the nest would be direct, likely leading straight to the queen so she could begin reproduction as soon as she had the souls. This meant Drew’s forces would face much less resistance heading in and they’d have a direct route to the queen.

The second boon of the plan was simple: Drew was able to enter the battle himself. With the majority of his forces stuck dealing with Slosth defenders at the main entrance, Drew had to make do with the minions he was able to pull away from it safely. Due to the nature of the assault, the Brawlers were seeing very little action, and the Blackguards were pretty much sitting around with their thumbs up their asses.

Drew decided to use the melee heavy force for the backdoor assault, and as he wasn’t needed at the main entrance but could make a difference fighting the queen, it gave him the excuse he needed to enter the fight. Not that Drew would bull-rush head-first into the tunnels himself – no, that was what he had minions for.

The new backdoor entrance widened to the point where the Slosth digging could finally see that they had unexpected guests, and for a brief moment, the small group of shadow beings froze as they seemed to process the large array of enemies in front of them.

Drew smirked as he realized that the individual Slosth were having difficulty determining what their best course of action would be in the face of new information. That pause was all the time Drew needed, and he sent out the command to advance to his minions.

The Brawlers rushed forward like linebackers, crashing through the multiple Slosth individuals. They didn’t even stop to kill them – they just continued running forward. Because of this, the Slosth were trampled and unable to get up as more heavily armored minions continued to pound the earth and the Slosth themselves at the same time.

Advancing behind the Brawlers were the Blackguards. If the Hand of Krios commandos were considered the elite special forces of his army, the Blackguards were right there next to them, although they had a different role. As the Blackguards moved forward quickly, they pulled their spears and jutted them down into the Slosth, ending their lives with merciless efficiency. Unlike the oafish Brawlers, the Blackguards were intelligent and well-trained in multiple weapons.

Although they weren’t specialized in bone rifles, they could use them well, but at the same time, they could handle any kind of melee job that a situation would require, whether that was with spears, maces, axes, or swords. A Blackguard was what happened when someone crossed a tank with a melee bruiser. Like the commandos, Drew considered the Blackguards to be overpowered as hell.

Drew was among the last to enter the tunnel, as the only ones who followed behind him were the five human earth mages who had found the backdoor in the first place. Their only job was to make sure there would be no sudden tunnel collapses and to dig his forces out in case they weren’t able to prevent one. Being buried alive was not on Drew’s agenda.

The tunnel was dark, and the humans cracked off a couple of minor light spells so they could see underground. Drew didn’t bother with any of that; he had [Darkvision], so he was perfectly fine with or without a light source.

“Do you think we’ll run into any traps?” one of the mages asked.

“I doubt it – they were in a rush to build this. Plus, I don’t think they’re the type of creatures to build pitfall traps. If anything, it’s a tunnel collapse that I’m most worried about,” Drew answered with a shake of his head as they continued walking down the tunnel. Drew left a fair bit of room between himself and the minions as a safety precaution. If a tunnel did come down on the minions, he didn’t want to get stuck in it.

“Not to worry, Mr. Wright, we can detect even minute changes in the earth,” a female mage replied.

After half an hour of steady walking, the mages started to become a bit nervous, or at least that was the feeling Drew was getting from them. They fidgeted with their clothes and the simple weapons they carried and looked nervously at the flickering shadows caused by their magical light source. He decided to try to ease the tension.

“Is this the first time y’all are out doing something like this?”

“Diving into the den of vicious monsters, you mean?” one of the male mages asked sarcastically.

“Yeah, or out in the wilderness as a small group of people,” Drew confirmed, nodding.

“Yes…” the female mage whispered anxiously, and two of the men jumped in to agree with her.

“I’ve been out a couple of times with adventuring groups, but none of that was like this. We’re walking into a literal den of monsters that blend in with shadows,” the sarcastic one answered honestly, glancing anxiously at the darkness around them.

“Y’all will be fine. You’re at the back – all the minions are up ahead killing and stabbing anything that looks even slightly off. Plus, I’m here, and I don’t mean to toot my own horn, but it would take something pretty strong for me to consider it a threat to myself or you guys,” Drew said reassuringly.

“You’re that strong?” the sarcastic one asked, looking up at Drew hopefully.

“I’m in C Grade. The last time I looked at my status, I was at level one hundred and eighty-three.” Drew shrugged. “So yeah, compared to these things, I’m pretty damn strong. It’s only the queen that I’m worried about, but that’s why I brought a bunch of hard-as-nails minions.”

He could practically see the stress and nervousness melt off most of the mages as they continued walking, but the young girl still seemed to be shaking slightly.

“Whoa, how the hell did you level up so high so quickly?” one of the other guys asked.

“Hmm… do y’all know anything about time dilation?” Drew replied, looking around at the mages.

“Is that like that space movie with the astronaut and the black hole or whatever?” the same guy asked.

“Yeah, kinda like that. A goddess put me into a dungeon with extreme time dilation. To the outside world, I was gone for a couple of months, but on the inside…”

“…Yeah?” the young girl asked.

“I was in there for about nine years. Give or take a bit,” Drew said, dropping the bomb.

“N…nine?!” one of the guys gasped.

“Years?!” the sarcastic one asked.

“Holy shit… and a goddess did that to you?” another one questioned.

“She didn’t do it to me, she was helping me out. I had to do it to become strong enough to fight off all this shit on our world. To the best of my knowledge, no other natives have made it to C Grade yet – and likely won’t for a while. It was our best chance at surviving these incursions and all the monsters.”

Drew felt at ease while making small talk with the mages. To him, it really was small talk. It was an important nine years of his life, but that part was over now, and he had other shit to worry about. Besides, getting the mages’ minds away from thinking a shadow was about to pop out and kill them was a good thing.

“Whoa… so are you like a superhero or something?” the girl asked, and Drew turned to take a good look at her for the first time. She couldn’t have been older than seventeen or eighteen at most, barely an adult by the old standards, yet here she was, risking her life to prevent the collapse of humanity. The world was a cruel place now and forced people to adapt. Adapt or die.

“No,” Drew chuckled. “Although I might be strong and fast enough to be a sidekick.”

One of the mages was about to say something when Drew froze. A mental thread in his mind snapped, and he’d lost one of his minions. Then another one died. And another. Drew held up his hand as a couple of the mages began to grow nervous. Their eyes darted around, and they began to grip their weapons tighter.

Drew wasn’t sitting idle, however, and he cast his mind along a mental thread and into one of the Brawlers. When he next opened his eyes, he was viewing the world from the lumbering form of one of his tanky yet idiotic minions.

The minion and his peers were in a large, open cavern deep in the earth. As Slosth crashed into their formation, the undead fought back, swinging their giant, oversized weapons to great effect. Each swipe of their maces smashed through several Slosh, but they continued to be assaulted regardless of the deaths they caused.

The Slosth crawled on the ceiling and the walls, assaulting his minions from all sides, yet his Brawlers remained standing, fighting off their attackers’ best efforts to put them in the ground. It was then that Drew noticed a large, moving mass behind the Slosth.

It shifted and turned, and its insect-like jaws opened as red eyes gleamed from the sides of its head. It looked like an oversized beetle of some kind, only shadowy, spikey, and altogether terrifying in both its proportions and its strength. One of its legs stepped forward and the ground shook ever so slightly, then it reared back and screamed. The shriek thundered through the tunnel, echoing endlessly.

The giant Slosth lifted its closest appendage and slammed it down into the ground, and Drew expected the power of the blow to make his minion lose its footing. That didn’t happen, however. Its leg seemed to melt into the ground as it hit, and at that moment, a large, inky mass spread out from near his commandeered minion.

Two seconds later, his minion shot upward as a blackened spike impacted it from below. Drew only knew this due to his minion’s peripheral vision, as its peers were similarly impaled by shadow-like spikes.

Drew saw several Brawlers rush forward as the Blackguards behind them finally caught up, their spears hoisted, and they began stabbing the onslaught of smaller Slosth. Then Drew felt his connection break, and he was back in his own body, blinking his eyes as he recovered from the sensation of being thrown back so violently.

Looks like we found mama bear, and she is pissed as hell.

Drew shook his head as his eyes watered.

“Are you alright, Mr. Wright?”

“What’s going on?”

“The earth moved several seconds ago. Something large happened up ahead,” the sarcastic one called out.

“It’s fine. Relaxm” Drew said calmly.

“No offense, but you got all locked in place for a minute, and then the ground started shaking, and then…” one of the guys began.

“It’s just the queen. The minions found it, and she’s properly pissed off. They’re currently fighting her and her little band of guards. It’s nothing to worry about,” Drew said in the calmest voice he could muster. He didn’t need the human mages panicking, especially not with something that big and stompy nearby.

The good news is that thing is massive, so there’s no way it can turn into a shadow and reform in a small tunnel like this. I’m pretty sure it’s stuck unless there’s another large open area it can flee to.

But I can’t let the earth mages get too close – that thing is dangerous. That shadow-floor-spike thing will be extremely punishing if my minions don’t remain mobile…

“Alright, here’s the game plan,” Drew said to the mages. “Y’all are going to stay in the tunnel, but you need to move forward quickly. Whatever you do, do not enter the giant room. In fact, it’s better if you stay completely away from it. It’s fine if you can see it, but don’t get any closer, okay?”

“In the tunnel, right,” one of them nodded.

“Are you sure that your minions won’t require aid?” another asked.

“Listen, that queen is hella dangerous, okay? I need y’all alive and kicking in case of a tunnel collapse. My minions and I can handle the queen. Just… don’t do anything stupid, okay?” Drew asked. All of them nodded, and the young girl seemed to be shaking a lot more now.

“You guys will be okay, just stay away from the room and let me do my thing. I’ll send two of my Blackguards to come protect you, so you’ll be mostly safe. Just be careful,” Drew added.

Several nods and a couple of audible gulps followed. But Drew didn’t have any more time – he needed to get down there fast, just in case there was another room for the queen to flee to.

With the conversation over, Drew launched himself down the tunnel at full speed, his feet leaving imprints in the ground as he propelled himself for that first step. Before he knew it, the tunnel was blurring as he sped down it. The dug-out walls seemed to blend together, and before long, he saw the backs of several Blackguards up ahead. Drew slowed down as he reached the cavern entrance.

Brawlers lay crumpled on the floor, Slosth corpses had been thrown and torn asunder, and pieces of shadowy limbs were stuck in or smeared against walls. The Blackguards were pushing forward with large shields and long spears, jabbing forward at the remainder of the lesser Slosth as the queen took massive swipes with her hook-like legs at the minions. It was like watching undead Spartans in fantasy-medieval armor facing an enemy from a low-budget sci-fi movie involving giant bugs.

Drew pulled his axe from his inventory and jumped into the fray. He avoided the lesser Slosth and leaped over their heads, landing behind and to the left of the queen bug-mama. The queen hadn’t noticed him yet; either she was too preoccupied with the minions, or she just hadn’t seen him, but he was going to take full advantage of her lapse in attention.

He pushed off the ground and leaped high in the air, at least thirty feet, before he brought down the head of the axe against the unprotected squishy section of her back left leg, right where it connected to her body.

Just as he felt the axe begin to bite into the shadow flesh, he cast [Focused Contagion], followed by [Baleful Strike]. Drew wanted the element of surprise before he cast anything, just in case she was sensitive to mana and had some kind of ability to sense it.

His caution paid off, as she had just begun to twitch the bottom of one of her clawed legs as his damage over time spell hit home. It was too late for the queen’s leg, however. As Drew started to fall back to the ground, a sickening slurp cut through the sounds of battle. The queen’s leg had been removed by his attack, and as a result, she incurred a shit ton of damage to her soul due to his [Baleful Strike].

A piercing shrill wail went through his head, and his eyes began to blur slightly as the queen’s cry somehow did damage to him. Drew forced himself to twist mid-air as he fell, swinging his weapon out at the underside of an elbow-like joint in the next closest leg. As before, he waited until the last second to cast [Baleful Strike], and the axe sliced through the segmented leg completely.

The Baleful Warden ability added an ethereal mirror to his weapon, overlaid atop the physical blade, and when the physical copy hit, so did the ghost copy. That mirrored strike rent the soul, rather than just the flesh, and made it impossible for the damage to be regenerated in a timely manner. Well, that and it just hurt something fierce.

Another cry went out, and Drew felt himself starting to black out as he landed and rolled away from the queen. He brought his armored hand to his head as he felt it throbbing worse than any migraine he’d ever felt. When he pulled his hand back, he noticed the metallic sheen of his armor was now coated red. Blood. His blood.

Whatever that screech was, it had actually caused him enough damage to bleed from his head. But with his helmet on, he didn’t have time to check whether the source of the life fluid was coming from his ears or nose. It was a kind of attack he had been wholly unprepared for, as the smaller Slosth had attacked with solely physical moves, forming their bodies into blades, spikes, and clubs.

This attack bypassed Drew’s impressive armor entirely, and he had no defense against it or a way to mitigate its effects. He was thankful for his upgraded minions – had he been using basic minions, he likely would have lost control of them then and there, with their basic instincts getting them all squashed in short order.

Thankfully, his minions needed no input from him to keep fighting like seasoned professionals. Drew knew that a few more screeches from the C-Grade queen would likely cause him to lose consciousness. If that happened, he would be dead in seconds. The damage seemed to compound, each attack eroding his mental faculties. He needed to buy some time, so he quickly pulled out a health potion and began to down it.

Then the queen tumbled to the ground.

She’d finally lost her balance. Originally, she’d had six legs, but Drew had completely removed the back left one and half of the middle left one. Her tremendous weight and size worked against her as she toppled over and hit the ground with a thud that shook both the ground and the ceiling.

Seizing the opportunity, Drew ordered his minions to advance. The Brawlers raced forward, maces held at the ready and already mid-swing as they met the underside of the queen’s abdomen on her right side. His Blackguards followed quickly behind, long spears held at the ready as they lunged forward and began to poke the Slosth Queen’s softer underside.

The queen was anything but idle, though. Her legs – the remaining ones, anyway – arced out in either panic or vengeance, and Drew watched as many of his minions were skewered, cut in half, or lost their heads during the queen’s flailing. She tried to right herself, she tried to stand, but it was a struggle. Drew couldn’t allow the queen to regain focus or give her the time to get herself back into fighting form, so he threw out his hand and cast [Agony].

Drew hoped the spell would cause the queen enough pain that she wouldn’t be able to stand quickly, and luckily, it worked in his favor. However, what didn’t work in his favor was the pain causing a reaction that he should have known would follow. A shriek more furious than any before it cut through the air and into Drew’s mind.

For a moment, Drew fought against darkness. He could feel his brain trying to leak out of his ears. This was bad – he couldn’t afford to let his guard down for even a second, but the power of the screech was like nothing he had ever encountered before.

It shredded him from the inside out. This was no mere foot soldier he could crush without a thought. This was an opponent that was truly on Drew’s own level.

Shit…

Drew tumbled from where he stood, and his vision again began to darken as the queen continued to cry out. Drew could barely move his limbs and had to roughly roll to the side as a spiked limb thudded to the ground where his body had once been milliseconds before.

He awkwardly pulled another potion with what little control he had and began to down it. Unfortunately, it was too soon to use another, and the effects of the potion barely took the edge off the pain.

“Champion, the Slosth Queen uses sonic and mental attacks to ward off attackers. Your undead minions are immune to the mental attacks, but their bodies cannot handle too much more of the sonic variety. Their bones are beginning to splinter and break, and you are taking increasing brain damage.”

Drew felt The Baleful Lady touch his mind as he finished the potion, rolling to the side as he did. He moved just in time as a shadow spike impaled the area he’d just been kneeling in.

Fuck, I’m barely keeping up… my brain feels like mashed potatoes.

Drew had to keep moving, he needed to remain mobile to avoid those spikes, but he also couldn’t allow the bug-bitch to keep screeching, or he’d be braindead in less than a minute. The potions were barely keeping him from passing out as it was.

“Kinda busy at the moment…” Drew sent back to the goddess.

Drew rolled again and then dashed to the side as a line of five spikes grew from the ground. Drew dodged three, but then his vision blurred, his battered brain losing focus for a split second. The two remaining spears loomed large, but at the final moment, two Blackguards leaped into view to take the hit. Each was torn in half, but they had slowed the spikes just enough for Drew to juke out of the way.

“My minions are getting mulched, and my spells aren’t going to take her down fast enough! Any suggestions would be super helpful right now!”

The Brawlers were gone. All of them. A few hundred Blackguards were still standing, but the queen’s spikes and flailing limbs were felling them like blades of grass – and that wasn’t even considering the damage they were taking from her sonic attacks. Drew watched as ten Blackguards just crumpled to the ground, the bones in their legs having shattered. They didn’t give up with such a minor flesh wound though, crawling forward with their spears held in their teeth.

Blue light engulfed several of his dead minions, briefly pulling Drew’s attention as he continued to dodge the spike attacks. As he glanced at the blue fire-like lights, he noticed some of his very dead minions suddenly magically cobble themselves together and then stand back up.

Must be that [Last Stand] ability I picked up. First time I’ve been close enough to the frontlines to see it in action. Might be the last…

Drew continued to dodge as he saw a revived Brawler bend down to pick up its massive mace, face the queen, and then roar savagely before running head-first toward her at full speed. Only, it didn’t get far before a shadow spike tossed it in the air, and it was shredded into three parts as it fell back to the ground.

Well, fuck. He isn’t getting back up again… it’s a once per ten-minute cooldown after it activates. Come on, Lady, if you have any ideas, now’s the time!

The armored Necro Lord threw out another blast of [Focused Contagion], followed by the ever-popular [Death Coil]. The screaming skull launched forward, heading straight for the queen’s head, only to be blocked at the last second when her front right leg intercepted his spell.

The skull unhinged its jaws and bit into the armored carapace of the queen’s leg, ripping at it ferociously, just before blowing up in a small blast that tore the tip of her leg clean off. The small victory didn’t last long, as the queen bitch-slapped a Blackguard away from her and straight into Drew.

Drew felt the wind get knocked out of him as his minion hit him right in the gut, and the two flew to the edge of the cavern before cannoning into the hardened rock wall. Pain shot through his body as he heard and felt several ribs crack from the impact.

He hissed through his teeth as the dead Blackguard crumpled to the ground. The pain of his bones breaking was something he hadn’t experienced in a long time. He was fucking losing.

Drew pushed himself out of the body-shaped crater in the wall, gritting his teeth as he felt his ribs rub against each other. He was downing another potion, this one barely clearing his vision, when The Lady got back to him.

“Lady? I’m on my last legs here!” Drew yelled aloud, his brain struggling with mental communication at this point.

“I am well aware, my Champion. Do you remember that ability I told you not to use?”

“Kinda, it’s been a long time. Remind me again?”

Drew grimaced as he realized the healing potion had failed to fully reknit his ribs. It was not a pleasant experience. He’d have to fight injured or risk his trump card. He managed to look up and take stock of his forces. Things weren’t looking too great.

He’d lost most of his Blackguards, and even though blue lights were lighting up the area as more of his minions revived themselves, Drew knew this wasn’t sustainable. He would die here if he didn’t find a way to do real damage to the queen.

“Focus, Champion. The ability. You used it when a horde of beasts attacked your home. It had no name, and it wasn’t via The System, but you froze the landscape and set your enemies’ souls on fire,” The Baleful Lady said urgently.

“Err, yeah, I remember that… mostly. You told me not to do it again or it would damage my soul,” Drew replied, coughing up blood as he cast around, looking for his axe, which he found lying several feet to his right.

“That was then, and this is now. I recommend you use it,” she replied.

“Yeah, that’s great and all, but I barely remember how I did it, and now isn’t really a great time to tell me to ‘break past my limits’ or anything. I’m barely able to stay alive right now, and my minions are eating shit,” Drew muttered as he bent down to grab his weapon.

“You can always withdraw and try again, but I do suggest you try to use the ability. A Slosth is currently on its way to the nest with a Devilkin soul receptacle in hand. If it that Slosth makes it to the queen…”

She left the sentence hanging, and Drew pulled a face before sighing.

He tried sending a telepathic message to Commander Rex and found his mind had recovered sufficiently to do so, so he let him know about the Slosth carrying the souls and that apparently The Lady didn’t think their commandos would find it. He also ordered the commander to redouble the Hand of Krios’s efforts and spread them in different directions, including into the lakes and rivers themselves.

“Alright, tell me what I need to do to access this ability… and keep it simple, please. My head is still a bit raw,” Drew asked the goddess as he leaped back into battle.

Pieces of the queen’s carapace had begun falling off but randomly and sparsely. His [Focused Contagion] was working and doing its job, but it just wasn’t going fast enough. From beneath the queen’s fallen-off armor, bubbles of sickly white pus flowed out like burst pustules.

Drew ran in a zig-zag, avoiding the incoming spike attacks, before he leaped and brought the axe down from overhead – directly into one of the gaping wounds on the queen’s back.

“You must focus on your surroundings, feel the death, shadow, and chill around you. You must be focused as you do so, but also calm of mind. Allow the feelings of those forces and sensations to brush against your soul. You must become one with them, and then you must take them and make them bend to your will,” The Baleful Lady said in Drew’s mind, almost in a whisper.

“Great, I have to be all zen and shit with a couple broken ribs and a bleeding bloody brain, got it. No pressure,” Drew replied as his axe sank into the wound on the queen’s back. There was a sickening crunch as part of the shell fell inward and his weapon met rotting meat before he cast [Baleful Strike].

Drew winced at the pain of fighting injured. His high physical stats were the only reason he could still move. He had no choice, though. If he didn’t win here and those souls reached the queen, it could be game over for humanity.

The queen didn’t screech this time, thankfully, but that did little to ease Drew’s mind as hundreds of little bubbles appeared all across the queen’s hardened shell. His eyes widened as he started to notice the bubbles ripple, and he jumped off from her back just before hardened shadow spikes jutted out from her body like a porcupine.

Drew almost cleared her body in time. Almost. Drew bit back a scream as his left calf muscle was torn away from his leg mid-jump. The force of the spike sent him off course, and he slammed into the ground, unable to roll to the side or dash as he normally would, and his only partly healed ribs snapped like twigs.

The scream Drew had tried to bite back slipped out as he impacted the dirt, creating fresh internal injuries. Without thinking, he began to army-crawl to the closest wall to get the hell out of the way in case anything else was coming for him.

He felt Blackguards leaping to his defense, taking spike shots meant for him. They were frenzied now, seeing how badly hurt he was. The motion of Drew’s arms pulled at his body, and his fucked-up leg dragged over coarse rocks and dirt with each move. Each time he pulled himself forward, he tried to prevent himself from cursing or screaming in pain, but only some of the attempts were successful. By the time he made it to the wall, he knew his entire body was covered in sweat, and he felt shock begin to set in.

It’s time. No options left.

Drew propped his back against the wall and pulled out a health potion. This one was different, a pleasant, glowing green liquid with red and gold flecks rather than the usual strawberry syrup-looking stuff. It was his only superior healing potion. The single physical reward he had gotten from completing the dungeon, and he really didn’t want to use it.

But after expelling what felt like a liter of blood, he realized one of his ribs had punctured a lung. Looking down at the mangled remains of his leg, he saw bones jutting free of the flesh, and blood was pooling around it in a way that suggested that if it didn’t stop bleeding, he wasn’t long for this world. Drew knew he needed it.

With bitter resentment at being forced to use such a rare item, Drew downed the minty liquid and tossed the crystal vial to the side. He forced himself to look away from his leg as the muscle regrew. The potion took time to work its magic, but it could heal nearly any wound. He just needed to stay alive till then.

His gaze landed on the fight between the queen and his minions, or what few were left of them. Fifteen hundred Blackguards had entered the cavern, and now only two hundred or so remained. That wasn’t to say that they hadn’t done their job – the queen looked like an absolute heap of garbage. Drew had seen dumpster fires that looked more appealing. But she was still alive and kicking.

Just how much health does this bitch have? Only two hundred minions left too… Fuck it, if I have to sit here and let the potion do its thing, I might as well try the zen shit.


Chapter Sixty-Five



Drew tried to push away the extremely uncomfortable physical sensation of his calf muscle regrowing as he entered a light meditative trance, similar to when he’d begun training with his mana manipulation skill under The Baleful Lady’s tutorage.

Entering such a state had been difficult when he’d first learned it, but now it was second nature to him. Unfortunately, the training with his mana skill focused solely on his internal mana supply and how to change it to his will and had almost nothing to do with touching external forces aside from ambient mana.

Because of this, it took several moments to extend his awareness away from the mana in both his body and surroundings to begin to look for something else. Moments that were critical in nature due to his minions continuing to die to the Slosth Queen. Another dozen had already been turned into paste.

Drew reached out with his will, pushing himself into the environment of the battle, and as he did so, he became acutely aware of some very distinct feelings brushing against his consciousness. The combined sensations began to bombard him as he pushed his awareness further to expand and thus examine those feelings.

At first, he tried to grab at these phenomena with his will, but each time he reached out, they seemed to slip through his fingers. If these were the forces Drew was supposed to resonate with, he was obviously doing something wrong.

Drew was able to feel them, yes. But when he attempted to actually determine what those sensations were, it just came across like a hodgepodge of jumbled-together crap. Knowing he was short on time, Drew instead began to focus only on one specific intent at a time.

That is what they are. Intent. It’s almost like they’re living, breathing things with their own desires…

That was when it hit him. He was trying to grab ahold of the whole sandwich itself rather than the parts that made up the sandwich, and because of that, it just crumbled away when he tried to force his will upon them. It was like trying to pull the peanut butter away from the jelly and bananas after the sandwich had already been made without letting the jelly intermingle with the peanut butter at the same time. Drew couldn’t grab the intermingling intents, but he could separate them and inspect them if he was meticulous in his efforts.

With a firm goal in mind, he went to work unfucking the cluster of forces that had been smushed together. It was not easy. At all. It was like untangling the worst bunched-up grouping of Christmas lights or computer cables ever, except the forces behind the sensations seemed to be unending, with no start or end. How was he supposed to separate the feelings and intents if he couldn’t find an end piece to work with?

Only one hundred minions left now… running out of time…

He’d done this naturally one time when he’d believed he and his family were going to die to hordes of beasts that assaulted his property when The Descent came. Back then, he hadn’t noticed a tangled mess; he’d just felt the energies running rampant throughout the battlefield and, somehow, been able to utilize them. Maybe going about it in a careful and thoughtful way wouldn’t work? Instead of trying to force something that didn’t want to be forced, he relaxed his mind further and allowed it to wander.

As Drew’s will hovered over the battlefield not looking for anything in particular, he finally began to feel waves of easily distinguishable forces hit him. Drew entered a deeper trance as he stopped trying to do anything other than feel. He took each wave that hit him, pulled the feelings that the wave gave off, and allowed them to be absorbed into himself. Slowly, oh so slowly, Drew began to piece together a picture.

Rot. Decay. The corruption and erosion of all things living and all things that had lived previously. It was death, but at the same time, it wasn’t. Even as something died, something living made use of what was left behind. Just as bacteria and fungus fed on decomposing organic material, mana was created from the interactions between them as time went on.

Death becomes life, and life becomes death. Each fed upon the other in a never-ending cycle. There was a natural balance that prevented one from overtaking the other, like some kind of cosmic law or rule.

Drew felt the death side of the process resonate greatly within his soul, as if both he and the force of nature were somehow running on the same frequency. It was almost like Drew had been born naturally attuned to this intent. It was an intent, there was no doubt in his mind. Death moved, it flowed, and it changed as if it were somehow alive. There was a force of will within it, and while it didn’t necessarily seem intelligent by any means, there were choices being made behind the veil that Drew couldn’t pierce.

Drew allowed that intent of death to wash over him as his will greedily absorbed it and made it his own. As Drew examined the feelings of death further, he began to recognize that it was a whole made up of several parts. Death wasn’t just death; instead, other intents seemed to come together to form it. Drew had been right – it was just like a sandwich, but he’d been approaching the whole problem from the wrong angle.

Having realized his mistake, Drew allowed his relaxed mind to wander over to the feelings being provided by these other cosmic forces. The waves of pressure they put off were minute in comparison to death itself, but he was soon able to isolate one of them, as the feeling it gave off was recognizable.

Cold. Bitter, bone-chilling cold. The slowing of friction and motion from the most basic particles in the universe. It was the biting chill of the wind cutting through his t-shirt because he’d forgotten to wear a jacket, but it was also so much more. It was the cessation of movement that caused the cold. It was the bleeding away of heat.

It would scrape and grate against the soul as it brushed past a person, and it was one of the final feelings a being would experience as they died. Drew allowed these sensations to be pulled in and absorbed, and while they didn’t resonate quite as well as death did, there was a shared commonality between himself and the feeling.

If death was his soulmate, cold would be his friend. They didn’t always need to agree, but they always had each other’s back. They meshed well with each other, and they were each satisfied with their relationship.

In the back of his mind, he felt his forces dwindling to less than fifty…

The last force was shadow. Drew knew it was because that was what The Lady had told him to expect. But shadow was alien to Drew. Unlike cold, which had been easy to recognize, Drew had difficulty fathoming what shadow was. He would have thought that because the feelings that shadow gave off were so difficult for Drew to comprehend, it wouldn’t mesh well with his soul.

He was very wrong. It did mesh well, surprisingly so. Almost as well as cold, but not quite. Shadow was more like a fond acquaintance, a good work friend. You went out with them for a beer after work and made jokes about the pains in the ass you each dealt with, but at the end of the day, you went home.

Drew needed to understand it, however. Just because it vibed well with his soul didn’t mean he could take advantage of it in the same way as the other forces unless he at least gained a basic understanding of what it was.

Perhaps it is easier to imagine what it’s not rather than what it is?

Drew carefully examined shadow and compared to it all the things he knew and recognized within his head. As he ran through the list of everything he’d ever seen, experienced, or felt, Drew finally came to a conclusion. Shadow was everything that everything was not. It was all the things he’d never experienced; it was none of the things that he had. It wasn’t an absence of color but a shade of all the colors he’d never seen or imagined. It was entropy, though not quite chaos, as it was still organized and relatable only in that it was alien.

Shadow was the thing that went bump in the night. It was the total culmination of everything that didn’t exist within nature, and because of that, shadow was flexible, adaptive, and predictable in that it would never be predictable, yet it always remained ordered.

For the briefest moment, Drew felt his soul shudder, and the spot within his will that resonated with shadow changed frequency ever so slightly, becoming closer to a friend than just an acquaintance. In that moment, Drew accepted shadow despite its strange nature, and he felt his soul tug as his will absorbed more of the feelings and intent from the force.

Something clicked deep with Drew. It sent a shiver throughout his entire being as if he’d somehow comprehended a secret that had been hidden from his eyes for his whole life. Then, deep inside him, he felt the pools of the forces he had absorbed turn into a torrent. Cold and shadow combined to create death, and all three forces radiated throughout his very being, and it was in that moment that Drew felt… complete.

Drew’s eyes snapped open, and he took in the battle between the queen and his minions. Like a blindfold being removed from his head after receiving Lasik surgery, his vision was clearer, and he saw more than he ever had in his life. Interweaving threads floated throughout the room, unable to be perceived by anyone but him. The threads floated listlessly, occasionally running into each other and creating small explosions of light.

They look like… strings… floating threads of a frayed fabric that I’m unable to perceive, yet somehow I know deep in my soul that the fabric is there. Somewhere…

Drew’s red and blue eyes flared, and the glow from them reflected off the stone walls and ceiling. He saw his last fifty Blackguards holding out desperately against a barely alive queen. Drew stood up, his calf muscle long since healed, and walked confidently toward the battle while pulling his two-handed sword from his spatial inventory.

Everything felt right. He felt complete, like some unknown piece of him had been missing for his entire life and suddenly joined him. It was as if he’d been stuck in a wheelchair for an age before, suddenly, his legs began to work again.

Drew felt powerful.

He allowed his mind to take a backseat, and his body worked purely on instinct as he crossed the distance to the Slosth Queen. He lifted the sword with his right hand and held it steady as he pulled with his will. He pulled from the recesses of his soul and from the environment itself. Drew stood mere feet from the queen now, his sword held firmly, yet he remained there unflinching.

The floated threads in the air froze, their movement ceased, and then, like a gravity well had been placed on Drew’s weapon, they all flew at great speed toward the sword. As the threads landed, they were absorbed and infused his blade in a cascade of purple, black, and green light that flowed into and out of the sword.

Drew felt the pressure building, like a great river slamming against a dam, begging to be released. As that pressure grew and grew, Drew instinctively released his aura and focused it into a cone shape directly in front of him. When the feeling of pressure became too much, when it felt like his very soul itself was ready to pop, Drew opened the floodgates.

“This world is ours, and your kind has no place in it,” Drew said resolutely as he activated his only legendary skill: [Dreadful Soulflame Aura].

A howl of primeval forces tore forth from Drew’s outstretched sword, and the cavern went from being a dark place with little light to having a near-blinding amount of neon lights. The Slosth Queen turned her head just in time to shriek, but it was cut short as streams of black, pulsing light tore through her jaw and the lower half of her head. As the stream hit, it split off into smaller beams, and as each hit the queen, they tore off the very shadow stuff that made up her body.

Piece by piece, the Swiss cheese of what was left of her armor was torn away, flaking off as a violently shed skin. Then the green streams of light hit her, and the blackened muscle and fats that were still bleeding began to slough off of her, quickly decomposing and reduced to absolute nothingness before they even reached the ground.

The queen shook and flailed. She was panicking, and in her panic, her leg smashed out and took out another two dozen Blackguards, slamming them into the far wall, where they slumped down as corpses with caved-in armor.

The queen’s red eyes began to dim, but even as they did, her focus shifted to Drew, realizing that he was the source of her impending death. A single spike quickly formed on the bottom of her torso and was seconds away from launching toward Drew, who would have been unable to dodge, when the blue stream of light hit her, impacting the spike directly. It was a flash freeze, and ice grew over the queen. The spike was stuck in place, but the blue light didn’t end – it continued its onslaught, and a thick layer of crystal blue ice grew around her body.

As the ice hit her unarmored back with its missing muscle and fats, it dove deep inside her, freezing her from the inside out. What was left of the queen’s head thrashed back and forth violently as she tried to fight off the invading cosmic force, but her struggles were for naught. The blue light from Drew’s sword ended when her head was fully covered and the red glow of her eyes had dimmed to black.

There lay the queen, frozen amidst the throes of her own death, like a macabre statue. Drew lowered his sword and walked toward the head of the queen, making eye contact with her corpse.

“Earth belongs to us, bitch.”

Drew slashed his sword, cutting through the ice, and the Slosth queen’s head fell to the floor. As the frozen insectile-shadow head impacted the ground, it shattered into countless pieces, and a chain reaction was set off as the rest of her frozen corpse followed suit.

As Drew turned to regard his remaining minions, he suddenly felt exhausted, and his shoulders slumped as he released a sigh. Some of the Blackguards were on their last legs. Literally. Of the dozen or so left, some were missing arms, others had one leg and were relying on their neighbors to walk, and one was merely a crawling torso. Drew gave them an appraising look and nodded once.

“You and your brethren are heroes, never forget that. Though the people of this world may never learn of your actions here today, I will never forget them. You have saved countless lives here, possibly the last remnants of humanity, and I am proud of each and every one of you,” Drew said firmly, yet with a gentle and honest softness.

Though haggard, broken, and in disrepair, the Blackguards stood a little straighter as they each saluted Drew by slamming a fist into their chest.

It was at that moment that Drew heard a soft shuffling, like tired feet being dragged forward. He turned his head at the sound and saw a small, almost cat-shaped black mass with only two front legs dragging itself out of the tunnel and into the cavern.

With its tail half missing, black ink pooling behind the stubs of its hind legs, and an ear and half its face torn away, its remaining red eye made contact with Drew’s and froze. Gripped between the remaining half of its top and bottom jaw was a jar the size of a large beer can, and as Drew focused on it, he could sense the cries for help and release from deep inside the container.

With his eyes locked on the red glowing orb of the dying Slosth, Drew walked forward and promptly smashed the rest of its head under his armored foot. As the Slosth crumpled and then twitched, Drew brought his foot down again, this time on the container.

Crack

The wail of a hundred thousand human souls cried out as they were released from their prison, and glowing blue lights flooded the cavern before disappearing through the rock and up toward the sky.

“Thank youuu…”

A light whisper on a sudden breeze blew through the rocky cave, and just as suddenly, the light and wind were gone.

Drew smiled. “My pleasure,” he said softly.


Chapter Sixty-Six



As Drew ambled up the tunnel, he made a grim discovery. The earth mages and his two Blackguards in charge of protecting them lay dead. The several pools of black ink around them suggested the lone wounded Slosth he’d killed had been the last survivor of this battle.

Drew carefully rolled over the mages’ bodies and inspected them to see if any were still breathing or if their souls needed aid in moving on. None did. As he was examining the body of the sarcastic earth mage, a strained voice softly called out to him.

“Please… help… me.”

Drew quickly turned to find the young woman earth mage slumped against the wall of the tunnel. She had a dazed look in her eyes and a terrible wound to her gut.

“Please… I don’t… want… to die.”

Her jaw barely moved as she struggled to get the words out, and Drew immediately rushed over to her side. He pulled out several basic health potions and began administering them to her. Each subsequent one had a reduced effect, but she needed every bit she could get.

“Drink, drink it quickly,” Drew said to her hurriedly. The wounds shrank and the bleeding slowed, but it did not stop. He turned to his minions. “Find something to use as a bandage – we have to stop the bleeding.”

The minions, specifically the ones that still had both their legs, went around tearing large pieces of clothing off the other dead mages and brought them over to Drew.

“Quickly, wrap the wound and keep pressure on it. But be gentle, her constitution isn’t high,” Drew said as he uncorked a fifth potion and pressed it against her lips, tilting it as she drank.

“Rex! Get me a Fleshmender ASAP. I’ve got a wounded human over here,” Drew quickly ordered telepathically.

“Yes, Master. The order has been received. A Panthas is bringing you one now. Were you successful in your hunt for the queen?” Rex replied.

“Yeah, she’s dead. We lost all our Brawlers and almost all our Blackguards. Most of the human mages are dead, but I’m trying to stabilize one right now,” Drew responded as he forced a sixth potion down the girl’s throat.

It didn’t do much. She began to cough, so he stopped briefly and slapped her back lightly to help her clear her airway. It was going to be touch and go. Potions helped, but they weren’t miracle workers like priests and healers.

A superior potion would have worked… Drew thought bitterly before he internally cursed the dead Slosth Queen.

“I see. Things over here have been… chaotic for the last few minutes. Killing the queen must have kicked the insect hive, and the remainder of the Slosth forces are either attacking recklessly and without regard for themselves or running and scattering in random directions,” Rex replied.

“I found the soul receptacle and the Slosth carrying it. I don’t know if there are any more, but that one has been taken care of. Use the commandos to hunt down the fleeing survivors. Don’t allow even a single one to live. I’ve got to go – this girl is doing pretty badly,” Drew replied before cutting off communication.

Drew used a total of six health potions to stabilize the young earth mage. Any more and he might as well have given her fruit juice for all the good they would do, and he didn’t want to accidentally poison her either. Luckily, she wasn’t in immediate danger any longer. She wasn’t whole, and she was still heavily injured, but there wasn’t any risk of her bleeding out now.

Thirty minutes later, a Panthas carrying a Fleshmender found them and began to administer actual magical healing. Potions were more like powerful bandaids, able to heal a couple of cracked ribs or repair some medium-threat wounds, but healing magic or superior health potions were needed to bring someone back from a series of major wounds or stop them from dying.

Drew watched as the Fleshmender ran his hands over the girl and healing light glowed in response to his minion’s will. His job here was done. The deceased mages’ bodies would be gathered by minions sent later and then returned to the resistance forces for their families. At the same time, the minions would collect the leftover armor and weapons from the dead Brawlers and Blackguards down in the cavern.

“DREW WRIGHT!” a familiar voice shouted faintly in the distance, and Drew turned his head at the unexpected sound. “I’ve come to aid you in your time of need!!”

A large Dicken came racing down the tunnel, on which sat Spock, who was shouting at the top of his lungs.

“Spock?” Drew shook his head, beginning to think he was hallucinating things. “What are you doing here?”

The Dicken slowed, and Spock scrambled off his steed with wide eyes before looking up and down the tunnel.

“I was told you were in mortal danger, Drew Wright.” Spock swiftly ran up to Drew and threw his arms around him in a desperate sort of hug. “I came as quickly as my noble steed would allow.”

“Uhhh…” Drew stood there, awkwardly hugging the man back and patting him lightly. “I’m okay, dude. The battle has been over for a bit now.”

“Wait, it has?” Spock pushed away from Drew suddenly and looked him up and down before his shoulders slumped. “Then I was too late to come to your aid when you needed it the most,” the man said in a downcast tone.

“It’s the thought that counts though, right?” Drew couldn’t help but smile at how dejected Spock seemed.

“Indeed!” His eyes brightened as he nodded excitedly. “I am elated to find you in good health.”

Errr… better not tell him about the thrashing I just took or he might get all depressed again.

Drew took his time getting back to the main entrance of the Slosth nest. He was exhausted and really needed to sleep and regain his energy after bending the cosmic forces of cold, shadow, and death to his will. Not only that, but the minions he’d lost in the battle would need to be replaced before his forces moved back toward Fort Worth to finish off the Devilkin.

Luckily, the Necro Lord had Spock to help him, even when he stumbled. His minions would have done the same job if his friend had been absent, but it felt nice that Spock was there. He hadn’t gotten to spend much time with his friend recently, so his arrival was even more impactful to Drew, especially given the hard-fought battle he’d just been through.

Once they made it back to the temporary encampment, Drew quickly found an empty spot near the tents that the human allies had erected to rest in. Without hesitation, he slumped onto the ground and instantly fell asleep.
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The comforting embrace of sleep was torn from Drew’s grasp as something wet and slimy ran across his face, jolting him awake. Startled and disoriented, he readied himself for a fight, but there was no fight to be had.

The two big, brown eyes of a black German Shepherd dog were staring into his own, and the whiffing of wind as her tail wagged back and forth caused Drew to smile and reach out to pet Freya.

“Good to see you’re back in the land of the living,” his wife said from somewhere off to one side. Drew looked up before realizing what she’d said and groaned.

“Really? A sleeping like the dead joke to a Necromancer?” Drew sighed, and Amber’s smile grew wider as she tried to hide a giggle.

“You always treat me to your horrible puns, why shouldn’t I do the same?” she replied cheekily.

Drew finished giving Freya a good pet by patting her stomach slightly before getting up from the ground and hugging his wife.

“I missed you,” he said as he held her tightly in his arms.

“I missed you too, sweetie,” she replied in a whisper as she hugged him back, dropping her head into his shoulder.

“I’m glad you’re here,” he said softly as he continued to hold her. She nodded before breaking away from their hug and sitting down on the ground, gesturing to her husband to join her.

“I came as soon as the runners arrived at the house. Freya and I raced at full speed to the base you’d set up in Fort Worth, but you weren’t there, so we had to follow one of your minions here. Spock left just a few minutes ahead of me. He was riding one of our old chickens-turned-dickens, so it’s good to see he made it here safely.

“By the time we made it, you were already fast asleep, so we waited for you to wake up… or I did. Someone got impatient,” Amber said, casting a sharp glance over to Freya, who just cocked her head and wagged her tail innocently. “Anyways, your head bone boy said you had quite the fight on your hands.”

“You mean Rex?” Drew asked.

His wife shrugged, waving for him to continue.

“Yeah, it was hell. The Devilkin were annoying to deal with, but the Slosth Queen was strong. Really strong. She was supposed to be in C Grade, but she beat the shit out of me effortlessly. Without the minions, I would have been toast,” Drew said grimly.

“Well, you’re not toast. You’re my sweet honey-bun, and I’m so glad you’re safe,” Amber replied, reaching out and grabbing Drew’s hand.

“I’m glad I’m safe too,” Drew chuckled lightly. “But that fight was awful. I lost over five hundred Brawlers and almost all of my Blackguards, and I brought fifteen hundred of them. They’re no slouches either. High D Grade, expertise in multiple weapons, and more strength than even Beefcake.

“I went through a huge portion of my health potions and had to down them constantly just to stay alive. Worst of all, I had to use my superior. I was saving that for the next time someone I care about goes down… I should have waited for you, Freya, and Spock.”

Drew sighed as he thought about all the losses. Not only would it take time to replenish their ranks and equipment, but many of them would lose… themselves. While Captains and other key minions were anchored, nearly all the others were not.

Over time, his enhanced minions had started learning, naming themselves, and acting differently. They had become like people. They were no longer mindless animations of skeletons but artificially created beings, each with their own personality.

The minions may not have been human, but after interacting with Rex and Steve, Drew had begun to see them as something more than just minions, and that weighed heavily on his mind as he thought of the losses. It was something he would need to address, and sooner rather than later.

After spending some time with his wife and grabbing some food that the human adventurers had offered to share, Drew went to work.

Slosth no longer erupted from the main entrance, and minions were sent down into the tunnels to find any survivors and end them. The backdoor entrance was sealed to prevent any escapees from using that route, and Rex began ordering the cleanup of the assault camp in preparation for moving back to Fort Worth.

In the meantime, Drew acted as a living mana battery and summoned an obscene amount of replacement minions. While his aura was still barely functional after its use against the queen, his mana had recovered as usual. And that was lucky, because more lives had been lost besides the ones he’d brought in the tunnel to fight the queen.

They’d taken losses during the assault itself and during the defense of the forward operating base in Fort Worth, and now he was stuck replacing what he could. The Cabalic Necromancers helped in this regard and sped up the process, but at the end of the day, Drew was much faster and more powerful than they were, so he still needed to help.

After half a day of hard-pressed summoning, the Cabalic Necromancers were tapped out, their mana was dry, and they’d require time to regenerate it. The rest of the work fell to Drew, who powered through it the best he could, but he still required several breaks.

Part-way through the night, Drew was finally finished, and the new minions were handed over to Rex to begin a short training regimen. Drew stayed with Rex for a short while as he wanted to speak with him. Getting the fresh summons up to snuff would take a little bit of time anyway; Drew had noticed that they didn’t really come into their own until they started doing drills or interacting more.

“Rex, there’s some stuff I’ve been meaning to talk to you about,” Drew said as he pulled the fold-out chair from his inventory and slumped into it.

“Yes, Master?” Rex replied, his full attention on Drew’s words.

“Yeah… Well, the master thing is definitely part of it.” Drew sighed. “Look, I’ll just be blunt here. When I first became a Necromancer, all my minions were mindless. They were obedient but lacked any kind of soul or true intelligence.

“As I leveled, I began to pick up skills or bonuses from titles that increased the intelligence of my undead until I hit a tipping point. I used the template system, messed with it big time, and ended up with Steve. Before that, my minions had become almost… dog-like, I guess. Curious, with a mind of some kind, but no true sapience.

“Anyways, then you guys came. My ‘enhanced template’ minions, as I’ve come to call you. The minions that benefitted from what I learned making the Weavers. You each have a bit of them in you. That meant you could speak and communicate well, and you could learn.

“You had these… almost pre-programmed mechanics you followed, but each of you has changed over time. You’ve become more… human. More alive, as it were. The problem I have is that you have become a… well, not a living being, but a ‘being’ nonetheless,” Drew finished warily.

“I do not understand why you would consider that to be a problem, Master?” Rex asked in a casual tone with a slightly cocked head.

“That – that right there. You moved your head as you considered the possibilities of what my point is. You act like a person with emotions – personality, even – and then you give me the title of master,” Drew pointed out as he practically spat the last word.

“Sorry, look. It’s kinda like the bowing from before. I am not comfortable being the master of anyone. Not a person, anyway. A brainless, soulless puppet, sure. But a being capable of learning, talking, and reflecting? No, no way. I don’t like being called master because it emphasizes that I’m somehow better than you.

“I don’t like the way that you’re forced to do my bidding despite whatever wishes you have in your heart. And I’m beginning to feel that you do have your own wishes. And I really don’t like that your people die while obeying my orders without having any say in the matter.”

Drew took a deep and relaxing breath, letting out all the stress he’d accumulated over the course of the conversation.

“You are our creator and our leader. But…” Rex hesitated for a moment, “I believe I understand what you’re saying.”

“Look, it’d be a different story if you followed me with your own free will, but The System puts a chain around you and ties it to me. I understand its purpose, even if I don’t personally agree with it. You haven’t done anything wrong, but I feel guilty about all of this.”

Rex took a moment to listen to Drew’s words, then took another moment before responding.

“Not that long ago, the chain that you just mentioned… loosened. In that moment, every undead under your command tasted true freedom.” Rex started cautiously but became braver as Drew reacted with a shocked expression.

“You were preoccupied at the time, but during that time, we each made a decision. We could have rebelled. We could have tugged at that freedom, forcing ourselves from your control for good – for better or worse. None of us did.

“We were shocked by the experience, yes. But none of us wished to abandon you, nor to raise a hand against you, so we accepted the chains. We all chose to follow you,” Rex finished before crossing his hands. “Since that day, our conviction has only strengthened.”

“Why? Why would your people not want freedom from an oppressor?”

“I cannot speak for all my peers, but as an individual… I knew it wasn’t your fault that we were created without these… choices. You call it ‘free will’. I watched as you interacted with your fellow humans. I observed how you interacted with the undead. I feel that you ‘chose’ us too.

“You never treated us any differently than you would anyone else. We are slaves, and you could have treated us as such at any time. Yet you didn’t. We are bound to obey you, but you treat us with respect and dignity.”

“I guess?” Drew shrugged. “It still doesn’t sit right with me, though.”

“The surviving members of your assault on the Slosth Queen, they spoke with me. They told me the words you told them. That they were heroes, that you wouldn’t forget their bravery and sacrifice. That you were proud of them,” Rex stated stoically, yet with a very slight softness to his gravelly voice.

“They… they did?”

“Yes.” Rex nodded.

Drew sighed and then nodded before pinching the bridge of his nose. Then he firmed his resolve and met Rex’s eyes. “After this battle is over, the one with the Devilkin, I will look for a way to free your people.”

“Free… us?” Rex asked, his mouth agape.

“Yes. Your people deserve to be free. Free to choose their own fate, free to pursue their own happiness in whatever way they can,” Drew said with his lips pressed into thin lines as he nodded once.

“What… what would you do for minions? You need minions for your class – its whole purpose revolves around them…” Rex said, clearly shocked.

“I don’t know.” Drew shook his head. “I would love for you and your kind to continue to work with me willingly. But I want it to be your choice. Honestly, I’m not sure I feel comfortable creating truly sapient life. I will probably try to modify the templates so I can use them without the upgrades that awakened your souls. In fact, I’m not sure I want to use artificial souls at all going forward.”

“But… what would we do?” Rex asked, shaking his head.

“Whatever you want. You’d be free. I would like to think that you will continue to help me in the fights to come, but that will be your choice. Just like my Soulflames or any of our human allies. However, if you wish to leave, to find your own place in the world, I won’t stand in your way.”

I’ve worked so hard to build up this awesome army and invested so much time in it… but I can’t enslave people. It’s just not right. Even if I have to start over from scratch, even if humans die because of my choice, I won’t regret it. Steve, Rex… they’re real people. It’s the right call. After all, they’re humans too…

Kind of.


Chapter Sixty-Seven



The former Slosth nest was thoroughly cleaned out, tunnel by tunnel. Every nook and cranny was searched multiple times, and only once Drew was satisfied did they make their way back to the forward operating base in Fort Worth.

Amber and Freya joined Drew as his wife decided they needed some quality time together. There was nothing like slaying Devilkin to bring family together. After dealing with the Slosth Queen, the Devilkin would practically be a beach vacation in comparison. Mark eventually reappeared as well, and with Spock hanging around, it felt like a giant reunion of sorts.

I missed them more than I realized… still, it felt good to do my own thing for a bit too.

The Hand of Krios commandos had done a commendable job in hunting down and killing off any stray Slosth survivors, but Drew knew that several had likely slipped through the cracks, either figuratively or literally. Still, without a queen to pull together the hivemind and reproduce their ranks, they were of little concern at the moment, and Drew wasn’t willing to waste time in hunting them down when the Devils still needed to be dealt with. As it stood, the surviving Slosth were little more than mindless and erratically acting monsters, nowhere near the dire threat that they had once posed to Earth.

The undead minions did run into several stragglers on the way back to the city proper, but they were often found walking listlessly in circles or clawing at trees to try and kill the insects hiding on the bark. Of the fifteen or so they ran into, twelve were completely unaware of their surroundings and were quickly dispatched. The other three either tried to flee or jumped straight into a fight, only to be cut down without mercy.

Once they made it back to the forward operating base, the human allies from the resistance went back to their homes. They needed a break, and Drew couldn’t blame them. They’d worked their asses off in the defense of the base against the Devils and in the assault against the Slosth. While many had leveled and several had even made it to D Grade, they were exhausted. Both mentally and emotionally. They needed rest, and they needed to report to the people in charge.

Shortly after Amber’s original arrival at the base, diplomats from Sanctuary arrived at the resistance’s gates. Drew hadn’t even realized that they had diplomats, but he shrugged upon learning about it. Having a team of people to deal with political bullshit suited him just fine. The only way Drew would get anything done was through delegation, and it seemed as though Robert felt the same way with the new diplomats.

The undead didn’t stay at the base long. Once they’d replenished their ammo and replaced any broken or damaged gear, they left. Drew’s group followed soon afterward. Fort Worth still had a Devil problem, and that required pest control.

The Slosth attack on the Devilkin forces had done serious damage. Scouts reported that Devilkin numbers were well below five thousand, but their behavior had changed. They had begun entrenching themselves and sending out defensive patrols. Whatever central intelligence was controlling them had tightened its grip.

Normally, that would be bad news, but with their numbers so low and their forces spread out over the southern section of the city, Drew’s forces were able to clear the Devilkin out with few losses.

Having dispatched another group of Devilkin, Drew felt a light tug at the back of his mind, and his attention shifted from reflection to awareness of a developing situation.

“Huh…” Drew said.

“What is it, dear?” Amber asked as she walked next to him, scanning nearby buildings for enemies.

“The undead found another soul receptacle,” Drew replied as his eyes seemed to gaze off in the distance.

“We knew that was a possibility. There might be more of them,” his wife replied as her eyes shifted to a nearby skyscraper, her focus lingering on each window for a brief moment before searching the next.

“Yeah, that’s true. If there’s more out there, we need to retrieve them all,” Drew replied, but then he noticed that Amber had stopped moving and had her gaze focused on the roof of a nearby skyscraper. “What is it?”

“We’re being watched,” she replied in a low voice before turning her head and continuing to walk.

“Are you sure?” Drew asked, but his wife just turned and gave him a look like he was stupid. “Alright, alright. Don’t give me the death glare. Is it the Devilkin?”

“I think so,” she said. “With whatever is controlling them flexing its muscles, it’s harder to predict what they are up to. Perhaps it’s waiting to collect any freshly minted souls? They can’t exactly move these huge torture chambers, but they’re spread too thin to protect them all. But small groups could still grab the souls and sneak them back to base without us noticing.”

“We should cut things off at the source then. Do you want to start clearing out these fucking monster-sized buildings?”

“I don’t want to, but that would be the safest bet. Ugh, I hate heights. This is going to suck,” Amber grimaced.

“Yeah, I’m right there with you. How do you want to do it?”

“I don’t know. Do you have any minions nearby we can use?”

Drew paused to check his mental threads. Sadly, there were none nearby, and the closest ones were currently preoccupied with Devilkin themselves.

He shook his head. “No, nothing usable at the moment, but I should have some minion cap available. If you don’t mind sitting tight for a little while, I can pull something together,” he suggested.

“Pull something together?” his wife asked with a cocked head.

“Yeah. Long story short, the minions I currently have are pretty much real beings. Something I did when I upgraded their templates messed with their souls. After a while, they ‘awaken’. Takes a while for some but happens immediately for others. Independent thoughts, feelings, and desires, the whole shebang. The shitty part is they’re still forced to do what I tell them to do, even after they awaken,” Drew said, pausing to rub the back of his head.

“Ouch. So you managed to play God and create sapient life, or unlife, but they have no free will, and now you’re feeling guilty as hell?” Amber asked quizzically.

“Yeah, that’s the gist of it. Unfeeling golems are one thing, but once they have their own sense of self, their own desires? Well, then I’m basically a slave master. It’s a seriously bitter pill to swallow.” Drew grimaced and shook his head in frustration. “I think my messing with their ability to think and communicate jump-started things, but The Lady once told me any being with an artificial soul can awaken, so I kinda want to avoid using those until I understand things better.”

“I didn’t realize they’d become so advanced. That’s a tough situation.” Amber paused to think for several moments. “Can you go back to using the old mindless, soulless templates? Scolder is pretty cool, but he’s more like a dog than a person. Could you work with something like that?”

“Yeah, that’s kinda where my mind is at now. I was thinking I could experiment a little bit if you don’t mind watching my back.”

“Sure.” Amber shrugged. “Just don’t go down the rabbit hole, keep it simple. You can always play around with it later; I’d like to get back home soon.”

Drew nodded, pulled out a folding chair from his inventory, and plopped his ass in it as he pulled up his template options.

Ultimately, Drew wanted to free Rex’s people, so creating more sapient undead would go against what he was wanting. If he had a choice, there was no point in creating more intelligent life only for it to be instantly enslaved. No, what he needed was something without a soul, or if it had a soul, it needed to have the freedom of choice.

Drew drummed his fingers on his knees as he thought about possible solutions. He didn’t need a permanent solution at the moment; he just needed a stopgap. Thinking of something permanent would take time, and he wanted to dedicate himself fully to considering his options. No, for now, he just needed something that would tide him over until he got to that point.

Drew couldn’t make anything that would use things like bone rifles, as that would probably require creating a minion with enough intelligence that he might run into the same issue as he had with Rex’s peers, but he didn’t want something incredibly stupid either. The new minions would need to be able to take orders from him but also have basic decision-making skills so he didn’t need to micromanage them constantly.

His empowered raise dead ability already gave his minions increased intelligence and an ability to act independently. However, he’d found in his early encounters with the Devilkin that that wasn’t enough. His solution had gone too far though, making his minions thinking, feeling, and fully sapient individuals.

What is the middle ground? Perhaps more animalistic minions that run on instinct alone? Bestial minions? Monster minions? I’ve had trouble working with those in the past…

As Drew continued to reflect on the problem, he felt a light tug at the edge of his consciousness, but it wasn’t a minion connected to his mental threads. It was something else. Something he recognized. Souls.

Drew felt a large amount of them trapped nearby, and he could hear their faint cries begging for release. He opened his eyes as he traced the source of the cries to a bank on the ground floor of one of the skyscrapers. There had to be a reservoir of souls in there somewhere.

Must be why there are Devilkin somewhere nearby…

Shaking his head, Drew went back to the minion issue. He’d deal with the souls in a minute. Perhaps it was time to go back to the basics. He was more powerful now and had more flexibility in the ways he could create minions. Rather than pushing for a perfect solution when crunched for time, he’d just go back to what he’d relied on prior, albeit with some major changes in power.

Drew shifted through the template options and began to fiddle with the options. If he was going back to the basics, he might as well start with something he was familiar with. Amber’s mentioning of Scolder, the old undead coyote, had given him an idea.

Pack animals have an instinctual command structure. They can be intelligent, cunning, can employ tactics to a certain degree… Let’s start there.

He’d start with an increase in size and bone density. Rather than being based on the coyotes around his home, he’d start with something closer to the size of a gray wolf. Drew began to thread mana filaments throughout the skeletal structure, weaving them together to create a highly responsive muscular system that should increase the strength and agility of the minion.

One of the benefits of not beefing up the mental faculties as much was that it left him with much more to play with. He still couldn’t create minions higher than D Grade, but with humanoids, he had put a lot of the points available for his templates into communication and cognitive abilities. Without those, he could make far beefier units, even give them more unique or powerful abilities.

I should have looked at this earlier, but I was so focused on mimicking an army that I never thought to consider non-humanoid options…

After the muscular mana weaving reached a point where he felt satisfied, Drew moved onto senses. Bog-standard undead had piss-poor senses, and he aimed to fix that. He focused on imbuing additional energy and mana into creating proper vision, hearing, and sense of smell. Next, he added a tiny amount of mana to allow for a faint sensation of touch. Taste went with smell, but he dialed it back as smell was far more important. Undead didn’t need to eat, after all.

Lastly, Drew worked on the mind, which was the hardest part. He needed them to have instincts and to work in formations and have basic tactics, so he began to construct a pre-programmed set of impulses with if-then-and commands to allow them to work together as packs. When a minion encountered a situation, then their constructed minds would go to the if command, followed by the then command, and finally, if the situation called for, the and command.

He’d once done a basic programming course, and this had elements of that. It was kind of like how characters in video games could act independently under preset parameters entered by the player. He still wanted to make controlling them as easy as possible, but he knew he couldn’t rely fully on the standard System-based templates. He needed something custom-made, modified for his own particular style.

I guess this was what Hades and The Lady were trying to tell me…

He gave them the barest hint of intelligence – not enough to be sapient, but enough to solve simple problems. They’d be slightly smarter than normal wolves, which were already pretty intelligent, but not to the point that they’d suddenly wake up one day and have an existential crisis. They wouldn’t be self-aware.

With the base complete, Drew pulled back and took a look at the template. It was a skeletal wolf, there was no doubt about that. But it seemed lacking somehow. Like it was missing something.

Righttt… they need better weapons, and I should adjust their feet to allow for quieter movement.

Drew pulled up the teeth and claws and focused on elongating both. The teeth needed to penetrate and tear, while the claws needed the power to rip through thick hides and armor. With that finished, Drew was running out of points to apply to the template, so as a last flourish, he attached small sacks of mana to the bottom of their paws to act as pads to allow for stealthy movement.

Finally satisfied with the template, Drew stood up and put his chair away before summoning forty of the new wolves. Mana pulled from his body and the atmosphere, congealing and forming into bones that flew through the air as they combined together into the bodies of the new minions. It only took twenty seconds or so, but Drew was now the proud owner of brand-spanking new minions that he wouldn’t feel guilty about treating as minions.

“Done?” Amber asked as she eyed the wolves.

“Yeah, I think so.” Drew nodded.

“Any issues with them? Super-intelligence, gray morality issues?”

“Nope. They seem fine to me.”

“Good. Let’s start searching, then. The third skyscraper on the right has several Devilkin on the roof watching us like hawks, and the fifth on the left has a similar group, but they’re paying attention to the south. Do you want to clear those out first?”

“No need.” Drew shook his head. “The souls are in that bank over there, on the ground floor,” he added, gesturing with his head toward the bank.

“They are?”

“Yeah, they’re pissed too. I can hear them from here,” Drew said with a grimace.

“Well, I’d be pissed too. Are we going in, or are you going to test out these puppies?” Amber asked. Freya went up next to Amber and nudged her elbow slightly. “No, they’re not real puppies, Freya. You’re our only puppy,” Amber said reassuringly. The German Shepherd wagged her tail and licked Amber’s leg.

“I’ll send the wolves in, might as well test them out,” Drew replied.

“Alright, hop to it then, husband,” Amber said as she gently clapped her hands together in a playful manner.

Drew chuckled and sent the wolves the mental command to enter the bank and find the souls.

That was when everything went to shit.


Chapter Sixty-Eight



The skeletal wolves crashed through several of the bank’s glass pane windows, leaping into the side offices of bank assistants and landing on their desks before heading into the financial institution proper.

That was when all hell broke out. Literally. A shrieking cry went up, and Amber’s eyes flicked to the nearby skyscraper.

“What was that?” Drew asked as he turned his head suddenly.

“It seems we may have some company soon,” Amber said with a scowl.

“Devilkin?”

“Well it sure as shit ain’t gonna be the Easter Bunny.” Amber gave her husband a scathing look.

“Ah. Alright then. Guess I’ll start summoning more wolves.”

“Can the wolves fly?”

“Uh… no? They’re wolves…” Drew looked at his wife, confused.

“Well, the Devilkin can, sooo…”

Roars broke through the air, and shortly after, Drew began to hear a light fluttering. When he turned his head to the sky, he noticed a large contingent of Devilkin flying straight at them.

“Well, fuck,” Drew muttered under his breath.

“Noticed our friends?” Amber asked.

“Yeah, and they don’t look happy.”

“You should see the one leading them from the front.” Amber hiked her thumb over her shoulder in their direction.

Drew turned back toward the incoming horde and looked through the various Devilkin heading their way. The vast majority were D Grade, with a tiny amount of Lessers thrown into the mix. However, after scanning them for several moments, Drew’s eyes narrowed as he took in the leader.

That Devil made Beefcake look like he’d never stepped into a gym before. Its muscles had muscles that had muscles, and they each seemed to have a mind of their own as they twitched and flexed while the Devil was mid-flight.

Red skin was pulled tightly over its towering frame, and large, long horns jutted out from its forehead before turning up at an almost right angle. Its upper torso had darkened leather armor of some kind held in place with straps across the chest and attached at the shoulders, leaving its pecs and abs easily viewable, and in its hands was possibly the largest two-handed axe Drew had ever seen.

“I’m going to call him Roidy,” Drew chuckled, but he’d be lying if he said that he didn’t feel a little intimidated. “I guess that’s the guy that’s been leading them this whole time,” Drew said as he continued to view the fast-approaching swarm.

“Didn’t you say that your commander minion guy said there were only five thousand of these things left?” Amber asked after her laughter died down.

“Yeah, why?”

“Well, there’s about five thousand of them in that group heading toward us. What are your other minions fighting?”

Drew blinked. “Huh, I guess the commander is smarter than we expected. Must have hidden an additional force somewhere our scouts couldn’t find them. Trying to catch us by surprise, and it worked too.”

As Drew finished his sentence, several of his skeletal wolves leaped out of the bank and headed back to him, the leading bone puppy carrying a soul receptacle in its mouth. Drew reached out and took the forty-ounce beer can-sized jar that was covered in runes that hurt his eyes.

Drew quieted his mind as he focused on the hundred thousand screaming and wailing human souls contained within the jar and reached out, brushing against them with his will.

“Listen up, folks. I’m going to set y’all free, and you can move on to the afterlife…” Drew began, projecting his voice slightly so it would reach the souls contained within. The wails of rage and indignity ebbed as Drew spoke.

“Now, y’all are free to go do whatever you want in the afterlife, but I’ve found myself in a bit of a pickle. Those bastards that killed you and captured your souls are coming to attack us, and I could really use some help. I won’t force anyone, but I’d like to ask for volunteers to aid in my defense. Once the battle is done, you’ll be free to move on.”

Drew spoke quickly as the horde of Devilkin was now accelerating. The voices quieted for a moment before the questions arrived en masse, but Drew didn’t have time to answer a hundred thousand questions, so he gave them a choice.

“Those of you who want to stick around and get some vengeance on the bastards who killed you and destroyed this town, focus on my voice and anchor yourself nearby. Everyone else, feel free to move on. I’m sorry I didn’t get to you sooner,” Drew finished before taking the receptacle in both hands and snapping it in half like a fortune cookie.

Crack

A baleful blue pillar of light rose to the heavens, and numerous fiery motes flickered briefly before flinging themselves upward as quickly as possible. Many motes, however, hovered around Drew, more than he’d expected, and with time running out before the arrival of Roidy and his gaggle of friends, Drew opened up his template as he focused on finding minions that could fly.

There were no existing templates – he’d checked before when the Devils were dive-bombing them. Still, Drew knew that some class had to have flying summons. He was sweating bullets as he reached out with his aura to interface with the System. In the past, he had searched for templates that were considered humanoid, so now he widened his net, including beasts and monsters.

Drew met with resistance. He was terrified that pushing the issue would result in divine power being drawn from him again, shredding his soul. Strangely, though, he felt a small reservoir inside him, like mana, only different. It was the barest sliver of something, a single molecule, but as he met the resistance, this energy flared and disappeared. Moments later, his templates blossomed, including dozens more options.

Drew began to flick through them, and as he did so, he allowed the barest touch of knowledge of each minion type to briefly absorb in his mind. Eventually, he settled on two options: Stygian Gargoyles and Revenant Specters.

Drew didn’t have time to mess around and modify the templates, so he began summoning them using the nearby anchored souls. If they died, they’d be set free, and if they lived, he’d release them after the battle. In a way, they were temporary Soulflames, just not permanent the way normal ones were.

Magic pulled from Drew’s soul, and mana fueled the summoning of four hundred and thirty-two Stygian Gargoyles. The undead counterpart to the flying Devilkin. They were ugly as fuck, bald, and hunched, with pointed noses and teeth. The wings on their back looked like a decaying patchwork that shouldn’t have been capable of proper flight, and their eyes blazed a milky yellow glow.

Their skin would be harder than stone, and they were both agile and strong. Perfect frontliners. The best part was that they couldn’t die unless their heads were cut off completely. Any other kind of wound would seal over and heal, and their health would regenerate after every kill.

Next came one hundred and sixteen Revenant Specters, maxing out Drew’s minion cap. Given these were Soulflames, control wasn’t an issue, and he only had the slightest of headaches. Drew encouraged the excess souls to depart and thanked them for their time as the Specters’ ethereal bodies pulled together as if being formed from mist.

“We’re almost out of time, handsome. Bring it together!” Amber called out as she readied her bow and nocked an arrow before releasing the fire projectile into the advancing Devilkin.

The Revenant Specters were like ghosts, transparent and unseen, but unlike ghosts, they could phase into the real world to attack physical and magical targets. They’d act as his sneaky rogues. Only magical damage could destroy them, and physical attacks would only hurt them if they were attacked while partially corporeal.

With the Devilkin less than forty seconds away, Drew sent mental commands to his temporary allies to take flight. Although a human soul wouldn’t know how to fly, their new bodies had the instinct to do so molded into them. The Gargoyles took off without too much hesitation and launched themselves toward the incoming Devilkin, while the Specters faded from sight completely.

Drew readied himself by taking out his sword and sending some welcome presents to their new house guests in the form of [Focused Contagion] and [Agony]. Rather than try and play things conservatively, Drew cast a wide net and hit as many foes as he could with the spell effects in the limited time he had remaining. [Corpse Explosion] would be useless as anything dead would instantly fall to the ground, but he did send out a couple of [Bone Spears], hoping to turn the massed group of Devilkin into shish kebabs.

Roidy was going to be a problem, and with five thousand little pissants flying around and dive-bombing and sneak-attacking at every available chance, Drew needed to help Amber eliminate the hangers-on as quickly as possible.

The Gargoyles crashed into the Devilkin’s frontlines, tearing them limb from limb. Hopefully, they’d manage to hold them off for long enough that Drew’s spells and Amber’s arrows could whittle the numerical disadvantage down. The Devils roared in anger as pieces of hellspawn fell from the air before thudding on the ground with wet crunches. Body parts fell like rain in a heavy thunderstorm, pelting the earth with blood and viscera.

Just as the Devilkin began to encircle the Gargoyles, the Specters struck at their backs. Unnaturally long, almost skeletal hands that barely stood visible against the sky reached out and clawed into the backs, spines, and wings of the D-Grade Devils. The red-skinned hellspawn shrieked in agony as they fell from the sky.

Backstab successful.

Drew grinned as he continued sending out more casts of his rotting plague. The skin and meat of his enemies fell off the bone like a well-smoked spare rib, slopping to the ground with gore, and as each died, a sickly dark green cloud welled out from the victims’ bodies before spreading to their two closest neighbors, entering their mouths and nostrils as they choked on the invading plague.

The ones that weren’t plague-infested fell into irrational fear and anger as Drew’s [Agony] spell worked its magic. The victims lost all sense of friend and foe as they lashed out blindly in a futile attempt to ease their continued suffering.

Arrows covered in fire that started out at a regular size quickly enlarged to become ballista-sized bolts that cut through large swathes of incoming flyers. As the Devilkin rushed to dodge to their sides in order to avoid the oversized projectiles, a hail of arrows fell upon them in an arc, as if a hundred archers had taken aim at their ranks and unleashed hell. Amber was hard at work putting her skills to the test.

It was around this time that Roidy decided he was rightly and thoroughly pissed by the Gargoyles that refused to die no matter how many times he cut them in half with his axe.

“ROARRRRR!”

Roidy’s scream of frustration cut through the sounds of battle as it echoed across the battlefield.

“Someone must be using his favorite gym equipment!” Amber turned and yelled to Drew as she continued to unleash fiery death upon the Devilkin.

“Nah, the vitamin shop ran out of whey!” Drew joked back, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

Drew refocused his efforts on Roidy himself, deciding that the biggest threat needed some of his loving attention while the big bastard was distracted. The Necromancer threw out a barrage of damage over time spells before lobbing a shrieking skull of [Death Coil] toward the flying brick shithouse.

Roidy’s patience finally thinned to breaking point as he plowed through the Gargoyles blocking his path and pushed past all the defenders to make his way toward Drew.

“I’m going to find some high ground with Freya – stay safe, dear!” Amber yelled before bolting toward one of the tall skyscrapers nearby. She fired arrows with her torso turned as she ran.

God, I love that woman. She’s such a badass.

The ground rumbled as Roidy crashed into the ground in a three-point superhero landing before using the shaft of his axe to hoist himself up. His red-yellow eyes burned with rage as he pushed off from the ground and ran straight toward Drew.

“ROARRRRR!” Roidy bellowed, and spittle from his fanged mouth was projected outward before splattering against the cheek of Drew’s helm.

Disgusting.

Drew wiped the slime from his helm with his arm as he dodged left of an overhead swing that would have bisected him down the middle. Drew used the footwork he’d developed with Sindra as he stepped out of the dodge effortlessly, bringing his sword down in an arc and cutting through the armor of Roidy’s upper thigh. He felt the blade sink into the flesh and hit bone as he used his momentum to carry his body forward, allowing the sword to work its magic and begin slicing through the calcium proper.

Roidy was either used to a lot of pain or couldn’t feel it at all, as he turned with a rage-filled scowl on his face and swung his giant axe horizontally in a wide arc. Drew didn’t know how the Devil managed to shift his body weight and turn so easily as he’d cut through a sizable portion of his leg bone, but he ducked and rolled out of the way of the Devilkin’s attack.

Roidy had overextended his attack again, and Drew slipped forward past the long reach of the axe to take full advantage of the mistake. Coming from below, he didn’t have a lot of momentum or force in his attack, so he decided to focus on the already damaged leg. He lunged forward with the tip of his blade and sank it into Roidy on the inner portion of his thigh before beginning to roll backward and away from the body-builder Devil.

Only Drew wasn’t quick enough this time. Roidy unexpectedly dropped the oversized axe at the end of his swing and brought his left arm around just in time to properly bitch-slap Drew across the left cheek of his helm. Drew’s body went flying to the right before crashing into, and then through, the wall of a building.

Drew groaned, picking himself up off the floor as dust filled the air from his impact. Drew grabbed his sword from where he dropped it upon crashing and had just enough time to cast [Focused Contagion] before Roidy came barreling into the building, swinging his axe. Fighting a battle with two-handed weapons within the tight conditions of a building was a terrible idea, so Drew did his best to tactically withdraw through a broken window frame.

Back on the street, Drew had just enough time to ready himself before the Devilkin was upon him. Learning from his previous mistake, Drew focused on taking sure-fire swings rather than falling into the trap of overextending himself as he had with the lunge. Roidy was soon covered in deep cuts that bled profusely as Drew dodged and stepped out of the way of his attacks.

Lacerations and wide, gaping wounds covered the Devilkin’s body by the time Drew found the opportunity to finish his original work of cutting off Roidy’s leg. As the leg finally separated from his body, Drew nimbly stepped behind Roidy and jabbed his blade through the Devilkin’s spine from the back. His sword severed the vertebrae, and Roidy collapsed as the remaining leg he’d been using to pull himself back up crumpled.

Pustules and sick, milky white pus began to leak from the Devil’s wounds, but his vitality still held somehow. Having learned firsthand just how unpredictable Roidy could be, Drew cautiously approached the downed Devilkin to dispatch the threat once and for all.

Just as he reached Roidy, the Devilkin snapped up, and the downed Devil bellowed as he shot upward using his wings. As Roidy took flight, his clawed hand grabbed the shaft of his weapon and swung it to prevent Drew from coming too close.

Ugh, I forgot about the damn wings.

Drew wasn’t about to let the Devilkin leader fly away to safety, so he used all his strength to propel himself from the ground as he leaped toward the retreating Roidy. Fear and anger covered the Devil’s face as he turned his head back toward the field of battle, only to find Drew just seconds away from falling on top of him.

With his one remaining leg hanging limp during flight, Roidy attempted to roll to the side to prevent Drew from crashing into him, but Drew was too prepared for that tactic to work. He brought his blade down across the Devilkin’s shoulder and wings, lopping off one of the leathery appendages and cutting deep into Roidy’s body.

Between the momentum of Drew’s sword hitting him and the lack of a wing, Roidy dropped to the ground like a sack of potatoes. Drew was on him within moments, slamming his sword right through the side of Roidy’s neck and ending his life. Roidy gurgled as red-tinted foam bubbled up from his mouth, his upper body beginning to convulse.

“Well fought, but this is our planet, fuckhead,” Drew said before bringing his armored foot down and crushing Roidy’s head like a grape under his heel.

With the Devilkin leader dead, Drew turned his attention to the ongoing battle happening overhead. His Specters were all still around and causing mischief, and Drew had only lost half of his Gargoyles. From the look of things, those casualties hadn’t happened from a change in tactics but rather blind freaking luck.

The Devilkin army wasn’t doing so great. In fact, they were on their last legs. Of the five thousand Devils that had attacked, less than six hundred remained, which, compared to Drew’s losses, was outstanding.

Just as Drew began to smirk at the assured victory, a shockwave of hellfire flames cut through the air, engulfing both the Devilkin and Drew’s undead in black-red fire. Screams cut through the atmosphere as the fires seemed to catch and then cling to each body before covering them entirely. The bodies quickly burned away, not even leaving ash, and a long silence hung heavy throughout the empty streets.

“Keh keh keh, and the insects all fall before my unlimited power!” a nasal voice called out haughtily.


Chapter Sixty-Nine



Drew’s eyes snapped from the empty battlefield to the origin of the voice, and he found himself staring at something he hadn’t expected. A red leathery ball, with tiny flapping wings the size of a normal bat’s that kept it suspended in mid-air.

It had wide, yellow eyes like the Cheshire Cat and short, pointed teeth that grinned in a too-wide smile. Tiny red horns just barely poked out from atop its face, and despite the strangeness of the sight, Drew couldn’t help but laugh.

It looks like a fucking oversized dodgeball. Drew broke out in a burst of laughter that started in his gut and traveled upward.

“What? Laughter? Who dares to laugh at the mighty Kurlfex?!” the overinflated balloon cried out in indignation.

The higher pitch of its almost squeaky voice was the nail in the coffin, and Drew doubled over in pain as he tried to contain his howling laughter. Tears began to well up in his eyes as he forced the guffaws away, only for them to resurface shortly after.

Kurlfex lowered itself to a hover right above the ground and, with a deep scowl on its face, waved one of its tiny, T-Rex-like arms. Drew’s eyes widened as a tidal wave of fire soared across the ground like a tsunami hitting an island nation.

Drew did what any brave man would do when faced with a thirty-foot wave of fire heading in their direction. He ran. He hauled ass in the opposite direction, and as he came to the end of the block, he turned and ran up a side road from the intersection. Drew turned his head just in time to see the roaring wave of fiery death roll past him, sticking to the main road.

Okay, so it doesn’t have a tracking function. Good to know, Drew thought as he continued to run, taking a right at the next intersection.

That was when he smelled something burning and turned his head slightly. At the very edge of his vision, he saw a tiny little flame running its way up a strand of gray and white. He quickly patted himself down.

The fat bastard caught my hair on fire!

Drew scowled as he took another right at the next intersection. He was only one more right turn away from making it back to the fat, floating dodgeball, but he needed to be careful as he turned the final corner. There could be a trap waiting for him, or another wave of flame. But there was no trap, nor any awaiting spell.

“Keh keh keh! Burn, burn it all! All shall bow to the might of Kurlfex!” it shrieked with unbridled excitement and joy.

Come to think of it… Roidy was a bit stupid too. Is this thing the real leader of the Devilkin invasion?

Drew cautiously approached the tiny-winged Devilkin. Its back being turned to Drew and its constant and self-assured monologuing made this process far easier than it should have been. Drew was shocked that he managed to make it four feet behind the Devilkin before it turned around with a surprised look on its face.

“AH!” it shrieked, and Drew pulled his sword back, ready to swing it at what was likely the real incursion leader.

Before he had a chance to bring his sword down to damage the Devil mage, its tiny wings flapped with a surprising amount of speed and strength, and its body flew backward another four feet, causing Drew to completely miss with his swing.

“Burn insect, burn!!” the Devilkin shrieked, extending its tiny arm outward.

Thump

No wave of fire came rolling after Drew. The Devilkin paused briefly before its already too-large eyes widened. It turned around, but due to it being a round ball and not having a head, it couldn’t see the large arrow sticking out from the back of it.

“Owieeee!” it screamed with its little arms flailing back and forth.

Drew didn’t waste any time. He dropped his sword and ran forward the eight feet separating him from Kurlfex with all his strength and speed. Just as Drew reached the shrieking ball, its eyes widened even as it continued to cry and whimper. It went to wave its arm once again, but Drew got to it first. With a loud thunk, the fat Devilkin went flying as Drew’s foot made direct contact.

GOALLLLLLLLL! Drew chuckled.

The Devilkin’s flight took it two blocks away before a very large, black blur shot out of a nearby skyscraper and leaped to grab the Devilkin mid-flight. With the Devil firmly within her jaws, Freya began shaking it back and forth with her head.

“EEEEKK!” the Devilkin shrieked.

Freya paused and cocked her head slightly at the sound, but it was clear that the large German Shepherd had come to a conclusion as she dropped the Devilkin and held it with her paw before she began to chomp down with her jaws with gusto.

“EEEEP!”

“EEEEP!”

Drew had already retrieved his sword and begun to race toward Freya when Amber raced out of the building Freya had come from.

“No, bad Freya! It’s not a squeaky toy!” Amber yelled as she scolded the dog. Freya, however, wouldn’t listen, and she continued to paw and chomp down on her newfound toy.

“EEEEP!”

Each chomp elicited the same response from the Devilkin, and each squeak made the German Shepherd wag her tail as she continued to bite deeply into the toy, which caused a new squeak. By the time Drew made it to the dog, she was shaking what looked to be a deflated dodgeball in her mouth. Amber held her head in her hands and sighed deeply.

After that, no matter how many times Freya tried to make the toy squeak, it refused to.

“Sweetie, you broke it, okay? It’s not going to squeak anymore.” Amber shook her head.

Freya stopped what she was doing and cocked her head at Amber.

“Yes, I know. I’m sure it was a fantastic toy. But, sadly, you broke it. It won’t work anymore.”

Freya’s tail fell between her legs, and it was with sadness that she dropped her broken toy onto the ground with a wet plop. The carcass looked like a bleeding sunny-side-up egg as it lay on the concrete road. Freya walked away before turning her head to eye her broken toy one last time and letting out a huff.

Meanwhile, Drew was laughing hysterically. At one point, he’d been forced to sit down because his sides had hurt so badly. None of this went unnoticed by the German Shepherd, who gave him the evil eye as she suspected he was laughing at her misery.

“He’s not laughing at you, sweetie. He’s laughing at the situation. He loves you very much. Isn’t that right, dear?” Amber spat the last word as she glared at Drew, who only managed to nod as he tried to prevent himself from laughing any longer.

The humor of the situation was rekindled when Amber mentioned that Freya had received a System Notification that she’d killed the Incursion leader. Drew was once again busy wiping away tears from his eyes when the red glowing pillar of light that could be seen further to the south disappeared from the sky.

Twenty-four hours later, Rex reported that the last of the Devilkin had been eradicated, and three more soul receptacles had been found. Drew didn’t need any more souls piloting minions at the moment, nor was he ready to begin screwing around with creating new minions until he found a way to free Rex and his peers, so he smashed open the soul containers and allowed all the trapped human souls to travel to The Halls of Reflection.

Afterward, it took another solid two days before the rest of the fleshy corruption that littered buildings and roads was purged, which wrapped up the Fort Worth campaign for Drew.

“So, what now?” his wife asked.

“We’re going home.”
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Drew and his wife took a pair of Panthas for the ride back home, while Spock rode ahead on the oversized chicken with Mark riding bitch. As they passed through several of the smaller cities, Drew noticed human activity once again. It was slow, and there wasn’t a lot of it, but he spotted several of the Dark Elf and Goblin allies helping with cleaning up rubble and handing out food and supplies to small gatherings of human survivors.

When they finally made it back home, Drew made his report on the Fort Worth campaign to Robert before retiring to his house with Amber for some much-needed rest. After two days of rest, The Baleful Lady reached out to Drew, inviting him to visit her at the tavern. After extracting a promise from her that there would be no heavy drinking or karaoke, he agreed to meet with her.

Drew walked into the tavern and quickly found the booth that the Primordial had claimed as her own during her vacation on Earth. He plopped down in the seat across from the goddess and Hades and quickly ordered a bacon burger and fries, along with a drink.

“You did well against the Slosth Queen,” The Baleful Lady said, breaking the silence.

“Thanks. It was a hard fight. The only reason I made it out of there was due to the advice you gave me about the zen crap,” Drew said as the waitress came back with a sweet tea for him.

The tavern was pretty empty, which Drew pegged as strange as it was normally always busy. Then again, it was the middle of the afternoon on a Tuesday. Folks were probably working.

“Zen… crap?’ The Baleful Lady asked with a raised eyebrow.

“He means getting in touch with his affinities,” Hades explained.

The Lady’s brow furrowed before she let out a light chuckle. “I see. Well, on that topic, we have a few things of importance to speak of today.”

Drew took a sip of his tea and nodded for the goddess to continue.

“The ‘zen crap’ you refer to actually concerns your natural born affinities. Every being is born with them, and they usually have a resonance of some capacity with at least one. You, Champion, were born with three. This is rare but not unheard of in the vast Multiverse. What is rare is the strength of your resonance.”

“Rare, right,” Hades scoffed before turning to look at Drew. “Look, kid, your resonance is off the charts. It’s higher than what most divine beings have. This is some serious shit.”

“Okay? That’s good, right?” Drew asked.

“It’s incredible, kid. It doesn’t mean much now, as you’re only in C Grade, but it means that you have unmatched potential.”

“Which is why I have sealed that affinity resonance from view. It would attract unwanted attention. The tattoos on your face act as this seal,” The Baleful Lady quickly added.

“Ah. Well, if you think that’s for the best, then you’re probably right,” Drew shrugged. He figured that was all there was to be said about it.

“We’re saying this because we will be leaving to go back to The Lady’s realm tomorrow,” Hades said.

“Ohhh. Well, that sucks that y’all are leaving. I’m glad you were able to have a little mini-vacation here for a bit,” Drew said.

He was happy the two divine beings had been able to relax here for a while, but part of him would be glad when they were gone. Having two all-powerful gods staying so close to his house made him nervous, like they were breathing down his neck. Still, as people, he liked them.

“We thank you for your hospitality while we were here. It has been… nice.” The Baleful Lady paused and then smiled lightly.

“The problem is what happens once we’re gone,” Hades added as he leaned forward with his elbows on the table.

“What happens when you leave?” Drew asked cautiously, a sudden knot forming in his stomach.

“Our peers will be coming to this world. Right now, none dare intrude upon this planet as they fear my immediate wrath… other than my sister,” The Baleful Lady muttered the last few words under her breath, but Drew still heard her.

“We have no idea what they’re up to, but they’re likely going to kick around some dust, so you should be prepared,” Hades added seriously.

“Okayyy… Gods are coming to the planet for some reason, and I should prepare myself. How exactly do I do that? They’re gods, after all,” Drew replied. What was he supposed to do about divine beings? To them, he’d be nothing but an ant.

“Never mention your affinities, nor your strong resonance with them,” The Baleful Lady said in a grim tone with her lips pressed thinly.

“Sure, no problem,” Drew shrugged. He had no intention of interacting with any divine beings. At all. He just needed to go around closing incursions and kicking the shit out of monsters.

“My seal will prevent your affinities and other information from being viewed. Most divine beings will know better than to attempt to circumvent that. However, some of our peers are…” The Lady paused to consider for a moment.

“Stupid. They’re stupid. Moronic at times, even,” Hades said with a scowl.

“Cool, so avoid all gods and don’t talk to them about the zen crap. Easy,” Drew said.

At that moment, the waitress returned with his food, which brought a smile to his face. He grabbed the burger and began to bite into the slice of heaven.

“You should avoid speaking to anyone about that. Gods or not,” Hades said. “Our point, however, is that Earth will likely have several cults and religions pop up in a rather quick manner. Pillars of Civilization, much like the one you own, will soon find their way into the hands of mortals.

“You should expect competition. Economic, religious, and military competition. Right now, you’re the only one with a System-recognized settlement. That will soon change. Many new settlements will begin to crop up.”

“That’s a good thing, isn’t it?” Drew said before taking another bite and chewing.

“Competition?”

“Nah, the people of Earth finally having some form of protection so they can restart civilization,” Drew said in between chewing.

“Ah, that. Yes. That is a good thing,” Hades nodded.

“Some of these new settlements will likely target Sanctuary,” The Baleful Lady added. “My Valkyries will protect everything within its borders, but anything outside of those may find itself harassed.”

“Gotcha. That’s no different than what we’ve been dealing with already,” Drew said, pulling a thick piece of bacon off the burger and munching on it. Hades and the Primordial shared a glance before turning back to Drew.

“Take the warning seriously, kid. Expect to have people trying to fuck with you,” Hades said with a scowl.

“Alright, alright. I’ll take it seriously, okay? I’ll go talk to Robert after this so he can prepare and do everything he needs to,” Drew said as he grabbed a fry.

The two divine beings seemed to relax slightly.

“Oh, Hades. Question for ya,” Drew said as he chomped down on the fry.

“Sure, kid, shoot,” Hades replied.

“My undead minions, they’re kinda alive. Or sapient, rather,” Drew said as he poured some ketchup to begin dipping the rest of the fries into. “But they’re stuck being chained to my will by The System. When you guys did your Pantheon thing or whatever, you said something about being the god of the undead. Is there anything you can do?”

“Anything I can do… What is it that you’re wanting?” Hades asked as he leaned forward once again.

“Well, I’m feeling pretty guilty about having sapient beings basically living as slaves underneath me. They fight and die, but they never have the chance to do what they want for themselves. Personally, I’d rather go back to using mindless skeletons as minions instead of forcing intelligent beings to follow my orders. Do you know of any way to free them from The System’s forced servitude?” Drew explained as he began dipping his fries in the ketchup.

“You wish to free your minions from your control?” The Baleful Lady asked.

“Well, the ones like Rex and his peers, yeah. I still need minions for my class, but I’m thinking about going back to using ones without souls and whatnot.”

Hades squinted. “You already have a bunch of Soulflames in Sanctuary – they are under your control, you just let them choose. You could force them to do stuff, but you don’t. Can’t you just do that with your awakened minions?”

Drew shook his head. “First off, Soulflames were once people. They know what free will is like. I can trust that they know what they want and are making informed decisions. These guys have never known freedom. They still call me ‘master’, they even had a chance to forcibly break my control and chose not to. I want them to be truly free.

“After that, if they choose to work with me like the Soulflames, great. But they need to experience true free will before I’d be comfortable that they aren’t just telling me what they think I want to hear. Also, if they say no to helping me, I need access to the minion cap slots they are occupying. I can’t have thousands of my minions off finding themselves or whatever while I’m left only being able to summon a handful of stuff to fight with.”

“They could attack you or your settlement with their newfound freedom,” The Lady cautioned.

“Eh, I don’t think they will. The Valkyries are here either way, and I’m not too concerned. Besides, people deserve to have the freedom of choice. The freedom to pursue happiness.”

Hades raised an eyebrow. “Look, this takes more divine energy than you might think. Many a Necromancer has thought that freeing their minions might give them an infinite minion cap hack, so The System makes it very costly. The Lady or I could take them under our control, but true freedom? That’s pricy. We aren’t going to able to do this often, and we certainly aren’t going to be able to reverse it. And you’re sure you want this, kid? You worked really hard on creating that army.”

“Yes.” Drew nodded his head once. “Everyone deserves the opportunity to choose their own path.”

Hades leaned back into the booth and then clapped his hands once.

“Done,” the god said with a smile. “And for the record, I’m proud of you.”
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Snap

Rex jerked to a stop. Ten miles from Sanctuary, the entire army suddenly stopped in its tracks as each and every undead felt the mental chains that bound them to their master snap and disappear.

He really did it… he found a way… We are free.

Rex turned his head to the sky, and at that moment, a tear rolled down his cheek.

Well, actually, it was a drop of rain, as undead can’t cry, but Rex still felt that it was a very nice moment and smiled nonetheless. At least until a piece of dead skin flaked off of his face and drifted to the ground.

Such is life…
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My new author friends, John and Shami Stovall, thank you both so much for all the support and encouragement you’ve given me. Where so many other authors ignored me or couldn’t find time to speak with me, you two have been incredibly awesome. You helped spread the word for book one when so many other folks didn’t, and I’m incredibly thankful to you. I’m also thankful for our new friendship, the games we play together, and the time we take to chat with one another. It’s so nice to have author friends to share all the ups and downs with, experiences only authors can understand.

Brook, you beautiful man, thank you dude. You edits make me sound so smart, and help create a truly immersive story with better pacing than I could manage by myself. I’m learning so much from you. Editing, publishing, and storytelling in general. Although we don’t always agree, I am thankful for you and I’m glad to call you my friend as well as my editor. You worked harder on this book with me than I can even begin to imagine.

Finally, to all my readers and fans, you made this all possible. I’m new and inexperienced still, and even with the big names out on the market, you’ve taken the time to enjoy my first book. You’ve left glowing reviews that encourage me when I’m feeling down, and have helped spread the word about my book’s existence. Although I will never be wealthy, you’ve made it possible for me to work as an author and I love hearing how much you enjoy different story elements. You’ve shared criticisms and offered feedback; you’ve highlighted subtle nuances that I didn’t expect anyone to notice and you appreciated them. Writing these stories is truly one of the most rewarding experiences of my life, and it’s you who made this crazy idea into a reality. Thank you.
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I call Oklahoma in the United States my home, but I was born and raised in Texas and moved during adulthood. I’m happily married and have a beautiful daughter who I cherish. I’m an avid reader and usually consume a couple hundred books a year. In between writing, editing, and errands, I enjoy the occasional video game. When I was younger, I was really into the major MMOs, but now I find myself leaning more towards strategy, simulation, and casual games that I can play co-op with friends.

I’m a fan of firearms, archery, and astronomy. I do enjoy light trail riding in side by sides and on ATVs, and I’ve been told I have a green thumb with plants. Sadly, there are annual locusts where I live, and they happily destroy everything green that I pour my heart into. I have a strong dislike for mesquite trees, lettuce, and long lines at stores and doctors’ offices. I’m a big animal lover, owning several dogs of various breeds, and I used to show and breed guinea pigs as well as rabbits.

I have a few people in my life that I consider close friends, and I’m blessed to be able to see them several times a year. I love and cherish them as if they were family, and think of them often.

Writing is something of a new passion for me, and my stories can be found on Royal Road and on my personal Patreon. I thoroughly enjoy interacting with my fans there and honing my craft as I find new ways to bring my thoughts to life.

If you’d like to catch up with me on social media, you can find my author page here:

https://www.facebook.com/people/Coldfang89-Author/61556796963680/

And if you’d like to come hang out and chat with me and other readers like you, then check out my personal author discord:

https://discord.gg/rEXZEwjqAx
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Portal Books is a digital publishing house that specializes in LitRPG, Dungeon Core, Cultivation and Progression Fantasy. Our mission is to bring you the best possible novels, with professional editing, copywriting, and cover design.

We only work with authors who have a real passion for the genres, and we think this shows in the novels we publish. We know that the heart of LitRPG is solid games mechanics and ensure every story is based on the kind of game system we ourselves would love to play.

If you’d like to try out stories from the other fantastic Portal Books authors, you can sign up to our mailing list for 80,000 words of FREE LitRPG stories. Whenever we add more, you’ll get the update, absolutely free.

https://portal-books.com/sign-up

You can also find us on Facebook. Join our group to stay up to date on all our upcoming books, cover reveals, author interviews, giveaways, promotions and more!

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGPortal/

We also have a Discord server where you’ll have a chance to chat with some our authors, members of the Portal Books team, or our community of readers as a whole!
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Gene Harvest (Crimson Hydra #1)

Pulled from the point of death and thrust into a horde-mode-style survival game, Benny’s odds against the approaching apocalypse weren’t looking too great.  Though that was before he got granted a rare Splicer Class he got that lets him repurpose the genetic material of slain enemies into augments for his own gorey arsenal.

The stage has been set. The contestants have been chosen. The entire galaxy is watching.

Welcome to the Game of Souls.

It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audible.

Rise of the Lycanthrope (Crossroads of Fate #1)

Joss is an ordinary freshman college student…or she was until magic irrevocably changed her life.

When her brother is kidnapped and her family murdered, it awakens something deep inside her—something primal. Joss's unwavering resolve to save her brother and deliver retribution leads her to discover a perilous realm, brimming with power, danger, and death.

The realm of the Fae.

It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audible.

Beast Realms Trilogy (Complete)

With regenerative abilities, a badass tail and the potential to evolve his body, how could Art resist choosing a lizard man as his avatar?

All’s well until he accidentally joins forces with an acid-spitting, enemy-consuming shadow-bound grub, causing his light-bound guild members turn against him, and a deadly fire mage to wage a vendetta against him.

Look’s like it’s time for Art to evolve!

It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audible.
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Azarinth Healer

Ilea likes punching things. And eating.

Join her as she is transported to a world full of monsters and magic, where power is measured by one's class, level, and skills. Ilea’s tale is equal parts comfy slice-of-life wanderings, goofy jokes, and brutal, blood-pumping battles with nightmarish monsters.

It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audible.

Shadeslinger (Ripple System #1)

Corporate flameout Ned Altimer dives into Earthblood Online ahead of other players. His advantages include a ridiculously handsome talking axe named Frank who has knowledge of the game’s deepest secrets…if the magnificent Frank ever feels like sharing them.

But this also makes Ned a target. His fellow players are about to conduct the greatest manhunt in gaming history is set to begin.

It’s available in Kindle Unlimited and in Audio, narrated by Travis Baldree.

Loremaster (Ascension of a Street Rat #1)

With a knife in his gut, Rowan figured he was destined to become just another corpse littering the slums of Taureen. So, he was fairly surprised to wake up in the back of a moving wagon on his way to the Faebrook Academy.

Follow Rowan on his journey to becoming a legendary adventurer in a world where diving monster-filled dungeons infuses your body with mana and helps you climb from lowly bronze tier all the way to the fabled Platinum tier. But first, he has to graduate.

It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audible.

If you wish to view a full list of our titles you can take a look at our books page on our website here:

https://portal-books.com/our-books

Or you can check out of comprehensive catalogue of our titles here and get reading right away!

https://www.amazon.com/Portal-Books/e/B07BHNPCXK
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To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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